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Book One

1912-1925




CHAPTER ONE

Christmas Eve 1912

 



‘Time, gentlemen, please.’

Cassie Gripper, proprietor of the Railway Hotel, had to shout to make herself heard above the strains of ‘Good King Wenceslas’ coming from the public bar. It felt like Christmas now, the holly leaves she’d laid along the shelves adding to the festive atmosphere.

‘Time, gentlemen.’

She pushed her thick brown fringe back from her forehead, feeling hot and excited. Many of her customers had already finished work. Everybody was in high good humour, but she had to bring this hectic lunchtime session to an end.

Reluctantly empty glasses were being put down. ‘Merry Christmas,’ customers were shouting as they moved towards the door. ‘Happy Yuletide.’

One old man patted her arm on his way to the door. ‘A grandmother at last, eh? That’ll please you, missus.’ The place was emptying now.

‘What did John have? A son to carry on here?’

Cassie laughed. ‘I’ll be carrying on here. Got plenty of years in me yet.’

‘Course you have, missus.’

‘It was a girl, six and a half pounds.’

‘We’ll be back to wet the baby’s head. Haven’t done her justice yet.’

‘You don’t look old enough to be a grandmother.’

Cassie grimaced. Fifty was more than old enough, and she was afraid she looked every day of it. It was all the late nights she’d had.

‘You’re in your prime, lass. Merry Christmas to you.’

She managed to close the front door at last. The Railway Hotel served the small cluster of streets huddling between Birkenhead’s main railway lines. There were plenty of thirsty throats because nearby were several big industrial concerns caught between the tracks too.

Usually Cassie was tired by this time of day and in need of a hot dinner. She made casseroles with jacket potatoes, food that would cook without supervision. Then she and the boys would rest before they had to open again at six.

But not today, though the bar had been filled to bursting and they’d been short-handed without John. She was delaying dinner for another hour or so. The boys wouldn’t mind nibbling on what they could find until then.

John, her eldest son, had come to work this morning saying that his wife was in labour and the midwife had pushed him out. Later, one of his neighbours had popped in with a message that Elsa had given birth to a baby girl. She’d sent John home, he hadn’t been doing much anyway. Just smiling round at everybody from up in some seventh heaven.

Cassie felt she’d roller-coasted through the rest of the session with the other two. She’d made up her mind that this was going to be the best Christmas ever, because the pub would be closing down after Boxing Day until New Year’s Eve. The brewery was coming in to redecorate and give the place a face-lift. It would be a rare break for them all. Cassie had been looking forward to this holiday for months. The boys too.

Bernard, her third and youngest son, was planning to take advantage of it by getting married. It meant he could take a honeymoon trip to London. Cassie thought he was  too young at nineteen to be even thinking of marriage, but there was no talking him out of it.

‘Vereena’s old enough,’ he’d smiled. ‘And I don’t want her to get tired of waiting for me.’

‘You’ve only known her a few months!’

The bride-to-be was a school teacher, which had impressed them all, but like all women in the professions, she’d be forced to give it up on marriage. Cassie wasn’t sure what to make of her.

‘Cash up for me, Bernie,’ she called now. ‘I’m going round to our John’s. Can’t wait to see the new arrival.’

It was a happy coincidence that John’s wife had had her baby today. It was a few weeks early.

Paul, her middle son, was already putting his coat on. ‘I’m going down to the market, Mam, to get a turkey for tomorrow.’

‘About twelve pounds if you can. No more than fifteen or I won’t get it in the oven.’

They were good-looking boys, all of them. Light-brown hair like their father’s, well set up and strong. But of the three, Bernie had the handsomest hazel eyes and the most engaging smile.

Cassie gathered up her long skirts and ran upstairs. Her brown hair was working loose from her bun, but she hadn’t time to redo it now. She combed her fringe, then tucked in a few stray ends, pleased to see hardly any grey visible, before skewering her hatpins through her big feathered hat.

As she flicked a powder puff over her nose, she could see her brown eyes dancing with excitement in the mirror. Her cheeks needed no rouge today. As she reddened her lips, they kept breaking into smiles. A little paint was expected of ladies in her position.

She snatched up the gifts she’d wrapped yesterday. A nightshift in white wool flannel for Elsa, all frills and furbelows. She’d sewn it herself, as well as the two nightgowns  for the baby. She’d managed to cut a few binders, too, from the left-over bits of cloth. For John, she’d bought cigarettes. Then there were the curtains she’d made for their scullery, because as yet they hadn’t got round to fixing the house up properly.

Cassie walked briskly down the street, looking forward to seeing her daughter-in-law, shy Elsa Ingram, holding her first-born. She didn’t look strong enough for child-bearing but she’d managed it, and quickly too. Couldn’t wait to see her new granddaughter. She felt on top of the world, though it was one of those dark, dull days that looked as though it wouldn’t reach full daylight.

Right outside the little house John had rented, close against the gas works in Elizabeth Place, two bicycles were propped up by their pedals against the pavement. One would belong to the midwife; it had a guard made of strings over the back wheel to prevent her skirts being caught in it. As she knocked on the door, she wondered who owned the other. There was a large carrier in front, but it was too smart to belong to a tradesman.

John was taking his time coming to the door. At last it opened six inches.

‘Yes?’ The midwife, her face tight with tension, stared at her suspiciously. Cassie felt deflated. She’d expected to see John’s face, wreathed with smiles.

‘Can I come in?’ She was pressing against the door, juggling with her parcels.

‘Well, it’s not ...’

Cassie felt a trickle of unease. ‘Is something the matter? I’m the new grandmother.’

Grudgingly, then, the door opened wide enough for her to step inside.

‘I’m Sister Jones.’ Her plump face was kindly. She looked young and efficient. ‘It was twins.’ Her voice was flat.

Cassie drew in a sharp breath. This was the first time  there’d been any mention of twins, though she knew they ran in Elsa’s family.

‘The second baby? It’s all right?’ She was very much afraid it was not.

‘Yes, another girl. Just over five pounds. Not so big as the first, but she’s doing fine.’

Cassie stood stock still. ‘It’s Elsa then?’

‘You’d better wait here.’ They were in the tiny living room. The bedroom above was reached by the stairs in the corner.

‘I’ll tell them you’ve come. The doctor’s here. I had to send for him.’

Cassie’s heart was thumping as she perched on the edge of a chair and listened to the low voices and the creak of the floorboards overhead.

After an ominous few minutes John came down. A very changed John since he’d left the pub. His straight brown hair was standing up from his forehead, his grey eyes were dazed and clouded with tears.

‘Oh, Mam!’ He came straight into her arms, seeking the comfort she’d given him as a child. He was clinging to her, and she could feel his body shaking with anguished sobs.

‘What’s happening, love?’ Cassie felt sick with horror. She hadn’t seen John cry since he was nine years old. ‘Elsa’s had a bad time with the second twin?’

He sniffed. ‘She’s bleeding terribly. They can’t stop it.’

‘They will,’ Cassie soothed.

‘No, Mam, you don’t understand. Elsa’s fading ...’

‘Fading? You don’t mean ...?’ She knew from John’s shocked face that he did. She was stunned. ‘That’s terrible!’

‘I’m going back ... Can’t leave her.’

Cassie sank back against the chair, her mouth dry. It was all so sudden, she couldn’t believe it. Elsa was so young. There must be some mistake, some hope.

Outside in the street there were carol singers. She could hear the faint strains of ‘Away in a Manger’.

She couldn’t sit and listen to that. It was choking her. She went out to the scullery and put the kettle on to make tea.

 



Moments later there was another knock on the front door. Cassie went to answer it, ready to get rid of callers. It was the last thing they needed now.

But it was Elsa’s parents, Harold and Mildred Ingram, who owned the shop opposite the pub. Mildred took off her hat as soon as the door closed behind her. Her hair was losing its colour, no longer fair nor yet grey. She wore it twisted into prim earphones. Her eyes were red and tear-stained behind her glasses. Cassie knew she wouldn’t have to tell them the terrible news.

Harold patted her on the shoulder. Mildred clasped her in a silent hug. It wasn’t what they usually did.

Cassie believed they considered themselves to be a bit above her. She thought of Harold as an ambitious man. Mildred owned a fur tippet and bragged about dealing in antiques, though most of their stock was household junk. They felt that what they did was socially superior to running the pub.

But they were neighbours as well as in-laws, and this was a trouble shared. In the streets between the railway lines, neighbours supported each other when there was trouble.

‘How is she? John sent a message.’

Cassie shook her head. She had a reputation for being outspoken, even forthright, but she couldn’t bring herself to talk of Elsa now. From the bottom of the stairs, she called up to John, announcing their arrival.

‘You’d better come up,’ he answered. Their footsteps echoed through the thin drugget on the stairs. Cassie followed on tiptoe. She heard Mildred’s sudden intake of breath. Seeing Elsa brought home to her just how bad she was.

The foot of the double bed had been raised on two chairs. Elsa lay without pillows, flat and lifeless. Her face was putty-white, her flyaway blonde curls were darkened with sweat. She hardly seemed to be breathing. John slid back on to the chair beside her bed and took her hand in his.

The doctor, a serious expression on his middle-aged face, moved so that Mildred could sit stiffly on the other side, gripping the bed itself.

‘Elsa,’ John whispered. ‘Your mam’s here to see you.’

Her eyelids fluttered up for a moment and her sunken eyes looked into her husband’s. She managed a half-smile for him. Then she moaned and her eyes closed again.

‘Elsa.’ Her mother reached across the bed for her other hand. ‘We’ve come to see your babies.’

There was no response this time. Mildred was trying again, a note of desperation in her voice. ‘Elsa?’

‘She’s losing consciousness,’ the doctor murmured.

Cassie was appalled, horrified that this could happen so swiftly.

 



John Gripper couldn’t believe that the still figure on the bed was Elsa. Yesterday she’d been wrapping gifts.

He’d come home from the pub today in high spirits. He knew the baby had been born. He’d expected to find Elsa sitting up nursing her, relaxed and smiling now her ordeal was over. Instead, a fraught midwife had sent him running to fetch the doctor, with a message to come as soon as he could. He was needed urgently.

Nothing as bad as this had happened to him in all his twenty-seven years. It was a nightmare. Sister Jones had tried to keep him away from his wife.

‘Better if you wait downstairs,’ she’d said. ‘Where you won’t be in the way.’

But he wasn’t having that. He had to be with Elsa. He’d told them he was staying, and that was that.

John had never seen so much blood. It was everywhere. The raw scent of it caught in his throat. Sister Jones was using a bowl to scoop it from the mattress to a jug. That brought home to him just how dangerous this was for Elsa. There surely couldn’t be much left in her veins.

He’d lit a fire in the bedroom grate this morning, and the small room was stiflingly hot. He watched the doctor and the midwife take turns to rub Elsa’s abdomen. He could feel their tension like a solid wall. He sensed they were struggling with growing panic that they wouldn’t be able to stop the bleeding. A pool was collecting again around Elsa’s thighs.

‘You’ve got to save her,’ he told them.

‘We’re doing our best.’

It was a long time before they let him close enough to hold her hand.

‘How do you feel, Elsa love?’ he whispered.

From far away, her voice came. ‘I don’t know.’

It couldn’t be happening, not here in their own bedroom where he’d always felt so safe. Not with Elsa’s navy serge dress over the back of a chair with her favourite brooch, a blue butterfly wing set in silver, still spearing the collar.

They were all round her bed, his mother and Elsa’s parents. It felt unreal, he was quite detached from them. Elsa was sinking fast now, even he could see that.

‘Help her!’ he shouted at the doctor, when he realised they’d given up working on Elsa. ‘You’ve got to help her.’

‘She’s very peaceful,’ the doctor answered from the foot of the bed. John wanted to rail at him. He wanted to see Elsa her old happy self, not at peace like this. He felt despair. What would he do without her? All he’d ever wanted, all his plans for the future, were bound up with her.

‘Don’t go,’ he implored her. She gave no sign that she heard. ‘Don’t leave me, Elsa.’

Impossible now to see whether she was breathing or not. He thought not, but then she gave a gentle sigh.

‘Is that it?’ He felt bewildered.

The doctor was listening for a heartbeat, feeling her pulse. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

It had come so heartbreakingly quickly. John was shattered. He knew Mildred was crying too.

Sister Jones moved closer and pulled the sheet up over Elsa’s face. ‘She’s gone to heaven now,’ she told him gently.

John snatched it back. ‘She doesn’t want to go to heaven. She wants to stay here with me and the babies.’ He was angry with them. They hadn’t done enough to save her.

He knew that his mother’s arms were trying to draw him downstairs, away from Elsa. He couldn’t leave her, not yet. He insisted on staying where he was for a little longer, nursing her hand between both of his.

 



Cassie couldn’t watch any more. She rushed down to make tea for them all and found the scullery filled with steam. She’d forgotten she’d put the kettle on earlier. She was setting out cups and saucers, when she found the midwife behind her.

‘How much milk is there in the house? These babies will have to be fed.’

They could find only the jugful Cassie had put out for the tea.

‘Can you run round to the dairy right away? Before it closes? It’s Christmas ...’

Cassie paused for a moment appalled. These babies would have to be artificially fed, and who was going to take care of them? John would never be able to manage.

Sister said: ‘I’ve got some teats and feeding bottles at home. I’ll fetch them and show you how to make up the feeds. I won’t be long.’

Cassie found two large jugs in a cupboard, rinsed them with boiled water as the midwife had advised and set off down the street at a brisk trot. The dairy was on the point of closing but two pints were found for her. If they needed more before it reopened after the holiday, the girl told her it would be available from the farm in Rock Ferry.

Feeling hot and harassed, she returned in time to see the doctor pedalling away on his bicycle. She found a shocked and emotionally charged group crowding the tiny living room. The tea had gone cold, but she drank it thirstily.

‘A terrible tragedy,’ Harold Ingram kept saying. Cassie knew he’d been very fond of his only daughter. Elsa had been just twenty years old. ‘Poor girl, she saw nothing of life.’

‘Only ten months married,’ Mildred mourned. ‘If only the babies hadn’t come so quickly.’ She was looking at John’s bent head, as though blaming him for that. ‘Before even one year of marriage was out.’

After that, they didn’t know what to say to each other. They sipped their tea in silence.

Sister Jones had come back. She’d shown them how to scald the bottles and make up feeds by diluting the milk and adding sugar. Two patent baby feeding bottles, complete with rubber teats, were ready and waiting. She’d gone upstairs to check on the babies again. Now, in the back bedroom, one baby was whimpering intermittently.

Cassie said awkwardly: ‘Ought we to go up and see to them? Or will she?’

There was a sudden full-blown cry of hunger from the other twin. She said more firmly: ‘Sister isn’t going to stay for ever. I think I’d better go up.’

Mildred jerked from her chair. ‘I’ll see to one.’ She shot upstairs ahead of Cassie and went through to the back bedroom.

Until now, Cassie hadn’t even been in this room. Yet when she’d knocked on the front door, the only thought in her head had been to see the baby. That seemed years ago, but in reality it was a scant few hours.

Sister Jones had just finished changing one of them. ‘She’s lovely,’ she told them, and put her in Mildred’s arms.

The other twin was wailing for attention. Cassie went over to the old-fashioned cot. The babies had been lying top and tail, it was plenty big enough. All her sons had slept in it in their turn. John had gone up to the pub’s attic to fetch it and Elsa had been delighted to have it.

‘This is the first-born.’ The midwife was beside her, lifting the infant out. ‘She’s quite a lot bigger. A bonnier baby all round. They’re not identical twins.’

Cassie held out her arms for the baby. She stroked a soft cheek with her finger. Round blue eyes stared up at her. She was enthralled with her grandchild. It Almost hurt to see the perfection of the tiny fingers and the soft blonde down covering her head.

Maternal love was tugging at her heart. She turned to Mildred. ‘Isn’t she absolutely beautiful?’

Mildred was staring down at the baby she was holding, her eyes hard and cold. She was choking on the words: ‘Is this the twin nobody knew about?’

‘Not until she made her presence known.’ The midwife was defensive. ‘She was born two hours after the other.’

‘How can that happen? That nobody knew about her?’ Cassie wanted to know.

‘It was the way they were lying, one behind the other. I could hear only one heartbeat. The doctor too. It happens sometimes. Undiagnosed twins.’

Mildred was stiffening. ‘And that’s why our poor Elsa ...?’

‘No!’

‘It cost our Elsa her life.’

‘It wasn’t the baby’s fault. Your daughter had a bad bleed. It was nobody’s fault.’ The midwife’s voile cap crackled with starch. ‘We couldn’t stop it. That was the problem.’

Mildred dropped the infant back at the bottom of the cot, a look of distaste on her face.

‘Let me see that one.’ She was taking the infant from Cassie’s arms before she realised what was happening.

‘This one’s more like our Elsa.’ Mildred looked up with a wan smile. ‘Just like she was at this age. The spitting image.’

Cassie picked up the other twin and felt a rush of pity. Mildred was trying to blame this tiny child for her mother’s death. She was a skinny baby, over-red and with a thin, wizened face which she was screwing up to cry. Not nearly so pretty as the first-born.

‘Take them downstairs and feed them,’ the nurse suggested. ‘It might comfort the father to see them.’

Cassie was filled with foreboding as she followed Mildred down to the living room. How was John going to look after these babies and earn a living for them? Two would have been a heavy burden for Elsa, even though she’d been young and had a husband to support her.

The tragedy had given him an insoluble problem. It wasn’t as if she could help much, with the pub to run. The future that had seemed so rosy earlier in the day now looked bleak. John was slumped in a chair, the picture of misery.

‘I don’t know how our John’s going to manage,’ she said to Mildred in the scullery as they collected the feeding bottles.

‘Well, of course I’ll help.’ Mildred was nursing the first twin as though she’d never give her up. Back in the living room she lowered herself on to a chair, hugging the baby closer.

‘We’d like to take one and bring her up, wouldn’t we, Harold?’

‘Well ... Yes, I suppose we could.’

‘She’ll take Elsa’s place. Well, of course no baby could do that, but you know what I mean.’

Cassie’s mind was a riot of emotions as she watched Mildred tentatively push the teat into the infant’s mouth. The child latched on to it and was sucking hard within seconds. Mildred looked up and smiled with satisfaction.

‘What do you say, John?’

He looked round at them numbly, without speaking.

‘It’s the only way you’ll cope,’ Mildred added. He still didn’t answer.

‘Leave it for now, Mildred, you’re rushing things,’ Harold advised. His wife started on another tack.

‘Elsa told me that if she had a girl, you’d decided to call her Lucy.’

John nodded.

‘A fine name. Lucinda on the birth certificate, of course. Elsa Lucinda, I think. To be known as Lucy.’ Lucy was still sucking vigorously. ‘What will you call the other?’

John pushed his hair back from his forehead. ‘I don’t know.’

Cassie could see that she’d have to help John with this tiny twin. Long ago, she’d chosen the name Patricia for her own child, but sons were what she’d had. She’d like to name this infant Patricia, Pat for every day, but now was not the moment to say anything. John mustn’t be faced with any decisions just yet.

Mildred said: ‘Please, John, let me have this one to bring up. You’ll be able to pop in and see her just as often as you want. It’s only over the road.’

Cassie’s spirits sank even further. ‘John can’t think straight right now,’ she said. ‘His mind isn’t working as it should. Give him time to think it over.’

The twin she held didn’t seem to know what sucking was. The milk in her bottle was hardly going down at all. Cassie felt inept at bottle-feeding.

As she saw it, John had no choice about giving up Lucy to the Ingrams. He wouldn’t survive if he tried to stay here with both babies. He should count himself lucky that Lucy was going to her mother’s old home, where she’d be loved and well cared for.

Neither did he have any choice about giving up this house. Much too early to talk about that, too, but she’d get him to come back home to the pub, it was the only way they’d be able to manage. Together, as a family, they could cope with one baby. Somehow they’d do it.

Trust Mildred to take the baby that would be the least trouble. The little mite in her arms was snuffling and pushing the teat out of her mouth. She was going to need more patience. Cassie hoped that she and John would have it.




CHAPTER TWO

The lamplighter had already lit the streetlights when Cassie walked the short distance home to the Railway Hotel in Cambridge Place.

A little way to the east were the multiple lines of the main-line railway companies, bringing passengers and goods into Birkenhead Woodside. Two hundred yards south of the pub, the Mersey Railway line branched away from the others to run into Central Station. It then went underground and under the Mersey to Liverpool.

Caught in this triangle between the rail tracks were a few streets of houses and all manner of industrial buildings. The biggest concern was the gasworks, with its brightly lit offices, tall chimneys and great black tanks. The air was sulphurous with its smell.

The railways had their workshops here, and their turntables and engine and carriage sheds. All had been built during Victoria’s reign, and were blackened with soot and smuts from the great steam engines that raced past. Lights were kept burning all night here; shunting never stopped, nor did the roar from the furnace at the gasworks.

Cassie had to tell her other two sons what had happened to Elsa. She watched their festive smiles fade and knew that the last thing they were going to have now was a good Christmas.

‘Bernie, please put your wedding off for a few months,’ she pleaded. It had been arranged for the day after Boxing Day. ‘We’re none of us in the mood for it now.’

She had given her permission for the marriage very reluctantly, and only after a lot of cajoling from him. She hoped that if it could be postponed for a while, he would get over his infatuation and it would be permanently off.

Freda Tarrant, the bride’s mother, didn’t think much of the match either and proved to be an unexpected source of support. She’d been a widow for many years and ran a boarding house to support herself and her daughter. Cassie was surprised to find that she enjoyed her company. They seemed to have a lot in common, apart from their intractable children.

Bernie and Vereena insisted on going ahead with their plans. Many of their wedding guests came straight from Elsa’s funeral. Cassie found it a joyless occasion.

John was locked in terrible grief and having the pub closed only gave him more time to think. The one good thing about it was that they had time to get used to the new baby.

It was a long time since she’d handled any baby, and Cassie hardly knew where to begin. It took up so much of her time and energy she didn’t know how she’d be able to run the pub as well.

The following weeks were drab. When it came to giving up the house, John said: ‘Everything about the place reminds me of Elsa. The baby and me – we’ll be better off at the pub. Easier to cope.’

Cassie patted his arm. ‘I wouldn’t want you to be on your own. No life at all for you.’

Now that Bernie was married and had moved out, it meant that John could have a room to himself. He brought the old cot home again and Cassie had it put up in her room. She reckoned she could cope better with the wakeful nights than John could.

She found it very hard to start with, and while she struggled to get Patsy to feed, Mildred reported that Lucy ate and slept well and was very little trouble.

John did his share of feeding and nappy-changing, and all three of the boys would take Patsy out in their old pram if she sent them on errands to the shops.

Eventually, Patsy settled into a routine and started to gain weight. The biggest problem then was that they had to leave her alone upstairs during opening hours. When her own boys were small, Cassie had had a girl living in to help. Cassie usually served in the private bar, which was directly under her bedroom, and she left all the doors open so that she would hear Patsy if she cried.

If there were four of them serving, usually she or John could be spared to see to the child. And even if there were only three on, and were busy, there was usually some woman she knew sitting in the bar who was willing to take her port and lemon upstairs to give the babe a bottle.

The boys had to run the public bar, which was usually busier than the private, and serve at the jug and bottle as well – the hatch where children knocked when they were sent to buy beer for their fathers.

When Patsy caught croup and was ill, Vereena’s mother and the neighbours in Cambridge Place rallied round to help. Alice Smedley, the lamplighter’s wife next door, Sara Donovan, wife of the general grocer on the corner, and Freda Tarrant took turns to sit with her in the evenings.

Next to the pub on the other side was a newspaper shop. The owners were the only people in the street to stay aloof. From them, Cassie felt the chill of enmity. If Orlando Parry could make trouble for her, he would.

He complained both to her and to the police about the bad behaviour of her customers; about their loud singing, bad language and general rowdiness, and about the children hanging about outside at night.

At closing time, she had to get everybody out promptly. She knew that if she gave him the slightest chance, he’d report her for being open after hours. She had nothing to  thank Orlando Parry for, and even less reason to think well of his wife. A long time ago, Gladys had been employed as a barmaid at the Railway Hotel.

Lassie tried to stop her mind sliding back through the years. It still brought a stab of hurt. Paul had been four years old and a real handful; John had been eight. She’d been pregnant with Bernie, in the final weeks. She was feeling exhausted by the late nights and the long hours she spent standing behind the bar.

She’d managed to work right to the end of her pregnancy with the older two, but now, suddenly, she decided she’d have to get a barmaid to stand in for her for a few weeks.

Cassie had had her name over the pub door from the beginning, though after she’d married, Alfred, her husband, had done much of the work. They’d run the pub between them apart from a woman who cleaned and a barman who came in on Friday and Saturday nights. In those days there was work for all who wanted it and getting a reliable barmaid on the spur of the moment wasn’t easy.

Alfred had taken Gladys on while Cassie had been upstairs resting. As soon as she’d set eyes on her, she’d known Gladys was quite the wrong type; straight off a Welsh farm, too young and too naive for the job. Gladys had been a pretty girl in those days, buxom and fresh-faced. She should have known she’d caught Alfie’s eye, but she’d trusted him when she shouldn’t have.

Alfred had been like Bernie was now. A handsome, well-set-up fellow, with a smile that could light up the bar. The sort ladies went for. That was why she’d always served in the private bar herself. Not many women drank in the public, only drunken sluts who were not likely to attract him.

Cassie knew she’d handled the whole thing badly. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t had her suspicions for some time. After closing time, there was no mistaking the sounds  that drifted up from the private bar, Gladys’s giggles, the scuffling, Alfred’s hearty laugh. Then there was the length of time it took them to cash up and lock up for the night, as well as Alfred’s over-innocent manner and a sudden reduction in his demands for what he called his bit of slap and tickle.

Bernie had been five days old. They’d both slept through the early hours of the night. Closing time often brought noisy farewells, banging doors and the rasp of iron-heeled boots on the pavement. It had woken them both.

Still drowsy, she’d taken Bernie into her bed to give him a feed. She’d heard the rattle of coins as Alfred cashed up. She knew Gladys would be drying the tankards and glasses, putting them away, wiping down the bars. They were talking and laughing together.

At last Bernie was satiated with milk. He was in his cot settling back to sleep. The pub had now been closed for some time, and Cassie expected every moment that Alfie would come up to bed. There was no point in her going to sleep until he did, because he’d only wake her again.

The talking downstairs had stopped but she could hear an occasional scuffle. She knew that Gladys was still there.

She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t suspicious about what they were doing all this time. It was the half-suppressed grunting that made her get out of bed again and creep downstairs. The gaslights in the pub had been turned off but there was a glow from the streetlamps outside.

Really she’d known exactly what they were doing, she just didn’t want to believe it. She loved Alfie and trusted him. She’d just been delivered of his child.

She felt sickened and betrayed as she watched Gladys pulling down and straightening her skirts. Cassie had turned to the night’s takings on the bar and paid her off there and then.

‘Don’t ever come in here again,’ were the only words she spoke to her.

Alfie was hopping about trying to get his trousers on. ‘Don’t bother making yourself decent for me,’ she’d told him. ‘You won’t be coming to my bed tonight.’

She’d felt the sharp sting of tears and rushed back upstairs before they saw them washing down her face. Childbirth was an emotional time for her, even when things were going well.

She’d turned the key in her bedroom door and pulled the blankets over her ears by the time Alfie had come up and was pleading to be let in. He’d had to lift Paul into his brother’s bed and sleep there, not only for that night but for several weeks afterwards. Cassie had got over it eventually, she’d had to. For Catholic women like her, even lapsed ones, marriage was for life, but she’d never felt quite the same about her husband after that.

Gladys Jones had never been able to bring herself to look Cassie in the face again. Cassie wished she hadn’t been able to bring herself to marry Orlando Parry and move in next door either. By that time, Alfie had been ill with TB. She’d nursed him in the back bedroom for over a year, done the best she could for him, but he’d died at the age of thirty-six.

 



Taking care of Patsy became harder as she grew older, because she was sleeping less and less during the day. John had to ask Bernie’s wife to keep an eye on the child then, and Vereena, being what she was, had to be paid for it. When Mildred Ingram heard that, she offered to have Patsy over to play with Lucy for three morning sessions a week.

‘She can have dinner with us too,’ she said. ‘Only right the girls should see more of each other. They are twins, after all.’

There was much more to-ing and fro-ing across the road between the junk shop and the pub. But Cassie could feel rivalry growing between her and Mildred. Each loved the  child they cared for and felt she was making better progress than her twin.

‘Lucy’s cut her first tooth,’ Mildred reported proudly, knowing that Patsy’s gums were still bare. Lucy was stronger, she crawled and walked first too. ‘They don’t seem like twins at all.’

‘She started with the stronger child,’ Cassie told John indignantly when she was back in the rooms over the Railway Hotel. ‘Lucy ought to be doing better. Something the matter if she weren’t.’

Cassie was very conscious that there was another reason why they didn’t appear to be twins. She ran up little dresses for Patsy on her sewing machine, buying remnants of cloth in the market. She’d always enjoyed sewing. Lucy was always beautifully turned out. Mildred went over to Liverpool and bought her clothes from the big shops.

‘She pays for dressing,’ Mildred smiled. By that, she meant that Lucy’s good looks were enhanced by the lovely clothes she was able to buy her. Lucy was the prettier of the two anyway, and was sturdy and bonny, while Patsy remained fragile and skinny.

Cassie felt better when she was able to say to Mildred: ‘I think our Patsy’s quicker with words. She’s going to talk first.’

Whenever she sat down, the child would climb up on her knee and throw her arms round her grandmother’s neck. She did the same with her father, too.

‘Patsy’s a more loving child,’ Cassie beamed at John. ‘I wouldn’t swap her for anyone now.’

‘Ah well,’ he replied awkwardly. ‘We see more of her, don’t we?’

 



The twins were almost two when the Great War started. Recruiting campaigns started too. Posters were appearing all over town telling young men that England needed  them. Cassie was scared when she heard that men were joining up in droves.

‘I can’t run this place on my own,’ she told her sons. ‘At least one of you will have to stay and help me.’ They decided between them that it should be John, though Vereena didn’t want Bernie to go either.

Paul went off straight away to fight for his country and was killed at Ypres the following year. Cassie felt terrible about that. He’d been dead for two weeks by the time she was notified and that made it even harder for her to bear. She couldn’t stop herself thinking of his strong young limbs lying twisted and broken in the mud. It was such a brutal waste of a young life. She’d had high hopes of what Paul might achieve. He’d been the most able of her three sons.

His name was published in the lists of those killed in action, and that meant many of her customers offered their sympathy. It was months before she could stop her eyes flooding with tears at any mention of his name.

Vereena persuaded Bernie to stay home for a time, but appeals to young men to join up continued, and white feathers were sent to those who did not. Eventually, Bernie went. They’d all been very fearful for his safety.

Cassie hadn’t foreseen the shortages that war would bring. Often the pub sold out of beer and she was able to close early. It made running it easier, though less profitable. When the armistice was signed at Versailles and the war was over, Cassie counted herself lucky to have lost only one son. She knew many families who had lost them all. Bernie told her that signing up was the worst decision he’d ever made, but at least he’d survived to tell the tale.

He and Vereena found a house to rent in Thomas Street, which was nearby and still within the triangle of streets between the railway tracks. Cassie thought it a friendly district, and when Bernie came back to work at the Railway Hotel, she was confident that life would settle back to normal.

The twins were growing up, and she had her circle of friends. She particularly enjoyed the nights when Sara Donovan from the corner grocery shop came into the private for a drink and a laugh. Alice Smedley from next door came in quite often too.

 



The years began to pass more quickly. Every few days, early in the morning before opening time, Cassie went down to the market to buy food. Today John had come with her to help carry it home. Patsy was swinging on her hand.

Back in Cambridge Place, Cassie paused in front of Ingram’s shop to survey the contents of the window, and said in surprise:

‘Used to be just rubbish, pots and pans, old chairs, that sort of stuff.’ Now there were cut-glass decanters and mahogany tea caddies.

‘Harold Ingram’s doing very well for himself.’ There was a touch of envy in John’s voice. ‘Wouldn’t have given tuppence for his chance of going upmarket like this. Not a year or two back.’

Cassie shook her head, making the feathers on her hat flutter. ‘I would, Harold’s got plenty of drive. He’s ambitious and a hard worker too.’

The shop had been repainted, and was easily the smartest in the street. In gold letters on scarlet, the sign now read ‘Mersey Antiques’. Cassie had thought of her own family as the most go-ahead in business round here.

‘Mildred likes posh things, but she won’t have done much to bring this about. Likes to be seen out shopping wearing her fur tippet.’

Harold had seen them looking in his window, and was coming out to have a word. He was wearing striped trousers and a good black jacket and looked more prosperous too.

‘Hello, John.’ His hand went down to fondle Patsy’s pale hair. ‘How you’re growing, little one.’

‘Is Lucy in, Grandpa?’

He called up the stairs for her, then nodded in Cassie’s direction. ‘Nice set of cut-glass decanters there. Bohemian.’

‘Can’t afford fancy stuff like that,’ she retorted.

Lucy came out. ‘Hello, Dadda.’

She watched John bend to give his other daughter a formal kiss. Lucy was eyeing Patsy uneasily, saying nothing.

Patsy tugged at Cassie’s hand. ‘Can Lucy come and play with me?’

Cassie knew she wouldn’t. She hated to see Patsy’s feelings hurt like this, but what could she say? ‘Yes, love, if she’d like to.’

Lucy stepped backwards. ‘I’m helping my nanna,’ she said primly. ‘I can’t just now.’

Cassie knew how Patsy felt about Lucy. She’d heard her holding imaginary conversations with her twin, playing make-believe games. She was always saying how Lucy thought this or wanted that. Often she asked: ‘Can Lucy come and live with us?’ It made Cassie feel for Patsy from the bottom of her heart.

She wouldn’t change her granddaughter for anyone now. She was a sweet-natured and loving child, the daughter she’d wanted but never had. She squeezed her hand affectionately. ‘I’d like you to help me get the dinner on, pet. You’re quite busy too.’

Seeing the seven-year-old twins side by side, Cassie couldn’t help but notice that Lucy was a good inch taller and broader than her sister. There was no denying she was the prettier of the two.

Suddenly Harold was looking her straight in the eyes. ‘You’ve heard about the factory?’

Adjoining Ingram’s shop was a gaunt building with wire grilles over the windows. It had long housed a small factory turning out flock mattresses. That business, too, was prospering in the post-war years.

‘I’ve heard they’re moving to larger premises,’ she said. ‘Building a new factory down Price Street.’

Harold leaned forward, smirking at her. ‘Have you heard what’s happening to this place?’

‘What is?’ John wanted to know.

‘I’ve bought it.’

Cassie felt stunned. ‘What you going to make in there? Not mattresses?’

‘I’m going to turn it into a saleroom. Hold auctions. Alternate Fridays, to start. Perhaps have an additional monthly sale for the better stuff.’

‘My goodness, Harold! You are going up in the world.’

‘What about the shop?’ John asked. ‘You’re keeping it?’

‘For the time being. See how things go.’

 



Cassie knew that things were continuing to go well for the Ingrams. Within two years, she heard that Harold had bought two more shops through which to sell his antiques, one in West Kirkby and one in central Liverpool.

‘That’s where the best antique shops are,’ John mused.

‘His business is helping us in the pub,’ Cassie admitted. ‘We get more trade on auction days. I wonder, now he’s got the other shops, if he’ll keep this one on too?’

John saw more of the Ingrams than she did. ‘It’s going to be turned into an office where people wanting to put goods and chattels into his sales can hand them in, and where those buying at auction can pay.’

‘That’ll please Mildred.’

On Sundays, John often took Patsy over for tea with the Ingrams. They invited Cassie too, but she seldom went. It upset her to see all the expensive toys Lucy was given, and the way Lucy refused to let Patsy play with any of them.

‘You mustn’t be envious of what Lucy has,’ Cassie had said slowly one day when they’d gone home. It hurt that she couldn’t provide Patsy with the same things. She knew it hurt John too.

‘I’m not envious, Gran,’ Patsy had said. ‘I want Lucy to have the best of everything.’

‘But you want dresses and toys like her?’

‘Ye-es, but what I really want is for her to like me better than anybody else. Be my best friend. She’s my twin. Twins should be best friends.’

That made Cassie gather her up in a hug. She understood, then, that what Patsy really wanted was love.

‘I like you better than anybody else, Patsy. I love you, always have. And I do believe Dadda feels the same about you.’

She saw Patsy’s smile of pleasure. Then it wavered. ‘I want Lucy to like me best too,’ she breathed.

‘She will one day,’ Cassie comforted. It didn’t surprise her that the twins had never bonded. Not the way things had been for them. It did surprise her that Patsy wanted it so badly.

Cassie knew that Mildred liked her to go up to her flat above the shop. She would beam at her through her glasses, trying to make her feel envious as she showed off her new gas stove or electric iron. Their rooms were continually being smartened up.

Cassie could remember when there’d been a stag with huge antlers and a moth-eaten head hanging on the living-room wall. And Harold had once told her that as a child his bedroom had been furnished with an alabaster bust of Julius Caesar on a marble pedestal.

The Ingrams used to furnish their living quarters with the goods that passed through their business. Mildred told her they were things they liked so much they couldn’t bear to part with them. Cassie believed they were things they’d expected to sell and found they could not.

‘But it’s a little palace now,’ she said to John. For herself, she was not envious; she could manage without modern gadgets and fine curtains. But she wanted what  money could buy for her family. Particularly what money could buy for Patsy.

She’d always felt a rivalry between herself and Mildred, and now the balance of power was changing, and not in her favour.

Cassie told the Ingrams that she had a friend of her own she wanted to visit, and that Sunday was the only day she could do that in comfort.

She preferred Vereena’s mother’s company to Mildred’s, and had continued to see her regularly. The years were being very unkind to Freda Tarrant. She had contracted a severe form of rheumatism and was often in pain.

Cassie offered sympathy and tried not to notice her swollen joints and wasting muscles. Freda was younger than she was, but she held herself stiffly, and with her sparse white hair like a dandelion seed head, she looked much older. They drank cup after cup of tea and had long discussions about their children.

‘The trouble with Vereena,’ Freda would say, ‘lies with her father. A weak man, really.’

‘The trouble with my lads too,’ Cassie agreed. ‘Work isn’t in their blood. And they don’t use their brains either.

‘But the real trouble with Vereena is that you’ve overindulged her. Given her everything she wanted, and she can’t understand now why she can’t go on having it.’

‘We all like to give our children the best we can.’

‘You’ve spoiled her. Been too generous.’

One Sunday night, Cassie was late getting home from Freda’s. John had already seen Patsy into bed and had made a pot of tea.

‘Guess what Mildred’s just told me?’ He was frowning.

‘What?’ Cassie didn’t like guessing.

‘They’re looking for a house in Oxton.’

This was momentous news. ‘Moving out from over the shop?’

‘And they’ve taken on a manager to run the saleroom. He’s going to live in their place when they go.’

Cassie felt another stab of envy. ‘Mildred’s always wanted a house. I thought they might move soon. With two shops and the saleroom they don’t have to live round here.’

‘I’d rather they weren’t going,’ John said slowly. ‘Not that I wish them ill, but ...’

‘He’s growing rich and we aren’t?’

‘I want them to stay here, where I can see Lucy any time I want. Patsy’s always hankering after her company. I want Lucy to know us, to spend time with us. I feel the Ingrams are breaking up my family.’

‘Have you told Harold?’

‘He said: “We won’t lose touch. Of course we won’t. You must both come to tea every Sunday just the same.”’ John was exasperated.

‘Lucy’s going to grow up with much more of this world’s goods than our Patsy,’ Cassie sighed.

‘They won’t be like twins at all. Not close. I wish I could get Lucy back.’

‘Now they’re older, they’d be company for each other. Better for them too.’

‘I can’t do it, though.’ He looked downcast. ‘You know I can’t. The Ingrams were too clever for me. They foresaw the time might come when I’d want her back. I signed formal adoption papers for our Lucy, didn’t I? When she was a baby. She’s Lucy Ingram officially.’

Cassie fumed about the Ingrams for the rest of the evening. She felt they were pulling steadily away, and that they’d take Lucy with them.




CHAPTER THREE

26 August 1925

 



Patsy Gripper was in a huff. Her grandma had taken her to Duckworth’s in Grange Road this morning to buy her a new pair of shoes. Up to now, she’d only ever had boots that laced up over the ankle; made of strong black leather with steel tips on the soles and heels. They were so strong she never wore them out, but as her feet grew she needed a larger size.

Lucy never wore boots, only shoes, and this year Gran had promised that she too might have shoes. She’d been looking forward to getting them.

‘I want button-over straps, like Lucy’s,’ she’d been telling Gran for days.

‘You saw what Lucy was wearing on Sunday,’ she’d said to Dadda. ‘Weren’t they smart?’

‘Very pretty,’ he’d agreed. ‘But patent leather isn’t hard-wearing.’

That should have warned her, because this morning when they reached the shop, Gran wouldn’t listen.

‘For you and Lucy it can’t be the same. Not ever. I’m sorry, love, but you need shoes to keep you warm and dry. It’ll be winter before we know it.’

‘Winter’s coming for Lucy too,’ she’d told her mutinously.

‘Lucy only wears those shoes indoors. They’re party shoes. You need them for school, we can’t afford party shoes as well.’

Patsy looked down at her feet. She’d ended up with a substantial pair of black leather lace-ups. Not at all what she’d had in mind. On this fine, sunny morning, they felt hot and heavy.

As a treat, Gran had let her wear them immediately and have her old boots parcelled up in the box. Patsy knew by the time she walked home that they were almost as heavy as her boots.

Since she was a baby, Gran had been telling her: ‘Your dad and me could never have managed twins, Patsy. Not two babies, not with the pub. We chose to keep you, and sent Lucy off with Nanna Ingram.’ Not for the first time, Patsy wondered if Lucy had had the better of the bargain.

She followed Gran through the main door of the Railway Hotel. Above it was printed in gold letters: ‘Cassandra Agatha Gripper. Licensed to sell wines, beers and spirits.’ Patsy was forbidden to use this door if she was on her own. Gran called Dadda up from the cellar to see the new shoes.

‘Shoes at last, eh, Patsy?’ he’d grinned.

‘Not the sort I wanted,’ she’d grumbled, stamping them. ‘The nearest thing to boots.’

‘There’s many that has to go without,’ he’d said gently. ‘You’ve seen barefoot children outside here. In the cold, too.’

She had. That made her feel ungrateful.

‘Come on, love; you said you weren’t envious of what Lucy had.’

She’d said that, too, but it wasn’t always true.

‘Cheer up, Patsy.’ She felt Gran ruffle her hair. ‘We’ll go upstairs and you can make us a nice cup of tea.’ Gran thought that in allowing her to do that, she was giving her another treat.

‘I’ll have a cup too,’ Dadda told her. ‘I’ll be up in five minutes.’

Feeling contrite, Patsy watched as Gran’s barrel-shaped figure filled the narrow staircase leading to their living quarters. Gran wore black lace-ups too, with black wool stockings. The skirts of her copious petticoats flapped round her ankles as she climbed slowly. She was always breathless by the time she reached the top.

Patsy skimmed up after her; flashed to the back kitchen to fill the kettle, poked up the fire in the range and put it to boil. Carefully, then, she set out two cups and saucers and Dadda’s big mug.

‘We’ll have ginger biscuits with it,’ Gran allowed. That was another treat. Gran had collapsed into an armchair near the range, her face red with the heat of the day. The stairs were creaking now under Dadda’s tread. He came and slumped on a chair, yawning and rubbing his eyes.

‘Can’t get going this morning. It’s a real hot one.’

Gran stirred, pursing her lips. ‘It doesn’t have to be like this for you, John. You’re dragging your feet now. You’ve done your best for the twins, no one can say you haven’t.’

‘Give over, Mam,’ he said, rubbing his eyes even more.

Patsy found Dadda looking sideways at her, but Gran was not the sort to take notice when she was told to give over.

‘It’s time you found yourself another wife. There’s plenty would jump at the chance. You don’t have to think the best is over. You’re barely forty.’

Patsy could feel his embarrassment as she lifted the brown teapot to pour. It was so heavy it shook slightly, and she knew she’d overfilled it. Tea spilled into both saucers and made a pool on the oilcloth that covered the table.

She wailed in dismay. ‘Just look at the mess I’m making. I can’t do anything right.’

While Dadda smiled sympathetically, Gran’s belly laugh rumbled out. Patsy felt her plump arms enfold her in a hug.

‘Course you can, love. You’re just out of sorts this morning. Not her day, is it, John?’

Gran was rarely out of sorts. She barked at people and had strong opinions about everything, but she was jolly too. The deepest lines on her face were laugh lines.

‘When you’re grown up, you’ll be able to do anything, Patsy. The women in our family always could. It’s in the blood. Inborn, bred into you. Just give yourself time to learn.’

‘You’re always saying that.’ Patsy wasn’t sure whether Gran really meant it. All the stuff about things being bred into people was Gran’s hobbyhorse.

She also knew that Gran thought her small for her twelve years. Too pale, too thin and too quiet.

‘Patsy’s very like her mother. Same fair hair and blue eyes. Same delicate features. I just hope she’ll end up stronger.’

Patsy had heard it all before many times. It sent her to the mirror to see what her mother had looked like. She saw a serious child with straight fairish hair drawn back from her face with a big bow of ribbon on top of her head. She knew that nobody’s mother ever looked like that.

Gran was very forthright, and Patsy understood that everything depended on whether she took after her mother and the Ingrams, or whether she’d be lucky enough to be like Gran’s side of the family.

Her grandmother took a noisy mouthful of tea. ‘You could manage a pub like this if you wanted to. My mother did it before me. I’ve done it for more than forty years. I can teach you how to follow on after me.’

Dadda smiled at her over his cup. His eyes said that Gran had a bee in her bonnet about what women could do, and that he, being a man, had already been discounted.

Patsy knew that Gran was a Lynch, and it was the Lynch women who were strong. Gran didn’t think much of the Grippers because Alfred Gripper had died of tuberculosis  when he was thirty-six and had left her with three young sons to bring up.

 



The sash window in the kitchen-living room was already open top and bottom because of the heat. They all heard the clatter of horses’ hooves and the creak of the dray as it came down the street.

‘Is that the brewery?’ Dadda asked, already getting to his feet. Patsy leaned out over the sill to look.

‘Yes, Dadda.’ She heard him take another swig of tea before clattering back down the stairs.

She was watching the bright-red dray being positioned against the pavement. The two draymen, with their long aprons flapping round their boot tops, were letting down the ramp at the back. The brewery was making its weekly delivery of beer.

From up here she couldn’t make out the gold lettering along the side of the dray but she’d seen it often enough to know that it read: ‘Birkenhead Brewery Company Limited. Brewers, Bottlers, Wine and Spirit Merchants.’

‘Lovely horses,’ Patsy murmured. They always brought a boy with them to hold them.

‘Shire horses,’ Gran told her. ‘Course, the brewery’s got lorries too now. They say that sooner or later the horses will have to go.’

The huge wooden barrels banded with iron were being rolled from the back of the dray to the pavement. The draymen were using iron hooks on long handles to control the speed and direction of the barrels, so that they ended up exactly where they wanted them.

Below, on the pavement, Dadda was lifting the metal plate that led down to the cellar. She could see the bald spot showing through his light-brown hair.

‘They’re here early today,’ Gran said, pouring more tea for herself.

Patsy leaned further out until she could see the ramp  going down to their cellar. The first great barrel rolled on its way down. Then a second and a third.

She could hear Dadda laughing down below at some joke, and the draymen were both doubling up. Suddenly, the hilarity turned to cries of consternation. Above the screeching and the rumbling, she heard someone swearing.

She felt the crash shake the foundations of the building. Alarmed, she asked: ‘What was that?’

Gran was suddenly beside her, leaning further out. Below, the men were shouting and waving their arms about. Patsy was filled with horror.

Then Gran was gone. Despite her bulk she was hurtling downstairs. With her heart in her throat, Patsy flew down behind her, afraid that something dreadful had happened to Dadda.

She couldn’t look at him when she got down. Somehow a barrel had broken free of the hooks that controlled its descent. Dadda looked like a rag doll, pinned to the wall behind it.

She could feel panic in the air. The draymen seemed to be rushing about, but she saw that they were using their hooks to swing the weight of the barrel off Dadda. He slid to the floor, limp and white.

‘Is he dead?’ Patsy felt a scream fluttering in her throat.

‘No,’ Gran said firmly. It was she who took charge then.

‘Get the cellar door off its hinges,’ she ordered the men. ‘Use that as a stretcher. We’ve got to get him to hospital, and the sooner the better.’

They had it off its hinges and were carefully lifting Dadda on. Patsy was surprised how little time it took. Gran seemed cool as she told them what she wanted.

‘Up the stairs and on to the dray.’

That took longer. Dadda was heavy, and they had to get a man from the street to hold his shoulders on the door as they manoeuvred the improvised stretcher round the bend in the narrow cellar stairs.

By the time Dadda was out on the pavement, he’d come round and was shouting with pain. A small crowd was collecting.

‘What’s the matter with you all?’ Gran yelled at them. ‘Come on, give a hand, can’t you? Let’s lift him on the cart.’

Every man there rushed to help lift the burden. ‘So sorry, Mrs Gripper,’ they were saying. ‘Poor old John.’

Gran said: ‘Come on, straight to the Borough Hospital. It’s no more than a mile or so up the road.’

The boy was sent back to the brewery to tell them about the accident. The senior drayman wanted his mate to stay with the beer barrels they were leaving on the pavement.

Gran objected. ‘It’ll take two of you to lift him off the cart and carry him in. He’s too heavy for me.’

‘The hospital has porters ...’

‘Come on. Takes time to find porters. It might make all the difference to our John.’

‘Brewery orders. Never leave ...’

‘Nobody can move them barrels. Much too heavy.’

‘They’ll have a good try if they know they’re full, missus.’

‘I’ll come and lift John for you, Mrs Gripper.’ It was Robert Parry who stepped forward, a freckle-faced youth, the son of the newsagent next door to the pub.

For Patsy, there was no mistaking the additional shock on Gran’s face. All Cambridge Place knew that she and the Parrys didn’t speak to each other and hadn’t done for years. She’d heard Gran say disparagingly of Robert: ‘Thin as a beanpole. Needs fattening up, poor lad.’

But all the Parry family were out on the pavement, as were most of their neighbours. This had the makings of a disaster for the Grippers. There was sympathy on all their faces. Even the Parrys wanted to rally round. Patsy saw Gran look towards Mersey Antiques. She’d have preferred Grandpa’s help.

Alice Smedley, Gran’s friend, came and put an arm round Patsy’s shoulders. She heard her urge: ‘Let him help you, Cassie.’

Gran took a deep breath and said: ‘Thanks, lad. I’ll be glad of a hand.’

‘Get yourself up then, let’s go.’ The head drayman was satisfied now that he could leave a man behind. But getting Gran up on the cart involved the help of several men.

She shouted to those staying behind: ‘Keep an eye on the pub for me, will you?’ The drayman was already closing the door.

‘Patsy!’ she shouted again. ‘Run a message for me. Go and tell Uncle Bernie what’s happened. Got to have somebody here by opening time.’

Patsy watched the two great horses move off. She heard Dadda shout again with pain as the cart jolted forwards.

 



Patsy didn’t like going to Uncle Bernie’s house because she wasn’t fond of Auntie Vee, but she ran as fast as she could now. They lived just round the corner, in Thomas Street, in a small terraced house of smoke-blackened brick.

All the front doors here opened straight off the pavement. Each house had one bay window in the living room. Auntie Vee mourned the fact that their bedroom above did not have one too.

‘Not posh enough for Vereena,’ Gran had sniffed. ‘Lucky to have her own house, I’d say.’

Uncle Bernie still came to work at the Railway Hotel, though it was no secret he’d tried to get other jobs.

‘Work?’ Gran could be scathing. ‘Bernie doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Both my boys work here, but your dadda does eighty per cent of it.’ Dadda was Gran’s favourite.

‘I blame her, of course.’ Patsy knew she meant Auntie Vee.

Patsy blamed Auntie Vee for almost everything that went wrong in her world, too. She hoped against hope that she wouldn’t be in now, but it was Vereena who came to the front door.

‘What do you want?’ she asked irritably. Auntie Vee was never nice to anybody. ‘I’m just going out.’

Patsy tried to suppress a shiver of fear. When she’d been younger, Auntie Vee had looked after her during opening hours. She’d borne the brunt of her bad moods then and had often received a vicious swipe. Patsy had gone crying to Dadda.

‘Were you being naughty, love?’

‘Auntie Vee said I was,’ she’d sniffed.

‘Then the answer,’ he’d told her gently, ‘is to be a good girl. Do what Vereena tells you. Then she won’t spank you.’

She’d also told Gran, with much the same outcome. The end came when Vereena had been walloping her in her bedroom and Cassie had heard her screams from the private bar. She’d come rushing upstairs and gathered her into a comforting hug.

‘There, love, don’t cry.’ She’d rocked her in her arms.

Patsy had choked out: ‘Auntie Vee doesn’t like me, she’s always smacking me. I’m not that naughty.’

‘We won’t let her look after you any more,’ Cassie had crooned. ‘There’s no call for this. Vereena’s got a terrible temper.’

‘I’m old enough to stay by myself.’ And from then on she had.

She’d been trying to tell them that Auntie Vee was cruel and vicious, but they hadn’t believed her because Vereena didn’t look that sort. She was attractive and quite passionate about clothes. Today she looked very smart, in a loose pink dress with the belt dropped to the level of her hips. It  had a flat, wide collar and a velvet tie in deeper pink. Patsy thought it heavenly.

‘Skimpy dresses,’ Gran called them. ‘Only a brazen hussy would show her knees like that.’

‘Vereena’s got good legs,’ Bernie had smirked proudly.

‘And doesn’t mind how much of them she shows,’ Gran retorted. ‘She thinks she’s the cat’s whiskers, with her skirts up to her armpits.’

But Patsy knew that Vereena’s clothes were the height of fashion. She was wearing a deep-pink cloche that covered all her dark hair except for a kiss curl on each cheek. She had flesh-coloured rayon stockings and, most desirable of all, high-heeled button-strap shoes of stone-coloured leather.

Patsy blurted out: ‘Dadda’s been hurt. Gran’s taken him to hospital. She wants Uncle Bernie to be sure to come early. He’ll have to open up by himself.’

Auntie Vee’s dark eyes burned down at her. ‘I hope she won’t expect him to work tonight?’

‘She will.’ Patsy burst into tears. ‘Dadda won’t be able to.’

‘You’d better come in. Can’t blubber on the doorstep. What’ll the neighbours think?’

Patsy stumbled up one step into their living room. Uncle Bernie smiled up at her. He looked a bit like Dadda, but was more handsome, less serious and eight years younger. He was balanced on the edge of a dining chair playing his banjo.

‘What’s happened to our John?’

Patsy told them about the accident. Without saying anything, Bernie began to pick out the tune of ‘Campdown Races’. Slowly at first, each note true and sweet. Then at a more bouncy pace, going faster and faster until the music was racing along.

Patsy felt her spirits lift. Uncle Bernie could certainly play. She was tapping her foot in time to his music. Gran  said that Bernie had asked for a banjo for his sixteenth birthday. She’d bought him a second-hand one and he’d taught himself to play. When he’d married Vereena, who played both the accordion and the piano, she’d suggested he have lessons. Since then, he’d improved enormously.

Gran had been very scathing about Vereena’s latest idea. She’d formed a troupe of players calling themselves the Dixie Minstrels.

‘I’m going to manage them,’ Patsy had heard Vereena tell Gran. ‘I know people in the business. They’re helping me get bookings, I’ve got one or two already.’

‘We’re really good, Patsy.’ Uncle Bernie was always talking about the band when he came to the pub.

‘We’ve got six banjo players, and four have been playing professionally for years. There’s another who plays the mandolin, and with Vereena, there’s three accordionists. We black our faces and sing Dixieland songs, “Swanee River” and that sort of thing. It’s a way of getting out of the pub trade. My best bet. I’m pinning my hopes on it.’

Once, they came to play outside the pub for practice, passing a hat round between the tunes. Gran wouldn’t let them come inside; she said there’d be no room for customers if they filled the public bar.

Patsy hung out of her bedroom window so as not to miss a note. Afterwards she’d told Gran that they were the most wonderful band she’d ever heard.

‘You haven’t heard any other,’ Gran said dismissively. ‘They think they’re aiming for the moon, but they’ll be paid no more than a pittance. This is a good, steady business. It won’t earn our Bernie a fortune, but he won’t starve either. He needs to keep his feet on the ground or he’ll come a cropper.’
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