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PART ONE

1934




Chapter One

The October dusk was falling rapidly as Lizzie Slattery, Celia Milton and Alfie, the new delivery boy, stood watching Mr Henderson, Manager of Wm Costigan (Grocers) Ltd on Great Homer Street, lock and secure the shop door. This locking up was a daily ritual. A trifling and boring one, they all thought. As was standing outside the shop each morning at half-past eight, hail, rain or shine, until he arrived to open up. The shop didn’t open for business until nine o’clock but there were always things to be done. Lizzie and Celia, called Cee by everyone except her father, always moaned that they would have nearly an extra half-hour in bed if it wasn’t for all this palaver.

When George Henderson had finally dismissed them in his lugubrious tones the two girls turned and began to walk down the road in the direction of Scotland Road and town. They could walk together until they reached the junction of Great Homer Street and Rose Vale, when one or other of them would turn off up Rose Vale, go down Portland Place and into Roscommon Street where they both lived. The latter was the longer route and so they took it in turns.

When Mr Henderson and young Alfie were out of earshot Lizzie said, ‘Me feet are killing me, and why he has to make us stand there like a pair of fools, God knows. I’m sure it’s just out of spite or to make himself feel important. You’d think he was the manager of Coopers the way he says, “Good night and let us be prompt in the morning, ladies,” as though we were late every day and about as old as me mam.’

Celia nodded her agreement. She was a tall, slim girl with short ash-blonde hair, blue eyes and a typical ‘English rose’ complexion. By nature she was quiet and unassuming. She worked efficiently and was polite to the customers but there were occasions when a gleam of mischief or determination could be detected in the depths of those cornflower-blue eyes. She turned up the collar of her navy-blue wool coat around her ears. The autumn dampness was creeping into the air and already the streetlights were coming on and people were hurrying towards the bus and tram stops.

Lizzie shivered and turned up her collar too, although her brown coat, bought second-hand two years ago, wasn’t as smart or as warm.

‘I hate this time of year. There’s nothing to look forward to except Christmas and that usually ends in a row in our house. Me mam’s worn out and bad-tempered and we’re both too tired to go out on Christmas Eve. That’s if she’d let me over the doorstep before Midnight Mass in case I broke me fast.’

To strangers they looked an oddly matched pair; in reality they were the best of friends. A fact that in itself was a minor miracle. Lizzie was much smaller than her friend and was exactly the opposite in character as well as looks. Her thick curly Titian hair that her mam said was like a furze bush, and her green eyes, betrayed her Irish ancestry, as did her temper. She was far more extrovert than Celia and laughed and joked with the customers when Mr Henderson wasn’t looking. If she seemed a bit pushy it was because she’d always had to fight for her share of what little they had, including her mam’s attention and affection. It was a bit different with her da. Lizzie knew she was his favourite.

‘Well, at least we don’t have to go and get crushed to death tomorrow over at Laird’s for the launch of the Clement,’ Celia replied. ‘Could you see old Henderson’s face if we asked for the morning off?’

‘I wouldn’t mind going. We could sort of “get lost” in the crowd and have a great time. We might even meet a couple of nice lads. I  mean, look at the pair of us. Fifteen years of age and never been out with a lad, and we’re not bad-looking.’ Lizzie was indignant.

‘And not likely to either, the way we’re watched, and as for “getting lost”, with them all following every move we make, we’d get belted all the way home. No thanks.’

Lizzie nodded glumly. ‘You’re right. Oh honestly, Cee, if we can be friends why can’t they? Your da and your Billy, our Joe an’ Fergal all work at Laird’s so I don’t see why my mam and yours ‘ave to stick their noses in the air and cross to the other side of the street when they see each other, nor that Maudie Kemp either. Bossy old bag.’

‘Neither do I but they do, and anyway it’s not just Mam; you know what Da’s like. He hates living in our house, in our street. You know how many times he’s tried to find us another place. I don’t think Mam really minds Roscommon Street, but if he gets somewhere else she’ll have to go. We all will.’

Lizzie didn’t reply but she understood. Her own da worked on the docks, when he could get work and was in a fit state to do it. His chest was weak and had been for years, and the soot- and fume-laden air of the city didn’t help. Her oldest brother, Joe, who was seventeen, was a welder’s mate at the shipyard on the other side of the Mersey but Celia’s da was a foreman boilermaker. He even wore a ‘blocker’, a bowler hat which was like a badge of rank. Celia’s brother Billy had started at fourteen as a marker boy at ten shillings a week, helping the plater and learning how to make templates. At the same time he’d gone to evening classes at the Mechanics Institute and had passed his exams first class, and now he was a journeyman plater. A skilled man, he was still too young to run a squad of apprentices, but he got a four-shilling-a-week docket on top of his wages. It had annoyed their Joe so much that he’d started going to the Mechanics Institute as well.

The Miltons were far better off than they were. There were only five of them in a three-bedroom house, to start with. Celia and Billy had good steady jobs and their da, Charlie Milton, Lizzie  reckoned, must earn a fortune. It was no wonder he wanted them to move to a better neighbourhood. But housing in the ‘better’ areas was scarce and was snapped up very quickly. Lizzie thrust her hands deeper into her pockets. It was cold and the thought of the comforts of Celia’s life depressed her.

There were eight Slatterys crammed into number twelve Roscommon Street and they managed to exist on Joe, Fergal and her wages. Joe had got Fergal the job of ‘can lad’ at Laird’s - it was nearly always a matter of who you knew - but Fergal only earned coppers and he needed most of them for his fares.

Mam sometimes managed to get a few evenings’ work cleaning offices, or joining the army of cleaners who descended on the Cunard Line’s fast transatlantic liners, which needed to be turned around at the quickest possible speed. It was hard work and often Mam came home not only exhausted but fuming too. All ventilation shafts and systems were blocked off while bunkering - taking on fuel - was carried out. Inevitably the particles of dirt got through and everything had to be done again.

‘It’s about time the old Maurie was laid up for good. Me back’s broke and I’m destroyed with all that bloody dust!’ Brigid would mutter.

Lizzie knew her da felt terribly guilty about his inability to work and provide decently for his family, even though Father Minehan had had many reassuring and consoling conversations with him, and Mam didn’t moan or complain too often. She had a sensitive side to her too ... Sometimes, though, Lizzie was envious of Celia’s clothes - not that she had a wardrobe full of them because Charlie Milton was tight-fisted. But at least the clothes Celia did get were new, and in winter she had gloves, a warm hat and scarf, and fleecy-lined boots, unlike herself who had to make do with the same pair of shoes winter and summer. And they were second-hand more often than not.

‘Where will we go tomorrow afternoon then, seeing as it’s half-day closing?’ Celia asked, breaking into Lizzie’s reverie.

‘Dunno. All the rest of them won’t be back until tea time. You know me mam, she’ll make a day of it. She’ll take butties for them and then she’ll walk them all to New Brighton “for the sea air” and nothing else. No rides on the funfair, no ice creams. She’s been saving ha’pennies and farthings for ages for the ferry fares.’

‘Shall we go into town then, just to have a look around? No one will see us. Half the city will be over the water at Birkenhead and there’ll be crowds down at the Pier Head, so the shops will be deserted. And then we could go to the Hippodrome in the evening?’

‘Can I miss out town? I’ll have to wash me hair and anyway for once I’ll have the place all to myself. Mam said she thought Da would be up to going too and the kids have got a day off school.’ Lizzie’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, it’ll be great. Peace and quiet for a couple of hours. I’m going to bank up the fire and do nothing, absolutely nothing all afternoon. But if we go to the Hippy it’ll have to be the sixpenny seats, I can’t afford more.’

Celia nodded. ‘I’ve not got much left myself; I’m trying to save up for Mam’s birthday present. I saw ...’ Her words died as she caught sight of Maude Kemp who lived in number eight Roscommon Street hurrying towards them.

‘Oh damn! Quick! Nip into the shop doorway, it’s Maudie Kemp,’ she hissed at Lizzie. She herself quickened her pace, praying Maudie hadn’t seen her talking to Lizzie.

Lizzie immediately darted into the furthest corner of the nearest shop doorway. She turned her back and peered intently into the window. Fortunately, it was a draper’s shop and not a butcher’s or a fishmonger’s, otherwise, she thought; people would think she was cracked.

‘Hello, Mrs Kemp. It’s getting cold now, isn’t it?’ Celia hoped she sounded polite but casual.

Maudie’s face was thin, pale and had a perpetually sour look. ‘Oh, it’s you, Celia. You haven’t seen those two horrors of mine by any chance? I’ll stiffen the pair of them. I left them doing their homework whilst I nipped down to the Maypole Dairy for milk  but when I got back the birds had flown and not a sign of an exercise book or pencil - nothing! They’ve scarpered. I’ll have Harold and Richie in any minute and you know how Mr Kemp feels about those two running wild.’

Celia breathed a sigh of relief. The disappearance of the Kemp twins, Frank and Eddie, was fully occupying their mam. She smiled to herself at the woman’s words about her husband. Harry Kemp was the most hen-pecked man in the entire street, probably in the entire neighbourhood. He was only allowed out for a half-pint of beer on Saturday night with her da.

‘No, sorry, I’ve not seen them,’ she replied, and then walked away. There was a good chance that her brother Frederick, or Foxy as he was known to all the other kids, wouldn’t be far away from the twins. The three of them were usually fighting, arguing and hurling abuse and sometimes stones. Once Foxy had had a catapult - every boy’s dream - until he’d broken Mrs Walsh’s window and Da had confiscated it. Lizzie’s brother Emmet and his two mates were always the objects of these skirmishes. They were all the same age - nine - and were all hell-bent on following the example of their parents.

For Roscommon Street was one of the ‘divided’ streets. At the top end, which led on to Netherfield Road, the houses were occupied by Protestants, and at the other end, which led on to Great Homer Street, by Catholics. The Miltons had the greatest misfortune of all, according to Celia’s mam and da, of being slap in the middle of Roscommon Street and having to live next door to the Slatterys, who took a similar view on the location of their own abode. Her father called them ‘dirty bloody Papists’ when he’d had a drink in the Wynnstay Arms on Saturdays with Harry Kemp. Lizzie had told her that Charlie Milton was referred to by her mam, Brigid, as ‘That Stuck-up Orange Sod Next Door,’ who’d called his son after King Billy, who hadn’t even been a bloody Englishman anyway. William of Orange had been Dutch, which just went to show how ‘educated’ Charlie Milton really was. He had such airs he wouldn’t  even stand for nicknames. He called the lad William and the girl Celia and the young hooligan Frederick. Just trying to be ‘posh’ was how the tirade usually ended.

Occasionally, violent outbursts and confrontations occurred over the back yard wall or on the front steps between Celia’s da and Brigid and Billy and Joe. On one memorable St Patrick’s Day the whole street had been up, with the kids prancing around in delight, urging the protagonists on, as were many of their mothers, her own included. The police had been called to restore order and for weeks after you could feel the lingering animosity in the air. It was all this that made the friendship between the girls such a closely guarded secret.

They hadn’t always been friends, but one summer, five years ago, Celia had come down the jigger that ran between the backs of the houses in Roscommon Street and Back Roscommon Street, in time to see her brother Billy and Richie Kemp run into the Kemps’ back yard and slam the door shut. Then she’d noticed Lizzie sitting on the cobbles, huddled against the wall, crying her eyes out.

As she’d got nearer she had seen that Lizzie’s arms and knees were grazed and bleeding and that there was blood on her forehead. She’d hesitated. She’d felt so sorry for Lizzie in her torn and grubby dress and yet she’d been scared to stop and speak to her.

At last she’d looked around at the houses cautiously. People would have to be in the back bedroom windows to see her, so she’d plucked up her courage and squatted down next to Lizzie.

‘What’s happened?’ she’d asked.

Lizzie had raised a pale, grimy, tear-streaked face and an equally grubby hand to her bleeding forehead.

‘They chased me an’ I fell over and then ... then they chucked stones at me an’ called me names.’ She’d struggled to put on a brave face. ‘I don’t care about the names, I’m used to them, and I can run faster than them two but ...’

‘But what?’ Celia had asked, seeing the other girl’s bottom lip begin to tremble.

‘But I tripped up on something and now me head hurts. It’s bleeding.’

Celia had gently examined the small cut on Lizzie’s forehead, just above her eyebrow. An inch lower and poor Lizzie might have had a cut eye and who knew what that would have led to? Just wait until she got hold of their Billy, she’d thought grimly. A pair of cowards, that’s what those two were.

‘Come on, I’ll help you up.’

Lizzie had looked at her with amazement.

‘Oh God, if anyone sees us I’ll be killed.’

‘No one will see us, unless they’re hanging out of their bedroom windows. There’s no one else in the jigger.’

‘What will I say to Mam?’

Celia had shrugged. ‘Make something up. I’m going to threaten our Billy with telling Da about him and Richie Kemp throwing stones and seriously hurting people. And I’ll say that your mam will be round and there’ll be murder, and then our Billy will get a good hiding.’

Lizzie had looked at her curiously. ‘Will you say that? Will you do that?’

‘I will.’

‘Then I’ll just tell Mam I fell over and banged my head.’

Celia had gently drawn Lizzie to her feet, her arm around the thin shoulders.

‘Get your mam to wash all the muck out of your knees and arms or they’ll go septic,’ she’d advised.

Lizzie had managed a smile. ‘Ta. It’s dead good of you,’ and as Celia had helped her home they’d both felt a bond forming. Since then many and devious had been the ways in which they’d concealed their friendship.

It was Celia who had secretly got Lizzie the job in Costigan’s, a job that, because it meant the two worked side by side, was  considered a great misfortune by both the Slatterys and her own parents. Indeed her da had often told her she should find another, but she’d always managed to be evasive. As her mam shopped at Pegram’s, which she considered far superior to Costigan’s, and Mrs Slattery shopped mainly in the market, they’d dropped all pretence of indifference at work.

Lizzie caught up with Celia just before she reached the junction with Rose Place.

‘Did she say anything to you?’

‘No. She’s out looking for the twins. She left them doing homework and they scarpered.’

Lizzie rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘Oh God, that means they’ll all be half killing each other - again.’

‘I know, and our Foxy is sure to be fighting with them. Da will go mad, he’s told him not to go within arm’s length of the riff-raff, as he calls them, from the other end of the street. He says they’re beneath contempt but I don’t think our Foxy understands the word “contempt” or if he does he ignores it.’ It was Celia’s turn to cast her eyes skywards. ‘Mind you, by the time I get in he’ll probably be back, all washed and changed and looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. They don’t call him Foxy for nothing. I’ll go the long way round tonight. You did it yesterday and besides, when Da does get in I’ll have to put up with “The Launch” and I’m sick to death of hearing about it.’

Celia put on a stern voice. ‘It’s important, Celia. It’s the one thousandth ship that’s been built by Cammell Laird and I was privileged to hand Miss Caroline Vesty the wooden mallet to use for the ceremony of “Laying the Keel”.’ Celia pulled a face as she mimicked her father’s tones, something she would only do in Lizzie’s presence. Her father ruled them with a rod of iron, her mam included.

‘Well, I’ll see you in the morning then. And then outside the Hippy at seven, and don’t be late. I hate hanging around-people think your feller’s stood you up. Chance would be a fine thing,  wouldn’t it though?’ Lizzie grinned and walked on ahead quickly. She’d be home soon and she’d be glad, for she was tired, cold and hungry.

She called a greeting to Maggie Walsh and Biddy Doyle who were standing on their doorsteps jangling as though it wasn’t tea time. They had no husbands due in from work because there wasn’t much of that commodity on offer to the unskilled in Liverpool these days. There were still a few kids playing in the street and a couple of them had a piece of rope tied around one of the arms of the streetlight and were swinging on it.

The houses were of the three-storeyed terrace type but without a cellar. Each had three steps leading up to the front door, which was set beneath an arch of brickwork. The windows of the front downstairs rooms were bays and most people had cotton lace curtains tacked across them. Some, though, were bare and some had missing panes replaced by cardboard or bits of wood.

It was a different picture at the top of the road. The windows all had pristine cotton lace and draw curtains. Celia said Maudie Kemp was fanatical about housework, you felt as though you shouldn’t even breathe in their house. Maudie had half the kids in the street terrified even to set foot on the flagstones of the pavement outside her door, which she scrubbed and donkey-stoned each day along with her steps. Lizzie was thankful her mam wasn’t like that.

‘Mam, I’m home. Is me tea ready?’ she called as she pushed open the front door and walked down the dim lobby to the kitchen.

‘That’s all any of youse lot think about, yer bellies!’ Brigid Slattery stood with her hands on her hips and surveyed her daughter with mild irritation. She was a big woman with prematurely greying hair that had once been as black as a raven’s wing. She wore the uniform of her age and class, a long black skirt, a cotton blouse and a rough unbleached calico apron.

‘Oh, that’s nice, Mam, I must say. All I said was “I’m home.”’

Brigid smiled. She was by nature easy-going. ‘Oh, I’m just heart scalded, luv, that’s all. Yer da’s took to his bed. Holy Mother  of God! I hate the flaming winter. Yer poor da suffers something desperate with the damp an’ he was lookin’ forward to goin’ over the water for the launch termorrer. Our Joe an’ Fergal aren’t in yet and them two little rossies, our Bemadette an’ Josephine, are in with yer da, an’ now I’ve gorra get a move on. The Mauretania’s  in. I’ll be all night getting shut of the bloody muck, but I suppose it’ll be a few bob in me purse. You’ll ’ave ter get the tea, like, an’ I don’t know where that little bowsie Emmet is.’

Lizzie took off her coat and threw it on the sofa, which was already half covered with clothes waiting to be ironed.

‘Can I have a cup of tea first?’ she pleaded.

Brigid poured a cup from the brown glazed teapot with the cracked spout. Above the Stanley range was suspended a clothes rack with yet more clothes draped over it. They were beyond the dripping stage, Lizzie noticed thankfully, but the odour of damp wool was heavy. The mantel shelf above the range was so cluttered that there wasn’t an inch of space. The big table took up most of the room and was covered with newspaper and a collection of unwashed cups and dishes. A piece of greyish-looking curtain was tacked across the window.

Besides the sofa, the room contained an armchair, two long wooden benches (pushed under the table when not in use) and a dresser, the top of which was as crowded as the mantel shelf. On the wall beside the door, and covering a large patch of damp, was a picture of the Blessed Virgin and on the wall facing it another, of Pope Pius XI. The floor was covered with scuffed and dirty lino.

As well as the kitchen there was a scullery, a front parlour, two bedrooms and an attic room. Lizzie had the dubious luxury of having the attic room to herself. In winter it was freezing and in summer it was stifling. Her two younger sisters shared a bedroom, as did all her brothers, and Mam and Da had the front parlour. It was better for her da because it had a fireplace and there were no stairs to climb. In the yard were the privy and the ash can, and a  collection of old and useless objects that Emmet insisted were of some use.

‘Go on, Mam, get off or you’ll miss your tram,’ Lizzie urged, and her mother rummaged among the clothes on the sofa, found her heavy black shawl, wrapped it around her, slipped her worn purse into the pocket of her apron and made for the door.

When she’d gone Lizzie got up and went in to see her father. He didn’t look at all well, she thought worriedly. If he had one of his ‘little turns’ now she knew there’d be no money for a doctor.

‘Josie, get off that bed and get into the kitchen and fold up all those things on the sofa that need ironing. Bemie, clear the table and then boil some water for the dishes. I’m worn out and the lads will be in soon.’

Lizzie ignored the outburst of complaint, shoving them towards the door. When they’d gone, she sat on the edge of the bed recently vacated by her sister and smiled.

‘How are you feeling, Da?’

Dessie Slattery’s breathing was very laboured but he smiled back.

‘Not too bad, girl. It’s been worse. It’s the damp an’ I’m just sorry to miss the outing termorrer.’

‘Well, I’m not going so I can keep you company after dinner.’ There were times when it had indeed been worse, much worse, when the racking cough had exhausted him and kept everyone awake. When he literally fought for every breath, and Mam had kept a big pan of water constantly boiling on the fire. The steam seemed to be the only form of relief.

‘Will I send our Josie in with a bit of scouse?’

He shook his head. ‘No, just a cup of tea and a bit of bread an’ dripping will do, luv.’

The guilt crept over him again as he looked at his eldest daughter. She was a good girl. She worked hard and was tired. He could see it in her face and in the sag of her shoulders. Now after a day on her feet she had to get a meal on the table and organise her siblings  while poor Brigid had to hurry to the dock and get down on her knees and scrub floors and wash paintwork, probably twice, so the old Maurie would be ready to sail again in a day’s time. That hurt him so much, and yet she seldom complained. She was still the buxom, fresh-faced, laughing girl from County Cork that he’d married. He ignored the encroaching grey in her dark hair and the lines of hardship etched in her face. Whenever he tried to apologise for his failings and his health she’d laugh.

‘Ah, come on out of that now, Dessie. Didn’t I take me wedding vows? Me promises to you before God in his holy church?’

He needed to be in a sanatorium or at least a place with pure fresh air, or so the only doctor he’d ever seen had told him. But sanatoriums and places with pure fresh air cost money and so were totally out of the question.

‘Are you sure that’s all? There’s not much nourishment in bread an’ dripping, Da.’ Lizzie’s forehead was creased in a worried frown.

‘And there’s not much in blind scouse either, luv.’

She nodded slowly and sadly before a commotion in the kitchen caused her to turn for the door. Now what? she thought angrily. Didn’t she have enough to cope with?

Once in the kitchen she could see her sisters had made a bit of an effort, but the grimy, bloody face and torn jersey of Emmet caught her attention first. She looked up at Joe. The boys must all have arrived home together.

‘In the name of God, what’s up with him? she snapped irritably.

‘Nothing that a good wash won’t sort out,’ Joe said grimly. ‘Fergal and myself decided to come down the jigger, and wasn’t there the mother and father of a fight going on with meladdo and his mates and Foxy Milton and the Kemp twins? They all scarpered quick, like, when we appeared.’

Lizzie shoved Emmet towards the scullery. ‘Oh, get in there, you, and get a wash! As if I haven’t enough to do. Poor Mam’s had to go cleaning and Da’s took bad and is in bed and won’t be able to go on the outing tomorrow ...’

Emmet, scowling beneath a shock of dark unruly hair at such unsympathetic treatment, disappeared into the scullery. Josie and Bernie carried on with their allotted tasks, while Lizzie stirred the huge pot of vegetables. The potatoes in it had broken down and made it thick and with some meat and red cabbage and thick slices of bread it would have been a great meal. Sadly, they had no cabbage and only half a loaf, and that had to do Da’s tea and the lads’ carry-out for the following day.

Joe sat on one end of the bench and bent to take off his boots. Both he and Fergal had brought home the usual bundle of cockwood, odd pieces that were of no use except for burning. Nearly every man and boy at Laird’s took a bundle each night, shoving it under his jacket if it was raining.

He was bone weary. He’d been out since half-past five that morning to get to Central Station in time for the ten past six train to Rock Ferry. That arrived at Green Lane Station at five past seven, in plenty of time to clock on. Sometimes in summer he’d get the tram to the Pier Head and then the ferry across the river. It was cheaper.

Joe was like Lizzie in looks, except that his hair was more auburn than hers and he was much taller and broader. Ever since he’d left school, when other lads had had to go to the dole schools, he’d been fortunate enough in those terrible, depressed years to get a job in the shipyard. Father Minehan had had a word with a man he knew who worked there.

He’d taken over his da’s responsibilities as best he could and things had got a bit better when first Lizzie and then Fergal got work. Now he went to evening classes twice a week, and that was hard after a long day and in all weathers on the bank, as the slipway was called. But every time he saw Billy Milton and Richie Kemp, who was an apprentice to a journeyman boilermaker, he became more determined to make something of his life. There just had to be something better than being a welder’s mate and living in an overcrowded house in Roscommon Street.

‘Are you tired?’ Lizzie asked as she began to dish the scouse into bowls with the heavy metal ladle.

‘Of course I’m flaming tired.’

‘All right, there’s no need to bite my head off. I just wondered if you were going to give night school a miss, what with the launch tomorrow?’ Lizzie placed a steaming bowl in front of him.

‘I’d like to. I really would like to, but I’d get behind. It’s bad enough now. Half the time I really have to fight to stay awake and concentrate.’

Lizzie sighed and looked fondly at her brother.

‘It’ll be worth it in the end, Joe, really it will. You’ll get more money and a better job and Mam will be really proud of you. You’ll be like Billy Milton then, and Mam will be able to stick her nose in the air whenever she sees Maudie Kemp and won’t it make that one green with envy?’

‘I’ve got to pass my exams first, Lizzie,’ Joe reminded her, but he was glad of her words of support and encouragement. The prospect of being on an equal footing with Billy Milton, and of Mam’s pride, would keep him going - with a little help from his sister Lizzie. However much they might bicker, he and his eldest sister had always understood one another.




Chapter Two

As Celia turned her key in the lock she could hear her mother’s voice. The usually quiet tone was raised in what for Annie Milton amounted to anger. Celia sighed as she walked down the lobby, the runner of carpet over the shining linoleum deadening her footsteps. She’d been right: Foxy had been out with the twins.

‘Hello, Mam. Now what’s he been up to?’ she asked, annoyance in her own voice.

Annie Milton turned her gaze on her daughter as Celia hung up her coat on the hook behind the door, wishing her younger son were as well behaved as his sister and elder brother. It would certainly make life a lot easier for her. Charlie went mad at the antics of Frederick and then took it out on her and she hated rows and arguments. She’d go to any length to avoid one.

‘Fighting again, after all your da said. Look at the state of him, and your da due in any minute.’

Celia gazed back with heartfelt sympathy. If everything wasn’t spick and span, with the evening meal ready to be served straight away and piping hot, her father’s mood would be grim to say the least.

Mam looked pale, but then she’d always been fair-skinned. Nor did the amount of work involved in running the house the way Da insisted it be done help in any way. Mam was working herself to death and never in her life had Celia heard her mam answer her da back.

Annie Milton was a small, fine-boned woman with clear grey  eyes. They were her most attractive feature, although these days they always had dark circles beneath them. Her hair, once light brown, was now pepper-and-salt coloured. She had a rigid schedule of work that seldom varied.

Monday was wash day. Tuesday was ironing day. On Wednesday the entire upstairs rooms were given a thorough clean. Thursday was the turn of the downstairs rooms, including the yard and the privy. The steps, front and back, were scrubbed and donkey-stoned every day. She baked on Friday and shopped on Saturday-and all that on top of the daily chores of washing up, tidying, and sewing and mending. She always changed into a decent dress at half-past four and over this she wore a clean wrapover pinafore of floral printed cotton.

‘I’ll just run up and change, then I’ll set the table while you get him cleaned up.’

Annie cast Celia a grateful glance as she pushed young Frederick, the bane of her life, towards the scullery.

Celia hung her black shop dress on a hanger, then placed it in the wardrobe. She was a tidy girl, a habit instilled into her from a very early age. She changed into a dark-blue skirt and red-and-blue hand-knitted jumper, and then peered into the mirror of her small dressing table. She ran the brush through her hair, then returned it to its usual place between the blue-and-white china dressing-table set that was laid out neatly on crocheted mats. Mats that each week were washed, stiffened by dipping them in a solution of sugar and water and left to dry. Her bed was made each morning and covered with a pink and white cotton counterpane. The rag rug beside the bed was taken out into the yard each Wednesday, thrown over the washing line and beaten by her mam, along with all the other rugs. The windows always sparkled and the curtains were clean and crisp. Yes, Mam was working herself into the ground, as Maudie Kemp was always saying despite the fact that she herself set her own standards to match Mam’s.

When Celia returned to the kitchen she immediately took the  tablecloth from the dresser drawer, along with the cutlery, and began to set the table quickly and neatly. Next the crockery, all of which matched, was taken down from the shelves of the dresser. From the mesh-fronted food press in the scullery she took the condiments.

‘Why can’t you just behave and leave those other lads alone?’ she hissed at her brother, who was now sitting on a stool by the range.

His face and hands were clean and his hair combed and flattened into tidiness with water. His shirt had been replaced by a jumper knitted by his mother in the evenings when she didn’t have mending to do. He was reading, or was supposed to be reading, Kipling’s  The Jungle Book. Da didn’t approve of comics, which he called ‘modern subversive trash’. The book, like most of the others belonging to Foxy, had been a Christmas or a birthday present, and also like the others it was often opened but never read. If he thought he could get away with it, Foxy even secreted a copy of  Boy’s Own, borrowed from one of his mates, inside the open pages.

He looked up at her sullenly. ‘Don’t you start on me, an’ all! Mam’s threatening to tell Da as it is. Anyway, they started it. THEY always start it.’

‘Shut up! You’re all as bad as each other, and one of these days Mam will tell Da and then it’ll be the buckle end of his belt for you, meladdo.’

‘They’re Papists an’ I’m sick of getting skitted at school for having to live next door to them.’

‘Isn’t there something in the Bible that says “Love thy neighbour as thy self”?’

‘Well, if there is, that lot next door should know it, an’ all. I hate that bloody Emmet.’

Celia threw at him the cloth she’d been using to burnish a knife. ‘Here, even the floor cloth’s too clean to wipe out your mouth! You let Mam hear you swearing and she won’t wait for Da, she’ll kill you herself.’

The conversation was abruptly terminated by the sound of voices  in the lobby as Charlie Milton and Billy came into the kitchen.

Annie emerged from the scullery, a tea towel in her hand.

‘Have you had a good day? There’s time to wash your hands while I put the liver and onions out. Celia, drain and mash those potatoes for me, please, luv?’

There was always a note of anxiety in her mother’s voice, Celia thought as she removed the pan from the range and took it into the scullery. It seemed as though Mam was unable to relax until she’d ascertained her husband’s mood.

‘Aye, everything is set for tomorrow. Let’s hope the weather holds - the last thing we need is rain.’

Charlie added his coat to those on the back of the door and placed his bowler hat on the dresser, a habit that annoyed Annie intensely but on which she never commented. Later she’d give it its customary brush and place it on the hook above his overcoat. She would have liked a proper hallstand but the lobby was too narrow.

‘It would be a shame if it was pouring down,’ she agreed, following Charlie’s gaze as it moved around the room taking note of everything. Then he slowly nodded his approval.

He addressed his younger son. ‘Haven’t you finished reading that yet, Frederick?’

Foxy looked up innocently. ‘No, Da. It’s ... it’s very interesting, like, but there’s some very funny names in it and I have to remember that some are wolves, one is a bear, one is a tiger and — ’

‘“Funny”? I wouldn’t describe Kipling’s work as “funny”,’ Charlie interrupted. ‘It’s what Baden-Powell based his Scout Movement on. I really wish you’d join, Frederick.’

‘Charlie, you know there isn’t a Scout group anywhere around here or he would join,’ Annie put in, trying to help the lad. Even if there had been one she knew she would have had a terrible job to persuade Frederick to join.

‘I would, Da, and what I meant to say was strange ... or unusual.’

Charlie nodded, irritated. Lads needed outlets for their energy otherwise they got up to all kinds of mischief. They needed to be taught useful things like self-discipline and self-sufficiency. He was very much in favour of Baden-Powell’s movement. The lack of a Scout group was yet another reason for them to move from Roscommon Street.

‘And I do have a lot of homework, Da,’ Foxy added, ignoring the openly sceptical look Celia directed at him as she placed the bowl of mashed potato on the table.

‘Have you got any plans for tonight, Billy?’ she asked, to draw her da’s attention away from her young brother. She could see her mam was biting her lip.

Billy Milton grinned at her. He was like his da, with pale, sandy-coloured hair and blue eyes. He knew she was sick of hearing about tomorrow’s big event.

‘I have, Cee. I thought I’d go into town with Richie. There’s supposed to be a good film on at the Gaumont: The Invisible Man  with Claude Rains.’

‘He must be a new one. I’ve never heard of him before,’ Celia replied, helping her mother to lay out the plates of liver and onions in their thick gravy.

‘Well, you’re not exactly a big fan of the pictures, Cee, are you?’

‘There’s nothing wrong in that. I can’t understand why some people throw good money away on the rubbish they show these days,’ her father cut in, having washed his hands and taken his place at the head of the table.

‘It’s better than propping up the bar of some pub, or gambling or chasing girls,’ Annie quietly reminded him, then flushed deeply and looked down at her plate. Charlie liked a pint or two himself. She hated Saturday nights. He was always aggressive and argumentative after his visit to the Wynnstay and that’s how most of the rows with the Slatterys started. Rows which terrified her, especially after the time Brigid Slattery had clouted Charlie so  hard he’d literally staggered. It had been the beginning of a free-for-all which had ended with the police being called. She’d been shocked at Brigid Slattery but Maudie had said later, ‘Well, what can you expect from a loud-mouthed, common slattern like that?’

But she’d always secretly admired her next-door neighbour because Charlie had called her all the names under the sun and the woman had no robust, healthy husband to answer back for her. And she had all those kids to cope with and not much money coming in. But these were thoughts Annie shared with no one, not even Celia.

Charlie signalled for silence and all heads were bowed as he said grace.

 



After the meal Celia helped her mam wash the dishes and prepare tomorrow’s carry-out for her da, Billy and herself. Foxy had disappeared and Kipling’s book had been returned to its place on the shelf. Her da was listening to a play on the wireless which sounded boring beyond belief. Mam had got out her darning and Billy was getting ready to depart to the cinema. She was bored. She’d read the newspaper, which seemed full of gloom and doom, and she’d glanced through her mother’s Woman’s Weekly  magazine. It was Annie’s only luxury in life and was approved of by Da because it gave recipes, knitting patterns, useful tips and articles for the housewife and some short stories, should any ‘housewife’ ever have time to read them.

Suddenly she noticed her mam jerking her head towards the stairs and looking worried. Celia was puzzled, her brow creasing in a frown. Then she realised her mother wanted to speak to her upstairs.

She got up. ‘I’ll just go and sponge my work dress and put a clean collar and cuffs on it,’ she announced. The cream cotton collars and cuffs were detachable for frequent washing.

Annie set aside the basket of socks. ‘I’ll come up with you. Seeing I’ve got my sewing basket out I think that feather on the  side of my hat might need an extra stitch or two. If it’s windy I don’t want to look a fool if it comes loose and blows away.’ She forced herself to ignore the look her husband directed at her. If such a thing did happen he would consider it a major case of ‘Showing Him Up’ and she’d never hear the end of it.

Celia waited on the small landing for her mother.

‘What’s the matter?’ she whispered.

‘I’ve forgotten to get butter. We used the last of it on the sandwiches. There’ll be none for his toast in the morning and that won’t start the day off well. Will you nip down to Peggy Westhoff’s for me?’

Glad of the opportunity to escape, but irritated that her mother was so afraid of her da that all this play-acting had to go on over half a pound of butter, Celia nodded eagerly. She might see someone and have a chat and by that time the play on the wireless would be finished and maybe something livelier and more interesting would be on instead.

Annie came down first, holding the hat she was to wear for the launch tomorrow, and Celia followed her.

‘Where are you off to then, miss?’ Charlie asked as she put on her coat.

‘Only to Westhoff’s, Da. Mam is getting low on thread, and I’ll call and see if Mrs Kemp needs any messages too.’ Peggy Westhoff in the corner shop sold almost everything.

‘I’ve plenty for now, but I never like to get low on things,’ Annie put in, casting a conspiratorial glance at her daughter while her husband nodded approvingly.

‘If you see Frederick, tell him to get home here. It’s ten past seven and I won’t have him running the streets and mixing with riff-raff.’

‘Right, Da,’ Celia answered quickly as she left.

 



She did call on Maudie but it was Richie who opened the door to her, all done up in his good serge suit and a clean shirt.

‘Celia Milton! Me dream’s out!’ He grinned smarmily.

‘Well, you can cut that out for a start!’ she snapped. She didn’t particularly like Richie Kemp, who was the same age as Billy. There was too much of Maudie in him and virtually nothing at all of his da. Harry Kemp she did like and she felt sorry him, always being nagged to death by his sour-faced, bad-tempered, mischief-making wife, who now spared her any further conversation with Richie by appearing at the kitchen door to see who had called.

‘What’s up, Cee?’ she asked, elbowing Richie to one side.

‘Nothing, Mrs Kemp. I’m just on my way to Westhoff’s for Mam. Is there anything you need?’

There were no thanks from Maudie for this offer.

‘Nothing that I can think of, Cee, and it’s not like yer mam to run out of anything.’

Celia bit her lip. Maudie would make a point of mentioning it tomorrow. She was jealous of Mam because of Da being a foreman and wearing a bowler for work. Harry didn’t hold such an exalted position and he was never allowed to forget it.

‘Well, we can’t remember everything all the time, can we? She’s not run out altogether, just getting a bit low and she’s got so much on her plate, worrying about the big day tomorrow.’

Maudie’s thin lips became even thinner. Annie Milton would have a much better position and more notice taken of her tomorrow than she herself would. Even though she’d spent more than she could afford on a new hat, she’d still be just a face in the crowd. The wives of all the blockermen would stand together with their husbands, not on the platform or anywhere near the bosses, but somewhere conspicuous, of that she was certain.

‘I’d best get off then. I’ve got work in the morning, but I do hope it keeps fine for you,’ Celia added, staring directly at Richie, who was fully aware that she was being sarcastic.

Damn her, he thought. Mam would nag even more now and go on about how all the Miltons thought they were a cut above everyone at their end of the street. Then he smiled to himself. He  had high hopes of Celia Milton. When she was dressed up on Sundays she was a real stunner and she always obeyed her father. All he had to do was not blot his copybook in old Charlie Milton’s eyes and go and ask the old fool’s permission to court her.

 



Celia had bought the butter at the shop on the comer of Roscommon Street and Portland Place, and decided to make her way home slowly by going round the block, even though the air was damp and chilly. The light from the streetlamps shimmered through the fine drizzle and glistened softly on the wet pavement. As she turned into Back Roscommon Street and passed the Elephant pub, which was patronised by the Catholic element in the neighbourhood, she was suddenly confronted by the sight of her younger brother running hell for leather towards her, pursued by Lizzie’s brother Emmet and two of his friends. As she stopped and looked on in astonishment, they caught up with Foxy and all four of them fell into a heaving heap on the ground, arms and legs flailing, all yelling and shouting.

Celia’s temper flared. ‘Get up, the lot of you! Get off him, you little hooligans, or I’ll be round to see your priest about you!’ she yelled, quickening her steps. Her words had no effect whatever and she could see she was going literally to have to drag them apart. There’d be hell to pay for this escapade.

Before she could attempt to part them, a large, apparently disembodied hand shot out, caught Emmet Slattery by the scruff of his neck and hauled him bodily out of the mêlée.

‘You! Stay put there or I’ll put your eye in a sling! And you get home. Three on to one’s not fair, you bullies,’ the voice behind her instructed and she recognised it as that of Joe Slattery. Acutely embarrassed she bent down and yanked Foxy to his feet.

‘Look at the state of you! You little fright! That’s twice today and this time Mam won’t be able to cover up for you and I’ve no intention of doing it either!’

Foxy looked aggrieved. ‘I never started it. I was going up for  me mates, honest, an’ they come beltin’ up behind me.’

She turned to Joe Slattery, who held an unrelenting and glowering Emmet firmly by the collar of his jacket.

‘Thanks. I - I ... don’t think I could have got them apart by myself.’

She looked up into his eyes. It was the first time she had ever been this close to him or even spoken to him properly. She was surprised to see mild amusement in his gaze and something else. .. admiration? She began to blush. He really wasn’t a bad-looking lad and he was decently clothed in a tweed jacket, an open-necked shirt and dark trousers.

‘That’s all right. Meladdo here is in for a hiding too.’

She remembered that Lizzie had told her that Dessie Slattery wasn’t a strong man. Presumably Joe would have to do the honours.

‘So will he be. Da will go mad and then blame Mam and me. Have you been, I mean, were you going ... somewhere?’ She caught herself in time. She’d almost fallen into the trap of her own making. She wasn’t supposed to know that he went to the Mechanics Institute.

‘I’m on my way to evening classes at the place your Billy went to.’

They’d lived next door to each other for years. When he’d been Emmet’s age he’d fought with Billy Milton and Richie Kemp for no other reason than religion. As he’d got older there’d been more serious altercations with her da. He saw her, in passing, half a dozen times a week and yet he’d never really seen her. Now as he looked at her, with the light from the streetlamp shining on her hair and her flushed cheeks, he realised that she was beautiful, really beautiful. You could abandon all reason and sense and lose yourself in those vivid blue pools that were her eyes. He pulled himself up quickly. That way of thinking was right out of the question.

Celia dropped her eyes, feeling the spark of emotion that flashed quickly between them.

‘Well, thanks, anyway.’

‘It was no trouble.’

Her cheeks were burning as she turned and frogmarched her brother down the street, knowing that Joe Slattery was still gazing after her.

 



Maudie had tried on the new hat with the coat she would wear tomorrow but she’d looked sourly at her reflection in the long mirror attached to the inside of the wardrobe door. She decided to go down and seek another opinion. Harry was useless but Richie was smarter.

‘Well, how does it look?’ she demanded as she entered the kitchen where Harry was reading a magazine about pigeons some colleague had lent him. Just the sight of it annoyed her. She was having no pigeon loft in her back yard. Horrible, dirty, smelly contraptions they were, and they encouraged vermin and there was enough of that already around here. Richie, who had been adjusting his tie, turned and looked at her appraisingly.

‘Very nice, dear,’ Harry ventured, lowering the magazine.

His wife ignored him.

‘Pull the hat more over to one side, Mam.’

She complied and then peered into the mirror. ‘It looks as if it’s been knocked skewwhiff.’

‘It doesn’t, Mam. That’s how it’s supposed to be worn.’

‘Oh, an expert on women’s millinery now, are we?’

Richie shrugged. ‘You asked and I answered. I don’t know what all the flaming fuss is about. If it was that really big one they’re building up at Clydebank, the Queen Mary, then it would be a  real occasion. Queen Mary herself will probably launch it. Anyway Da and me will be in our work clothes tomorrow.’

Harry retreated behind the magazine. That had been the wrong thing to say entirely. Oh, it was all right for Richie, he was going out. It was himself who would now have to listen to her litany of complaints all night. If he could just rig up a small loft in the yard  and get a couple of birds, it would be a great hobby and a retreat from the voice that whined on like a circular saw. He didn’t ask or indeed get much pleasure out of life. He might use that as an argument for building a loft, at some later date.

‘Oh, no you won’t be in your work clothes! Not when Charlie Milton will be in a suit and a bowler.’

‘Their Billy won’t be in no suit. Anyway, how are we supposed to get washed and changed? There’s no facilities for that. You know we all come home looking as though we’d been down a coal mine. There’s no doors on the lavvies even ...’

Maudie’s sallow cheeks flushed at the mention of toilets. ‘Don’t be so ... so disgusting. I don’t want to know about things like that!’

‘Well, it’s a fact, Mam. So whether you like it or not, we’ll be in our work clothes. I’m off now. I won’t be late.’

Maudie stared after him with annoyance, then turned to her husband.

‘I wish you’d say something to him, Harry, instead of just sitting there like a lump of lead.’

‘Say what, luv? He’s a grown lad, he’s doing well at work.’

‘Not as well as Billy Milton, but then he’s got his da to push him forward, like.’

Harry knew from experience that this was one avenue not to go down. He sighed and put down the magazine.

‘I’ll make us a nice cup of tea, luv. You’re getting all upset about tomorrow and there’s no need. You’ll look much smarter than Annie, poor soul. She’s not got much taste,’ he lied. ‘It’s a very smart hat, Maudie, and I know that Charlie is going to take you both into the parlour of the Royal Castle Hotel opposite the main gate for a drop of sherry afterwards, before he goes back to work.’

That didn’t seem to have mollified her much, he thought as he went into the scullery to fill the kettle. Sometimes he wondered if it was worth opening his mouth at all. Everything he said she  disagreed with. Every time he came home he was expected to give the twins a hiding for something, which half the time didn’t seem fair, and as for Richie, well the lad was getting too big for his boots but he wasn’t saying anything to him. He’d come a cropper soon enough.

He pushed the entire matter from his mind. To him tomorrow was just a working day, though he supposed it would be a bit special, like. It always made his heart beat a little faster when a ship he’d helped to create with his own two hands moved slowly, then ever more rapidly down the slipway towards the river to the cheers of the crowd. But Maudie had been going on and on about it for weeks now and he was heartily sick of it. He didn’t ask much from life, which was just as well as he never got much, she saw to that. All he really wanted was a hobby - a few pigeons in a loft in the yard. Alfie Jones that he worked with could get him some biggish pieces of timber, he’d need a bit of wire mesh, which wouldn’t break the bank, and Bert Scott had sort of promised him the pick of his young squabs. It was getting the loft built that was the problem. He wondered if he could build it somewhere else, in someone else’s yard, then transport it here. It would be great then. He’d join one of the societies and go places, have trips with them. Whole days away from home.

‘Harry Kemp, I’d like me tea before midnight if it’s not too much trouble.’ Maudie’s high-pitched, sarcastic tone brought him down to earth and he sighed. If only he was like Charlie Milton, then Maudie wouldn’t even have a say in the matter. But he wasn’t like Charlie - that was part of the problem - and he knew he never would be.




Chapter Three

Lizzie had got up at her usual time but now, as she took her da his mug of tea, she heartily wished she’d got up earlier. Even on ‘normal mornings’ it was chaos as Mam shouted instructions and demands. Shoes and other articles of clothing went missing, which brought complaints and accusations from their owners and usually ended in tears, slaps and more shouting from Mam. Frequently, garments from the rack over the range were yanked down, felt and declared fit to wear as replacements for those which couldn’t be tracked down.

Lizzie usually managed to ignore it all as she kept her work dresses and the small pile of other clothes she owned in a series of orange boxes in her attic bedroom. For her, the only fight was over the sink in the scullery, and Emmet always trying to avoid soap and water like the plague, but Mam, although harassed, always caught him.

It wasn’t a bad morning, Lizzie thought. The sky was grey and overcast but not that lowering gunmetal grey which usually meant a heavy downpour sooner or later. It was more of a dove grey, which meant, with luck, it would clear a bit later on. There was no wind to speak of either, so at least the weather would cause no problems, she thought thankfully.

Dessie looked up and managed a smile as his oldest daughter entered the room. He’d been awake since Brigid had carefully got out of bed and crept around in the half-light, labouring under the delusion that she hadn’t disturbed him. He’d not had a good night.  He’d sat up in bed for most of it and had stuffed a handful of the worn and faded quilt over his mouth to try to deaden the noise of the cough. He wished Brigid would let him swap with Lizzie, at least in summer. That way she’d get some sleep, but she wouldn’t hear of it because of the stairs.

‘You’d be destroyed with them stairs and we’d be having your wake within the month, so I’ll hear no more about it,’ had been the firm reply.

‘You’re awake, Da.’ Lizzie was surprised as she put the mug down on the scratched, scored and stained bedside cabinet that held an assortment of objects pertinent to a sickroom.

‘Aye, I’ve been awake ever since your mam got up. God luv ’er, she was creeping around so as not to disturb me.’

‘I’m just sorry I didn’t get up earlier — it’s like Muldoon’s picnic in the kitchen,’ Lizzie said gloomily.

‘I can hear it.’ Dessie reached for the mug while Lizzie rushed to help him, beating the pillow, rolling up and shoving a couple of old coats behind it so he’d be able to sit in a more comfortable position.

‘You know what Mam’s like when she tries to organise things and the kids are that mad with excitement they’re jumping up and down and running all over the place. Our Emmet started a fight with our Bernie, and Josie knocked the teapot over. I’m glad I’m going out to work, I can tell you.’

Dessie grinned. ‘And maybe when they’ve finally gone I will get some peace and a bit of sleep.’

Lizzie kissed him on the cheek. ‘I’ll be in about a quarter past one, Da. You try and get some sleep. You must be worn out.’ She made no reference to the fact that everyone except herself had been kept awake by his bouts of coughing.

He nodded, sipping the hot, weak liquid, and Lizzie closed the door reluctantly behind her.

 



The scene in the kitchen hadn’t changed much since she’d left it.  Josie was on her hands and knees making a half-hearted attempt at mopping up the spilt tea with a piece of old rag that served as a floor cloth. Emmet was sitting on the sofa glowering and pulling faces at Bernie every time Brigid looked away. Bernie retaliated, safe in the knowledge that her mam couldn’t see her as Brigid was standing behind her brushing out the tangle of curls that were so like Lizzie’s.

‘You’ve a head of hair on you that’d thatch a roof, so you have! Will you sit STILL, Bernie?’ Brigid was flustered and losing her temper rapidly. Organisation wasn’t one of her strong points.

‘Mam, give me the brush, I’ll do it. At least she’ll sit still for me. Start and get yourself ready,’ Lizzie said firmly, taking the situation in hand.

Brigid sighed. Only for the fact that they so seldom went on an outing as a family, she’d have gladly refused to traipse them all over to Birkenhead. ‘Get ready, is it? Just what have I got to put on me back?’

‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ Lizzie replied, struggling with her sister’s unruly mop and ignoring her occasional yells of pain. ‘At this rate you’ll be worn out by the time you go for the tram.’
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