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 Chapter One

January 1920

 



The bus was crowded in the evening rush hour. Elizabeth Hubble swung on the strap as it jerked forward. Usually she walked the few stops to save the fare, but tonight she felt numb and drained of energy. She’d half expected it, but it had still come as a shock to see the diagnosis, stark and painful, written in the notes. It had scared her. Her mother had been feeling unwell for some time; the whole family had been worried about her.

Beth felt a shiver of guilt. If she hadn’t been so engrossed in her own affairs, she might have done something for Mam sooner. Everything was coming right for her at work and, even better, she felt so happy about Andrew. They were getting to know each other well.

She’d tried to persuade her mother to see the doctor eighteen months ago, but Mam had been reluctant to pay his fee. In the end, she’d had to go. This afternoon Mam had come to see a consultant at the Borough Hospital where Beth worked as a staff nurse. During her tea break, she’d rushed over to the outpatients department, but her mother had been  and gone. The clinic had finished and the files of those seen were piled neatly on the desk. She flicked open the top one and saw today’s date and knew they’d been written up and were waiting to be filed away. The clinic nurse would be having her tea.

Quickly, feeling her heart race, she found the one with Violet Hubble’s name on it. She had to know. It took only a moment. The words ‘congestive cardiac failure’ leapt out at her, confirming her worst fears. Poor Mam, she hadn’t had much of a life, and this meant . . . But it hurt to think about that, she couldn’t, not yet.

It was already dark; Beth caught sight of her frightened face reflected in the window of the bus. She mustn’t go home looking like this. Her green eyes looked unnaturally big and bright. She shook her head and her bright flame-coloured hair tossed about her shoulders, freed at last from the starched confines of her nurse’s cap.

Her colouring was muted in the glass, and tonight she looked too thin and all eyes and hair. Most children brought up where she had been were thin even as young adults, and she would be twenty-three in June. She forced a smile; it slid uneasily away.

The bus had stopped and passengers were forcing themselves past her. In the nick of time, Beth caught a glimpse of St James’s church and jumped off too. The last thing she wanted was to be carried past her stop. What was the matter with her?

She followed the crowd down Stanley Road towards her childhood home. The gaunt, oppressive blocks of Dock Cottages towered threateningly over her. Built of smoke-blackened  brick and set with small windows, many of which had panes filled with cardboard instead of glass, Dock Cottages looked like a prison or a barracks. These were tenements not cottages, and had been built by the Birkenhead Dock Company between the years 1844 and 1847 to house the workers they needed to build the docks on this side of the Mersey.

Dock Cottages were the first flats ever built in England. Three hundred and fifty of them; block after block, each five storeys high, with dark narrow alleyways separating them. They were said to have been built in the Scottish style to provide the greatest amount of comfort for the tenants, combined with a fair return on capital invested.

Nowadays the tenants were unanimous in thinking that the flats had been built too cheaply and their tiny rooms and steep stone stairs provided anything but comfort. Only extreme poverty kept anybody in this cramped and overcrowded place.

Once the name Dock Cottages became infamous as the home of every rogue and petty criminal in town, they’d been re-named the Queen’s Buildings. To the occupants they were known simply as the Blocks. Everybody on Merseyside had heard of them, they were notorious as their worst slum. But they housed honest tenants too, who wanted only to live in peace; they formed a close-knit community.

Several people recognised her and asked, ‘How’s your mother, Beth?’

‘Just going home to see her,’ she returned, trying to look cheerful. She couldn’t talk about it, couldn’t tell anybody just how ill her mother was. Their neighbours were used to  ill health, the damp conditions made sore throats, chestiness and joint pains rife among them. Overcrowding and a shortage of food, warm clothes and fuel for heating made matters worse.

The streets teemed with life. Children played under the gaslights, street hawkers pushed handcarts piled high with goods. Constable Cummins, a familiar plump figure, walked his beat.

‘Hello, Beth.’

She heard Ken Clover’s voice before she saw him. A rag and bone man’s cart passed slowly between them before he could cross the road to her side.

‘Your mam’s feeling a bit down.’ Ken’s mother was Mam’s friend, Beth knew she’d accompanied her to the hospital today. Mam had not felt well enough to go alone. ‘I’m afraid she might have had bad news.’

‘She has.’ Beth was sure of that.

His brown eyes were full of sympathy. ‘She didn’t want to talk about it.’

Feeling agonised, Beth shook her head.

‘Like mother, like daughter,’ he said gently.

That brought a brief smile. She’d known the Clover family all her life, they lived in the same block but on a different floor. Beth had spent much of her time in their company. Ken’s sister Maggie had been in her class at school. They’d egged each other on, all determined to get out of Dock Cottages at the first possible moment.

‘I came out to get something for our tea.’ Ken was dark like all the Clovers, his curly hair fell all over his forehead.

He brought her to a halt alongside a handcart smelling of the sea itself. It was piled high with silvery herrings sparkling under the greenish gaslight.

‘I’m glad I’ve seen you, I was wondering whether I should get some for your family too.’

Ken was kind, his family were the sort who thought of others. Once, Beth had been sure he’d get clear away from Dock Cottages. He’d gone to sea, tramping for months on end round the small ports of the Mediterranean, but early in the war his father had been killed in an accident at the munitions factory where he’d worked, and his mother had been left with two younger children to bring up. Ken had come home and found work on a small vessel plying up the Mersey to Runcorn and round to Fleetwood or down to Cardiff, which allowed him to spend more time with his family.

Beth said, ‘Herrings? Just the thing. I told Mam I’d bring something for tea. Thanks for reminding me.’

‘Eight for threepence,’ the trader shouted. ‘Good and fresh. This morning’s catch.’

‘I’ll have three penn’orth,’ Ken said.

‘I need twelve fish,’ Beth said. ‘Fourpence ha’penny, is that right?’

Trying not to hold the newspaper parcel against her coat, she walked with Ken to the end lobby of Block E. She left him on the ground floor and raced up to the top of the building. No lights were provided on any of the four flights of stairs, but she didn’t need them, she’d done it so often, every step was familiar.

She reached the cramped living room where the single gas mantle was already lit. Her mother was lying on the couch  that at night served as a bed. It was from her that Beth had inherited her bright red hair, but Mam’s was faded, there was grey in it now and grey in her cheeks too. Her lips were tinged faintly with blue; her blue eyes were restless and over-bright.

‘Mam?’ She looked exhausted and disheartened. Her arms were cradling Bobby, Beth’s youngest brother, who had fallen asleep against her. ‘How are you?’

‘No better, nor likely to be,’ Violet Hubble retorted with a touch of anger. She was forty-two but looked ten years older; the deep lines etched on her face contorted in distress.

Beth felt for the table with its worn oilcloth cover and sank down on a chair. Mam was upset, deeply troubled by what she’d been told. ‘What did the doctor say?’

‘Oh, it’s heart trouble, like you said. You were right about that.’

‘And he gave you medicine?’ She knew exactly what he’d prescribed, she’d read the notes, but Beth was afraid it wouldn’t alter the prognosis.

‘Iron tablets. He said I was anaemic and if we could get that right, he’d do something else.’

‘Venesection?’

‘Yes. What’s that?’

‘He’d bleed you, take about a pint and a half away.’

Her mother looked frightened. ‘Do they really do that?’

‘It’s said to lessen the strain on the heart. He’s given you Digoxin, that’ll help, as well as a diuretic to take the fluid out of your chest so you can breathe easier.’

‘My ankles too. He said it would take the swelling down.’

‘But what advice did he give?’

‘He told me to take things easy.’ Beth met her mother’s gaze. She could see the aftermath of desperate tears staining her cheeks. ‘But how can I take it easy? Washing and cooking and cleaning for seven of us here? A top flat with all these stairs to get up and down, carrying Bobby . . .’

Bobby was almost two years old, he’d been late learning to walk and it would be some time before he could climb the stairs. He was a lightweight and somewhat frail, but he was too heavy for Violet to manage.

‘You mustn’t carry Bobby upstairs, Mam. Mustn’t even try.’

‘The doctor told me I must rest more if I want to keep well, but he didn’t tell me how to do it. It’s all right for him sitting comfortably in a big office which somebody else cleans for him.’ Violet was breathless after that outburst but was trying to get to her feet. Bobby whimpered at being woken up.

‘Stay where you are, Mam, I’ll get the kettle on and make a cup of tea.’

‘I’ve had one at the Clovers’.’

‘Don’t you want another?’ Tea was their balm for everything. ‘I could do with one anyway.’

Beth felt through the darkness to the scullery and filled the kettle, then made up the fire in the living-room range and set it to boil.

Her mother hadn’t got her breath back. ‘And you know . . . what else that doctor said?’

‘What?’

‘Don’t have any more babies, Mrs Hubble. Your heart . . . won’t be able to stand . . . the strain. He didn’t tell me how to avoid that either.’

Beth felt a cold shiver run down her spine. ‘Did you ask?’ This was a forbidden subject, she’d never heard anybody talk of it before.

‘Of course I asked . . . I asked twice. He just smiled . . . at me and patted my arm and said I must know what made a baby.’ Her mother was looking at her with large, frightened eyes. ‘He must think . . . I had you ten from choice.’

Beth was turned to stone. She’d never seen her mother so frightened. Never heard her say such things. She’d always given the impression that she welcomed each baby.

‘And two miscarriages. Not that I was sorry when they happened . . . I can tell you.’ Her lips were a darker blue. ‘Better than . . . them dying later . . . when you’ve . . . got attached.’

Epidemics raged through the Blocks from time to time, nobody living here was a stranger to death.

‘Our Gerald,’ Beth remembered.

‘Yes, Gerry, he was a lovely little boy of seven . . .’ He’d died of diphtheria. ‘And a dear baby girl of three months, Louisa. She caught whooping cough from the rest of you. I’d have had fourteen . . . with them and the miscarriages.’

For a long moment, the silence hung heavily between them. Then Mam gasped, ‘I wish I could look after the babies properly.’

Beth tried to comfort her. ‘You looked after us very well.’

‘You were only the second. I had only you and Peggy to care for then . . . and I was younger. I can’t look after Bobby as I’d like to. I’m getting very stout and breathless and my varicose veins play me up. Can’t feed them properly either . . . not any more . . . not on what your dad earns.’

Beth sat appalled while the blackened kettle filled the room with steam. The subject had always been taboo. Mam never spoke of having babies. Never told them she was about to have another. In recent years, she’d just waited until it became obvious and they’d all accepted the inevitable.

She ended with a sob. ‘I’m so tired . . . so dreadfully tired.’

Beth saw a tear roll slowly down her cheek and felt wrung out with sympathy. She went over to kneel on the floor by the couch, took Mam’s work-roughened hand between her own and put her head down on top.

She had great admiration for her mother. She’d always put her family’s needs above her own. It was she who’d held the family together, made sure they all went to school. Juggled pennies to put food on the table, encouraged her children to leave home to better themselves when they were old enough.

‘I can’t do it any more.’

‘You aren’t feeling well,’ Beth said gently.

‘Too many babies.’

‘You mustn’t have any more, Mam.’ Her mother stifled another sob. ‘It’s not just having the baby. It’s the extra work looking after it, carrying it about, up and down stairs.’ Mam could hardly get upstairs herself without help these days.

Beth had awakened Mam’s anger again.

‘I don’t need you . . . to tell me that. Only how to go about . . . avoiding any more.’ Violet was struggling to get her breath now. ‘Do you know, Beth? How . . . to stop the babies coming? I mean you’re a nurse. They taught you that, didn’t they?’

Beth shook her head. ‘No.’

They’d taught her the anatomy and physiology of those parts of the body, and all the problems and diseases women were prone to, but not how to stop babies. Nobody talked about such things to young girls, not even to nurses.

The living-room door crashed open and two children burst in. Four-year-old Colin climbed up on the couch. His pullover had soup stains down the front and had shrunk in the wash. He looked in need of a bath.

‘Is tea ready?’ Seven-year-old Esther looked little better.

‘You shouldn’t go out without your coats,’ Beth scolded. ‘It’s cold out there.’

‘The doctors won’t tell me though they all know, don’t they?’ Mam went on weakly. ‘They have only . . . two or three in their families. Marie Stopes knows, there’s bits in the papers about her all the time, but all they do is hint, nobody ever says exactly what it is.’

‘We’d need to get her books.’

There was nobody in the country whose name was more familiar to the population at large. Marie Stopes had written books on family planning and achieved huge notoriety by doing so, but Beth had never seen any of them.

‘We can’t afford them, Beth.’

‘Like everything else.’

‘I could have coped with . . . two or three of you. You’d all be grown up now. And I wouldn’t have . . . sweated my guts out trying to keep this place clean . . . and feed the five . . . thousand.’

‘I’m hungry.’ Colin tugged at his mother’s arm.

‘Right,’ Beth said. ‘We’ll start cooking. It’s herrings. Esther, help me peel the potatoes.’

Violet was trying to get to her feet again. ‘Is that the time! Your dad’ll be home any minute. He’ll want his tea, we should have started cooking by now.’

‘We’ll do it, Mam. You stay there.’ Already her mother was puffing again.

‘He likes a meal ready for him . . . as soon as he comes in.’

‘He’ll have to get used to doing a bit more for himself,’ Beth said.

She lit a candle to take to the scullery. It was a five-foot-square cubbyhole where a deep sandstone sink took up most of the space. A single cold water tap above it dripped constantly.

Beth cut the heads off the fish and rinsed them under the tap. Everything had to be washed here, themselves, the children, the dishes and their food. She wrapped the heads and entrails back in the newspaper and pushed it under the flap into the dust hole. This was one of their conveniences, they didn’t have to carry their rubbish downstairs, it fell to a dust cellar below ground level.

Beth looked in the bread bin, there was only the heel of a loaf left. The front door slammed again and two more of her brothers came in.

Mam’s seventh child had been named Wilfred on his birth certificate to please his father, though Mam had wanted to call him Septimus. She’d said, ‘Two members of the family with the same name? I don’t hold with that, we’ll get mixed up,’ so he’d always been known as Seppy. He’d taught himself to play his father’s mouth organ when he was eight and now  had two of his own. He was always pounding out tunes and loved ragtime and jazz. Beth was particularly fond of Seppy, he had red hair like her own. He was now almost fourteen and on the point of leaving school; they’d already started to ask around about a job for him.

Ivor had nut-brown hair and was twelve. He was passionate about horses and had made friends with the milkman, the coal man and everyone else who brought a horse near Dock Cottages. Once he’d dreamed of being a jockey, now he hoped to work in a riding stable when he grew up.

‘Ivor, run and get a couple of loaves before the bakers close.’ Beth went to her coat which she’d hung behind the bedroom door and felt in her pocket for some money.

She was cooking the first two herrings over the range when her father came home. Wilfred Hubble was a docker who loaded and unloaded cargo from ships. He was a big and brawny man, still handsome in maturity, even in the greasy flat cap and dirty coat he wore for work. He took his big steel hook with its wooden crossbar from his pocket and hung it on a nail by the grate. Dockers used these hooks to lift bales and packages.

He said to Violet, ‘How d’you get on at the hospital then? Did they give you a tonic to pick you up?’

‘A tonic won’t help,’ Beth retorted as she turned the sizzling herrings over.

Concerned, he went over to his wife. ‘What’s the trouble then? Is it bad?’

‘It’s bad,’ Beth told him. She knew her father believed he worked harder than most for his family, and as the bread-winner expected to have his every whim catered for at home.  She knew him to be quick-tempered and sometimes violent if he did not.

Violet said, ‘Heart trouble . . . the doctor said. I’ve got . . . to take things easy.’

‘She’s been doing too much,’ Beth confirmed. ‘Looking after a big family like ours – all the cooking and washing for them, all those stairs.’

Wilf tipped Colin off one of the dining chairs and sank down.

‘You must do what he says, you’ll soon feel better.’

‘It’ll take time,’ Violet said faintly. ‘A long time.’

‘How long?’

‘For ever,’ Beth said, turning the herrings out onto plates. ‘Mam needs complete rest for a while.’

She could see that scared Dad too. He ran his dirty fingers along the cracks in the worn oilcloth. ‘Is that my tea?’

‘No, Dad, I’ve cooked the two smallest fish. These are for Bobby and Colin. I’ve taken most of the bones out, will you make sure there’s none left in them?’

He said irritably, ‘I’m hungry, I’ve been working all day loading a ship, humping bales of cloth about. A hundred-weight in each.’

Seppy asked, ‘Where was it going to? Was it—’

‘I don’t give a damn where it’s going. I want my tea ready for me when I come in. I’ve been hard at it, with nowt but a butty for my dinner.’

‘I’m afraid things might have to change, Dad. Mam can’t wait on you the way she always has.’

‘Wait on me?’ He was indignant. ‘Do you expect me to cook my own meals?’

Beth tried to cut off his anger. She was upsetting Mam as well as him. ‘I’ll do yours next. Why don’t you take your coat off and have a wash?’

The two biggest fish now filled the frying pan. She tossed lard in another pan to fry the thick potato slices that she’d parboiled. She jerked back from the spluttering. There was no way Mam would ever be well enough to go through this every evening. Dad came back to the table and she put his plate in front of him.

‘If you’re saying Mam won’t be able to manage, you’ll have to give up that job and stay home to help, Betty.’ He called her Betty to annoy her. He knew she didn’t like it.

‘Dad! I can’t! I’d be another mouth to feed. What would we do for money?’

All the time she’d been growing up, Mam had impressed upon her that getting out of Dock Cottages was to be her first goal in life. And it wasn’t just Mam, the Clovers discussed it all the time. ‘We’ve all got to escape from this place,’ Maggie, her best friend, had said. And Beth congratulated herself daily that she’d succeeded.

‘You can’t expect Peggy or Jenny to do it, they’ve got families of their own. But you haven’t, you owe it to your mother.’

‘No,’ Violet protested weakly.

Beth felt suffused with guilt. Was she being selfish? ‘You know I’ve got my holiday coming. Only another day to work and then I’ll take over.’

‘But you’ve just said this’ll take a long time. What good is a week?’

‘It’ll give Mam a rest. Give us time to sort something out; get somebody else.’

‘Damn and blast. Who else is there to get?’

Beth said, ‘Mam, your fish is nearly ready. Can you come to the table while I dish it up?’ She saw her mother slowly swing her feet to the floor and struggle to stand up. ‘Dad, could you give her a hand?’

‘Can’t you see I’m trying to eat my tea?’ He sounded angry, impatient, unreasonable. But Seppy was already helping Mam.

Beth said, ‘There’s Seppy. He does a lot about the house.’

‘He’s a boy,’ her father scoffed. ‘What good would he be?’

‘He can light fires, carry up the coals and do the shopping. And he can cook well enough to get your tea.’

‘Your mam needs someone to clean and wash and look after the baby. Someone to take the work off her shoulders.’

‘Seppy can do all that.’

‘Damn it, Betty, it’s your duty. It isn’t good for a boy to do woman’s work.’

‘I can’t see why not.’ Beth didn’t turn round from the frying fish.

‘What about our Lottie then?’

‘Dad, no! Not Lottie. She’s supporting herself and helping Mam out of her wages. The same as I am.’

Charlotte was seventeen and in service with the Wisharts in West Kirby. Beth had worked for them too when she’d first left school.

Her father shovelled a large piece of fried potato into his mouth. ‘I don’t see why you can’t do it. I’d have thought  you’d want to help your mother. You could easily take a few months off and go back to your job later.’

‘No, no.’ Violet’s voice sounded strangled. ‘Our Beth’s doing . . . so well. Better than . . . any of the others. She could marry that boy . . . who works at the hospital and get right away from here. No, I don’t want her brought back on my account.’ That had sparked her mother’s anger again. ‘We mustn’t . . . spoil her chances, drag her down.’

Mam called her children her blessings; she loved them all and supported them in every way she could. Beth thought she wasn’t happy with Dad and took her side, as did her brothers and sisters. They all understood it was Mam who struggled to keep the family clean and adequately clothed and fed.

‘Nothing would drag that one down,’ her father grunted. ‘She’s very full of herself.’

Beth put a cup of tea in front of him. ‘Seppy’s the obvious choice. He’s a good lad, very willing, and I’ll be here all next week with him.’

‘You don’t want to do woman’s work, do you, Seppy? You said you wanted to go to sea like our John.’

‘I do want to go to sea,’ Seppy sighed, ‘but I want to help Mam too.’

‘For a year or so,’ Beth said. ‘Until Ivor leaves school, then he can take over for a bit.’

‘Seppy won’t know whether he’s a man or a woman when he grows up,’ her father growled, ‘and it’ll be your fault.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Dad. There’s no reason why he can’t do a bit about the house. No reason why you can’t do more yourself. You let Mam wait on you hand and foot. If she could  get more rest and better food, then she could get over this bad patch and be all right for a long time yet.’

Beth hadn’t finished. She knew what was worrying her mother. She felt very daring as she went on, ‘And the doctor said she’s to have no more babies, Dad. You could certainly see to that.’

He swung round to stare at Beth with savage intensity. His eyes of cold steel told her she’d overstepped the mark.

‘Don’t be disgusting,’ he spat out. ‘A slip of a girl like you talking of such things to me.’

‘I’m just telling you Mam’s heart isn’t strong enough for another baby. You mustn’t—’

‘That’s enough! Don’t you tell me what I mustn’t do.’ His voice was ferocious. ‘I won’t have it from the likes of you. I don’t know what the world’s coming to.’

Beth was scared. He’d laid into her too often in the past not to know what she could expect from him. Dad kept a wide leather army belt with a heavy brass buckle hanging next to his docker’s hook beside the fire. It was in full view and intended to act as a warning to his family that they must do as he told them without question.

‘I’m sorry if it upsets you, but it’s better if you know what the doctor said.’

His favourite saying was: children should be seen and not heard. At the first sign of any defiance he would unhook the belt and bring it crashing down on the table. The sound of it slashing through the air terrified them all. It could still make Beth shudder. It always had the desired effect, it scattered the children to cower behind the couch or hide in their bedroom. The living-room table was pockmarked with small  dents and scratches that the belt had made over the years. He would bellow as he thrashed the table. ‘I’m the head of this household. While you live here you’ll do what I tell you and like it.’

‘Please don’t, Wilf,’ Mam would say with more firmness than she ever said anything else. ‘Don’t frighten the children.’

Beth was unable to look at her mother. The fear and anger that had made her so forthright and outspoken when Beth had first come home had evaporated; now she was quiet and withdrawn. Beth was afraid for her; Dad was too set in his ways, too domineering, too ready to demand his rights. He wouldn’t be able to change any of his habits. To think of that made her shiver.




 Chapter Two

Violet Hubble cringed into the stained cushion as she listened to her husband laying down the law to Beth. She was scared rigid. The trip to the hospital had drained her strength and made her realise how ill she was. For the first time she was facing her own mortality.

Her head ached and her varicose veins were throbbing tonight. It was some comfort that Beth understood and was daring to stand up to her father. Violet felt Wilf never listened to her, but Beth had spelled it out in words he couldn’t misunderstand. She was glad of that and wanted to cling to Beth.

Ever since Jenny had been born she’d been trying to talk to Wilf about limiting their family. They couldn’t afford to feed more, they had no room for more in these small rooms. It took energy and effort to care for them and bring them up properly as they deserved.

When John was born, it was lovely to have a son, and she thought Wilf should be satisfied with a family of four children. In fact, he was; he thought four quite enough. He told her they talked about Marie Stopes in the pub, and he’d heard there were things he could buy from the barber’s shop that  would prevent them having more, but there was always some reason why he didn’t get them.

She’d pleaded with him not to make her pregnant again and he’d promised he would abstain altogether. Vi had done all she could to help him; sometimes pretending to be asleep when he came in from the pub, sometimes staying up until he was asleep himself. Nothing worked for long; he pleaded with her, promising to be careful and withdraw in time. He said that was the best method but it never worked for them. He was a passionate man, strong and virile, and with beer in his belly all his promises were forgotten. If she refused, he’d insist and be in a bad temper as well, taking it out on her and the children.

She’d never told anybody but Wilf that she went in monthly dread of finding herself pregnant yet again. Now she had ten children and she couldn’t bear the thought of not being here to look after them and see the little ones grow up. Little Bobby was always ailing, always catching coughs and colds. He’d had a bad dose of croup last month, he needed her. She had to get better for his sake. Get stronger so she could look after him. She mustn’t start another, even Wilf must see that now.

She opened her eyes to see him reading in the armchair by the fire.

Violet hadn’t been born in this slum, she’d grown up in more comfortable circumstances but she’d come here eagerly. She’d been so sure that she and Wilf were head over heels in love and it would last for ever. What a romantic fool she must have been.

Even now, she could accept Dock Cottages if Wilf hadn’t proved to be such a disappointment. She hadn’t realised he  couldn’t read or write until after they were married. Well, he could sign his name but not much more. He’d left school at twelve and got a full-time job by claiming to be fourteen, but he hadn’t attended regularly even up to that age. He didn’t attach much importance to schooling and she’d had to fight to keep her children there. He felt they should be helping to support themselves long before the age of fourteen and had wanted to find jobs for them on the market stalls or in the little shops around here.

She hadn’t realised that she wasn’t strong enough to survive in a place like this and she was afraid her children might not be either. By trying to bring them up here she’d given them problems that now seemed insurmountable.

Violet counted herself very lucky to have a daughter like Beth. She was proud of her. Wilf had wanted to name her Agatha Maud after his mother, Aggie for short, but she’d insisted on Elizabeth. A decent name was one luxury they could still bestow.

‘Elizabeth? Much too highfalutin, but I suppose she could be called Betty.’

‘No! This one’s to be Elizabeth or Beth for short, much nicer. I have an Auntie Beth.’

In his pig-headed way, Wilf had insisted on calling her Betty throughout her childhood and sometimes still did. Beth said she thought of Betty as her Dock Cottages name and at times felt like two different people. She was a State Registered Nurse and Violet thought she was the one most able to help her.

She closed her eyes and tried to relax. Beth had fed them all and had the knack of getting the children to help with the  work. She and Esther were washing up in the scullery. Ivor was bringing up coal for the fire. Seppy was giving Bobby some milky tea in his bottle.

Violet struggled to pull herself up on her arm. ‘Beth?’

‘What is it, Mam? I’ll help you wash in a moment, and get you into bed before I go.’

‘Bobby’s cot, his sheet’s wet. I didn’t get round to changing it.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll see to it.’

Violet lay back; Beth would know where to find clean sheets. Within minutes, Ivor was being called in to help move the cot.

‘So Mam can get her rest tonight,’ Beth was telling him, ‘I’d like to put Bobby in with you lot.’ Both bedrooms opened directly off the living room.

‘There’s no room,’ Ivor said. ‘We’ve tried it.’ Beth went to see for herself. ‘Nothing’s changed since you slept here yourself.’

The children’s room had a double iron bedstead and, in addition, a local carpenter had fitted three narrow bunk beds one above the other to the outside wall. There wasn’t much room for anything else in a nine-foot-square room, certainly not the cot.

She said to her mother, ‘We’ll leave Bobby in the living room. Seppy will see to him if he wakes up.’

‘You’re a good girl.’ Violet lay back and drifted into a stupor that was neither sleep nor wakefulness.

Beth was the one most like herself, Violet mused. The one with a bit of go about her. When she said she was going to do something, she did it. From the age of ten she’d been  determined to get out of Dock Cottages. When she’d left school at fourteen to work as a housemaid in the big house in West Kirby, she used to come home on her monthly day off with such tales of the place: the starched linen cloths she spread on the mahogany dining table and the silver and hand-cut glass she set out at every meal.

Beth had been happy there and her younger sister Charlotte had taken her place when she left, and was still working there. Lottie, too, was happy there. ‘Better off away from Dock Cottages,’ she said. ‘But I miss you, Mam, and the rest of the family.’

Beth had been aiming higher than domestic service even though she’d had a good place. She’d always talked of being a nurse one day.

Violet was suddenly aware of great mounds of soiled clothes and sheets collecting on the living-room floor.

‘Beth,’ she said. ‘Don’t strip everything, it makes too much washing . . . can’t do it all at once.’

‘You can’t do any of it, Mam. You’re not to try getting up and down all those stairs.’

In each block there was a steam-filled communal washroom on the ground floor. Sinks were provided and a huge clothes boiler and a mangle.

‘Then who?’ she asked faintly.

Beth turned to her father. ‘Dad, Mam needs some help. How about starting on this lot?’

He lowered the newspaper he was reading. ‘The washing? I’ve been at work all day.’ He sounded indignant.

‘So have I.’

‘I’m tired.’ There was irritation in his voice.

Beth rounded on him. ‘So am I.’

‘Washing is woman’s work. I can’t go into that room with all those women. They’d make fun of me.’

‘They wouldn’t,’ Seppy said. ‘I do it. Anyway, there’ll be nobody else there at this time of night.’

Wilf slapped his newspaper down and got to his feet. ‘You know I always go down to the pub for a drink at this time.’

‘That’s not likely to help Mam,’ Beth retorted.

Violet held her breath, she was afraid he was about to reach for his belt and give Beth a hiding.

The moment passed, he grabbed his greasy cap and went out, still struggling to get his arms into his grubby coat. The door slammed behind him.

The silence lengthened. Beth frowned. ‘He usually gets changed before he goes out.’

 



Wilfred Hubble was choking with anger as he felt his way down the four flights of stone stairs in total darkness.

Beth had altogether too much lip. He didn’t like the way she stood up to him, telling him he was wrong and she was right. She was so damn sure of herself and always trying to take him down a peg or two. He was head of the household but she thought nothing of challenging his authority. Tonight he felt diminished by her. To look at, she reminded him of Vi when she was young, but Vi had always gone along with what he wanted.

He hadn’t really believed Beth when she’d first talked of Vi being ill. Violet had been complaining of being tired for a long time, but she had a lot to do with all the children. Yes, she was a bit breathless, and recently she’d been avoiding the  stairs as much as she could. But she always put a brave face on things; she always smiled and said she’d be better in a few minutes when she’d had a little rest. He really hadn’t thought she was as bad as Beth was making out.

Wilf set off at a good pace down Stanley Road to the pub. Beth had insisted on taking Vi to the shop on Corporation Road where old Dr Cane had been in general practice for the last thirty years. Wilf knew now he should never have argued against that visit on the grounds of cost. Beth had whirled on him like a tiger.

‘Mam’s ill, seriously ill, she needs help.’ He had felt his cheeks flush with guilt. ‘You should insist she sees the doctor, not let her put it off like this. Honest, Dad, I know what I’m talking about.’

She’d made him feel wanting, so had the fact that she had paid for that visit herself. She’d hardly been civil to him on the subject of Violet’s illness since. He’d known Vi was finding the stairs a struggle to climb with babies and shopping. He’d known she was asking the neighbours to help her, but Beth never stopped nagging him about it.

‘She can’t manage four flights of stairs, Dad. She’s a prisoner up here. And she needs some fresh air.’

‘Fresh air? Where would she get that round Dock Cottages?’

‘Couldn’t you find a place to rent where the front door opens on to the street? I’d help you move.’

‘Haven’t you heard? There’s a housing shortage, no houses at all were built during the war.’

‘They’re beginning to build more now.’

‘But could we afford them? And how d’you think I’d find time to look? I’ve got to get down to the docks and wait on  the stand in the hope of being taken on for work.’ They all expected more from him than he could give. ‘Your mam isn’t the only one who gets tired.’

Beth had said shortly, ‘If you’re standing around half the day waiting to be taken on, it can’t take too much out of you.’

Wilf felt very resentful about the system. Early every morning, dock labourers had to present themselves on the stand hoping they’d be picked out for work. For most, it depended on luck and how many ships were tied up wanting to load or unload. None of them were able to get work every day. The system wasn’t fair and they were all fiercely militant about it, out on strike at the drop of a hat. The hope was that one day they’d be given a guaranteed wage.

Wilfred had made his own arrangements with one of the men who picked out the gang to work for him. If the bosses took a dislike to you, you didn’t stand a chance of getting work, and the wages they paid in the end didn’t keep a family. He’d had to make his own arrangements about that too.

He’d said to Beth, ‘Why don’t you find a nice house for us?’

‘You could do a lot more to help, Dad,’ she’d retorted.

‘Your mam knows I do my best for her.’ He was fond of Vi, he’d always seen his wife as quite a prize. There was more about her than the rough women who’d grown up round here and knew nothing better. Violet could read and write properly. She kept the house clean and tidy and was fussy about such things. Her family put on such airs you’d think they were royalty and he was rubbish. When they were first married, she’d said she’d teach him to read and write as well as she  could. He could write his name and read a little now but there had been more exciting things to do when his day’s work was done.

He’d promised Vi they’d find somewhere better to live than Dock Cottages once they were on their feet. He’d tried hard but he’d never been able to manage it; the babies had come too fast, there’d been too many mouths to feed before he’d had time to look round. She’d accepted that as she accepted everything else.

Vi had been properly brought up. Her father had been head of the household and the family understood that he made decisions for them. The head of the household had authority over his family; he provided the money to feed and clothe them from what he earned. He protected his womenfolk.

As Vi saw it, it was a wife’s duty to submit to her husband because he’d taken the place of her father, and power now rested in him. Wilf had found he could make her do anything he wanted. She could always be persuaded. It made him grow in his own eyes, particularly since he knew her to be socially his superior. He realised, in a way, that this power brought out the worst in him.

Vi was all duty and hard work and had no sense of fun. She was a bit of a doormat but that made him feel more of a man. He kept exercising this power, it made him feel better about himself. It made him keep her on what he thought of as a tight rein, short of money and stuck on the fourth floor in Dock Cottages.

If Vi had a fault, it was that she was inclined to nag. Mostly, it was because she thought he was laying into the kids  too heavily or was using foul language in front of them, but it could be about money.

On pay day, he always tipped part of his wages on to the table for her. They all had to be fed, but a man had to have a few coins to rattle in his pocket to make life worth living. He liked a glass of beer at the pub, and he liked the company of other men, and of women too.

Outside the New Dock Hotel he paused. His anger with Beth had evaporated, he was shaking with cold. He could hear the buzz of men’s voices inside the pub. As another customer went in, beery fumes wafted out. For once they sickened him; the bad news about Vi’s illness had upset him, really upset him. Scared him.

 



Violet watched Seppy start to gather up as much of the washing as he could. ‘I’ll take this down and make a start, shall I?’

‘You’re a good boy,’ she told him gently. ‘You’re sure you want to stay home and help with all this?’

‘Yes, Mam.’

‘Put the whites on to boil, Seppy,’ Beth said. ‘Go and give him a hand, Ivor. I’ll come down later. Come on then, Mam. I’m going to give you a wash and get you into bed first.’

‘I’m not really dirty,’ Violet protested. ‘I had a good wash after dinner to go to the hospital.’ Beth was taking the pins out of her bun and running her fingers through her hair.

‘Well, apart from my hair,’ Violet sighed. Straggling bits of it reached halfway down her back but it was pitifully thin. It had been falling out since she’d been ill.

‘It could do with a wash,’ Beth said.

‘Yes.’ Violet couldn’t remember when she’d last had the energy to do it.

‘Shall I cut it first? It’s a lot of trouble for you to put up in a bun every day. If I cut it short enough, you’d just have to run a comb through it.’

‘Yes, cut it.’ Vi didn’t care, she wanted to be rid of the bother of it.

The next moment she was being helped up onto a straight chair and the scissors were crunching cold against her neck. Beth had had plenty of practice cutting the children’s hair, she was proud of her expertise. Violet was turned round to the table then, and her head brought over the big enamel bowl of hot water.

‘There’s nothing but Sunlight soap to wash it in,’ Beth sighed. ‘I could have got you some soft soap if I’d thought.’

There was no stopping Beth once she got loose with soap and water. Years of working in hospitals made her believe cleanliness was next to godliness. But Violet felt refreshed by another wash and a clean nightdress. Esther was given a towel and told to rub her hair dry. To her it was a game.

It was only when Violet was escorted to her bed that she realised Beth had changed the sheets and pillow cases on that too. It was a long time since she’d felt so clean.

She tried to thank her, but Beth smiled and said, ‘I’ll go down and see how Seppy’s getting on. It’s a fine night, the washing will dry by morning if we put it out.’

Violet lay back feeling helpless. She wasn’t used to being waited on like this. She could hear her younger children talking in hushed voices in the next room because Beth had  told them not to disturb her. She called out to Esther, who pushed open her door and peeped round it.

‘Are you feeling very sick, Mam?’

‘I’m feeling a bit lonely,’ she whispered.

Esther came and lay beside her on the bed. A moment later, Colin came in and lay down on the other side of her. Violet put an arm round each of them and received comforting hugs in return.

It was the best part of an hour later when Beth came back to her bedroom, buttoning up her coat.

‘Right, a hot drink? Esther, will you warm some milk for Mam?’

Violet objected. ‘If I drink it, there won’t be enough for breakfast.’

‘Then somebody else will go without,’ Beth said. ‘You don’t look after yourself properly.’

‘You’re certainly looking . . . after me now. All that washing.’

‘It’s all hanging on the lines on the roof. Remind Seppy to bring it down in the morning. The kids are all washed and ready for bed. I’ll drop in at Jenny’s on the way back to the hospital and ask her to look after Bobby and Colin tomorrow.’

‘I can manage, love.’

‘If she takes them away it’ll be quieter for you. It’s Saturday so they’ll all be home, but with Seppy to help, you should be all right.’

‘I’ll be fine.’

‘And I’ll be back tomorrow evening and here all next week to sort something out.’

‘Some holiday for you.’

‘It’ll be a change. Anyway, I want to get you better. Here’s Esther with your hot milk. Is there anything else you want?’

‘No, love, thank you. I’ll go to sleep when I’ve had this.’

Beth bent over her to kiss her. ‘Dad’ll be home soon.’

Violet sighed. If it was just Beth and the kids she’d be all right. She was still feeling overwhelmed with dread. It had been a constant fear all her life, but now she dared not start another baby. She wanted so much to see Esther and Colin grow up. Bobby too, and he was still a baby.

 



Beth set off briskly to see her younger sister Jennifer. She had recently moved with her husband and little daughter to a pleasant house in Newling Street which was quite close to the hospital. Jenny had been her companion and friend all the years they’d been growing up; she was sixteen months younger and Beth felt closer to her than to any of her other sisters.

Like many of the girls in Dock Cottages, Jenny had got a job in the tapestry works when she’d left school. At seventeen, she’d fallen in love with Tom Swales, who had also grown up in Dock Cottages, and within weeks she was asking Dad for permission to marry him.

Beth had been torn in two about Tom. She liked him and felt a twinge of envy that Jenny had found someone who could make her happy, but at the same time she was afraid Jenny was following in Mam’s footsteps. Peggy’s footsteps too if it came to that.

Tom had been a docker like their father. He and Jenny had started married life in a rented tenement in Morpeth Buildings in Wood Street, which had been built by Lord Morpeth to  house the navvies who came to dig out Morpeth Dock in the last century. Their place was no better than Dock Cottages, some said the rooms were even smaller, but there were fewer tenements and Morpeth Buildings didn’t have the notoriety of Dock Cottages.

Jenny had been expecting her first baby when in 1916 Tom had been conscripted into the army. She’d clung to Beth for help and support when he’d gone, and Beth had spent what little free time she had with her. The whole family had been on tenterhooks about Tom while he was serving in France. They’d hovered round Jenny doing what they could when her daughter Noreen was born.

Afterwards, she’d gone back to work part-time, leaving Noreen with her mother, or with Peggy.

‘I enjoy my job,’ she’d told Beth, ‘and the other girls are company. It’s too quiet at home, with just Noreen and me. I want to save up so we can afford to rent a nice house when Tom comes home.’

Beth had heard Jenny’s plans for the future many times, they were as definite as her own, but with Tom away she’d been a ball of anxieties.

‘Without him, I feel as though I’m marking time, waiting for real life to begin again.’

Every newspaper was full of news about the war. Jenny couldn’t stop herself turning to read the lists of those killed and missing, printed inside black borders. She was scared stiff by the terrible death toll and by the stories of what life was like on the front line. She never hinted in any way that she was afraid Tom wouldn’t come back, but Beth knew she was.

‘I can’t relax, can’t be happy while Tom is in the trenches.’

‘Of course you can’t,’ Beth told her. ‘You’re better off at the tapestry works with all those girls.’

‘Too much of my own company drives me over the edge.’ Tom had been injured early in 1918 and had been sent home to have several operations on his leg. Jenny had been so relieved to have him in England where no more harm could come to him. He’d recovered but it had taken a long time and he could no longer do heavy labouring on the docks. Beth knew Tom was as determined as Jenny that they would have a better life than their parents. During his long convalescence he’d studied accounting and three months ago had found a job as a clerk in the dock offices.

Jenny had been ecstatic when things started going right for them and up on cloud nine when she’d moved house. The whole family had been delighted for her. As Beth saw it, Jenny was at last having success. Not only had she got away from Dock Cottages, but Noreen would be three this April and had remained an only child.

Beth turned into Newling Street. She could see no light in Jenny’s house, but their parlour was in the front and they lived in the room behind. The hall flooded with light as soon as she let the knocker fall and she heard Jenny’s footsteps coming quickly to the door.

‘Hello, Beth. I thought you’d forgotten about coming, it’s getting late.’

Jenny was a happy girl, very contented with her lot. She had a wide smile and blue eyes, her hair was long and honey-coloured. She and Beth were not at all alike to look at.

‘We’re just making some cocoa, will you have a cup?’

Beth followed her into the kitchen, where Tom had the biscuit tin out.

‘No, thanks, I’m tired, I need to get to bed.’

‘I’m glad you came, I’ve been worried about Mam. How is she?’

‘Really ill,’ Beth told her. ‘I’m afraid she won’t be able to look after Noreen while you work, not any more.’

‘Oh dear!’

Tom said, ‘You’ll have to find someone else, Jenny. Perhaps Paula next door would do it.’ He was dark and looked more like an overgrown schoolboy than a war veteran.

‘Are you going to work tomorrow?’ Beth wanted to know.

‘I was going to. I’ll have to ask Paula . . .’

‘I came to see if you’d have Bobby and Colin tomorrow, so Mam can have a bit of peace.’ Beth was apologetic. ‘Our Peg’s too near her time to do anything now.’

‘Of course. I’ll go round to the works and tell them I can’t stay. Then I’ll call at Mam’s on my way back and bring them down here.’




 Chapter Three

As he approached the pub, Wilfred decided he couldn’t face the crowd inside tonight. He was too upset. At teatime, Seppy had brought Vi to sit at the table facing him. She’d hardly eaten any of her fish, though Beth had cajoled her. It went through him now to think of her purple lips and exhausted face. He needed a bit of comfort. He’d go down to see Ethel instead.

Ethel was a jolly person, she’d cheer him up. He turned round and walked back to St James’s Church to catch the bus into town. Dock Cottages were nearly two miles from Woodside where Ethel had her shop.

Once on the bus, he had second thoughts. He usually changed, put on a clean shirt and some better trousers when he went to see Ethel. He felt he had to when he was going to see his lady friend.

Ethel was quite likely to screw up her nose and say, ‘You’ve come out in your dirt. You know I don’t like you in your working clothes.’

Besides, Ethel never wanted to hear anything about Vi. But the bus was already slowing to stop outside Hamilton Square Station. He got out reluctantly and shivered again.  He might as well go now he’d got this far. He turned along Bridge Street, sniffing the air. Ethel could make the whole district smell appetising with her steak pies and her roasting and baking, but she’d be getting ready to close at this time. Wilf felt hungry again, there was nothing in herrings to fill a working man. Ethel would give him something to eat.

It surprised him to find her shop already had the closed sign on the door, but the lights were on and he could see Clara, the fifteen-year-old maid she employed, scrubbing the floor.

Wilfred rapped on the glass and she got up off her knees to open the door. He stepped inside and was unbuttoning his coat.

‘Mrs Byrne ain’t in,’ she told him. Ethel had never married. By rights she was Miss Byrne, but since she’d had Molly fifteen years ago, she made out she was a widow. ‘Molly ain’t here either, they’ve gone to the pictures.’

‘Oh!’ He was having a bad day all round. There was no comfort to be had here and none of his favourite roast pork either. He could see a tray of unsold pies on the counter. He crossed the wet floor, leaving dirty footprints, to help himself to one. ‘Tell them I’ll be round tomorrow,’ he said.

He turned back the way he’d come, biting into the pie. It was steak and kidney and still slightly warm. Ethel could make top-class pies, he wished he’d taken two. He had to admit she’d done very well for herself in business. She’d started making pies and selling them from the front room in her father’s house in the North End, near Dock Cottages. But nobody had enough money to buy her wares up there and  she’d done better since she’d taken this shop. She had a woman who came in to help her now.

Wilf reached the bus stop; there was nobody else waiting. He should have gone in the other direction, down to the terminus at Woodside. The bad news about Vi had knocked him out of kilter, he couldn’t think of anything else. He loved her, always had, and their kids – well, most of them. Beth could be a pain.

Things hadn’t turned out as well for him and Vi as he’d hoped. When he’d first set eyes on her she’d really set him on fire. It had seemed almost too good to be true, a good-looking girl like Vi, the boss’s daughter and showing such an interest in him. He’d really thought that if he could marry her, he’d have his fortune made. He hadn’t believed any well-heeled father would want to see his daughter go short. Wilf had expected to get a foothold in the family business, a share. After all, there was no other way he could support Vi at the standard in which she’d been brought up. But it wasn’t to be, her father had turned out to be a right bastard. First he’d sacked him and then he’d thrown her out.

It had been a setback to his plans to find Vi wasn’t going to be his ticket to riches, but he’d done his best not to let her see that as the disaster it was, and being optimistic he’d expected to find something else sooner or later.

All the same, as Wilf saw it, he’d done his duty by Violet. He’d kept his promise and married her so she had nothing to complain about. He’d never breathed a word about the other girl he’d got into the same trouble before her. He’d been brought up in Ormskirk and had been working in a big market garden there when he’d had to flee from Liza Platt.

Wilf strolled through the crowded streets; there were plenty of shops still open. He looked in the windows, wanting to buy a present for Vi, to show her how much he loved her. He saw the bars of Cadbury’s milk chocolate in the newsagent’s window and went in to get her one, she was fond of chocolate.

He stopped at a pub in Corporation Road when he was nearly home. He needed a rest now and was desperate for a drink. He sank two pints but it was a miserable pub, he didn’t know why he hadn’t gone to his usual one in the first place.

When he reached home, the place was silent and they’d put out the gaslight. He tiptoed around, only Seppy was awake on the living-room couch. He put the chocolate on Vi’s pillow so she’d see it when she woke up. That would please her.

 



Beth walked on to the nurses’ home feeling exhausted, but pleased she had only one more day to work before her holiday. She needed to get back to look after her mother.

It wouldn’t be a real holiday but it would be a change. To get right away for a real rest was a far-off dream, she would never have the money for that. Too much of the twenty-five pounds a year she earned, over and above her board and lodging, went to help her family. She loved her job, it lifted her right out of Dock Cottages, but she was earning as a staff nurse what the Wisharts paid for a maid. By now she’d have been getting more from them without the gruelling training or the responsibilities of the job. But being a nurse was her passport to a better life. She was no longer at the bottom of society. She was sure the decisions she’d made for herself had been the right ones.

When she’d reached the age of fourteen and left school, domestic service had been the first obvious step that many of the Dock Cottages’ girls took to get away. She’d been lucky, she’d been taken on as a tweeny by the Wisharts in West Kirby. In the mornings she’d helped the parlourmaid clean up and light fires, and during the afternoons and evenings she’d helped the cook prepare meals. Both had been easy to get on with and she’d soon settled in.

Going straight from Dock Cottages, she’d found the standard of living almost unbelievable. Fires were lit in all the downstairs rooms every day. Sumptuous meals of many courses were cooked for the family, and the catering was on such a scale that luxury foods Beth had never heard of appeared on her plate. She was provided with meals of unaccustomed size and richness, and also a bedroom to herself that was larger than the one she’d shared with five brothers and sisters at home. Beth felt she had every comfort and it was a delight to work in such a place.

Mr Wishart had taken the train to Liverpool every morning to work in the Cotton Exchange. He had three daughters; the middle one was already married and had left home. The youngest was engaged and arrangements for her wedding were being discussed. Dorinda, the eldest, was then twenty-five and dissatisfied with her life.

‘Looks like she’s going to be left on the shelf,’ the cook said as the staff sat round the kitchen table at their lunch. ‘She’s tired of waiting for Mr Right.’

Like many girls of her class, Miss Wishart had been brought up to expect her life to be that of wife and mother, but a suitor was slow to show himself.

When the war started, the Wishart family bought every daily newspaper they could, and read avidly every line of news about it. Beth, together with the rest of the staff, could hardly wait to get their hands on the papers to read them too. The progress of the war was discussed at every meal.

Dorinda was deeply affected by the wave of patriotism that swept through the country, and became passionate about doing her bit. They heard she was taking lessons in first aid from the St John’s Ambulance people, though her parents would have preferred her to knit socks and blanket squares.

When Dorinda announced to her family that she wanted to become a nurse with the Voluntary Aid Detachment and go to France to help with the thousands being injured in the trenches, it caused a family crisis.

‘I forbid it,’ her father exclaimed loudly across the dinner table just as Beth was carrying in the cheese soufflé. ‘No daughter of mine is going to France. You’ll get yourself killed, it’s much too dangerous.’

Beth had plans for her own future and she felt for Miss Wishart.

The upset and the arguments reverberated through the house for days. In the kitchen, the staff discussed it at length.

Cook said, ‘Her father expects to be obeyed. It must be awful for her, compelled to stay home and knit when she wants to help the war effort.’

‘It’s not as though she’s got anything else in her life. She’s near enough an old maid already.’ Ruby the parlourmaid was scornful. She was the same age but had a boyfriend and planned to marry soon.

A few days later, Miss Wishart upset her breakfast tray in her bedroom and while Beth was sweeping up the fragments of broken crockery she said to her, ‘I’ve thought of being a nurse too. I’d love to be a VAD.’

‘You?’ Dorinda Wishart’s rather horsy face broke into a gentle smile. ‘Easier for you to do what you want.’

‘It isn’t. They wouldn’t want someone like me in the VADs, and anyway, I couldn’t afford to work for nothing as they do.’

‘I meant you don’t have to fight your family to leave home.’ Beth said, ‘They thought it was the best thing for me. My home’s crowded, one less means more room for the others. When we turn fourteen, we all have to find work.’

Miss Wishart’s eyes stared at her apologetically, then she said, ‘Don’t you like working here?’

‘Yes, I’ve been very happy here, but with the war . . . I’d like to do my bit too, and I’ve always fancied being a nurse.’

‘I’d love to have a job. I’ve pleaded to be allowed . . . I’d hoped that with the war . . . It’ll be over before I get a chance to do anything.’

‘I’ve decided to start the training. I’m old enough now.’ Beth had had her eighteenth birthday in June.

‘You’d be a real nurse, even when the war was over.’ There was a note of envy in Dorinda’s voice.

‘Aren’t VADs real nurses?’

The Voluntary Aid Detachment had been set up by the Red Cross and the Order of St John because there were not enough trained nurses to cope with the casualties of war. Neither were there enough hospital beds. The upper classes threw  open their houses as makeshift hospitals, and their wives and daughters became VADs to run them.

‘They’re wartime nurses,’ Miss Wishart told her. ‘They take short courses in first aid and bandaging and within a few weeks they’re running these new emergency hospitals.’

‘How can they deal with . . . well, you know, all the things we read about – the smashed limbs and foul-smelling wounds and gassed men struggling for breath?’

‘I don’t know, they must find it hard. They’re spoken of as heroines.’

‘They’re brave, and of course they are ladies.’ Beth smiled. ‘And they wear very glamorous uniforms.’ Each had a large red cross on her apron bib.

A few days later, Dorinda had a head cold. Beth was lighting a fire in her bedroom when Dorinda said, ‘Father and I have reached a compromise. He agreed to allow me to be a VAD provided I promised to stay in this country. Mother has spoken to Lady Speechley of Brancote Hall about me going there. She said she’d be happy to have me.’

‘I’m pleased for you, it’s what you want, isn’t it?’

‘Well, I’ve been thinking about what you said the other day. I think I’d do better to train like Florence Nightingale did and become a real nurse. I’ve been looking into it.’

Beth was keen to do it herself because it would lift her up the social scale and take her away from Dock Cottages but she couldn’t understand why Miss Wishart should want to leave her luxurious home. She said so.

‘I’m bored, nothing ever happens here. I’m expected to help with the flowers and go visiting with Mother. All her friends are her age and rather dull. We knit and roll bandages.’  Dorinda sighed. Then she went on, ‘You must be careful to choose the very best training school when you apply.’

Beth had already written for an application form to the Borough Hospital which was less than a mile down the road from Dock Cottages. ‘Which would that be?’

‘Why, the Royal Infirmary in Liverpool. That’s where I’m planning to go. It’s a long-established voluntary hospital with a very good reputation. Their certificate of training will carry more weight than most.’

She went on to explain that each hospital did its own teaching and issued its own certificates. That was why it was important to train at the best.

‘There’s no national standard of training, and no national register of nurses, though it’s been talked about for a long time.’

Beth hesitated. ‘But would a hospital like that take someone like me?’

‘Of course,’ Miss Wishart said. ‘You do know there are two kinds of nurses?’

Beth didn’t.

‘Well, what I mean is there’s a two-tier system of training . . .’

Beth listened carefully to what Dorinda had to say. Young ladies like herself from the middle or upper classes who could pay one pound a week to be taught all they needed to know would be issued with a certificate of competence from the hospital after one year. Working-class girls like Beth were being taken on without payment and received their training in exchange for their labour. They would be given their uniform, board and lodgings and even a shilling or two pocket money  each month, but for them the process would take anything from two to four years – whatever the hospital laid down. And after receiving their certificate of competency, they might be expected to stay on and serve as a staff nurse for another year.

Beth was beginning to think the Royal Infirmary might be a good place for her too and applied for a training place. The nurses would come from a much wider area, and with a bit of luck they might not have heard of Dock Cottages.

She discussed nursing with Miss Wishart on every possible occasion after that, and learned a great deal from her. She was the first in the Wishart house to hear that Dorinda’s application had been accepted, and a few days later Beth helped her pack.
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