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Preface

‘Leave ’er alone! Leave our mam alone!’

Lizzie, brown eyes afire, small fists clenched, stood daring him to strike. Her thick plait had swung over one shoulder and begun to come loose, brown hair spurting out like strands of wild brown silk.

Tom knocked her sprawling. She could have been a flower on a stem for all the resistance she had to his great strength. Her dad was not so much angry as dumbfounded, for none of the boys had ever tried to defend their mam. This was not cowardice on their part, but knowing it upset their mam even more when he turned on them.

But Lizzie was beside herself with rage – a rage far greater than anything ever felt by Tom.

‘I hate yer,’ she said in a quiet, expressionless voice, a voice her astonished family had never heard before. ‘I hate yer and I wish ye’d been bombed that night. I wish ye’d been here when the soot came down and it choked yer. I wish yer were dead!’

There was silence. Kitty felt as if she would faint. Surely Tom would kill them all.


CHAUCER
STREET


Chapter 1

It was still and deathly quiet one April night in the year 1931 in a place called Bootle in Liverpool. Cramped terraced houses, row after regimented row, were bathed in the clear, unearthly glow of a brilliant moon. Windows gleamed dully, front doors were firmly closed.

Not a soul was to be seen.

The cobbled streets, which shone like ribbons of polished lead between each row of houses, had a virginal, untrodden look. There was an air of emptiness, desertion – no sign at all of the overflowing hordes of human beings who dwelt within these two-up, two-down homes. Parents, children, babies, sometimes all crowded into one small bedroom with perhaps a grandparent sharing a room with the older children and unmarried or widowed aunts and uncles, orphaned cousins, often spilling out into the parlour downstairs to sleep on made-up beds or overstuffed sofas.

None of these people knew of the vivid, almost startling moonlight which bathed their homes and their streets, and even if they had, they would not have cared. They were too preoccupied with sleeping off the exhaustion of the previous day and preparing themselves for the next.

The men, the ones who had jobs, put in ten or more gruelling, back-breaking hours on the docks or in blackened, evil-smelling factories where the noise of pounding machinery near split their eardrums, and sparks attacked their eyes and smoke their lungs. Some of the women worked in the same factories, just as hard, but for even less money than their menfolk.

The women had to be up earlier than the men. At the crack of dawn they’d come down to their cold kitchens and put a match to the rolled-up paper and firewood laid on last night’s raked-out cinders and then carefully put the coal on, piece by piece, until the fire caught and was hot enough to take the kettle for the first cup of tea of the day and a pan of water for washing.

Just beyond the houses ran the River Mersey, and that night it gleamed a dull and blackish-silver over which the silhouettes of great tall cranes loomed, brooding, waiting like carrion-crows to pounce on any unsuspecting person who might emerge from the neat forest of stiff, silent houses.

Low and fat, tall and thin, the funnels of the ships stood sentinel, bellies half-empty or half-full, waiting for the weary men to come and on-load or off-load their cargoes, and now the hulls could be seen gently moving to and fro in rhythm with the lapping tide.

Suddenly, the air of Chaucer Street was rent by a fearful scream.

In Number 2, Kitty O’Brien was about to give birth to her ninth child. Three of these children were dead, their births occurring at a late and dangerous stage of pregnancy – not because her once-healthy body had difficulty in bearing children but because her husband Tom had beaten her so severely he’d brought on a premature delivery. Kitty was twenty-eight years old.

She’d been trying to hold the scream back, thinking of the children asleep upstairs, feared of waking them, of frightening them. Kitty would have laid down her life for her children.

But the scream couldn’t be contained. It burst forth from her throat like water through a broken dam.

‘Oh dear God, the pain! Dear God in heaven, make it stop! Make the pain stop!’ These words were not spoken aloud, just in Kitty’s head. With an effort, she turned her head to see the crucifix hanging over the mantelpiece and the statue of Our Lady which stood underneath.

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, make the pain stop!’ She screamed again as an agonizing spasm of hurt engulfed her body.

‘That’s right, luv. Let it go. Yell all yer like.’

Theresa Garrett, stout and tall, grey hair in steely waves under a thick net, surveyed the torn mess of Kitty O’Brien’s female organs. Mrs Garrett was not a trained nurse. She’d never been inside a hospital except as a visitor, but she was the acknowledged midwife for the area that included Chaucer Street. As long as there were no complications, she would come and deliver a baby for anyone who asked, at any time of day or night, as competently as any doctor.

She was not fit to deliver Kitty O’Brien and Mrs Garrett was only too well aware of it. Every time the poor woman gave birth, she ripped herself open again and the tears were never repaired. Mrs Garrett couldn’t sew her up. Kitty refused to leave her children to go into hospital and that pig of a husband wouldn’t part with a penny to pay for a doctor to come and see to his wife.

Tom was upstairs now, sleeping off his ale. It had been six-year-old Kevin who’d come to Mrs Garrett’s Southey Street home to say his mother had begun having the pains.

There was no charge for Mrs Garrett’s services, but afterwards, when they were able, people would come round with a small luxury – a home-baked bunloaf, ten good cigarettes or a bag of fruit. She knew Kitty O’Brien would never be able to give something which cost money, but one day she would appear with a crocheted collar, knitted gloves or an embroidered doily made from bits and pieces salvaged from the clothes and bedding given her by the Sisters of the Convent of St Anne. Indeed, in her pocket at that very moment was one of Kitty’s handkerchiefs, neatly hemmed and with a rose embroidered in one corner. The material had probably come from an old worn bolster or pillowcase, the silk for the flower carefully unpicked. That was for bringing Rory into the world five years ago. The midwife valued these little gifts more than most others, in her mind’s eye imagining Kitty in a rare quiet moment, stitching away, screwing up her eyes to see in the dim gaslight.

Her rather grim features softened as she knelt beside the small heaving body. There was no bed in the house free for Kitty to give birth in. She lay on coarse blankets on the floor in front of the dying kitchen fire.

Mrs Garrett’s experienced eye told her it was time for the woman to push. ‘Come along, luv. A good shove now and it’ll all be over.’

A neighbour, Mary Plunkett, hovered in the back kitchen doorway, waiting for something to do. Pots of steaming water stood on the hearth ready for use.

The baby’s head appeared. Dark hair – that was a change. So far, all Kitty’s babies had been blond like their father.

Kitty screamed again. ‘Dear Jesus, help me,’ she whispered.

Upstairs, several childish voices shouted in alarm: ‘Mam? Mam?’ And twelve-month-old Jimmie began to cry.

Glad to be useful, Mary Plunkett went up to quieten them.

‘Nearly done now, luv, just one more shove.’

Mrs Garrett could see the baby’s face. Oh yes, a dark one this. Suddenly, the entire body was expelled, taking the midwife by surprise. ‘Lord, you’re in a hurry,’ she said in alarm. There was a slight pause before she added, ‘It’s a girl, Kitty, a lovely dark lass.’

She shouted upstairs, ‘Mary, tell the boys they’ve got a little sister and then come down and give me a hand.’

Minutes later, Mrs Plunkett put an arm round Kitty’s shoulders, lifting her slightly onto a second pillow, so that the mother could glimpse her first-born daughter.

Through a blur of thankfully-receding pain, Kitty saw the long smooth body of her new baby, the sleek hair. She heard the first cry, a sound she’d always found ominous. It seemed to her a signal of suffering to come, rather than an amen for suffering just ended; a heralding of broken nights, teething pains and colic.

She saw Mrs Garrett cut the cord with her large silver scissors and hand the baby to Mary to wash. But what Kitty was expecting to happen, didn’t. She thought the colour of the baby’s skin would change with the washing. Wasn’t it the blood or the afterbirth that made the satiny skin look so dark? But no, the faint fawnish colour remained.

Kitty’s heart began to beat so loud and so strong it seemed the very floor took up the sound and made the entire house throb. She felt herself go dizzy. A prayer, even more fervent than the unspoken pleas made during the excruciating birth, pounded through her brain: ‘Please God, make me die. Holy Mary, make me die this minute.’

‘Here, what’s the matter with her?’ Alarmed, Mary Plunkett placed the baby in the laundry basket which had served as a cot for all the O’Brien children, and came over to mop Kitty’s brow with a wet cloth. ‘I think she’s got a fever or somethin’. She’s sweatin’ like a pig.’

Mrs Garrett, gently cleaning Kitty with disinfectant, felt her pulse. ‘It’s racing,’ she said worriedly.

‘Should we get the doctor?’

‘No, he’ll expect to be paid.’

‘The ambulance, then?’

‘Give her ten minutes. Perhaps she’d like a cup of tea.’

A cup of tea! Kitty heard the words from far away. A cup of tea would cure everything. A cup of tea would turn the baby’s skin white. Anyway, it seemed she wasn’t going to die. Neither God nor Our Lady were going to answer her prayers. She wondered why neither of the other women were shocked by the baby’s colour. ‘A lovely dark lass,’ Theresa Garrett had said calmly, even admiringly.

Almost as if she’d been reading Kitty’s thoughts, Mary Plunkett, who was pouring tea into three chipped cups, glanced towards the baby and remarked, ‘Isn’t she just the colour of Eileen Donaghue’s Marian? Wasn’t she one o’ yours, Mrs Garrett?’

‘That’s right,’ said the midwife, carefully patting Kitty dry with the torn remnants of an old sheet, brought with her. ‘Marian must be twelve or more by now. And d’you know Molly Doyle of Byron Street? All her little ones are dark like that. It’s the Celtic streak, you know. Like a tribe of little Indians they are.’

‘Well, it’ll make a change,’ mused Mary. ‘A small dark sister for five big blond brothers.’

Kitty relaxed. Her body literally sagged with relief. So it was all right. It was quite normal for an Irish baby to be so dark-skinned …

The old armchair was brought over – Tom’s chair – and Kitty was lifted and tucked up inside it, then Mary handed her a cup of tea. Despite the nagging ache in her gut and her feeling of total exhaustion, the new mother felt warm and comfortable basking in the rarely-afforded attention to her sole comfort.

It was only when a new baby was born that there was a day or two’s respite from never-ending housework. Tomorrow, Mary Plunkett would come in again to help and her other neighbours would see the older boys, Kevin and Rory, got to school and they’d look after Tony and Chris and the baby, Jimmie – though he was no longer the baby now she had this new one, this little dark daughter.

The neighbours would also make Tom’s tea and his butties for work, but they had their own families to care for and in a few days Kitty would have to look after her ever-increasing family by herself. Jimmie had only just been weaned. Now there was another one to feed and it meant three of her children were under the age of two.

She looked across at the new arrival. Such a pretty baby, sleeping peacefully, long sooty lashes resting on unwrinkled olive cheeks. Celtic streak? Oh, no! Kitty knew, though she would never be able to prove it – not that she would ever, in her whole life, want to prove it, it would be her secret forever and ever, amen – but Kitty knew this baby’s father was not the beast upstairs. It was not Tom O’Brien, whom she could hear snoring away in the great soft bed where he used and abused her nightly.

No, this baby’s father was someone else altogether.

Kitty remembered the night, almost exactly nine months ago. It had been a Thursday and there was no money left, not a penny, and nothing due till the next night when Tom came home with his wages. He was out at the pub, enough in his own pocket for a drink or two, whilst at home his children went hungry and the larder was empty, not even a stale crust left.

‘I’m hungry, Mam.’

‘What’s for tea, Mam?’

Little desperate voices. Her children, asking their mam for food, and the baby whingeing away at her empty, sagging breast. No milk, for she’d had nothing herself that day but water. Four little faces looking up at her accusingly. A crying baby, chewing at her. She was their mam and she couldn’t feed them and there was no prospect of feeding them till the next night.

Everything fit to be pawned had long since gone. All the wedding presents. The clock from her family in Ireland, the teaset from Tom’s. She’d never had the money to redeem them. The tatty bedding was worthless, the furniture junk. Nothing left to pawn or sell.

Of course she could call on her neighbours – throw herself on their mercy. And they would rally round. They always did. Someone would go from house to house till they’d collected enough food to see the family through the night. No matter how short they were themselves, they wouldn’t see her starve. She’d given food herself before, raided the contents of her meagre larder when another family was in need. They shared each other’s bad fortune and good fortune, though the latter was rare, but when Joey Mahon won money on the football pools, he’d thrown a street party for the children and they’d had jelly with hundreds and thousands on it and real tinned cream.

But it seemed to Kitty – in fact she knew it was the case – that she had to seek her neighbours’ help more often than anybody else. She didn’t know another woman whose husband kept his family as short of money as Tom did his. Why, she thought with shame, should these other women’s men have to work to keep her children fed? They had enough troubles of their own.

So, late on that hot moist evening, with her children wanting food and no money in the house and nothing left to sell or pawn, Kitty O’Brien, absolutely desperate for cash or food and leaving her young family behind with strict instructions to behave themselves and take good care of the baby, wrapped her black shawl around her shoulders, slammed the back door behind her and walked along the Dock Road to sell herself.

For there wasn’t a thing in the world Kitty O’Brien wouldn’t have done for her children.

A fine clinging sea mist had hung over the Dock Road that night nine months ago, making the sky darken sooner than it should have done. There were fewer people about than usual, though the pubs were crowded and the sounds of breaking glass and drunken voices, laughing and shouting, drifted out from time to time. One of those voices belonged to Tom, Kitty thought bitterly, in there drinking whilst his children and his wife starved.

Foghorns sounded, dull and ghostly, and Kitty hurried even faster along the road to the place where the prostitutes plied their trade. She knew this because once, before she was married, not long over from Ireland and on her way into town on the tram, her best friend Lily had pointed out the street where women hung round waiting for paying customers. From then on, every time they passed it, they giggled, fresh-faced, bright-eyed and virtuously shocked.

Could that really have been only ten years ago? It seemed more like a hundred. She hadn’t been into town since she’d married Tom and doubted if she ever would again.

The overpowering smell of spices mingled with the mist, tickling Kitty’s nose as she came to the street where she had to wait. She didn’t know its name but recognized the large brass sailing ship sign above an office on the corner.

Several women were already there, huddled in doorways, and she was worried they might come and shout at her, a stranger, taking away their custom, but in this fog, and they, like her, hidden by black shawls, they all looked the same.

There were no men to be seen, though. Panicking, Kitty wondered how long she’d have to wait, worried for her family, but then a dark figure loomed out of the dimness, approached a woman, and they disappeared together. Kitty strained to hear what was being said. Did you ask for sixpence or a shilling? It might even be half-a-crown. As long as she got enough to buy something for the children to eat, she didn’t care. On the other hand, it was silly to ask for less than the going rate. Curiously, she felt no shame, no fear. Yet here she was, a good Catholic woman, intending to sell her body for money.

Kitty had no intention of being choosy. The first man who came along – assuming that he would want a poor worn-out housewife – would do. She had to get home as quickly as possible. Kevin, who was only six himself, was looking after a small baby …

But a foreigner! Not exactly dark-skinned but not light-skinned, either, with glowing, intense eyes and hair as black as night and very shiny, so shiny the yellow light was reflected on his thick waves.

By now, two other women had gone off with customers and this man, this foreigner, stood expectantly in front of her. Kitty’s heart sank. At the same time she realized it was foolish to expect a tall blond Irishman, a young Tom, to proposition her. This was the docks – most of the men looking for women would be from abroad.

Was she prepared to do it with this man who was gabbling at her in a strange tongue, making exaggerated gestures with his long slender hands? She wondered if he was asking how much. ‘Five shillings,’ she said faintly, thinking that if it was too much he might go away. He didn’t. Instead, he gestured again and Kitty’s heart sank still further. He was signalling that they should leave. Together!

She followed him to the end of the street and round the corner. This particular area was notorious – full of criminals or so she’d heard. The man paused and Kitty realized he was waiting for her to lead the way, take him somewhere. Oh, God! Did he expect to go to her house? An hysterical laugh almost choked her, as she imagined turning up at Number 2 Chaucer Street with him, taking him upstairs, the children watching …

‘This way,’ she whispered nervously, turning the corner. There was bound to be a back alley behind the row of shops they’d just passed.

He was surprisingly gentle. No one but Tom had ever touched her there before. She still hurt from having Jimmie, but this dark-haired stranger was not vicious or rough like her husband, and after he had come – a soft, shedding release – he pressed her to him briefly, as though they had shared something remarkable together, and a strange feeling swept over Kitty and she found herself trembling.

She looked up at him, seeing him properly for the first time. His eyes were a lovely golden-brown, a colour she’d never seen before. From a window somewhere in front, a light came on and shone on his face. He was younger than she’d first thought, perhaps only twenty. His expression puzzled her until she realized it was pity, total, all-consuming pity – and she remembered with a shock that Tom had punched her in the jaw last night and it was black and blue and swollen, and she thought how repulsive she must look. If only she could speak his language, she’d tell him it didn’t matter about being paid, she probably wasn’t worth anything, but then she remembered the children and their hunger …

‘T’ank you,’ the young man whispered. ‘T’ank you ver’ much.’ He pressed something into her hand and was gone.

Kitty pulled her knickers up, straightened her skirt and shawl and held what she’d been given up to the light.

It was a ten-shilling note!

‘What’s the baby to be called, luv?’

Kitty smiled, transforming her once-pretty, now caved-in face. Her blue eyes, usually so watery as if loaded with unshed tears, brightened, and for a few seconds at least they looked clear and healthy.

A name for the baby? She’d only been thinking of boys’ names. So far, even the dead babies had been boys and all along she’d been expecting another.

‘Elizabeth,’ she said. She’d wanted to be Elizabeth herself when she was a little girl because it could be shortened to many other names.

Mary Plunkett changed it immediately to the only form she knew. Bending over the still-sleeping baby, she placed her finger in the tiny clutching hand. The baby’s brown fingers tightened over hers.

‘Jesus, she’s strong!’ she gasped. She chucked the infant under the chin with her other hand. ‘You’re going to be a fighter when you grow up, aren’t you, Lizzie, me gal?’

‘Well, that’s what you need to be in this life,’ Theresa Garrett said dryly. ‘Isn’t it, Kitty luv?’

Kitty nodded, smiling no longer. A fighter. Yes, she hoped that’s what her Elizabeth, her Lizzie, would become – unlike her mother, who’d become a victim, long ago beaten by life.


Chapter 2

Kitty lost the baby she conceived soon after Lizzie was born and the next a few months later.

Theresa Garrett, summoned to help with these painful miscarriages, demanded that Tom O’Brien call in a doctor to examine the poor, worn-out body of his wife, but he refused, so Theresa decided she’d pay the fee herself.

She asked the doctor to come early one evening when she knew that Tom would be home. Unfortunately, it also meant he would be drunk. Tom always called in at the pub on the way home from work for a few quick ones, and would arrive mildly stewed. After tea, he went out again and usually returned violent and half-mad with drink.

He was in his mild state when Theresa arrived with the doctor, who took Kitty upstairs.

The midwife didn’t sit down but stood in the doorway watching the man sprawled in the armchair in front of the kitchen fire. There was no sign of the children. Lizzie, the baby, who was now eight months old, was probably asleep somewhere and the rest of them had made themselves scarce, as they usually did the minute their dad appeared.

Tom O’Brien had lodged opposite Theresa Garrett’s house when he’d first come over from Ireland twelve years before. She remembered his buoyant good looks and charm, the spring and the hope in his step as he walked along the street, eventually appearing with pretty fair-haired, blue-eyed Kitty on his arm. For a moment she felt pity, viewing the coarsened, brutal man slouched in the chair. His blond hair, once the colour of sunshine, was now greasy and lank, and had turned to a dirty grey. His mouth and chin had slackened, fallen back out of control and slobber ran down onto his swollen neck and jowls. The oil-stained working shirt was open to the waist exposing a belly swollen by beer, bulging over the rope holding up his trousers.

But the pity didn’t last for long. Hundreds, thousands of men came over from Ireland expecting to find the streets of England paved with gold. Had not her own dear husband done so, ending up stoking the engines of trains for twelve or fourteen hours a day till he’d died of emphysema at the age of forty-five? But unlike Tom O’Brien, these men didn’t take out their failure, their loss of hope and dreams, on the weak and puny bodies of their wives and children.

The man was a brute and there were no two ways about it.

When Dr Walker, a well-dressed, harassed-looking man who was continually being pressed by his nagging wife to give up this ill-paying practice and move somewhere where the patients could meet their bills, came downstairs after examining Kitty, he said to Tom bluntly, ‘Your wife is worn out by all this childbearing. You must let her be, at least for a while. Give her body a rest.’

‘Let me wife be?’ snarled Tom. Normally impressed by authority, he was too drunk and too angry to care. ‘Why d’ya think I married ’er?’

‘You’ll kill her,’ warned the doctor. ‘And what will happen to the children if she dies?’

Tom didn’t give a damn about the children. If Kitty died, then the Sisters at the Convent could have every last one of them and he would return to County Cork where he would starve in dignity and peace.

‘Fuck the children,’ he yelled. ‘Take yer fuckin’ advice and shove it where the monkey shoved its nuts. And fuck yer too, yer interferin’ auld hag,’ he directed at Theresa Garrett, waiting in the hallway.

When they’d gone he punched Kevin, the first of his children to venture indoors, and then went to the pub, drowning his sorrows by drinking even more than usual. On his return home, he dragged his wife upstairs, taking her so violently that she shrieked in pain and he felt so aggrieved he hit her. Then he feel asleep, half-dressed, his stained, acrid-smelling working trousers twisted round his ankles, so when he got up next morning, he fell over and woke up half the street with his shouting.

During the long night, Kitty tried to turn her head away from the stinking armpit beside her and wondered how on earth she would have the strength to get up in a few hours’ time and cope with the drudgery of the day. Her head ached from where Tom had hit her and the pit of her stomach felt as if it had been pierced with a knife. She longed to move to a more comfortable position but if she did, and if she woke Tom, he might have her again and the thought was unbearable. She’d sooner remain cramped and stiff than risk that. Kitty felt her eyes prickle with tears. It wasn’t often she felt sorry for herself, mainly because it wasn’t often she had the time.

In the single bed jammed in a corner, little Lizzie gave a long shuddering sigh and Kitty held her breath, dreading the child would wake and disturb Jimmie and Chris, asleep at the other end of the bed. She couldn’t imagine being able to raise the energy to get up and see to a crying baby just then, apart from which, it might wake Tom, but Lizzie was a good baby, always had been, and she remained fast asleep.

At the age of five, Lizzie started in the Infants at St Anne’s Convent School, where she was regarded with mixed feelings by the nuns.

Several of the sisters made pets of Mrs O’Brien’s children because they admired their mother’s courage. Although all her brood were painfully thin, they didn’t smell, their clothes were clean and neatly mended, and their hair was free from nits. The sisters had told Kitty about the clinic where she could get her children injected against illnesses like diphtheria, and be given free orange juice and cod-liver oil, and she’d taken them all, so they were bright-eyed and clear-skinned and all in all, far better turned out and healthier-looking than many of the children from far less poverty-stricken homes.

One or two of the nuns looked down on Kitty, feeling that a woman of whom a man had had so much carnal knowledge must be a bad lot. However, in the main the O’Briens were regarded as individuals, with their separate faults and virtues, but when it came to Lizzie, many of the sisters weren’t sure if they approved of what they saw.

For a child so young, she had an almost exotic look; there was a foreignness about her, with her dark creamy skin and bitter-chocolate-coloured hair carefully woven into a great thick plait reaching almost to her waist. And such unusual-coloured eyes – golden-brown with shreds of lighter gold – wise, knowing eyes that belonged to someone years older, not a child of five.

Sister Cecilia had read a book which said a whole tribe of people from India had landed in Wales a long time ago and it was from them this dark alien look had emanated, spreading to Scotland and Ireland too. But there was a different air to Lizzie O’Brien, one that was not apparent with the other dark-haired children. Wrong though it might be to use such a word about a child so young, there was a look of wantonness about her.

One who found this more disturbing than most was Sister Augustus, who, when licking her lips, would find moisture on her faint black moustache when she leaned over Lizzie’s sums – and she seemed to lean over Lizzie’s sums more than anybody else’s – and because she took so much pleasure in stroking the little girl’s smooth satin arm, a pleasure which she instinctively knew was wrong, she was inclined to blame Lizzie for this, rather than herself, and marked the sums wrong even when they were right as a sort of penance. Why Lizzie should have to pay the penance, Sister Augustus found difficult to explain, even to herself.

None of the other teachers were so prejudiced when it came to marking Lizzie’s work, and all agreed she was an exceptionally bright child. All the O’Brien boys were intelligent, but Lizzie outshone her brothers in every subject.

By this time, Lizzie had acquired two younger sisters, Joan and Nellie, the latter almost as dark as Lizzie herself, and another brother, Paddy, who’d been born in between the two girls.

Mrs O’Brien had been forced to make more visits to the Dock Road and carrot-haired Joan, although she would never know it, had a French sailor for a father. Kitty hadn’t realized he was a gingerhead until he took his round hat off to say goodbye, and when the flailing red-skinned, red-haired baby was born nine months later, she was past caring. She’d discovered Tom hadn’t paid the rent for a fortnight and the landlord was threatening eviction.

The rent arrears required several trips, for the ten shillings she’d earned that first time had turned out to be far above the normal going rate. Apart from being less profitable, none of these subsequent encounters were as pleasant – though Kitty hesitated to let herself even think about it in those terms – as her first trip, yet neither were they as unpleasant as what she had to put up with from her husband.

Tom not paying the rent worried her deeply at first, for what he could do once, he could do again. There was no conceivable way she could pay twelve shillings and sixpence a week to Mr Woods, the landlord – her entire housekeeping was less than that. Fortunately, she discovered that Mr Woods waited outside the dock gates to collect rent off his bad payers on the day they emerged triumphant with their wages. Kitty asked for Tom to be included in this arrangement, relying, quite rightly, on him being too proud to refuse with his mates looking on.

This was a relief. The idea of dragging her poor tired body down the Dock Road on a regular basis seemed more than she could bear, though Kitty would have done it – for the children.

So they struggled along, Mrs O’Brien and her children, as did everyone else in Chaucer Street, in Bootle, Liverpool … as indeed did the poor throughout the country, hoping, dreaming, yearning for change, for an improvement in their lot.

When change came, in September 1939, in the shape of World War Two, everybody’s world, both rich and poor alike, was turned completely upside down.


Chapter 3

Thanks to its proximity to the docks, Bootle became one of the first targets of Hitler’s bombs.

Night after night they rained down on the areas alongside the River Mersey, killing its people and destroying their homes.

Along with her brothers and sisters, Lizzie scarcely knew what war meant until it came. The brief amount of history they’d learnt at school had made them think war was something which happened long ago, between men who wore resplendent red uniforms decorated with gold braid, and took place in strange foreign countries. It didn’t happen in modern times, and certainly not in England.

But nightly visits to the communal air-raid shelter which stank of sweat and urine and excreta, where babies cried and old men and women spat and coughed and people did the most intimate, private things in front of other people and from which you emerged to find your house demolished or your street flattened or some of your family dead … all of these things taught the children that war was something very real that could happen to anybody at any time in any place.

Young men went off to fight, proud in their uniforms, and Kitty O’Brien prayed, oh how she prayed, night and morning, and whenever she had a moment throughout the day, that the war would be over, well over, in four years’ time, when Kevin reached eighteen.

War made Tom a little happier, but this had ho effect on his relationship with his family. He was deemed an ‘essential worker’, which made him feel important. He earned more money too and was employed on a regular basis, no longer having to suffer the indignity of waiting at the dock gates to be examined and picked out on a day-to-day basis by some uppity foreman. Tom was needed as much as any soldier in the fight against Hitler.

And how they hated Hitler! Hitler didn’t care who he killed with his bombs. His pilots dropped them carelessly, or perhaps even deliberately, any old where, killing women and children, patients in hospitals, demolishing orphanages, old people’s homes, even churches, whereas everyone knew that the brave young men in the Royal Air Force only bombed military targets like arms factories or barracks. German civilians were not being killed like British ones.

One night, the air-raid siren went much earlier than usual. A wave of fear gripped Kitty O’Brien’s stomach when the awful whining noise sounded. It was only six o’clock and she was frantically gathering the children together to go to the shelter when the bombs began to drop. Normally she had them all prepared. She pushed the smaller ones into the cupboard under the stairs which some people used as a shelter rather than go to the communal one with the common people. There was an explosion close by and the house shook.

Suddenly, the bombardment ceased and at that precise moment, Tom knocked on the front door.

None of the family came in that way. Any other, safer time and Tom would have come in the back as usual. He didn’t carry a front-door key.

A second sooner, a second later, they wouldn’t have heard his knock.

Tony opened the door to let his dad in and Tom lumbered down the hall into the kitchen. He’s been frightened by the raid and, half-drunk, was ready to lash out at his wife if she so much as looked at him in a way he didn’t like, when suddenly the bombs began falling all around like confetti. One fell right outside the house and the front door was torn off its hinges and flung down the hall where it smashed to bits on the stairs.

The children looked at the shattered door and tried to imagine it was their dad. He’d escaped death by a miracle.

Tom boasted about it for weeks afterwards. ‘Surely the Good Lord looks after His own,’ he bragged and went to two masses the following Sunday morning and Benediction in the evening to convey his fervent thanks to Jesus for saving him.

His children, remembering their mother’s nightly plea in their joint prayers to keep their dad on a straight and narrow path, wondered if their prayers had therefore been answered and many times in the years to come, wished they’d not prayed so hard or that God hadn’t listened and it hadn’t just been the front door which had been flung down the hall and smashed to pieces, but their dad as well.

In the mornings, bewildered parents, their crying children clutching at their legs, sat on the smoking wreckage of their homes. Many old people refused to leave the bricks and mortar they felt were just as much a part of them as their flesh and their bones. They rooted through the acrid-smelling dust, unearthing broken mementos of their lives, wedding presents, wrecked furniture and scorched photographs.

Looters hunted through the debris if they thought they could get away with it, though they were chased when spotted. In Birkenhead, a young woman was stoned to death by angry residents, her pockets full of bone-handled Sheffield steel cutlery, somebody’s Silver Wedding gift.

Children still went to school, but the O’Briens’ school, dangerously close to the docks, was closed down so they went for only half a day, sharing a school with the pupils of another one some miles inland. They whooped and laughed their way to the gate then dawdled outside, hoping the air-raid siren would go because the authorities said that when that happened, they must go to the place which was nearest, school or home. Wherever they happened to be, they went home, whooping and laughing even louder.

Many children had been evacuated to safe areas like Southport or Rochdale, but Kitty O’Brien saw little chance of someone willing to take on nine, soon to be ten – she was pregnant again – and she didn’t want the family to be split up. She had visions of being killed herself and her orphaned children left scattered all over Lancashire, never to find each other again.

‘If anyone’s going to be killed,’ she said to herself, ‘then let us all be killed together.’

How happy the children were. Not just hers, but all children, in the midst of so much misery. Despite the war and the bombs, the poverty and the hunger, their wornout mothers and drunken fathers, they seemed possessed by an almost unnatural energy which overcame the wretchedness of their lives and their surroundings.

They sang on their way to school and on the way back. ‘Oranges and Lemons, said the bells of St Clement’s,’ they chanted in the playground. ‘One, two, three, four, five, once I caught a fish alive,’ they sang as they ran up and down the street like demons, and ‘The big ship sails down the Ally, Ally, O,’ skipping through dark, dank entries or on their way to the grey, soulless air-raid shelters.

Tom O’Brien found a pub where the landlord ignored the legal ‘last orders’ and looked on the All Clear as his signal to close, no matter how late this was, so Tom never went to the public shelter with his family.

His wife and children were therefore without him when they returned to Number 2 Chaucer Street in the early hours of Christmas Eve, the second Christmas of the war, thankful to find the house still standing and themselves all in one piece. There was a united sigh of relief as Kitty unlocked the door and the family trooped into the back kitchen of their home.

That night a crowd of drunks had descended on the shelter and kept everyone awake with their raucous singing. Had the children been asleep, Kitty would have stayed there till morning, but she was glad to hear the sound of the All Clear so they could leave. There’d been no chance of rest that night, not only because of the drunks, but they’d never known so many bombs to drop. They’d rained down like hailstones and the shelter had rocked and shuddered for hours.

‘Shush, now,’ Kitty had cuddled this child and that, stroking the older ones’ heads, comforting them. She was worried a bomb might drop, a dead hit, and one of her children would not have had the touch of her loving hands before death. Careworn hands they were, the skin wrinkled, silvery and transparent, the prominent veins a dark and vivid blue and they fluttered over her nine beautiful children, soothing, patting, comforting.

The previous week, Kevin had started work as a milkman’s assistant. Tom kept back the five shillings Kevin was going to give her, so Kitty would be no better off. She willed her eldest son to sleep for he had to be up at half-past four.

A bomb dropped yards away and the shelter made an odd grinding noise as if it were about to collapse. Layers of concrete dust fell from the ceiling into their eyes, making them water.

So it was with an even greater sense of relief than usual that people heard the All Clear, and Kitty thankfully shepherded her wide-awake family out of the shelter, stepping over the drunken revellers who’d already begun to celebrate Christmas.

When the family entered the kitchen of their home, Kitty turned up the gaslight and they stopped, aghast at the sight which met their eyes.

Everywhere, absolutely everywhere was black. The dishes which had been left on the table, the furniture, every inch of lino was covered with a blanket of smooth, velvet blackness. Even the coloured paper chains which the children had made at school and which hung from corner to corner of the room were discoloured.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ whispered Kitty O’Brien. ‘What’s happened to our house? It looks like the divil himself’s been here.’

Lizzie bent and rubbed her finger in the blackness. It was powdery and had a sour, pungent smell.

‘All the soot’s come down the chimney,’ she said. ‘The bombs shook it down.’

And so they had. Vibration had loosened every particle of soot from every chimney, and investigation of the parlour and bedrooms showed that the same thing had happened there, though the effect was not so drastic as fires were rarely lit in these rooms.

Thankfully, all the children except Kevin were on holiday from school, and after a few hours’ sleep, they set to and on Christmas Eve the house was scrubbed from top to bottom. Kitty was grateful for the blackout curtains supplied by the Government, for they didn’t need washing, only a good shake to get rid of the soot.

For some inexplicable reason, when Kitty was an old woman she always remembered that day, that Christmas Eve, above all other days, for it seemed to contain all the misery and all the happiness and all the pride which made up her life.

She didn’t expect Christmas presents from anyone and as usual had nothing to give her children, yet somehow the day still had a special, excited atmosphere.

At school, the children had been learning carols and as they scrubbed and brushed and dusted, the words of Silent Night and Noël, Noël filled the sooty, smelly house. The older ones put silly words to some, like ‘While shepherds wash their socks at night’ and Kitty tut-tutted and said it was sacrilegious, but at the same time hid a smile.

Then there was a knock on the front door and her heart thudded, for more often than not this meant trouble. Immediately, she felt convinced that the horse which pulled Kevin’s milk-cart had kicked him to death, but instead it was a lady from a charity who’d been directed to the O’Briens by the sisters of the convent. She’d brought a package of groceries – a Christmas pudding, a cake with icing on, some crackers and a tin of meat.

‘And how many children have you here?’ she enquired brightly, blinking owlishly behind thick, wire-rimmed glasses.

‘Eight,’ said Kitty proudly. ‘And me eldest Kevin’s out at work and I’ve another on the way.’

‘My! What a lovely big happy family,’ said the charity lady and handed round presents to them all, only little things – celluloid dolls for Lizzie and Joan, yo-yos and rubber balls for the boys and a rattle, far too young for Nellie but which she loved.

Such a happy day, till Tom came home and said he didn’t want charity, and threw the dolls onto the fire where they flared up in sizzling blue flames and melted to nothing and he would have burnt the other toys too if the boys hadn’t immediately vanished with them, though he managed to stamp on the rattle.

Joan and Nellie set up such a screaming and yelling at this wanton destruction, that Tom felt bound to express his anger at the row on the person nearest, which happened to be his wife. He slapped her across the face with his open hand. The other side of Kitty’s head slammed against the kitchen wall with a thud. Tom had his hand raised, ready to strike again, when suddenly he froze in astonishment. He was being thumped vigorously from behind. The blows had no force, they didn’t hurt in the slightest, but their unexpectedness saved Kitty from a further slap. He turned, ready to strike, ready to knock whichever child this was from here to Kingdom Come.

‘Leave ’er alone! Leave our mam alone!’

Lizzie, brown eyes afire, small fists clenched, stood daring him to strike. Her thick plait had swung over one shoulder and began to come loose, brown hair spurting out like strands of wild brown silk.

Tom knocked her sprawling. She could have been a flower on a stem for all the resistance she had to his great strength. Her dad was not so much angry as dumbfounded, for none of the boys had ever tried to defend their mam. This was not cowardice on their part, but knowing it upset their mam even more when he turned on them.

But Lizzie was beside herself with rage – a rage far greater than anything ever felt by Tom. A natural rage, not provoked by drink. She felt as if there was a fire inside her head and at any minute, flames would shoot out of her mouth and her eyes and her ears. She saw the breadknife on the kitchen table, a knife mam regularly sharpened on the back step. The blade gleamed dully in the orange gaslight. Picking it up, she approached her dad slowly, the handle in both hands, the point directed at his overhanging belly.

‘I hate yer,’ she said in a quiet, expressionless voice, a voice her astonished family had never heard before. ‘I hate yer and I wish ye’d been bombed that night. I wish ye’d been here when the soot came down and it’d choked yer. I wish yer were dead!’

There was silence. Kitty felt as if she would faint. Surely Tom would kill them all.

Tom’s drunken brain clicked over, trying to put a name to this hellcat of a child. Then he remembered. This was Lizzie, the eldest girl. The darkest one of the family. He always found it difficult to remember the children’s names and sometimes was hard put to recall how many he had. Yes, he was sure this one was Lizzie and she was eight or nine, something like that.

Christ! She was a beauty. He’d never noticed before. Never given her a second glance. And what nerve! She was still approaching him, slowly, fearlessly, the knife pointed at him.

The rest of the family were frozen like statues in a park.

Unexpectedly, quite out of the blue, Tom felt a surge, a throbbing between his legs, but this time it was accompanied by something new, something different. Desire tinged with excitement. There was a flavour, a sensual tingling in this quivering, palpitating need.

But she was his daughter!

Without a word, and to the intense surprise of everyone, Tom turned on his heel and left the house, even forgetting to slam the door.


Chapter 4

By the time Lizzie was twelve, her mother’s miscarriages were on the increase. A baby due the first Christmas of the war was born dead, and two more were lost before 1942, when Kitty surprisingly gave birth to twin boys – Sean and Dougal. The following year she had to go into hospital to have a dead baby removed from her womb.

As he operated, the surgeon was horrified by what he saw. The uterus had been stretched in and out like a concertina. Innumerable, repeated tears had never been stitched.

When Kitty came out of the anaesthetic, he was standing by the bed sternly demanding details of her childbearing history. He was horrified to discover she had eleven live children but had lost the same number, born dead or miscarried.

‘You can’t possibly have any more children,’ the doctor told her brutally. The woman was only forty but looked sixty. ‘It’s too dangerous, both for you and for them.’

‘But my husband—’ Kitty stopped, feeling embarrassed.

‘He must take precautions, or if you like, I’ll sterilize you.’ The doctor wished he’d taken that step during the operation. She would never have known.

‘What’s that?’

‘Removal of the ovaries so you can’t conceive again,’ he explained, thinking to himself how ignorant the poor were. He couldn’t wait to finish his training and move to a hospital where he could treat patients of his own class.

‘But that’s a sin,’ replied Kitty, deeply shocked. ‘The Pope himself has forbidden birth control and Monsignor Kelly has spoken out against it from the pulpit.’

‘Neither the Pope nor Monsignor Kelly have to bear your children or look after them. Nor do they contribute to the running of this hospital which deals with the consequences of such irresponsible behaviour.’

Kitty was even more shocked at this apparent criticism of the Holy Father and Monsignor Kelly.

The surgeon said he would send for Tom, and because when he was sober her husband was impressed and in fear of anybody in authority, whether it be doctors, nurses, policemen or members of the priesthood, when a letter arrived demanding his immediate presence at the hospital, Tom meekly went along.

‘Your wife may well die if she has another baby,’ the doctor said bluntly and superciliously to the hulking unshaven figure across the desk. Tom had come in his dinner-hour so as not to lose money and was in his working clothes. ‘And if she does die, you will be guilty of murder. Do you understand?’

Tom nodded numbly.

‘Murder!’ the other man emphasized, relishing the sound of the word. ‘Not the sort of murder you can be taken to court and tried for, but it would still be regarded as a mortal sin in your religion.’

Not knowing how to answer, Tom stared at his feet. The medical geezer must be right because he wore a white coat – a clear sign of superior knowledge.

‘The Pope would consider it a mortal sin, as would your Monsignor Kelly,’ the doctor assured him, privately thinking what a lot of hokum pokum this was, though this big oaf of a man seemed to be taking it seriously.

‘If you wish,’ he went on patronizingly, ‘I could give you something to use which would prevent your wife becoming pregnant again.’

‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly use anything, doctor,’ whined Tom. ‘’Tis a sin, worse p’raps than murder.’

‘So your wife implied,’ remarked the doctor dryly. ‘What strange notions of sin you Catholics have.’ He felt as if he was dealing with another race of people altogether. Many of the patients in this hospital, the Catholics in particular, were quite beyond his experience and his understanding.

Tom felt he couldn’t tell this educated geezer in the stiff white coat, this God-like being who spoke as if he had a plum in his gob and probably put his prick through a hole so’s he wouldn’t see himself piss, that sex without knowing a woman took your seed to turn into a baby, was not sex at all. All his life, he and his brothers back in County Cork, and his friends who were Catholic, all of them felt this. That’s why whores weren’t satisfactory. Everybody knew they took precautions.

Having to pull it out or cover it up or knowing the woman had been messed about with or had something stuffed up her, that wasn’t real sex. Basically, it was all about putting buns in ovens, even if you didn’t want the damned kids when they arrived. It was a sign of virility to have a big family. Everyone at the docks, everyone in Chaucer Street knew Tom O’Brien was a real man because he made lots of babies.

But it sounded as if this medical ponce knew what he was talking about. It sounded like he’d even discussed it with Monsignor Kelly, and if he got Kitty in the club again and if she died, then the Monsignor would reckon Tom had murdered her. Even worse, God would know and when Tom himself died he would go to hell.

A week later, Kitty came home from hospital and a bed, provided by the sisters, was set up in the little-used front parlour.

‘And not before time,’ said the nuns, nodding at each other knowingly. ‘Let’s hope the poor woman gets a rest, for she surely deserves one,’ and they made the sign of the Cross to endorse this hope.

Thus did life improve for Kitty O’Brien.

The bombing of Liverpool had virtually ceased and instead the people of London became the target of the Luftwaffe.

Kevin, Rory and Tony were all working and because of the shortage of manpower, their wages were higher than they would have been in peacetime. They bought Kitty several pieces of furniture, only second-hand, but a vast improvement on the battered old stuff she’d had before.

Tom must have felt inhibited by so many teenaged boys in the house growing taller and broader by the day, because he hardly knocked her about at all these days.

And Lizzie was such a good girl, taking a lot of the housekeeping off her mother’s hands when she came home from school, and with only the twins to share her downstairs bedroom, Kitty enjoyed the luxury of night after night of undisturbed sleep for the first time since her wedding.

But in the course of time, Kitty’s misery was to be transferred onto a pair of shoulders younger and even narrower than her own.

Tom O’Brien felt he was losing his grip on his family. That his power had gone.

He was lost and bewildered. His world of hard work and hard drinking needed an outlet. There had to be someone on whom he could vent his frustrations and his anger at the raw deal he felt he’d had from life. Now, with Kitty forbidden to him by God Himself and the boys growing bigger, becoming men, he began to feel a stranger in his own home, at odds with his entire family. Not that he’d given a fig for his family before, but suddenly they mattered. He wanted their respect.

The other day the older boys, the ones working, had talked about getting some distemper to decorate the parlour. The whole family had joined in the discussion about what colour to have, but no one consulted Tom, their dad, who should have had the last word on the subject. And this furniture which kept appearing – his permission hadn’t been sought. He hadn’t been asked for money towards it – not that he would have given any. Kevin just kept turning up with the borrowed milk-cart bearing a couple of armchairs or a new sideboard. It frightened Tom to think that his family could exist without his support, that they didn’t need him any more.

But the worst thing of all was night after night, month after month, lying alone in the soft creaking bed, one thing on his mind, just one thing. Fucking. He missed it. He was lonely without it, nothing without it and until that bleedin’ doctor shoved his oar in, had hardly ever gone without it since the day he’d married Kitty, nineteen years ago. How could a man be expected to make do with nothing when he’d been used to it once, twice, three times almost every night? There was no one to talk to about it. He was too ashamed to tell his mates. He had to suffer alone.

Tarts hung out in the pubs Tom used. One night at closing time, aching, burning with need, he asked one how much she charged. He’d given them all a good look over and this was the best of a bad bunch. Her name was Phoebe and she had a vast, bulging chest which strained against a tight hand-knitted red jumper. Her jet-black hair was permed to a frizz and maroon-painted lips gave her a clownish air.

‘Five bob,’ she answered in a squeaky querulous voice.

Christ! Tom thought of all the ale five bob could buy. Five bob for what he should be having at home for free every night.

‘OK.’ He had no choice. Otherwise, he’d go mad. ‘Where’ll it be?’

She’d noticed his face fall and said, ‘Yer can have it fer half-a-crown if we just go outside. Five bob’s back in me room.’

‘Half-a-crown, then.’ He arranged for her to go out first as he didn’t want his mates to see him leaving with her.

She was waiting for him outside where a light drizzle fell. ‘Come on.’ She was in a hurry to get it over with so she could return to the pub before closing time and with luck, pick up another customer.

Tom shambled along a few feet behind, trying not to look as if they were together, though few people were about.

‘’Ere, this’ll do.’ She pushed open a heavy wooden gate that creaked and went along a short path which led to a deep, dark porch.

‘This is a church,’ said Tom, shocked.

‘’S’not Catholic.’

‘Yeah, but even so.’

‘Oh, come on. Do yer want it or not? And gimme the money first.’ Tom fished in his pocket for half-a-crown and handed it over. ‘Ta.’

He could dimly see Phoebe struggling to pull her skirt up and felt the full thrust of an erection. He couldn’t wait to get inside her. As he began to fumble with the buttons on his trousers, he became conscious that she was holding something out for him.

‘’Ere, put this on.’

‘Eh? What’cha talkin’ about? What is it?’

‘A French letter. It’s a decent one – I got it off a Yank.’

‘Fuck off, I’m not wearing that!’

‘Well, you fuck off then. I don’t want no kids and I don’t want no VD neither.’

All desire had gone. He was limp. Empty. This is what happened when you went with a whore. Nothing but money, precautions and disease. It weren’t natural.

‘’Ere, take yer money.’ The half-crown was shoved back in his hand. She would have liked to keep it, but Tom was too big and strong to try that on. There wasn’t anything to be gained from staying. She’d come across this situation before with the Irish Catholics and despised them for it. They wanted sex, they were desperate for it, ’cos their wives were frigid or dead or overloaded with kids, but show them a French letter and they ran a mile.

Tom was doubled up in agony, alone in the marriage bed. That woman, that bloody Phoebe. Got him all excited, made him feel worse than ever. He felt like going down and giving it to Kitty like she’d never had it before. He half-sat up, then remembered. She might get pregnant. She might die. And it would all be Tom’s fault. He’d be a murderer. Monsignor Kelly might even denounce him from the pulpit and he’d be damned to the everlasting flames of hell.

He was about to lie down again when his eyes rested on the single bed alongside his where Lizzie, Joan and Nellie slept, the youngest girls at one end, Lizzie at the other.

Tom licked his lips. Sly little bitch. Every time he clapped eyes on her, ever since that night years ago when she’d come at him with the breadknife, he’d been watching her, desiring her. In his drink-sodden mind he put the fault for this on Lizzie herself. He saw her flaunting herself in front of him, brushing against him as she placed his tea on the table. And oh, those sly, tantalizing glances, lowering those great long lashes when she caught his eye and twisting her lips provocatively.

Yes, it was all on her side, not his. Cunning bitch. It was her that wanted him.

He couldn’t contain his pounding, feverish need any longer. He’d been without for nearly a year and if he didn’t get it soon, he’d go mad. Reaching over, he lifted the sleeping girl, putting one hand under her neck, the other supporting her knees. Her skin felt slippery beneath the thin nightdress and as he laid her down beside him, his breathing became hoarse and he found himself gasping with desire.

Lizzie opened her eyes and was about to cry out in fear when her dad clapped his great clammy hand over her mouth. She knew what he was going to do. He was going to do what he’d done to her mam every night for as long as she could remember until Kitty had come out of hospital and begun to sleep downstairs. He was going to put his thing inside her and she knew it would hurt because Mam always moaned when he did it to her and cried when it was over and Dad had gone to sleep.

Now he snarled in her ear: ‘Don’t yer tell anyone about this. Not anyone, or I’ll kill yer and then I’ll kill yer mam too. Understand?’

Lizzie tried to turn her head away from the foul stink of his breath. Her eyes glowed like a cat’s in the darkness. Tom was about to hit her for not answering when he realized his hand was covering her mouth. When he removed it, she took a deep, shuddering breath. Christ! He’d nearly suffocated her.

‘D’yer understand?’ he hissed again. Lizzie nodded. He felt rather than saw the gesture. ‘I’ll kill yer if yer tell,’ he repeated, and, unable to control himself any longer, he forced himself on the unwilling body of his eldest daughter. At first, Lizzie wanted to scream out loud from the pain, but fortunately for her a few seconds later she fainted.

His power over his family restored, in his own mind at least, Tom felt in full control when a letter arrived in a thick white envelope on which his name and address were actually typed. It told him that his daughter Elizabeth had passed the scholarship and could go to a good school where she could stay until she was eighteen, and then, according to Kitty, who hovered anxiously in the background, on to university like Mrs Cooper’s son from Dryden Street. Tom bellowed an emphatic and confident, ‘No!’

Kitty pleaded, the boys pleaded. Even the little ones, sensing the honour involved, pleaded. Lizzie said nothing, regarding her dad with contempt.

‘No,’ he repeated. ‘This letter’s addressed ter me. It’s me they’re asking and I say no. It’s me’d have to pay fer the bleedin’ expensive uniform and books and things.’

‘We’ll pay,’ said Kevin, Tony and Chris together.

‘Yer don’t have ter pay fer things anyway, Dad,’ said Jimmie, who’d failed the scholarship, as had all the older boys. ‘That’s what a scholarship means, gettin’ things fer free.’

‘This sorta fancy education’s not fer girls, anyways. Lizzie’s the eldest girl and she has to help her mam.’

‘I can manage, Tom. Joan and Nellie can always lend a hand. ‘Sides which, it doesn’t mean she’ll go away, does it?’

Kitty was desperate. She wanted him to agree mainly for Lizzie’s sake, but also the idea of an O’Brien child leaving the house for school dressed in a velour hat with a badge on and a satchel over her shoulder made her heart swell with pride. She could scarcely believe it. Fancy Lizzie turning out so much cleverer than the boys, particularly with a foreigner …

She stopped that thought dead in its tracks.

‘See, the nearest grammar school’s in Waterloo – Seafield Convent.’ Kevin picked the letter up. ‘She’d only have ter get a bus down the road. It’d take quarter of an hour at most.’

Tom snatched the letter back. ‘Look what it sez ’ere,’ he snorted. ‘What yer need ter buy for this bleedin’ convent. A hockey stick! A bleedin’ hockey stick!’

Lizzie had crept into the hallway and sat on the stairs listening. Like lots of children, her education had been badly affected by the war, attending school only half a day for several years and missing lots of classes altogether when there were air raids. She should have started senior school a year ago. Now she was twelve and had sat the scholarship late as a special concession. She was too old to sit it again.

It was now or never. With all her heart she wanted to go to a school where she’d learn foreign languages and sciences, subjects not taught in the senior school she was about to go to with Jimmie.

She wasn’t keen on having a hockey stick as she hated team games, but she prayed and prayed her dad would give in and let her go. Why had the scholarship people written to him anyway? He’d never been the slightest bit interested in any of them. They should have written to Mam. It was Mam who asked questions about what they’d been doing at school, and even went to the library to get books out on things they didn’t understand, like caterpillars or Roundheads or long division, but the library staff always made her leave because the little O’Briens made so much noise and anyway, poor Mam couldn’t understand what headings to look under.

Seafield Convent was probably just like The Fourth Form at St Monica’s, a book Lizzie had borrowed from the school library, or the schools in the Girls’ Crystal, a magazine which her friend Tessa loaned her every week.

What she would have liked best of all was to go to a boarding school where she could get away from the awful thing her dad did every night. Perhaps all dads did that to their daughters when their mams were ill, though nobody at school ever mentioned it happening to them. Perhaps they’d been sworn to secrecy, like her. Flora Steward’s mam had died when she was a baby and she’d been brought up by her dad. Lizzie wondered if she could ask her. She wanted to know if it would always hurt so much, but was scared that if she confided in someone and her dad found out, he would kill her and Mam as he’d threatened to.

Lizzie rarely cried. It was weak to cry, but right now she felt the tears sting her eyes because she wanted to go to the posh school and she wanted her dad to leave her alone at night. She felt so tired.

Suddenly, there was a crash from the kitchen. Tom had pushed the table back and sent the chairs flying.

‘Sod the lottya yis,’ he screamed. ‘She’s not goin’. Me mind’s made up.’

And with that, he left the house for the pub and although Kitty tried to raise the matter again several times, he flatly refused to discuss it and on one of the occasions, the boys being out, he managed to give her a black eye.

The letter from the Education Department remained unanswered, and one day Kitty put it away in a drawer. In years to come, she would often take it out and re-read it, although she knew the words by heart. She used to wonder … if Lizzie had gone to the grammar school, how differently would her life have turned out?
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