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Chapter One

ABBIE MARTIN KNEW she ought to be in bed and asleep, but tomorrow, Sunday, would be the 18th July 1926, and it would be her eleventh birthday, and she couldn’t sleep for worrying about whether or not she would be getting the wooden hoop she’d set her heart on. If she didn’t get one this year then she’d be too old to have one at all.

Her friend Sandra Lewis, who lived in the same street, had a lovely red hoop, and Abbie had begged her mammy to buy her a blue one. Then, when they played together, they wouldn’t have to take it in turns to share Sandra’s. They’d be able to run races or bowl them along side by side and pretend they were riding bikes or that they were sitting alongside one another in a posh motor car.

‘You can think yourself lucky if you get a new pair of shoes for your birthday,’ her mammy had said caustically. ‘We’ve not got money to waste on rubbish like hoops. It’s all right for Sandra, her dad’s in regular work and so is her mam.’

‘I wish my dad would come home,’ Abbie murmured wistfully.

‘What dad?’ Ellen Martin snapped. ‘You never even knew the bugger. One look at you and he was off! He skedaddled when you were only a couple of days old. He said he was off to join the Army and that was the last any of us ever heard of him.’

‘Father Patrick said he still might come back one day, if we all pray hard enough,’ Abbie said, her lower lip trembling.

‘Shurrup with your daft talk!’ Ellen’s mouth tightened and the wrinkles around her dull brown eyes increased. ‘He’s gone for good, and after all this time I wouldn’t even give him house room if he came home and stood on the doorstep and begged me to take him in.’

Abbie looked at her mother, wide-eyed. How could she say that, she wondered. If her dad ever did come back then she was sure her mammy would be happy again. She might even kiss and cuddle Abbie like Sandra’s mammy cuddled Sandra. And if her dad came back she was sure he would take her on his knee and kiss her and tell her how much he loved her, because that was what Sandra’s dad was always doing; it was what dads did.

Abbie’s dad would buy her a hoop, too, even though she was almost too old for such a plaything, she was sure of that. Hoops and tops and dolls were really only for little kids. When she went back to school in September it would be skipping-ropes, roller skates if you were lucky enough to be able to afford them, and swopping cigarette cards and comics.

Abbie was so desperate to have her own hoop that she’d even plucked up the courage to ask Billy, her eldest brother, who was twenty-six and worked down at the Docks helping to unload cargo from the boats, if he’d buy her one. He’d not even bothered to reply, simply cuffed her around the ears, told her to grow up, and then shoved her out of the back door into the dark jowler, which separated their house in Bostock Street from the houses in Kew Street, with the toe of his boot.

Only her other brother Sam, who was almost three years older than her and would be fourteen next January, seemed to understand how much she wanted a blue hoop. Even though he had started working on Saturdays as a delivery boy for the ironmonger in Scotland Road, he still hadn’t got enough money saved up to buy her one.

‘It will soon be the school holidays and I’ll be working every day in August, so if you don’t get a hoop for your birthday then I might be able to manage to buy you one – if Mam doesn’t take all my money off me,’ he promised.

Abbie moved away from the window the moment she saw her brother Billy and her mother come staggering down the street, their arms linked as they swayed drunkenly from side to side.

They were an odd-looking couple. Billy was short and as skinny as a beanpole, while her mammy was twice his size. They looked alike, though, because they both had lank brown hair that was so thin that in places you could see the shiny pink of their scalps through it. Sam had the same colour hair as them, but his was as thick as a brush, and short and shiny.

Abbie’s own hair was quite different. It was jet black, very thick and very straight with a heavy fringe. When it grew too long her mammy used to stick a pudding basin on her head and then chop off any hair sticking out beneath the rim.

In the twilight, with her broad shoulders, stout legs, muscular arms, and a greasy old cap on her head the same as Billy’s, her mammy looked like a big strong man. She drank like a man, too, Abbie thought with a shudder.

Every Friday night, as soon as they were paid, both her mammy and Billy went drinking, trailing from one pub to the next in Scotland Road and Great Homer Street until closing time. And they were back in the pubs again on Saturday night, if there was any money left after they’d been to the pawnshop to get their Sunday-best clothes out.

On Sunday they went to Mass if they’d sobered up enough. Her mammy would be dressed up in her best brown coat, brown felt cloche hat and brown lace-up shoes, whatever the weather, and Billy would be wearing his shiny navy suit with a white shirt and spotted red tie.

They’d all be on their knees, praying for their souls, and her mammy and Billy kowtowing to Father Patrick by slipping a shiny bright tanner into the collection plate, even if there was nothing at home for Sunday dinner. And her mammy always lit a penny candle to the memory of her daughter, Audrey, who’d been a year younger than Billy, but who’d been dead now for about eleven years.

By the following Wednesday all their finery would be back in Solly Greenberg’s pawnshop. Abbie’s mammy needed the money to buy some scrag-end of mutton from Bank’s meat shop, and some potatoes, onions and carrots from the market, to make a pot of scouse that had to last them all until payday came round again.

On payday they always redeemed their clothes, ready for Sunday, and then started all over again.

Abbie couldn’t understand why Billy didn’t find himself a girlfriend and get married instead of going out drinking with their mam all the time. She’d talked about it to her friend Sandra.

‘He’s like Michael Ryan,’ Sandra told her solemnly. ‘He’s about the same age as your Billy and he doesn’t have a girlfriend either.’

‘But he doesn’t go out drinking with his mam, does he!’

‘No, he goes drinking on his own or with his dad whenever Paddy Ryan’s ship is in dock.’ Sandra giggled, ‘I think Michael Ryan’s ever so handsome, don’t you?’

Abbie shrugged. ‘He’s old, like our Billy,’ she said dismissively.

‘Your Sam isn’t old, though,’ Sandra grinned.

Abbie didn’t answer. Sam was special, and she didn’t want to talk about him or share her thoughts about him with anyone.

If it had been anyone else but Sam she would have been happy to talk about him, and tease Sandra about having a crush on him, but not when it was Sam. She wanted to keep him all to herself. He was the only person who really loved her, who cuddled her and comforted her when she was lonely or sad.

Sandra was her very best friend and Sam’s pal, Peter Ryan, was a good friend as well. She liked it when the four of them played together, but they didn’t understand her or love her like Sam did.

Although it was very late it still wasn’t properly dark, and the July night was so warm that the poky little back-bedroom in the small terraced house in Bostock Street was stuffy and airless.

Knowing her mother would be home at any minute, Abbie quickly got ready for bed. She removed her flowered cotton skirt and the shrunken jumper that had once belonged to her brother Sam, and put them over the bedrail. Gingerly, she took off the rubber-soled plimsolls that had also been his until he’d outgrown them. His big toe had gone right through the canvas upper leaving a frayed jagged hole, and sometimes her big toenail caught on it and made her yelp with pain. She had no socks and the plimsolls chafed her ankles because they were too big, and her heels felt sore where they had been rubbed raw.

She still felt hot and sticky, even though she was wearing only her grubby cotton knickers as she scrambled into bed. She pulled the grimy sheet up over her head to try and shut out the sound of raucous voices, as her mammy and Billy came into the house and stumbled into the table in the living room, knocking over a couple of chairs. They’d been out drinking all evening and spent enough money on beer and cigarettes to buy a dozen hoops, she thought sadly.

Abbie trembled as the noise from downstairs became louder, and she burrowed deeper into the bed, but it was no good, she couldn’t shut out the racket they were making and she knew it would go on for another hour at least. At present they were only singing and joking, but any moment now they would start argy-bargying with each other, and that’s when one or both of them could turn nasty.

Her mammy had a terrible temper when she was riled, and if she came upstairs and found Abbie still awake, even though it was her birthday the next day, she’d still wallop her. Yet how could she sleep when they were kicking up such a din, she thought peevishly.

Sneaking out of bed, she padded across the bare boards to the door. ‘Sam, Sam, are you still awake?’ she called in a sibilant whisper. ‘Can I come in your bed with you?’

‘You know you can’t! What would happen if our Billy found you in here? Stay in your own bed and curl up and go to sleep before they come upstairs and find you still awake, Abbie,’ Sam called back from the room along the passage.

‘I can’t sleep, Sam!’ A sob shook her voice. ‘I’m so frightened.’

She knew she was lucky to have a bedroom all to herself, even if it wasn’t much bigger than a cupboard. It was at the back of the house, a tiny room built over the scullery, and she felt cut off from the two main bedrooms. She heard Sam’s bed-springs creak and the next minute he was padding along the landing towards her room.

‘You’d better get back into bed before they come upstairs,’ he warned again.

‘Will you stay with me then? Please, Sam,’ she pleaded.

‘For a few minutes, but only if you promise to go to sleep.’

‘If you cuddle me, then perhaps I might be able to,’ she agreed plaintively.

‘You’ll get me into trouble if Mam or Billy catch me in here so hurry up and go to sleep,’ he murmured as he climbed into her bed.

‘I will try, Sam.’ Abbie’s huge blue eyes filled with tears and her mouth trembled as she snuggled into him. ‘No one else but you loves me or ever cuddles me.’

He curled up beside her on the narrow iron bedstead, whispering words of comfort as the noise from downstairs became even louder. One minute their mother and Billy were singing at the top of their voices, the next they were viciously cursing each other.

Sam had intended to slip out of Abbie’s bed and creep back into his own room before Billy came up to bed, but he was so tired that even though he didn’t mean to do so, he dozed off. The next thing he knew, Billy was in the room, hauling him out of the bed by the scruff of his neck and booting him along the passage to the bedroom they shared.

‘I’ve told you before, you little bugger, about running in to that little bitch every time she whimpers. Encourage her, you do. She’s always whingeing or whining about something,’ he snarled as he stumbled after Sam into their own room.

‘You and Mam woke her up with all the noise you were making when you came home and she was frightened,’ Sam protested.

‘Don’t you bloody well answer me back!’ Picking up the boot he had just taken off, Billy hurled it in Sam’s direction.

Sam ducked and the heavy steel-tipped boot smashed into the window, and there was the sound of breaking glass.

‘Now look what you’ve done, you stupid sod!’ Billy grunted.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ Ellen Martin stumbled into the room. Her eyes were bleary, her hair was straggling round her face and there were beer stains down the front of her red cotton blouse and black skirt. ‘Was that glass breaking?’

‘It’s this silly young bugger’s fault,’ Billy muttered, making a grab at Sam and missing.

‘You broke the window when you threw your boot at me,’ Sam argued.

Ellen glared at Sam. ‘I don’t care whose fault it is, you can sodding well mend it and pay for the glass. That will take care of most of the money you earn during your school holiday,’ she told him sharply.

‘Oh, come on Mam, that’s not fair …’

‘Any more lip and you’ll feel my hand round your face,’ Billy growled menacingly.

‘Shut up, the pair of you,’ Ellen bellowed. ‘I’ve had a skinful and I’ve got a head on me like a bucket, and I need some kip.’

Reeling drunkenly she made her way to her own bedroom at the front of the house, slamming the door shut with such force that the whole place shook.

Belching and reeking of beer, Billy collapsed on the bed fully dressed and still wearing one boot. In a befuddled, drunken stupor he began snoring noisily almost at once.

Sam could hear Abbie sobbing and started to creep out of the room to make sure she was all right, but Billy suddenly snorted violently and sat up. Sam kept perfectly still, clinging on to the edge of the bed as far away from Billy as possible, holding his breath, waiting for him to pass out again.

As soon as he did, Sam made his way back into his sister’s bedroom. ‘Ssh!’ he warned as her sobbing grew louder. ‘If Mam hears you then you’ll be in for a hiding. Now go to sleep or you won’t be able to get up in time for Mass in the morning, and then you’ll be in even more trouble.’

Abbie’s eleventh birthday started out as one of the most miserable days of her life.

She woke early, dying to find out if her mammy had bought her a hoop after all, but when it was time for Abbie to leave for church, Ellen was still in bed, sleeping off her excesses from the night before.

Abbie didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t possibly wait until she came home again, so she crept into her mother’s bedroom to see if she could waken her. Gently, she kissed her mother’s raddled face.

Ellen’s hand came up and slapped at her as if swatting away a fly or a bedbug. Her bleary eyes opened and she stared angrily at Abbie.

‘For Christ’s sake, Abbie, get off me, let me be,’ she screeched as Abbie tried to kiss her again.

Roughly, Ellen freed herself from the two skinny arms that had crept round her neck, and she forcibly pushed Abbie away.

‘Can I come in your bed for a quick cuddle, Mammy?’ Abbie pleaded. ‘It is my birthday, so can I have a cuddle?’ she asked again, hopefully.

‘Cuddle? At your age! Bugger off and leave me to get some shuteye before I belt you one.’

‘It’s my birthday, Mammy,’ Abbie repeated forlornly. ‘You haven’t even given me a kiss!’

She stood by the side of the bed, shifting uneasily from one foot to the other, knowing it was dangerous to ask, but she simply had to know. ‘Mammy, did you get me a hoop for my birthday?’ she asked in a tiny voice that was little more than a whisper.

‘Hoop! No, I didn’t get you a bloody hoop, I’ve already told you I haven’t money to waste on rubbish.’

‘So you got me new shoes, did you? Can I wear them to church?’

‘Shoes? I haven’t bought you any new shoes, I haven’t bought you any bloody thing. Now clear off and leave me in peace.’

Abbie fought to keep back her tears as she called for Sandra so that they could walk to church together as usual. She wished Sandra didn’t know it was her birthday, she wished no one in the world knew, then she wouldn’t have to explain that her own mammy wasn’t giving her any sort of present at all.

Sandra, dressed in a pale blue dress, white socks and black shoes, and with a blue bow in her shining fair hair, was jumping up and down on her doorstep impatiently as Abbie approached. ‘Come on, run,’ she shouted, ‘or we won’t have time to look at your present.’

‘I haven’t got a present,’ Abbie muttered, and the tears she had been struggling so hard to hold in check began to slowly trickle from the corner of her eyes and channel their way down her thin cheeks.

‘Yes you have,’ Sandra giggled, her pretty face wreathed in smiles. She grabbed hold of Abbie’s hand and dragged her over the doorstep and into the living room.

It was a light, airy room, where everything was shiny and smelled of lavender furniture-polish. The walls were painted cream and there were flowered curtains and matching cushion covers. There was a vase of artificial roses in the middle of a highly polished table. At each end of the mantelpiece were two white china dogs, and in between them was a big mirror.

‘Here,’ Sandra grabbed a huge, thin package wrapped up in gaudy paper that was propped up against the wall. ‘Happy birthday,’ she said as she passed it to Abbie. ‘Go on then, open it!’ Sandra giggled, her grey eyes sparkling with excitement.

It was such pretty paper that Abbie tried to take it off as carefully as she could, so as not to tear it, but Sandra was impatient for her to see inside the parcel and grabbed one end of the paper and ripped it from top to bottom.

‘There!’ she exclaimed.

Abbie stared, too choked to speak as she gazed at the wonderful bright-blue hoop. It was exactly what she had set her heart on owning. She couldn’t believe her eyes.

‘You do like it, don’t you?’ Sandra asked anxiously. ‘Your mam hasn’t bought you one as well, has she?’

‘It’s wonderful,’ Abbie breathed, her blue eyes shining, a smile splitting her thin face almost in two. ‘It’s exactly what I dreamed of having. The best present in the world!’

‘Your Sam told me that your mammy was buying you a pair of new shoes,’ Sandra commented. ‘Why aren’t you wearing them?’

The light went out of Abbie’s face for a moment. ‘Well, she didn’t do that either,’ she muttered.

‘So what did she buy you?’

Abbie didn’t answer, simply shook her head.

‘You two had better get a move on or you’ll be late for church,’ Mrs Lewis told them briskly. ‘I’ll stand your new blue hoop alongside Sandra’s red one, Abbie, until you come back.’

Abbie hesitated. Now that she had the hoop in her hands she didn’t want to let go of it, in case it was all a dream and it vanished into thin air.

‘Come on, Abbie, it will be quite safe with me.’

Reluctantly, Abbie passed it over to Mrs Lewis, but not before she had run her hand all the way round its smooth, shining edge.

Then, on impulse, she flung her arms around Sandra’s mother’s neck and kissed her fervently on her soft plump cheek.

‘Happy birthday, Abbie!’ Mo Lewis returned her hug and kissed her on the brow.

Her birthday was going to be special after all, Abbie thought happily, as she and Sandra set off for St Anthony’s.

There was more to come. Sam bought her a bar of milk chocolate which she shared out with him, Sandra and Peter Ryan. Peter’s mother gave her a bright blue bag, which had a long strap so that she could wear it like a satchel. Inside it was a white handkerchief trimmed with lace with an ‘A’ embroidered in blue silk in one corner, and a little mirror, and a blue comb.

By the time she went back to her own home, eager to show off all her birthday presents, her mother and Billy were already back from late Mass.

‘Put all that rubbish up into your room and help our Sam lay the table,’ her mother told her sharply. ‘I stuck a chicken in the oven before I went to Mass, seeing as it’s your birthday, and it’s probably cooked by now.’

Abbie’s heart lifted. Her mammy did love her after all, she thought happily, as she cleared away the dirty crockery, the overflowing ashtray and the empty beer bottles.

From a dismal beginning, her eleventh birthday had become the happiest day of her life, Abbie reflected when she went to bed that night, her new blue hoop leaning against the wall where she could reach out and touch it.


Chapter Two

ABBIE AND SANDRA spent every moment they could after school each night playing outside with their hoops. The long July evenings meant that it was often well after nine o’clock before they went home to bed.

Peter often joined them and they’d try and keep up with him, trundling their hoops as he rode up and down Bostock Street on his bike. Abbie, because she was thinner and taller than Sandra, usually managed to do so. When they reached the corner they would wait until Sandra, puffing and panting, her short plump legs aching with the effort, caught them up.

Mo Lewis came out into the road occasionally to make sure they were all right. Sometimes she brought them a jam butty each, or a piece of her home-made seed cake, which Abbie loved but Sandra wouldn’t eat because the caraway seeds stuck in her teeth. Maggie Ryan would often join her for a gossip and she never came empty-handed either. She usually brought them some biscuits or a wedge of Wet Nelly.

Sam, too, would join them after he’d finished making deliveries in the Scotland Road area, riding up and down Bostock Street on his delivery bike and circling around them, wobbling like crazy because the big metal basket fastened to the front of his bike made turning in tight circles difficult.

Life had never seemed so wonderful, even though her mammy was forever scolding her. And when school broke up towards the end of July, Abbie looked forward to spending even more time playing out with Sandra and the others.

She was in tears when her mother told her that now the school holidays had started she would be taking Abbie along to work with her each day.

‘Why do I have to come with you?’ she asked sulkily.

‘Our Sam will be working and he won’t be able to keep an eye out for you, that’s why.’

‘I’ll be all right on my own. I’ll be playing with Sandra and Peter, and Mrs Lewis or Mrs Ryan will give me a butty if I’m hungry.’

‘You can stop scrounging off those two,’ Ellen Martin said. ‘I’ve told you before to find someone else to play with. We don’t want charity off the likes of them!’

‘It’s not charity,’ Abbie protested. ‘And if you think it is then let me bring them back home for a scoff, and that will pay them back.’

‘Feed that horde! You must be out of your mind. Takes me every penny I earn to put food on the table for my own lot, without feeding the rest of the street,’ Ellen snapped. ‘You’ll come with me, starting Monday morning. You’re big enough to give me a hand so let’s not hear any more about it.’

Abbie resented having to accompany her mother to work. Ellen was employed as a cotton picker, and worked along with a dozen other women in one of the huge sheds on the dockside. Their job was to hack open the great canvas-wrapped bales that had been damaged and tease out the cotton inside them into usable strands again.

The damage that was caused by the salt water, whether because of storms or because the bales had accidentally fallen into the sea, was considerable. The cotton, which had already been packed in as tightly as possible, turned into a solid cake once the salt water impregnated it.

When they’d ripped away the outer canvas they then had to hack out the contents using a sharp, curved knife like a cutlass. One slip and there were cut hands and nicked fingers.

Each wedge they hacked out had then to be torn apart into strands, until it was once more as soft and downy as when it had been first picked from the bushes in southern America.

It was back-breaking work and their hands at the end of the day were raw, their fingertips sore and their nails torn and often bleeding.

Abbie found it was so hot and dusty inside the warehouse sheds that she could hardly breathe. Her mother, like the rest of the women, wore a heavy long black skirt to protect her legs against the roughness of the bales, and an old blouse or shirt. When the weather was cold or wet they each wore a thick black shawl that they could pull up over their heads if necessary. Most of them also wore a man’s cap to keep the dust and the flying downy fragments from the teased cotton out of their hair.

Abbie had always considered her mammy to be a big woman, but some of the others who worked there were taller and broader and even stronger than her mammy. One woman, Abbie saw to her amazement, could move the huge bales, which were as big as the kitchen table at home, on her own.

They all made it clear right from the start that they didn’t like Abbie being there.

‘The sort of things we talk about while we work aren’t for a little kid’s ears,’ one grumbled.

‘She’s no little kid, Ruby Stacey, she’s eleven years old, so you can keep your big gob shut,’ Ellen told her.

‘Doesn’t bloody well look it. Skinny as a rabbit, arms and legs like sticks. Ever tried feeding her?’

‘She gets her share!’ Ellen scowled.

‘Wouldn’t like to see the rest of your lot then,’ Ruby Stacey retorted. ‘No wonder your old man buggered off! Probably went to look for a square meal.’

The other women sniggered and Abbie felt her cheeks burning with shame.

Ellen glowered, but said no more. Ruby Stacey was a florid-faced aggressive woman, much bigger than her, and from the murmurs around her the other women seemed to be siding with Ruby.

Ellen wasn’t prepared to let such taunts slide by, though. She waited her time, watching Ruby like a hawk, determined to have her revenge.

At midday, when work stopped, they all sat on the floor with their backs propped up against the cotton bales, to eat the chip butties or lumps of Wet Nelly they’d brought with them, and it was then Ellen saw her chance.

Ruby Stacey had pulled off her big clumping boots to give her aching feet an airing. Tucked into the top of the thick woollen socks she was wearing was a small wad of something wrapped in newspaper. As she got up to go and relieve herself in the bucket that stood screened off by a piece of canvas in a corner of the shed, the wad dropped to the ground with a dull thud as she walked past Ellen.

Swiftly, Ellen stuck out her leg and flicked her long black skirt so that it covered the package. She waited to see if anyone else had noticed, but no one seemed to have done so. Carefully, she leaned forward as if scratching her leg, and slid the wad into the palm of her hand, and then, still appearing to be scratching herself, hid it away in the front of her blouse.

She saw Abbie was watching her open-mouthed, her blue eyes saucer wide, and gave her a warning frown that she was to say nothing.

Ruby returned, collected up her bits and pieces and went back to work. Ellen did likewise. The moment she got Abbie on her own she turned on her fiercely.

‘Now, you keep your mouth shut and say nothing to no one about what you saw, you understand!’ she warned.

‘Was there money in that newspaper …?’

‘I’ve told you! One word and I’ll tan your backside, and that’s just for starters. You’ve seen nothing! Understand? Now get outside and take a breather in the fresh air and think about what I’ve told you,’ Ellen continued, pushing her towards the open doors.

A heat haze shrouded Liverpool. Across the Mersey, which was as smooth as a millpond, Abbie could see, to the left, Cammell Laird’s shipyard at Birkenhead, black smoke pouring from its chimneys. Away to her right, though, was the holiday coastline of Seacombe, Egremont, and New Brighton, and she wished she could be there instead of having to go back inside the hot, dusty cotton shed for the rest of the afternoon.

‘What you going to do with that money, Mammy?’ she asked as they left work and began to make their way home up Water Street and Dale Street towards Scotland Road.

‘What money?’

‘The money that woman dropped!’

‘The heat in that shed has addled your brains. I know nothing about any money.’

‘You picked it up. I saw you.’

‘You want to watch your tongue, saying things like that!’ her mother warned her. ‘Keep your trap shut about what goes on in the shed, and about anything you hear, do you understand?’

Abbie nodded, but it worried her. What would Father Patrick say when her mammy confessed to him that she’d picked the money up and kept it. He’d think she was a thief. He couldn’t tell the police, of course, because everything you told Father Patrick when you went to confession was strictly between you and him and God. He’d know, though!

It was such a big secret that she had to tell someone. She mustn’t tell Sandra in case she told her mother, and her mother told her dad and then they told the police. There was only one person she could tell, and that was Sam.

The minute they’d finished their meal, Ellen shooed Abbie and Sam out to play. ‘Billy and me’s got a bit of business to see to, so we might not be here when you get back. Put yourselves to bed and no larking about, mind.’

‘Where are you going, Mammy?’

‘Out!’

Abbie felt uneasy. She was sure it had something to do with the money her mammy had picked up off the warehouse floor earlier that day. She was longing to confide in Sam, but her mother’s threats stopped her. She’d had a pasting from her mammy before, and well remembered how her mammy’s heavy-handed slaps had left her bruised for days afterwards.

She couldn’t put it out of her mind, though, and she came in from playing with Sandra early, complaining she didn’t feel well.

‘What you got then, a bellyache?’ Sam asked.

She shook her head.

‘You haven’t fallen out with each other at last, have you?’ Sam grinned. ‘Like a pair of Siamese twins, you two. See one, see the other.’

‘It’s nothing like that.’

‘So what’s bothering you?’

‘I got things to think about, that’s all. I’m going to bed.’

Abbie found it was impossible to sleep. She sat by the window, staring out, watching people come and go until it grew so dark and she became so cold that she was shivering.

She’d undressed and crept under the covers when she heard her mammy and Billy coming down the street, singing drunkenly at the top of their voices. Immediately she knew what sort of business they’d had in mind.

‘Have you heard those two?’ Sam said, coming into her room. ‘It’s only the beginning of the week! Where have they found the money to go boozing?’

Abbie bit her lip. Should she tell him? She was bursting to do so. Could she trust him to say nothing. She was sure she could.

‘Mammy picked up some money in the warehouse today, that’s where they got the beer money from,’ she said in a dramatic whisper.

‘Picked it up? What do you mean? Some sort of bonus?’

Abbie gave a hysterical giggle. ‘No, she stole it, stupid. You mustn’t tell anyone you know, or that I told you,’ she added quickly. ‘She said she’d skelp me if I told on her.’

Sam stared at her, his brown eyes widening in disbelief. ‘So whose money was it, and how did she come to steal it?’

In hurried whispers Abbie told him all about the wad of newspaper-wrapped money falling out of Ruby Stacey’s sock, and her mother picking it up and saying nothing.

‘Silly cow! Everyone down the Docks knows that Ruby Stacey will fight anyone. She beats her old man to a pulp when he steps out of line. She’ll make mincemeat out of Mam if she finds out.’

‘You won’t tell, though, will you?’ Abbie pleaded.

Before Sam could answer, the bedroom door burst open and Billy stood there staring at them. He lurched into the room, holding on to the doorpost for support.

‘I’m fed up with telling you about coming in here and pandering to that little bitch,’ he snarled. Seizing Sam by his mop of thick hair he began shaking him.

‘Leave off, you’re scalping me,’ Sam growled as he tried to struggle free. ‘I only came in because the noise you and Mam were making woke Abbie up and she was frightened.’

‘Frightened! I’ll tan her backside in a minute if she doesn’t shut up and get to sleep, and then she’ll have something to be frightened about. So will you if I take my belt off to you.’

As she heard them arguing, Abbie cowered down in bed and stuffed a corner of the pillow into her mouth so that Billy wouldn’t hear her crying.

When her mother came stumping up the stairs, Abbie hoped she was coming to see if she was all right. She wanted the chance to tell her mammy to keep out of Ruby Stacey’s way because she didn’t want her to get hurt.

A moment later she heard her mother slam her bedroom door shut, and she felt completely rejected.

She knew Sam wouldn’t be able to come back to her room so she pulled the bedclothes over her head and sobbed herself to sleep.


Chapter Three

ABBIE SENSED THERE was going to be trouble from the moment she woke up the next morning. Billy didn’t even put in an appearance before Abbie and her Mam left for work, and her mother, still hungover from her binge the night before, said she felt too ill to walk from Scotland Road to the dockside. They took a penny ride on one of the Green Goddesses, but as the tram swayed violently from side to side Ellen had a hard job not to throw up, and they had to get off at the top of Water Street and walk the rest of the way.

Abbie felt ashamed to be seen with her mother as she lurched from one side to the other, belching loudly and bumping into people if they got in her way.

‘Do you think you should go back home, Mammy?’ she asked worriedly, when Ellen was violently sick as they approached the grim-looking five-storey warehouse.

‘Keep your trap shut. When I want your advice I’ll ask for it,’ Ellen muttered, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘I’ll be all right now I’ve brought that lot up.’

In Abbie’s opinion she was far from being all right. She followed her mother into the ground floor of the warehouse. She hated it in there. The air was thick with dust, and the enormous spiders’ webs that hung from the ceiling were coated with fibres and hung like grey clouds above her head. As usual she started sneezing. Quick, dry sneezes in such rapid succession that they brought tears to her eyes and left her choking and gasping for breath.

‘Pinch your nose between your thumb and finger, chooks,’ one of the women told her. ‘That’ll stop you sneezing, luv.’

She did as she was told, hurrying after her mother who was scuffling along sending up clouds of dust from the cotton-strewn floor as she weaved her way unsteadily between the massive bales.

‘What happened to you this morning then, Mrs Martin?’ Polly Hicks, the forewoman, demanded as she eyed Ellen up and down. ‘Overslept? Or were you too bloody drunk to get up?’

Ellen belched loudly, but didn’t answer.

When they reached the bale assigned to her, Ellen slithered to the ground, rested her back against it and closed her eyes.

‘I’ve already docked you an hour for being late,’ Polly Hicks rasped. ‘If you sit there a moment longer then I’ll stop another hour out of your wages.’

Ellen opened her eyes, ran her hand over her face, and struggled to her feet. Picking up the cotton-hook lying on top of the bale, she slashed away savagely at the canvas covering.

‘You’d do better if you cut off the steel bands first, wouldn’t you?’ Polly Hicks muttered scathingly. She handed Ellen a pair of heavy shears and watched, frowning, as Ellen tried to use them.

‘Give them here, you daft cow.’

Snatching the shears back, Polly Hicks deftly cut through the steel bands that held the bale intact.

‘Now get on with it!’ she snapped as she walked away.

It took Ellen several more minutes to open up the bale enough to reach the tightly packed, water-soaked cotton inside, then she sank down on the floor again, completely exhausted. Leaning against the bale she dropped her head on to her knees.

‘You make a start on it,’ she muttered, pushing the vicious looking cotton-knife towards Abbie.

Abbie looked at the sharp, curved blade and shook her head. ‘I can’t, Mammy. I don’t know how to use this knife.’

‘Take hold of it and hack out as many wads as you can. You know how to tease it out with your fingers until it’s like cotton wool. You’ve seen me do it, now get on with it.’

Abbie tried, but the cotton was rock hard and the sharp knife simply skittered over the surface. She did her best at digging the point in and then twisting it to try and free even a small wedge, but she hadn’t the strength in her small hands to do even that.

Abbie made another attempt, tears of frustration trickling down her cheeks. She stabbed wildly at the bale. The knife spun out of her hand and, rebounding from the iron-hard surface, landed point down on her bare knee drawing a thin trickle of blood. Abbie screamed in fright.

‘Give it here!’ A scrawny woman who had been watching her antics snatched the knife from her hands and slashed out a dozen wedges. ‘There you are, luv, pick those up off the floor and start teasing ‘em out. That should keep you going for a while. Perhaps your mam’ll be feeling more herself by the time you’ve done that and then she can take over again.’

‘Not her! By the looks of things she was on the booze again last night and she’s had a skinful!’ Ruby Stacey snarled. ‘Beginning of the week, too, so I wonder where the drunken bitch got her money from?’

The women paused in what they were doing and an expectant hush fell on the warehouse. One or two of them nudged each other and grinned, as if they knew there was a row brewing and they were looking forward to whatever happened next.

Ruby Stacey looked round at all the expectant faces and smiled grimly, then she strode across the warehouse and stood, arms akimbo, in front of Ellen. ‘I suppose yer didn’t pick a nice little wad of money up off the floor by any chance, did you, missus? Four nice, bright, shiny florins wrapped up in old newspaper?’

Ellen groaned, but didn’t look up.

Ruby’s boot went out and made contact with Ellen’s chin. ‘I’m speaking to you!’

‘Lemme be, can’t you, I’m not feeling so good,’ Ellen moaned.

‘I bet you’re bloody not! That was my week’s wages. That was to keep me, me old man and me four kids in grub this week! And you stole it, yer thieving bitch.’

Ellen pushed the woman’s boot out of her face. ‘I didn’t steal yer rotten money,’ she muttered.

‘You bloody well did! Lulu over there saw you. She saw me drop it, and then she spotted you picking it up and sticking it down the front of yer dress. Too frightened of you to open her gob, the silly bitch. Any decent body would have handed it back to me.’

Abbie held her breath, scared of what was going to happen next. She wanted to run and fetch Polly Hicks, the forewoman, who had gone across to the office about something, but her legs felt like lead and she was rooted to the spot.

‘So what you goin’ to do about it then, missus?’ Ruby thrust one of her large hands under Ellen’s chin, forcing her head back so that she had to look up. ‘Well, do I get my ackers back or not?’

‘I haven’t got yer money!’

Ruby Stacey gave a mirthless laugh. ‘No, you probably haven’t got it now, judging by the looks of yer!’ Her hand closed threateningly into a fist.

Ellen screamed with pain as it made contact with the side of her face. Abbie rushed to her side and put her thin little arms around her mother’s neck protectively. ‘You get away from my mammy, you’re nothing but a great big bully,’ she stormed, her blue eyes flashing with anger as she stared up at Ruby Stacey.

‘Nice try, kiddo, but this is between grown-ups,’ Ruby said contemptuously. She grabbed hold of Abbie and, picking her up with one hand, swung her feet off the ground then dumped her on top of the nearest cotton bale. ‘Stay there or you might get hurt as well,’ she warned. ‘Your mam’s got no right bringing you here with her. The Gaffer would do his nut if he knew.’

She turned back to Ellen who was nursing her bruised face. ‘Well?’ she barked, dragging her unceremoniously to her feet. ‘What have you got to say for yerself?’

Ellen tried to wriggle free, but Ruby’s grasp became even tighter, shaking her as if she was a rag doll. Ellen lashed out with her feet and caught the other woman a resounding blow on her shin with the toe of her boot.

‘Want to play rough, do you?’ Ruby snarled.

She released her hold on Ellen without warning and Ellen landed in a heap at her feet amidst a cloud of dust.

Ruby regarded her scornfully. ‘Now give me my money or get up and fight,’ she ordered.

‘How can I?’ White-faced and shaking, Ellen stared belligerently at her opponent. Normally she knew Ruby wouldn’t want to fight her because they were much the same size as each other, but Ruby knew how groggy Ellen was feeling at the moment.

‘For the last time, are you going to give me my money back, or am I going to beat it out of you?’

‘I told you, I haven’t got your money,’ Ellen muttered sullenly.

‘Better find it, then, hadn’t you!’

The other women left their bales and congregated round in a semicircle, watching with avid interest. Ruby had a reputation as a fighter and most of them had felt the power of her fist at some time, and they were keyed up to see what the outcome of the altercation would be.

With a grunt like a Samoan wrestler, Ruby pitched into Ellen. She punched her, butted and kicked her until Ellen was almost senseless.

Crouched on top of one of the bales, Abbie was witness to all that was happening. As Ruby raised one of her big muscular arms to take another swipe, Abbie was sure the woman was going to kill her mother.

Ruby finally stopped, leaving Ellen lying on the floor in a pool of blood and vomit.

Abbie’s heart was pounding with fear as she tried to climb down to see if she could help her mother. Ruby heard her move and swung round and barked at her to stay where she was.

In the second that Ruby’s attention was diverted, Ellen managed to get up off the floor and snatch up the sharp, curved cotton-knife that Abbie had been using.
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