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    Maggie May, born into the slums of Liverpool in the 1880s, had many difficulties to cope with – a drunken father, the early death of her gentle mother, and the grinding poverty of their lives. But most of all, she had to endure the shame of her name – that of the city’s most notorious prostitute.
  


  
    Taking care of her younger brother and desperately trying to live down her name, Maggie manages to escape from Liverpool to enjoy an idyllic new life. But fate forces her back again and into the arms of a stranger who is to bring her both heartbreak and the greatest happiness she will ever know.
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    The song ‘Maggie May’ is a traditional Liverpool sea-shanty and tells of the days of the sailing ships, of crimps and press gangs and ‘ladies of the night’. The original ‘Maggie’ was transported for her crimes for the song tells us,                                                 
























The Judge he guilty found her,                                                
























Of robbing a homeward-bounder,                                                
























And paid her passage out to Botany Bay.
  


  
    Which is probably why her true identity has been lost in the mists of antiquity, or the early and often unrecorded annals of Australian history.
  


  
    This book is not my version of the life of ‘Maggie May’ but the story of a girl given the same notorious name.
  


  
    My thanks go again to Mr Derek Whale of the                                                 Liverpool Daily Post and Echo























 for his help and advice, to Caroline Sheldon, my agent, for her unstinting support, and to my husband, Robert, for the hundreds of cups of coffee and the always available shoulder to lean on.
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    Bowers Court 1889
  


  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

  


  
    A GIRL! A USELESS, WHINGING girl! Nago May looked down with contempt and increasing anger at the figure lying on the straw pallet on the floor in the corner of the room. He was oblivious to the thin, sweat-drenched body of his exhausted wife, heedless of the unhealthy pallor of her cheeks and the dark circles of sheer exhaustion beneath the pain-dulled blue eyes.
  


  
    His malevolent gaze was fixed on the tiny scrap of humanity, bundled in the grubby remains of a towel, that lay in the crook of Dora’s arm. Already it was waving a tiny fist in the air and yelling its protest at being thrust so harshly into an unfamiliar and increasingly hostile world.
  


  
    ‘Nothin’ wrong with ’er lungs an’ she’s got your ’air!’ Ma Jessup, self-appointed local midwife from the room above, had announced with forced cheerfulness.  It didn’t need much nouse to see that its father was far from pleased with the new baby.
  


  
    ‘She has, it’s goin’ to be red, like yours.’ Dora tried to hold the child out but her strength failed and she bit her lip. One glance at her husband’s face had sent her heart plummeting. She knew what was wrong. He’d wanted a son, not a daughter. After so many miscarriages and dead babies who’d never even taken a first gasp of air, he’d set his heart on a son.
  


  
    Tears welled up in her eyes. Suddenly, Dora felt a great wave of despair wash over her. It wasn’t going to be easy to cope, but life had never been easy, particularly over the last few years. Her gaze wandered slowly around the miserable basement room. The only light came from the small window, set high in the wall, two of whose panes were broken and stuffed with rags. The walls were stained with dark patches, for the spluttering fire in the grate could do little to remove the chill of the place, let alone keep away the dampness.
  


  
    She shivered as the cold, fetid air seemed to press down on her and mocked the spitting, crackling green twigs and bits of rubbish that passed for a fire.
  


  
    Bowers Court was one of the maze of courts and alleys that criss-crossed Hurst Street and Salthouse Lane which ran down to the docks and the River Mersey. In winter, the raw dampness and heavy fogs seeped into the houses. They crept through badly fitting doors and windows, down chimneys where  often no fire burned to dispel it, and up under flagged floors. In summer, it was a stinking, airless hell-hole. Vermin were always present, but in summer clouds of flies increased the misery and the threat of pestilence.
  


  
    They had little in the way of possessions, for Nago spent more time out of work than he did in it. What little he did earn was mainly spent on beer and tobacco. His only bit of pleasure, he always yelled whenever she remonstrated with him. Some weeks there was nothing left to pay the rent and buy scraps of food and they were always in debt. There was nothing much in the way of furniture. The few ornaments which had given the room a bit of a homely look had all been pawned long ago. The straw pallet, with its two threadbare blankets, an old, battered table and an equally decrepit food press, a couple of rickety stools, a kettle, a black stewpot, three tin plates and mugs were all she could call her own.
  


  
    She’d found work when she could and sometimes she’d gone begging in the more prosperous streets but that hadn’t been often because of the constant miscarriages and stillbirths before the birth of this new baby. The first she’d ever managed to carry. Sometimes, when she’d been desperate, she’d borrowed or begged from the neighbours. It was a course of action that couldn’t be repeated often for the residents of Bowers Court were in the same position as themselves. She knew there were thousands of other families in the festering slums of Liverpool who were living on the  edge of starvation and despair, but they didn’t concern her. Her own battle for survival needed all her depleted energies.
  


  
    ‘Well, aren’t yer goin’ ter pick ’er up then?’ Ma Jessup questioned belligerently. Her opinion of Nago May wasn’t very high at the best of times, but after poor Dora had gone through searing agony for the last six hours, during which time there had been no sign of him, she thought the least he could do now was to show some interest in the child. Instead he was standing there as though an even worse stink than that which came from the open midden at the end of the Court, had been wafted under his nose. At least this one looked healthy, there wasn’t much doubt about that, kicking and crying she was, full of life, she thought. Her coarse features constricted into a frown. Dora wasn’t strong, all those miscarriages and still births had taken their toll, and Nago May was a thoughtless, selfish sod.
  


  
    Nago ignored her and continued to glare at his wife. His brown eyes, under straggly, auburn lashes, were hard and cold. He wanted nothing to do with the brat. He’d wanted a son. A man could be proud of a son. The birth of a lad was something to have a laugh and a drink with your mates about. He wanted nothing to do with a bloody girl!
  


  
    He shifted his gaze, stared down at the cracked flags beneath his feet, and pulled his greasy cap further down over his shock of wiry, unkempt hair. He must  have been mad to have saddled himself with a wife and kid. If he hadn’t then he wouldn’t be stuck in this hovel with never enough money in his pocket, never enough food in his belly or decent clothes on his back. Never a good fire in the hearth and Dora forever tired, nagging, complaining. He shouldn’t have stayed in Liverpool at all. When he’d finally been released from the Dublin orphanage, he should have headed for America.
  


  
    His frown deepened, as did his resentment. He’d been a bloody fool. But he’d been young and alone, the repressive and often brutal regime of the Christian Brothers had been in the past. He uttered a snort at the memory. Christian Brothers – that was a laugh! There had been little Christianity or charity about them. They’d inflicted the name Ignatius on him. Then they’d beaten him – for his own good, so he’d been told. They’d worked him to death – also for his own good and had tried, and failed, to instil in him a respect for the Church and a fear of God and His Commandments. Little wonder he’d found freedom from their domain so heady and intoxicating. Then, when he had been so vulnerable, Dora had come along. Pretty, buxom and always laughing and that had been that. He balled his fists in his pockets.
  


  
    The laughter hadn’t lasted long nor had her looks. Now she looked a hag – an ugly, nagging old hag.
  


  
    He’d worked hard in the early days and they hadn’t been doing too badly. Then they’d been beset with  troubles. Work, on a regular basis, had been hard to find. She’d had so many miscarriages and still births that he’d begun to think she was incapable of bearing him a healthy child. He kicked at the edge of the broken flag and the dirt in the crack loosened. It wasn’t his fault, he’d always told himself. It couldn’t be, the pity of his mates reinforced that belief. It was Dora’s fault. There must be a weakness in her. When she’d said she was pregnant again, his hopes had been raised – and now dashed.
  


  
    He realized that both his wife and Ma Jessup were staring at him and he felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. What the hell did they expect him to do or say? Fall on her neck and tell her how bloody marvellous things were? Not a ha’penny to his name and another mouth to feed. Well, he was finished with them all. To hell with trying to be honest and respectable, two of Dora’s favourite words. There were other, easier ways of making a living. Aye, and a better living than this. To hell with honesty and decency, hard work and whinging, bloody women!
  


  
    Ma Jessup, seeing she was not going to get a response from Nago, turned back to Dora with contrived cheerfulness. ‘Let’s get you comfortable, luv. Bit of a wash down, like, an’ you’ll feel better. Then I’d feed ’er. What are yer goin’ ter call ’er?’
  


  
    Dora looked down at the baby and felt a great surge of tenderness, the agony of the last hours forgotten. Nago would get over his disappointment in time,  when he saw how strong the baby was. ‘I was up in Church Street a few weeks back an’ I heard a woman call her daughter Laura. I liked it. It’s different . . . it’s sort of “pretty”.’
  


  
    Before Ma Jessup could reply, Nago emitted a roar of laughter. They both stared at him.
  


  
    ‘Laura! Laura May! What kind of a name is that? Sounds like somethin’ painted on the side of an owld fishin’ boat!’
  


  
    A flush crept over Dora’s pallid cheeks and her thin shoulders straightened a little. ‘I think it’s a lovely name!’
  


  
    A malicious smile crept over Nago’s face as a thought occurred to him. ‘I’m the one who ’as to register ’er, an’ she’s ’avin’ no fancy names. She can ’ave somethin’ plain.’ He jerked his head in the baby’s direction, although he didn’t look at the child. He took his hand from his pockets and folded his arms across his chest. ‘Maggie, that’s what it’ll be. Just plain Maggie.’
  


  
    Ma Jessup looked quickly towards Dora but she was staring up at her husband, an expression of horror on her face. ‘No! NO! You can’t do that to her! You can’t, Nago, please! Not Maggie! Mary, Sarah, Jane, anything but Maggie! Not with your . . . our family name!’
  


  
    Nago felt strangely elated and he stared at the two women with contempt. ‘I’ll call ’er what I bloody well like an’ there’s nothin’ you can do about it!’ he yelled,  then, turning on his heel and laughing, he sauntered from the room and slammed the rickety door after him.
  


  
    The feeble crackling of the fire was the only sound in the room for the baby’s cries had ceased, as though she were afraid of drawing down more wrath upon herself.
  


  
    ‘Jesus! ’E won’t do it, girl!’ Ma Jessup cried, her features registering shock and concern as she saw Dora clutch the baby to her.
  


  
    ‘He will!’ Dora choked. ‘I know him. It’s . . . it’s his way of gettin’ back at me, ’cos she’s not a boy.’
  


  
    ‘God blast the evil bugger to hell an’ back! I ’ope ’e gets run over on the way! Knocked down and trampled on, but if ’e don’t, then God ’ave mercy on the poor little mite.’ Ma Jessup passed a grimy hand over her forehead.
  


  
    Dora closed her eyes and a large tear oozed from beneath her sparse lashes and slipped down her cheek. He’d changed so much lately, he’d become hard and uncaring, but this . . . this was an act of pure spite. She’d sooner have taken a beating from him. She’d sooner he desert them, bad though that would be, than to do this. Life was hard enough for babies in this city but to be called Maggie May! Dear God, it didn’t bear thinking about. The tears flowed faster. To start life with the same name as a whore, and Liverpool’s most famous whore at that! What kind of a start was that? What kind of a life would she have? ‘Please God, don’t  let him do it! Let him change his mind! Let him see sense. Let him have some pity!’ she prayed, but in her heart she knew her hopes would be dashed, her prayers unanswered. This tiny, helpless little girl would have to shoulder a crushing burden before she even had the strength to hold up her head which was covered with the soft, downy, auburn hair she’d inherited from her cruel and vindictive father.
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