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Prologue

Liverpool 1917

IS IT A BOY or a girl?’ Mary Callaghan asked. Even though she was exhausted there was a note of apprehension in her voice.

‘It’s a girl, luv, a fine ‘ealthy girl, just like yer Daisy.’ Ma Mulligan, the local midwife, beamed as she handed the infant, wrapped in a clean towel, over to her mother.

Mary bit her lip as she cradled her new daughter close to her. ‘Oh, God luv her! Jack’s not going to be very pleased.’

‘What’s not ter be pleased about? She’s perfect, ‘e should be grateful.’ The woman was scandalised. So many of the babies she delivered were stillborn, sickly or deformed.

‘I know. I’m happy, but ... you know ... after the last time ...’

‘That should make ‘im even more grateful and don’t let yer mind dwell on that, Mary, girl.’ She began to collect together the accoutrements of her trade from the room where she’d delivered the child, one of the  two Mary and Jack Callaghan rented in Portland Street, off Scotland Road.

The house was like so many others in the festering slums of Liverpool: old, damp, teeming with vermin and bugs, half falling down because it was so dangerously in need of repairs. Repairs that would never be done. There were fourteen people crammed into the two-up two-down house with one shared earth closet in the yard and no piped water.

Mary bit her lip again as her glance went round the room. They had little enough. The heavy chenille curtains that covered the window were borrowed and would have to go back now that their purpose - privacy for a few hours - was over. The bed, a small chest and a rag rug were the only things in the room and it had taken hard work and self-denial to save the money for them. There wasn’t much more in the kitchen: a few bits of furniture; the bare essentials for cooking and storing. She tried hard to keep everything clean, as did most people. She took turns with the other women in the house to scrub the cracked and broken steps at the front door and to keep the yard and privy as hygienic as their circumstances would allow. Many women gave up the struggle, or their health simply broke down. The slums claimed those most at risk: the old, the sick and babies. Mary held her child tightly.

The midwife noted the gesture and knew what was  in the young mother’s mind. ‘Yer should rest now, luv. I’ll inform meladdo in there that ‘e’s got another daughter and by God I’ll swing fer ’im iffen ’e starts on at me! Nice way ter be goin’ on, I must say, and with a war on!’

Mary managed to smile at the older woman. ‘I’d even forgotten about that these last hours.’

‘Yer ‘ad a right ter, girl. An’ isn’t Jack the lucky one not ter be gettin’ slaughtered like the lads over in Flanders? It’s shockin’, that’s what it is.’

‘He doesn’t think he’s fortunate. And I do worry about him just the same.’

‘Sailin’ on them new-fangled “convoys” is a picnic, even in the stokehold. ’E’s in a “Reserved Occupation”. Fine fer ‘im, I say. God knows ’ow ‘e wangled it.’ Contempt was written all over her face. She had no great opinion of Jack Callaghan.

‘You’d better send him in,’ Mary urged. She was so tired that she wanted to get this over and done with.

Ma Mulligan smiled grimly. She liked young Mary. She was a fine-looking girl, with clear blue eyes and soft, light brown hair worn in the cottage-loaf style, and she’d help anyone in any way she could.

‘What will yer call ‘er?’

‘Ellen - Nell for short. It was Mam’s name, God rest her.’

‘Aye, God rest ‘er indeed, she was a good woman.  But she was wore out with ’avin’ ter cope with all this!’

Mary looked down at her baby, wondering who she would look like. Herself or Jack? Two-year-old Daisy was like her in looks but not in temperament.

‘I’ll send ’im in,’ the midwife said firmly.

Mary stroked the soft, downy little head, still apprehensive although profoundly thankful.

The door opened and she looked up at her husband of three years. He was a handsome lad, she thought. His skin was olive, his eyes and hair so dark that he could pass for an Italian or Spaniard. His clothes were not new but they were well cared for and he took pride in his appearance. ‘Black Jack’ Callaghan, people called him. Oh, yes, he was handsome, but lately she’d begun to realise he had other less attractive qualities. He spent his money freely and on things she considered wasteful: drink, cigarettes and gambling. They were luxuries the poverty-stricken inhabitants of Liverpool could ill afford.

‘A man’s got to have his few pleasures, Mary,’ had been his reply when at the end of his last trip he’d been short of more than half his earnings. He’d gone on to point out to her what a pit of hell the stokehold he worked in was. She knew that. She didn’t mind his few pints and packets of Woodbines, but what had happened to the rest of it? To her consternation he’d laughed and when she’d pressed him he’d become angry and had  told her not to meddle in his affairs. She had enough to manage on - hadn’t she?

As he looked down at her now, she held out the precious bundle. ‘Isn’t she beautiful, Jack?’ she asked.

He kept his hands in his pockets, his dark brows drawn together in a frown.

‘She told me you managed to have a healthy girl. You could do that all right! Another bloody girl! But my son - all that I ever wanted - was born dead! Don’t expect me to be happy or proud in any way!’ He turned from her and walked out, slamming the door behind him.

Mary felt tears prick her eyes. She’d never forgive him for those words. How cruel he was. Deeply hurt, she held the baby to her breast. Well, she loved her and she had enough love for both of them. ‘I love you, Nell Callaghan. You’re very precious to me and I’ll see you do well in life if I have to work my fingers to the bone. You’ll have a better life than your mam has.’

The tiny fingers closed around her own with a strong tenacious grip and Mary smiled.

‘You’re a strong little lass. We’ll get through, “on a wing and a prayer”, as my mam used to say. You see if we don’t, Nell.’




Chapter One
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Liverpool 1938

‘Oh, GOD, NELL! WHAT am I going to do?’ Daisy Callaghan’s pink-and-white-complexioned face crumpled with anguish and fear. Her pale blue eyes were full of tears and she twisted a strand of curly hair around a plump finger that her sister could see was trembling. She was a pretty girl. She herself thought she was a bit too bonny and plump especially when not in a state of abject misery and despair.

‘Oh, Daisy! Are you sure? Are you absolutely certain?’ Nell Callaghan’s dark eyes were full of anxiety and sympathy as she reached out and took her sister’s hand and squeezed it tightly.

They were so different in looks that people who didn’t know they were sisters were surprised when they realised. Daisy was like her mother, small and plump with Mary’s light brown hair and blue eyes - although now there were strands of grey in Mary’s hair and she had lost some weight. Nell was like her father. She was tall and slim with chocolate-brown eyes and  hair so dark it looked blue-black in certain lights.

Daisy dashed away a tear with the back of her hand and sniffed. ‘I’m not wrong. I couldn’t be wrong about something like ... this. Oh, Nell, I wish I was dead!’

Nell was deeply concerned. ‘No, you don’t! Don’t even think like that! Oh, Daisy, how could you let him ...?’ She couldn’t finish. She didn’t want to hurt her sister. Daisy was in a terrible state and an equally terrible predicament. The very worst thing that could happen to a young unmarried girl was to get pregnant. And that was the condition that Daisy had told her she was in. But Nell’s shock soon gave way to deep sympathy. Poor Daisy. How easily and totally in love she’d fallen with handsome Sam O’Grady, with his blond hair and deep blue eyes that were always alight with some form of devilment. And he could entice the birds off the trees with the Irish blarney he’d inherited from his parents. No, poor Daisy had stood no chance against the full battery of his charms.

‘You’re going to have to tell Mam,’ Nell said gently.

‘Oh, Nell, how can I? Sam doesn’t even know yet.’ Daisy was trembling now and on the brink of hysteria.

Nell squeezed her hand again. ‘We’ll tell her. You know I won’t leave you to face it on your own.’

‘Will you, Nell? I ... couldn’t bear...’

‘Hush now. Wipe your face and tidy your hair and we’ll go down and face the music together.’

Daisy did as Nell suggested and Nell sat on the bed and watched her. What exactly were they going to say? How could she utter the words that would shock, hurt and humiliate the mother she loved so much? There had been a special bond between her and her mother for as long as she could remember. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror on the wall of the bedroom the sisters shared. She was two years younger than Daisy but she often thought she looked and acted as though she were the elder. She also knew in her heart that no man would ever take advantage of her, no matter how much she might love him. She sighed. Chance would be a fine thing. There wasn’t a lad she knew in the entire neighbourhood that she’d consider walking out with, let alone marry.

Daisy looked a bit calmer now and, getting to her feet, Nell gave her sister a hug. ‘Everything will turn out fine, you see if it doesn’t.’

As they went downstairs Nell hoped she’d sounded more confident than she felt. She was dreading this as much as Daisy was, but for different reasons.

Mary was sitting in the old armchair by the kitchen range. She looked so tired, Nell thought, but her day started at four o‘clock in the morning. She got up, raked out the range and put on the kettle and a pan of porridge for their breakfast. She made sure things were tidy and the room warm, then she walked to the fruit  market, pushing her empty barrow in the dark, down the silent cobbled streets. Nell knew it was hard in winter for her mother to leave the comparative warmth of the house but Mary protested that she had to work and was grateful for both the barrow and her ‘pitch’ at the corner of Great Homer Street and Scotland Road. Nell wished her da was different and gave the family more of his wages, but like Mam she had had to come to terms with the fact that he would never change his easy come easy go attitude to life. Nell glanced across the room to the single bed, crammed into the alcove, where their benefactress slept fitfully. For forty-five years Annie Garvey had pushed the barrow from which she earned her living around the streets of Liverpool until she was too old and worn and ill to carry on. The poor old soul, who hadn’t a relative in the world, had been destined for the Workhouse until Mam had taken her in. Annie had been so grateful that she’d bequeathed the means of her livelihood to Mary in return for a comfortable home in which to live out the rest of her days. Oh, Da complained about the old woman but after a few heated arguments Mam ignored his demands.

Things had become a little easier when first Daisy and then Nell herself found work. It was in an animal feed factory and the work was dull and dirty and paid a pittance, but they seldom complained.

She pulled her mind back to the situation that faced them.

‘Mam, we want to talk to you,’ she announced quietly.

Mary sat up in the chair and smiled. In their different ways they were both very attractive girls and she was proud of them. Oh, Daisy was a bit of a handful at times, but what young girl wasn’t? She smiled again. Well, not all of them. Nell had never been any trouble but then Nell had been special since the day she had been born and Jack had rejected her.

‘A deputation, no less! Come on then, tell me. What’s the matter now?’

Nell glanced over at the old lady.

‘It’s all right, Nell, she’s had her medicine. She’s asleep.’

Nell looked down at her feet and plucked at the waistband of her skirt. ‘Mam ... well ... we — ’

‘Oh, for the love of God, Nell, spit it out!’ Mary interrupted, suddenly feeling apprehensive. There was no sparkle in Nell’s eyes, just ... fear?

‘Mam, it’s ... me,’ Daisy stammered.

Nell pulled herself together. ‘What she wants to say, Mam, is that she’s ... she’s ... in the family way.’ There, she’d said it, but she couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes.

Mary drew in her breath sharply and slumped back into the chair. ‘Oh, dear God! Daisy, tell me it’s not true! For the love of heaven, tell me it’s not true!’

‘It’s true, Mam. I wish it wasn’t but it is and I ...’ Daisy couldn’t go on. There was a lump in her throat and her heart was thumping and she felt sick.

‘It’s Sam O‘Grady, Mam,’ Nell said flatly.

‘It would be! Oh, Daisy, how could you? How could you let him do this? He’s disgraced you. He’s a fly-by-night glib-talking wastrel! The whole family are the same!’ Mary dropped her head in her hands. She should have seen this coming. Daisy was too naive. She’d been walking around in a daze since that feckless Irish charmer had walked her home from work. He was all Daisy talked about. She should have watched Daisy more closely, given her stern talks about letting him take advantage of her. It was no use now. It was far too late, she’d only be slamming the stable door, the horse had long bolted. And it wasn’t just Daisy who would be publicly humiliated when this got out, it would be all of them, and she’d worked so hard all her life to bring up a respectable, God-fearing family - and she’d had no help at all from Jack. Even now he was down in the Golden Fleece in Burlington Street drinking, wasting what money he had left from his pay-off on his last trip.

Daisy had sunk down on the battered sofa and dissolved into tears. Nell, glad it was at least out in the open, was torn between comforting her sister or her mother.

‘Mam, we ... she’s so sorry and it takes two and you know what he’s like!’

Mary got to her feet. ‘Oh, I know what he’s like all right! I wish to God I didn’t! Get your shawl.’

Daisy dabbed her eyes and looked up at her mother in confusion. ‘What for? Where are we — ’

‘We’re going to sort this out here and now before a word of it gets out.’

‘But, Mam ... can’t we wait?’ Daisy begged.

‘No!’ Mary was firm.

‘Mam, let’s wait until Da gets back at least?’ Nell begged, thinking it wasn’t fair to leave everything to her mam. She had enough on her plate as it was with old Annie, Da and their young hooligan of a brother, Teddy, to see to.

‘If we wait for him we’ll wait until past midnight and do you think he’ll be in any state to be of any help?’ Mary demanded.

Nell knew she was right. ‘I’ll go for him, Mam. I’ll go down to the Golden Fleece and bring him home.’ She didn’t relish the thought one bit but she wasn’t going to let Mam shoulder the burden of their disgrace alone.

Mary sighed deeply and sat down again. ‘You’re a good girl, Nell. It’ll be better if I have him with me for a bit of support.’

Nell took her heavy black shawl from the hook behind the door.

‘Daisy, pull yourself together, girl, and put the kettle on. I could do with a cup of tea,’ her mother instructed wearily. ‘It’s going to be a long night.’

As Daisy reached for the heavy black kettle she felt a bit better. At least Mam knew, that was half the battle, and she was so thankful that Nell was going to bring her da home reasonably sober. Her sister might even find the courage to tell him before they reached home. It was going to be a long night but she felt better than she had for days.
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Nell drew her shawl tightly around her. It wasn’t raining yet, but it was threatening to and it was cold and windy as she walked up the narrow street, trying to form the words of the excuse she would use to tear her father away from his cronies. Just as she turned the corner into Limekiln Lane there was a scattering of feet and suppressed childish laughter followed by the clattering of an empty tin can and the frightened yelping of a puppy.

‘See ‘im run! Look at ’im go!’ one cried.

Nell recognised the voice and, lunging out, caught the jacket collar of the voice’s owner and yanked him into the circle of light thrown out by the gas streetlamp.

‘Teddy Callaghan! You flaming little hooligan! Get home now before I box your ears until your nose bleeds! Hasn’t Mam got enough to worry about without you running the streets with those other horrors and getting up to no good? I’ll swing for you yet!’

‘Ah, Nell, gerroff!’ her eleven-year-old brother cried, trying to wriggle free of her grasp. ‘We was only havin’ a bit of fun, like!’

‘Just what were you doing? I thought I heard a puppy.’

‘You did. It was only a bit of fun, I told you!’

She shook him again and clipped him across his left ear. ‘Go and find the poor animal and bring it here. I’ll wait and don’t you dare to run off. If you do and I catch you, I’ll run you straight down to Rose Hill nick and let the scuffers sort you out!’

He turned pale before disappearing. A few minutes later he returned, clutching the scruffiest, most underfed mongrel puppy she had ever seen.

‘So, this is what you call a bit of fun? You ... you cruel little sod! Tormenting a poor, weak, terrified little creature. Take that can off his tail at once and then you can take the poor thing back to where it belongs!’

‘It doesn’t belong to no one, honest, Nell. We found it lying in the gutter.’

The puppy looked up at Nell with sad brown eyes.

‘Well, it belongs to someone now.’

‘Who?’ he demanded.

‘Me! Take it home and give it a few scraps and a bit of milk and then get yourself to bed or I’ll tell Mam what you were doing and then you’ll be for it!’

He looked up at her, his eyes full of outrage, dirt streaking his face and a ring of jam around his mouth.

‘Do I have to?’

‘Yes, and wash your face! God help me, what did I ever do to deserve a brother like you?’

She gave him a shove and turned away. He could learn how to treat poor defenceless creatures properly. The puppy wasn’t exactly something her mam would welcome right now and she hadn’t meant to adopt it but it had looked so pitiful her heart had melted. Maybe it would distract Mary and Daisy a little until she got back with Da. And, with the thought of the task before her weighing her down once more, she set off for the Golden Fleece.
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