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Chapter One

Liverpool, May 1860

‘You’re not my mother!’

Annie regretted the words as soon as they’d left her mouth, but it was too late.

It was true, of course, that Delilah was her eldest sister rather than her mother; but Ma had died when Annie was just two years old and it had been Delilah who had brought her up, along with all the other siblings in between them. Annie knew, deep down, that she owed her sister love and gratitude rather than bad temper and arguments, but sometimes she was so infuriated that she just couldn’t help it.

Delilah didn’t shout back, which was a sure sign that she was really upset this time. She blinked away a tear before it could fall, but Annie saw it glisten as the candlelight caught it. Her temper receding as quickly as it had arisen, she opened her mouth to apologise, but once again it was too late.

‘You’re right, I’m not,’ said Delilah, her voice quiet and with a hint of a shake. ‘And you don’t know how often I wish she was still here.’ She left the room.

Annie wanted to run after her, to tell her how sorry she was and that she hadn’t meant it, but a movement from the other side of the room caught her eye.

It was Jem, the next youngest after herself and the only other sibling still living here at the flower shop. He’d been sitting silently all the while, and now he moved forward so his hands could be seen clearly in the pool of light cast by the candle. Best leave her alone for now, he signed. Then he hesitated before adding, But that wasn’t kind.

Annie kept her face in the shadows. I know, she signed back. And I’m sorry.

He nodded, gave a sad smile and hugged her before standing back. Don’t worry, she’ll forgive you. Then he went out as well, leaving Annie alone in the warm, cosy back room that served as both kitchen and parlour.

Well, not quite alone, of course, but the two little boys slumbering in their bed over in the corner had miraculously not woken during the row. Annie tiptoed over to her nephews – Billy curled up in a tight ball while Joe sprawled everywhere, just the same as usual – and straightened their disarranged blanket. She kissed her finger and touched it to the tops of their heads.

Annie sighed as she returned to sit at the table and stare into the bright flame. Guilt still sat heavily on her shoulders, but there was also a stirring of resentment. She loved all her nephews and nieces, just as she loved her sisters and brothers, and the husbands and wife of her three eldest siblings. But there was family everywhere she looked, and sometimes it just felt so suffocating that she could hardly breathe.

She poked moodily at a puddle of spilt and congealing wax, smearing it around the table as she sank into her own thoughts. The problem was being the odd one out. All her life she’d been the youngest in the family, and the youngest by a long way. Even Jem was nearly seven years older than she was, and all the others older still; Delilah would be thirty on her next birthday. And besides, Delilah wasn’t even a Shaw any more but a Malling, which – however illogically – seemed to put more distance between her and Annie.

Delilah and her husband, Frank, had four children of their own, and part of Annie’s current irritability – and the reason for tonight’s argument – was that Delilah tended to treat her as one of the children even though she was fourteen. Almost an adult! And certainly old enough to go out and get a proper job, earning money of her own, rather than just helping around the place here. But Delilah was determined to keep her safe. That was the word she always used: safe. And with a panicky, worried expression on her face while she said it.

Annie was aware that the family hadn’t always lived here in this nice place, with its sweet-smelling flower shop at the front, family room at the back, two bedrooms and an attic upstairs, and a yard of their own outside. They’d moved here when she was about six, and she still had vivid memories of the cold, damp single room they’d all been crammed into before that, with its cracked window in a rotten frame and an old straw mattress on the floor for everyone to share. Occasionally one of the others would mention that time, shuddering as they recalled how awful it was, but Annie would remain silent. What she remembered about it was leading an outdoor life, playing in the court all day with lots of other children, and she now looked back fondly on those days as a time of freedom: she and an older girl called Clara had skipped about and run wild and laughed and shrieked as much as they liked.

But then her family had moved here. There had been some talk that Clara might come with them, which would have made everything better, but that had come to nothing. Annie had been sent to school, spending her days trapped at a desk learning reading, writing, arithmetic and all sorts of other things she would never need to know, and her evenings and weekends trapped at home helping with domestic chores and in the shop. There was always an older brother or sister keeping a close eye on her, and even when her siblings had moved out, their place had been taken by the arrival of babies and children who also needed her attention. She’d left school and was now here all the time – always surrounded by family, never alone, never allowed to do what she wanted, never free. She missed Clara, with whom she had kept in contact for a number of years until Clara’s visits had become more and more sporadic and then stopped entirely. Life revolved around home, and only home. Delilah might call it safe, but Annie had another word for it: boring.

The candle was guttering now. She ought to go to bed, really; it would be an early start in the morning with the delivery from the wholesaler, and it was her task to get up and light the fire in the little range so that Frank and Jem could have a hot cup of tea before they went out to work at the railway station. But a quiet evening, accompanied by the sound of peaceful breathing from the sleeping boys, was the only solitary time she ever had.

Delilah would forgive her. That was what Jem had said, and Annie knew it to be true. Delilah would always forgive her, because family was the single most important thing in her life. And that meant family in its widest sense: there were all sorts of unrelated friends who had been drawn into the nest over the years, and Delilah loved and cared for them all just as she did for her own children and siblings.

Annie sighed. She would apologise in the morning, and promise both her sister and herself that she would do better in the future.

The candle went out. It didn’t matter; Annie could find her way up the familiar stairs in the dark, careful not to wake her nieces Daisy and Eliza as she slipped into bed in the room that they shared. She thought that she would probably lie awake fretting, but the moon was shining in through a gap at the edge of the curtain, and the patterns it made on the ceiling were the same ones that had been lulling her to sleep since she was a little girl. It wasn’t long before her eyes closed.

Friday and Saturday passed without any recurrence of the argument, mainly because Delilah was very busy and Annie spent all her time walking on eggshells whenever she was near her sister. She also made a fuss of the children, helping Daisy with her writing and Joe with learning his letters.

‘You’re good at that,’ noted Frank, when he arrived home on Saturday evening. He winked at them all, took off his uniform cap and tossed it expertly so that it landed on the hook on the wall on the other side of the room, and was immediately surrounded by children clamouring for his attention. As ever, he was glad to bestow it, throwing the boys in the air and tickling little Eliza under the chin before turning to the serious Daisy. ‘And how’s my princess this evening?’

Daisy put her pencil down with care before she replied. ‘I’m not a princess, Daddy, you know that.’ She always called Frank ‘Daddy’; neither he nor Delilah could stand the word ‘Pa’, which was what most other children called their fathers.

He came to look over her shoulder. ‘Well, you’re a clever girl to do all that writing, whatever it says, and you’ll always be a princess to me.’ He dropped a kiss on to her hair.

Daisy kept her head down over her work, but Annie saw her pleased smile.

‘Ah, I can see your face through the back of your head, my darling,’ continued Frank. ‘I know you love me to heaven and back. Now, what’s for tea?’ He carried Eliza over to the bubbling pot and made her shriek and laugh in pretend-fear by play-acting that he was going to drop her into it.

Jem wasn’t far behind Frank. As usual he was filthy and covered in coal dust, so he attracted Annie’s attention from outside the back door. I’ll wash before I come in, he signed, and then turned to the pump in the yard.

Annie envied him. Or, at least, she envied his freedom and his wages. Jem had been deaf all his life; when he was younger, nobody had ever thought he’d be able to get a job, for who would employ him? He’d gone to a special school for deaf children – for there was such a thing in Liverpool – where he’d learned the sign language that he’d taught to them all, but nobody except his family imagined that he’d be able to do anything but the most menial tasks when he grew up. But then the railway had come. Jem had loved to visit the trains since he was a boy – and Frank, who was a porter and then a senior porter at Lime Street station, took him as often as he could – and eventually an opportunity arose. The trains ran on steam, and they needed men to work as stokers, shovelling coal into the engines as fast as they could to make the locomotives speed along. It was so loud that none of the men could hear each other anyway, so they communicated by gestures. Jem had been given a trial and he’d never looked back. He lived in the attic of the shop, paying rent to Delilah and Frank, and was otherwise his own man with his own freedoms, coming and going as he pleased. And, of course, because he was actually on the trains as they puffed their way up and down the kingdom, he travelled: he visited Manchester and Leeds regularly, and he’d even been to London a few times.

Annie contemplated this as she laid the table for tea. Travel. To see somewhere different, not this same shop and these same few streets, day after day, week after week. How lucky Jem was! It made Annie’s frustration all the greater, and to top it all it wouldn’t be long before she lost even the chance to learn about his journeys at second hand. Jem was engaged to a girl he’d met at deaf school, and once they were married they’d set up a home of their own, leaving Annie here with Delilah, Frank and their children. How long would this imprisonment last, she wondered? Would she still be here when she was thirty herself?

* * *

Annie awoke on Sunday morning knowing that the day was going to be a trial. It was everyone’s day off, as the shop was shut and no trains ran. Most weeks they used the time to catch up with jobs around the house or went for a walk in the park, but once a month the whole extended family went to see Annie’s second sister, Meg, for a meal. In terms of food, of course, it was certainly the highlight of the month: baked meat, potatoes, vegetables, gravy and always a wondrous cake or pudding to follow, much better than the sausages or stews that Annie or Delilah managed to throw in a pan in the midst of their daily chores the rest of the time. But a Sunday out was always an ordeal nonetheless, because it brought home to Annie how closely entwined all the older members of the family were, and how they had all shared many experiences that she was far too young to remember. Being among them all just made her feel more left out than ever.

William and Meg were the two siblings that Annie knew least well. William, the next oldest after Delilah, had lived in the flower shop attic for a while when they’d first moved in, but after a couple of years he’d left to get married. He hadn’t actually moved far: he and his family lived in School Lane, just on the other side of St Peter’s, in a house crammed with books. He was the only man Annie knew who didn’t work in a manual labouring job – he had a very good position working for a printer and bookbinder called Mr Hughes, and he wore a starched white collar and a tie. Delilah was immensely proud of William, as well she might be; Annie was, she admitted, a little bit intimidated by his intelligence, but he was quiet and had a kind face.

William’s wife, Bridget, was truly lovely in both looks and character. They had two little girls, Rosie and Maggie, who looked like they might turn out tall like William but who were both otherwise the spit of their mother, all creamy skin and flaming red hair. It was the bright heads of the girls Annie spotted first, ahead of them up the road as they walked towards Meg’s place in Williamson Square, and soon five of the six children were squealing and skipping around excitedly as though they hadn’t seen each other for years, while Daisy told them all to behave themselves.

Meg and Tommy were waiting by the open door, under the sign that said HOPKINS GROCER AND TEA ROOM, EST 1854. Meg had left home before a time Annie could even remember, sent first temporarily to the workhouse when times were hard after Ma died, and then moving straight from there into domestic service. She’d had to leave her position when she got married, and she and Tommy ran a modest but very popular concern between them. He managed the grocer’s shop on one side while she cooked and baked and welcomed the customers who flocked from all over Liverpool to eat her delicious pies, puddings and confections.

They had no children. It wasn’t Annie’s business to enquire, but she didn’t think this was by choice, as she’d seen the sad and wistful way Meg often looked at all her nephews and nieces. She remained cheerful and practical, however, and threw her heart and soul into her cooking. She and Tommy lived over the shop, and not quite alone: an old friend of Meg’s called Sally lived with them and worked for them. The household was completed by a dog called Higgins, who guarded the premises and ate all the scraps he could find.

It was a fine family gathering, with two more to add to the mix today: Amy, Jem’s fiancée, and an old family friend called Abraham, who had known Annie’s Ma and Pa since before they were married, and who often came to the shop to see how Delilah was getting on and to help out with any odd jobs around the place. He was a familiar presence in Annie’s life, quite an old man these days with a head of white hair contrasting with his black skin. What a life he’d led: he’d been born a slave in America before escaping from captivity and crossing the ocean to make a new home in this great city. Annie admired him very much, but thinking of all he’d experienced also reminded her that she’d never left Liverpool, and was never likely to. She sighed as she stepped over the threshold with the others.

Meg, as ever, was undaunted by cooking a Sunday dinner for seventeen people, and it was delicious. But Annie only pushed her food around in discontent, and then watched everyone break into their accustomed little groups, leaving her out. The children all played together, of course. Jem and Amy were off to one side of the tea room area, making puppy eyes at each other and signing so fast that she couldn’t have made out what they were saying even if she’d wanted to. The older siblings were in their usual tight little knot, bound together by all sorts of ties that she couldn’t even begin to understand. Bridget, William’s wife, had been Delilah’s best friend for many years before her marriage, and she also happened to be Frank’s sister, which just made it all so much worse from Annie’s point of view. She was too young for their group, too old to join the children, and too single to sit with Jem and Amy. She didn’t belong anywhere.

In order to have something to do, Annie began to stack the empty plates and carry them into the kitchen and scullery at the back. Sally was already there, filling up the sinks, and it wasn’t long before Meg came in, rolling up her sleeves. To Annie’s surprise – for cooking and clearing up were always women’s work – Meg was followed by Abraham with another pile of dishes. ‘I told Delilah and Bridget to stay where they were,’ he explained, placing them carefully on the side. ‘They don’t get much time to talk to each other these days.’ He disappeared to fetch the rest.

To Annie the pile of washing-up looked enormous, but Meg and Sally were used to it and set to work without a qualm. ‘Don’t put your hands in that water,’ cautioned Meg, as Annie reached out to help. ‘It’s too hot for you.’ Her own arms were submerged up to the elbows. ‘You have to get used to it from when you’re young.’ Annie watched her as she scrubbed vigorously, wondering how someone so tiny could be so tough. It was funny, she thought, how three sisters could look so different: Delilah was tall and willowy, Meg was so petite that Annie had overtaken her in height by the time she was ten, and Annie herself was of average height but sturdier and stronger than either of them. Funnily enough, the boys fell into similar groupings.

‘Why don’t you pass us the things,’ suggested Sally, brightly, from the rinsing sink on Meg’s other side, ‘while we wash and stack.’

Annie realised she’d been standing with the same cake plate in her hand for some while. She passed it to Meg and they were all soon into a rhythm. Sally, who could find joy in anything, even began to sing.

‘You haven’t said much today,’ remarked Meg after a while. ‘You’ve had another argument with Delilah, haven’t you?’

Annie mumbled something. There was no point in talking about it, was there? Meg would only side with Delilah.

‘I can understand your position,’ continued Meg. She sounded sympathetic, but Annie knew there was going to be a ‘but’ any moment now.

And there it was. ‘— but I don’t think you understand how lucky you are to have your home with Delilah and Frank.’

‘Of course I am,’ said Annie, non-committally, picking a last bit of potato out of a serving dish before handing it over.

Meg’s voice turned unexpectedly sharp. ‘You’ve got a roof over your head, food on the table and family around you. Not everyone is so fortunate.’

‘Yes.’ Annie knew that her deliberate flat tone was guaranteed to irritate, but she really didn’t need another lecture just now.

‘And we can’t always have what we want in life.’

Annie felt her temper fraying again. ‘Well, you have.’ She gestured at the kitchen and the door to the tea room.

‘Yes, and I had to work hard for it!’ Meg looked as though she might bang the serving dish down – which is probably what Annie would have done – but she passed it safely to Sally, who had by now stopped singing and whose face was beginning to crease into a worried frown.

‘But don’t you see?’ cried Annie, the frustration breaking through. ‘That’s all I want – the chance to work for it! Tell me, what were you doing when you were fourteen? What was Delilah doing at my age?’

There was an unexpected silence.

Annie risked looking at Meg, hoping that she wasn’t about to either cry or shout, but her sister’s face was thoughtful.

The washing-up was finished in silence, and as soon as the final greasy cooking pans were gleaming and left on the rack to dry, they all returned to the tea room.

Tommy was sweeping the floor, the children assisting him, although Frank certainly wasn’t helping by encouraging them all to race around with their brooms as fast as they could. But Tommy didn’t seem to mind, and Annie wondered again how such contrasting characters as him and Frank could possibly be such good friends.

She sat down on her own once more, observing her family almost from the outside, as though she wasn’t part of it, and finally allowed her mind to turn to the person who was missing. The one she tried not to think of, because she missed him with all her heart.

Sam was the brother who was most like her. The brothers in her family, as she had thought to herself earlier, were all different and more or less formed pairs with the sisters: Delilah and William, tall, grown-up and responsible; Meg and Jem, compact, quiet and determined; and herself and Sam. On a good day she’d say they were strong, reliable and protective, though she also had to admit to wild temper and an untamed nature.

Sam, who was a year older than Jem, had been the undisputed king of the younger half of the family. There had been four of them once, and Annie had shadowy recollections of a sister who came between Jem and herself. She couldn’t remember her face or even her name, but sometimes, especially when she was slipping into sleep, she could feel a warm hand clasped in her own or arms about her neck, and a whispered, ‘What shall we play?’ A rocking and a gentle lullaby in her ear. And, for some reason she couldn’t place, the sound of a baby crying. But that couldn’t be right, could it? Because she herself was the youngest, so she hadn’t known any of the others when they were babies.

Annie wanted to hold on to these memories, wanted to know more about them, but they were elusive, sliding away with the morning light. She’d once asked out loud, but both Delilah and Meg had started crying so she’d never dared to do it again. Her missing family was evidently to remain a secret, one that emphasised again that she was left out.

If only Sam were here, everything would be better. He was the leader, the hero who had looked after her and Jem when they were little. To start with the two boys had been inseparable – it was a family joke that when Annie was tiny she used to say ‘Samanjem’ as though it was one word – but when Jem went to his school they had grown apart a little, and Sam had lavished his attention on Annie. It was he who loved her and protected her, who stood up for her in arguments and fights, and he’d even taught her how to throw a decent punch in case she ever needed to defend herself when he wasn’t around. Not, she thought ruefully now, that she was ever allowed out on her own to get into any danger of that kind.

But Sam had been more wild than was good for him. Always in fights, always in trouble, never holding down a job because he was continually being sacked. From what Annie could gather from occasional eavesdropping on Delilah, William and Meg, there had been a time when Sam was in serious danger of being drawn into Liverpool’s vicious and violent underworld. He’d pulled himself back from that, apparently, but he needed to find an outlet for his aggression, and as soon as he’d turned sixteen he’d joined the army.

And that was it: he’d gone. Not only had he left home, leaving Annie bereft, but within half a year he’d been sent across the sea to somewhere called the Crimea. Annie had only the haziest idea of where this was, but she knew that it was a very long way away and that it was dangerous. She had cried herself to sleep for months.

To everyone’s joy and relief, Sam survived it all; he’d returned after an absence of two years with a scar on his face, a medal that he never showed anyone, and a determination never to speak of what he’d seen or done. They still didn’t know, even now. He’d thought about leaving the army, and Annie had hoped that he’d stay at home, but to no avail. He’d tried to hold down a job, but within months he was off once more, this time to enlist in the Liverpool Rifles, and he was gone again. At least this time he’d only signed up for home service, so he wouldn’t be sent abroad again, and every time Annie heard the shop door or the yard gate she hoped against hope that it would be him. One day he would walk in, the same old Sam, and he would sweep her into a giant hug, a bull of a man who could still spin her off her feet even though she was full grown.

Annie felt her eyes pricking, and she came back to herself. Everyone was starting to say their farewells and set off, going home to their separate lives. There were hugs and kisses being bestowed everywhere.

They were such a happy family, so why did Annie not feel part of it?

All the way home, and all through the evening as she helped to put the children to bed, the black mood hung over her. There seemed to be no way she was ever going to get away from this life, to make her way in the world as her sisters and brothers had done.

And now here she was again, alone in the back room with only the full-bellied and contentedly sleeping boys for company while Delilah was upstairs putting the girls to bed. Frank and Jem had gone out for a night-time walk – another of the privileges of being male, she thought, morosely – and the gate of the back yard was still unlocked, ready for their return.

Annie was staring into the candle flame when there came a knock at the back door.

Was it Sam? Her heart leapt, just as it usually did, before she was brought back to earth by the realisation that Sam wouldn’t knock. And neither, of course, would Frank or Jem.

It was probably nothing more exciting than a neighbour wanting Delilah. Still, Annie did as Sam had taught her when she went to answer the door at night: she kept her foot wedged behind it and a chair within reach in case she needed to slam and barricade it.

It wasn’t a neighbour. And nor was it Sam. Of course it wasn’t. But, to Annie’s great surprise, it was the next best thing.

She kicked the chair back and opened the door wider to allow the visitor to enter. ‘I haven’t seen you for a long time! Come in.’

Clara stepped inside, pushing the shawl back from her head. ‘Hello, Annie. Have you missed me?’
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