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  If there was one thing wireless operator Daisy Sheridan had learned it was never relax in the tower. You sat there as the boys went off, cheered on by every female on the base;

  looking forward to the end of your shift and hoping that by then all the boys would have made it back safely, though you knew they wouldn’t. But even when losses were confirmed and the

  stragglers rolled in, if you were smart some instinct kept you alert. Now here it was, the unexpected, as sure as eggs is eggs.




  ‘Daisy, I’m not going to make it back,’ the voice said. ‘The old kite’s in bits, the crew are dead and I’ve taken one in the head. Something wrong with my

  eyes, can’t see much, and my chute’s useless.’




  ‘Oh, here we go,’ she replied tartly, ‘another one trying for the sympathy vote.’




  The boy at the other end of the line laughed quietly. ‘Have I got it?’ he asked. ‘The sympathy vote, I mean?’




  From the moment the boy’s voice had come over the radio Daisy was aware that the atmosphere in the Langar tower had suddenly become still and silent as the others listened to the

  conversation, willing him to make it home. It was always like that, on a wing and a prayer, as they said.




  ‘No, you haven’t!’ she said archly into her mike. ‘Do you think you’re the first Fly Boy who’s tried that line on me, sunshine?’




  He laughed quietly again. ‘Daisy, will you write to my mother?’ he asked.




  ‘You really are determined to carry on with this, aren’t you?’ she sighed. ‘What makes you think I write to mothers anyway, sunshine?’




  ‘We all know that you do, Daisy,’ he said softly. ‘Promise me? Tell her I was a good, clean-living boy!’




  ‘Now I know this is a joke!’ Daisy snorted. ‘Stop fooling around and get back here. We’ve got you, we can see you. Just put less effort into trying to chat me up

  and more into flying and you’ll make it.’




  There was no reply for a moment, save a crackling on the line. ‘If I do make it back,’ he said eventually, ‘will you marry me, Daisy?’




  ‘Now we’ve got to it!’ she said sceptically. ‘Are you a millionaire by any chance?’




  ‘How did you guess?’ the boy laughed. ‘You know I wouldn’t have dared ask if I hadn’t been!’




  ‘Then of course I’ll marry you. So get your arse back here in one piece,’ Daisy replied, ‘and no excuses, I’ve got witnesses.’




  ‘Daisy?’




  ‘Yes, fiancé of mine?’




  ‘Talk to me.’




  ‘And what do you think I’ve been doing?’ she demanded. ‘I have pilots out there in real trouble to deal with and I’m on the line to a chancer like you.

  I’ll be on a charge over this, y’know! And another thing, it would be polite to discuss the ring now that we’re betrothed, don’t you think? Will it be a nice, big, flashy

  family heirloom?’




  For a moment the line crackled again as she listened to the sound of breathing, the noise of a sick engine in the background, then nothing. For a long moment there was silence, then Daisy felt a

  collective sigh as the entire tower let out the breath it had been holding. Another one gone, another boy lost, and he hadn’t been that far away either. Almost imperceptibly Daisy lowered her

  head for an instant to steady herself. ‘Any chance of a brew?’ she asked calmly, already turning to the next call.




  The Control Officer bent over her and said quietly into her ear, ‘I wouldn’t log that last one,’ and Daisy nodded wordlessly without looking up. Everyone knew that eyebrows

  were raised from time to time over her conversations with pilots in trouble as they tried desperately to make it home after a raid. The rule was that only official jargon should be used and every

  word had to be logged, but everyone also knew that Daisy handled situations like this with ease, effortlessly performed several tasks at once, was never out of her depth and didn’t blub

  – who could ask for more? That’s what they said, anyway, she knew that, Daisy always coped – in an unmilitary manner it was true, but she coped. The stragglers were still coming

  home from the raid, those who would come home that was, and the names of those who wouldn’t were already being wiped off the blackboard, though you never really gave up hope till you had

  to.




  Without looking up, Daisy wondered which of the names being wiped off at that moment was his and what kind of chap the boy had been. Her mind was already turning to the letter she would send to

  his mother telling her what a good, clean-living boy he had been, how they had all loved him and would miss him terribly. Then she tossed her head slightly and went back to work.




  At the end of the shift the other WAAFs waited for her.




  ‘You go on,’ she said, ‘you’ll be lighting up gaspers as usual and I prefer clean air, thanks.’ Every time she said something of the sort she was taken back to her

  childhood and living with a mother who had had to fight for every breath she took, turning anyone with a lit cigarette or pipe into an enemy. Her mother was gone now too, but Daisy still hated

  tobacco smoke. It made her cough for her mother’s sake, she always thought, rather than her own.




  She quickly turned her thoughts away. She didn’t want to think about Kathleen, she just wanted some space so that the sound of the boy’s voice would leave her mind, but she had

  thought in the wrong direction if she was looking for a diversion. She left the tower to walk alone in the cool morning air, smiling to herself as she wondered why the others didn’t ask her

  how the smell of aircraft fuel and burning didn’t offend her ‘clean air’ demands – burning flesh too, often enough.




  She gave another shake of the head. ‘Daisy Sheridan copes!’ she told herself quietly. ‘Behave yourself, girl!’




  She did cope, it was true, but sometimes she needed a little time alone to file the latest incident in her mind, to commit it to where thoughts of her mother already lay, in the care of

  ‘the real Daisy Sheridan’, rather than the one people saw, the one she seemed to be on the outside. They were all there, the people and events she didn’t want to think about, at

  some time or other, like ghosts inhabiting her mind, all being cared for by ‘the real Daisy Sheridan’ until she had time to deal with them properly. During this long war there were so

  many ghosts that she often wondered if there would be enough time left in her life when the fighting was over to think about them properly.




  ‘When the war is over’ – that was what everyone said. They had said it so long already that it had lost its meaning; nobody could really look ahead and visualise a war-free

  time. For five bleak years everyone with someone in the Forces, and that meant almost every family in the entire country, lived in dread of receiving a telegram from the War Office that started

  ‘I regret to inform you …’.




  The war had become a habit, that was the truth. There were children who had been born and gone to school knowing nothing but drabness, rationing and fear, knowing their fathers through photos

  and tales told by mothers who had no way of telling if they might ever see them in the flesh. Funny to think she had ever been a child like that herself, and not too many years ago either; but, on

  the other hand, she had never really been a child like that, when she came to think of it. Neither of the Sheridan girls could ever be described as like other children.




  When she thought of Kay a picture came into her mind of her older sister on the stage in one of Newcastle’s Hibernian clubs. It wasn’t her first memory, but it was the one seared

  into her brain, probably because it was so perfect. Daisy had been about seven years old, so Kay must have been about nine, her delicate, heart-shaped face with the big, bright blue eyes framed by

  her hair, a cascade of dark red waves that ended at her waist, a child of truly exquisite beauty. As Kay stood, her small feet slightly hen-toed, on the worn wood of the floorboards, bathed in a

  single cheap spotlight, the colour of her eyes had been intensified by a puff-sleeved dress in a satiny, shiny material of the same vivid blue. The colour complemented her colouring perfectly and

  the dress was strewn with sequins that shone like diamonds, sequins her mother and Daisy had sewn on by hand. To complete the false glamour that was Little Kay Sheridan, a big matching bow held her

  hair back from her face as she sang of emotions she didn’t understand and probably never would. ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’, she had sung that night, always her big

  closing number, their father Michael’s favourite song in honour of their mother, Kathleen – and judging by the Irish Geordie audience, a favourite of theirs too. Kay sang to them in her

  clear, strong voice, evoking nostalgic thoughts and memories of Ireland, the country where they still felt they belonged, and she sang with such feeling that tears always ran down the cheeks of

  people who were three or four generations removed from Ireland, but still regarded the green, green land across the sea as ‘home’.




  In the corner of the stage, Kathleen Sheridan sat on a shaky wooden chair, her eyes gleaming, her cheeks two bright red circles as her lips silently moved in time with her daughter’s, her

  face reflecting the feelings on Kay’s innocent face in this well-rehearsed routine.




  Even then, though she was two years younger than Kay, Daisy had been amazed at how easily the audience had been fooled by what sounded like emotion in her sister’s voice. She was a great

  turn in the Irish clubs, Little Kay Sheridan, just as her mother had been before her, but one day Little Kay would be a great star. That’s what everyone said, wiping their tears away after

  Kathleen had been safely taken home once more, and not least because of her wonderful voice. They loved to cry, that’s what Daisy had learned. People liked nothing more than sentiment, real

  or imaginary, it didn’t seem to matter, especially to the Irish, but then she had already half-understood that. They had never been welcome in Newcastle: even those born and bred in the city

  were regarded as foreigners. Having an Irish name was a handicap that made sure you didn’t belong in what was, what had become, your own home in your own country, the only one you’d

  ever known.




  The Sheridans had fared no worse than others, better than many, but they were still Irish and that meant Catholic and Fenian. You carried it with you like an ugly scar, so that you were only

  really at ease among similarly disfigured people. That scar was what held the exiled Irish together.




  ‘Your great-grandfather Bernard was just a boy from a poor farming family,’ Daisy’s father would tell his own. ‘He had to leave a home in a beautiful land where he was

  loved and come to a hostile place like this just to stay alive.’




  He would shake his head mournfully at this point, as he did at various points throughout the tale, and Daisy wasn’t very old before she knew in advance where each shake would come.




  ‘Those who could afford it went to America,’ Michael continued, ‘but the really poor like Bernard had to go wherever work was to be found, to big cities like this damnable

  place.’ Another sad shake of the head followed.




  Newcastle had been rich in industry in the early 1800s, with chemical works, shipbuilding, engineering, coal mining and, at just that time, the invention of the railways. Most of the new

  arrivals became navvies, building railroads and viaducts, camping beside the newly built lines, surviving cheaply, saving what they could to one day afford to bring their wives and families or

  their sweethearts over to Newcastle.




  ‘All they wanted was to be able to earn enough to look after their own, to have normal family lives,’ Michael continued, ‘but the only work they’d give the Irish was the

  hardest and worst paid, so they could only afford the dirtiest and cheapest lodgings. Bernard was going to work on the railways, he had family working as navvies who had spoken up for him, and he

  would’ve joined them if it hadn’t been for Lord Londonderry.’ Another shake.




  In 1844, Lord Londonderry, who owned coal mines in Seaham in nearby County Durham, was in dispute with his workers, so he threw them out of their jobs and tied homes and brought in 150 Irishmen

  to do the work instead – for lower wages, of course. Bernard had jumped at the chance. His earnings wouldn’t be as high as those of the miner he was replacing, but they were

  considerably better than he could have earned for equally back-breaking work building the railways. If the Geordie miners didn’t want it, he and another 149 did.




  ‘He landed at Whitehaven and had to walk over miles of moorland to get to Seaham, but he didn’t care. He knew he could earn good money sinking shafts for new mines and that if he

  worked hard he could afford to bring the lovely Niamh over from the ould country.’




  ‘The lovely Niamh.’ That was how Michael always described his grandmother, making Daisy feel that she had a special relationship with the old woman she had no memory of. Daisy had

  entered the world as ‘the lovely Niamh’ had been taking her leave of it, but they shared a bond.




  What Bernard and the others didn’t know then, and, in their circumstances, probably wouldn’t have cared about if they had, was that the incident would become another weapon against

  every Irishman or woman in the Newcastle area for all time. They became known as ‘the Seaham Scabs’, though local myth would transform the numbers from 150 to thousands, and the stigma

  of the Irish Blacklegs would encompass anyone with an Irish name for generations to come. Even fifty years later, when work was slack, miners of Irish descent like Daisy’s father were laid

  off first from pits where they had worked for three generations longer than the English miners who were kept on.




  ‘Was it fair that my grandfather and the others took the jobs and homes of other men?’ Michael Sheridan would ask with a shrug when he recounted the old tales. ‘Probably not.

  We wouldn’t have liked it much if it had happened to us, now, would we? But when people are starving the first things out of the window are principles. Besides,’ he would say with a

  note of bitterness, reaching for the bottle once again, ‘I think we’ve been punished enough by this city for the sins of our grandfathers, don’t you?’




  Listening to him, Daisy would nod firmly because that was what her father wanted, but she didn’t really feel as he did. She understood the hurt, but she didn’t feel it, nor

  the melancholy. That was mainly a male thing, though she sympathised with Michael’s feelings over the treatment of generations of Irish Geordies. Sometimes, in the retelling of the old

  stories, she would glance at Kay, trying to gauge her sister’s reaction, but there was no expression there, save the one she always had, beautiful but blank.




  ‘Their only crime had been to be starved into taking any work they could get and to love Ireland!’ Michael’s voice would rise in a kind of crescendo at this point. ‘And

  God knows, the one they lived in didn’t want them.’ And here his voice would crack completely.




  And, Daisy knew, it lost few chances to let them know they would never be accepted, no matter how long they were there, which in turn made them keep to themselves, living, working and

  socialising only with each other, keeping alive a vision of the green place across the sea that they had left, never to set foot on again.




  Daisy understood that, but she didn’t understand why generations who had never seen Ireland seemed to remember it even more strongly and lovingly than those who had. Somehow she

  didn’t feel part of their maudlin, defeated attitude that all too often led to the bottle. That, she began to understand as she grew older, was part of the problem. What it did to her was

  make her determined that she wouldn’t be there any longer than necessary. It gave her the will to move on from Newcastle and from the way the Irish all too often dealt with the city. She

  didn’t know where or when she would achieve this, but she did know that she didn’t belong to either side, and she didn’t want to belong either. There was a world out there where

  all these ancient hurts, tiresome resentments and mindless animosities didn’t matter, and that’s where she belonged.




  While Michael retold the old stories to his daughter, across the continent an odd-looking little Austrian was working himself into a simmering rage because Germany had lost WW1. Daisy had no way

  of knowing it, but it would take the little Austrian’s ambitions to present her with that opportunity to move on when she was eighteen years old.
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  When Bernard Sheridan and the other 149 Seaham Scabs took over the forcibly vacated homes of English miners, his work would make him and his family itinerants, moving from

  colliery to colliery, wherever he was needed to open up a new pit. Sinkers dug through the earth to where unworked coal seams were to be found, creating new work for miners and increased profits

  for the owners. It was back-breaking and dangerous work, but there would never be a safe job as long as the mining industry existed, and in time he picked up the special skills needed from his

  fellow sinkers.




  They worked in teams of up to six, digging the soft earth on the surface by hand to open up a hole measuring ten feet by fifteen. As they dug deeper, a reinforcing framework of wood was

  constructed to stop the walls of the trench falling inwards and burying them alive. Gradually the wood was replaced with brick and stone, and at the same time wooden shafts would be sunk through

  the soft earth to the rock beneath. To get through this layer, hammers, chisels and sometimes explosives were used to clear a path to the coal seam below. The hole would run straight down for a

  hundred feet or more, with the men being lowered down to work and hauled back up by steam-powered sinking engines.




  It went without saying that accidents were frequent. It was not a safety conscious era, and Lord Londonderry was no different from other mine owners in caring not a toss for his workers, as he

  had already proved. If some protested about the conditions, there were always others willing or desperate enough to take their place.




  Danger came not just from the explosives they used, but from boulders falling down on the sinkers working below, and it wasn’t unknown for a man to fall into a deepening pit. Other risks

  came from the earth itself, at a time when geology wasn’t understood. Encountering a sudden rush of water not only weakened the sides of the dig, but risked drowning men before they could be

  hauled back up. Suddenly finding quicksand had the same effect, and, occasionally, they would hit gas, always a danger, even with ventilation shafts installed. The job of the sinker teams was a

  skilled one that took time to master, but it suited Bernard in one way, because he had been used to the open land all his life and the thought of being completely underground, huddled in a dark,

  wet, three-foot-high seam, hulking coal all day, scared him. In other ways it suited him less, precisely because he was a country boy and he hated the increasing darkness as he descended from

  ground level, the lack of space and air. But it was still better than that three-foot seam, and if you looked up you could see the sky above.




  As a sinker he would work till the coal seam was reached, sink the shafts to support it, leave the actual coal-digging to others, then move on to the next village where his skills were needed.

  It wasn’t uncommon for each child in a sinker’s family to be born in a different village because home was wherever their father happened to be working at the time, with the boys going

  down the pits and the girls into service or to work on farms.




  As fate would have it, though, Bernard would work in the Newcastle coalfields for only fourteen years, before an unlikely scenario brought his time to an end.




  ‘I never knew my grandfather,’ Michael would say, ‘but I heard so much about him that to this day I can almost see him. He was a small, stocky man, well-muscled because of the

  work, with brown hair and grey eyes; quiet, so they say, and cheerful. He didn’t draw attention to himself and his only ambition was to save enough to take his family back to Ireland one day,

  though he wasn’t the only one who was doing that. He missed the open air and the space, and in his mind he thought he could go back home, buy a farm and start his life over again. He had to

  work as a sinker, but his heart wasn’t in it, and when he had a few hours off, he walked.




  ‘My father told me he would go off on one of his walks and just disappear for hours at a time, then come back and get ready for work again in his quiet way.’




  Daisy could almost see Bernard through Michael’s eyes, just as Michael saw him through his own father’s, and she wondered if he was ever aware that he was describing Granda Paddy and

  himself as he talked about Bernard. She never tired of Michael’s stories; even if she was never sure how true they were, because each time she heard them it was as if she was seeing her past

  a bit more clearly, and feeling a sense of herself that much stronger.




  ‘He liked the sea, I think it was that space thing again. You know how you can stretch your eyes when you look across the sea?’




  Daisy nodded.




  ‘And it reminded him of Ireland, of course, because his home wasn’t far from the sea and he was used to boats. He liked to spend time where fisherfolk were to be found, to walk by

  the riverside and down the lanes, Dark Chare, Blue Anchor Chare and Peppercorn Chare. And that’s what he was doing on that October day in 1854,’ Michael said with a sigh, ‘walking

  along the Tyne by Guildford, looking at the fishing boats landing their catches and the wherries taking loads to bigger ships lying down river. Then there was the big explosion.’




  A fire had started in a worsted factory in Hillsgate, Gateshead, and quickly spread through the cramped riverside buildings to a warehouse containing thousands of tons of sulphur, saltpetre,

  turpentine and naphtha. As it exploded, stones and bricks were thrown across the Tyne, starting fires on the other side, and fifty-three of the crowd that had gathered to watch were killed,

  including Bernard Sheridan.




  ‘He’d been using explosives at work every day for years,’ Michael said, ‘and he died at the age of thirty-four in an explosion on his day off. Now isn’t that just

  plain unfair? And they talk about the luck of the Irish,’ he would finish bitterly, as though the whole world regularly conspired against them.




  Bernard’s wife, Niamh, left a widow at the age of thirty with six children to care for, briefly considered moving back to Ireland, an instinctive reaction to run for home in times of

  trouble. Niamh was made of sterner stuff, though, and she used the money Bernard had been saving ‘to go back home’ to rent a house in Byker, a working-class area far from the

  coalfields, and became a landlady. She was small, as all malnourished people were in that era, with dark blue eyes, her fine fairish hair in a bun that never quite contained the strands, and she

  had a bustling air about her. She was a feisty woman who had opinions and voiced them freely in a way that Bernard never would have. She resented the anti-Irish feeling she and her children faced

  every day, and remarks that blamed the Irish for being poor, uneducated and dirty.




  Newcastle was a busy port and, like all ports, the constant traffic of foreigners brought diseases like typhus and cholera to the city, particularly when there were many people crammed into

  little space. The native Geordies always blamed this, as everything else, on ‘the Irish’. Whenever she met with this kind of bias, Niamh would point out that if the Irish were kept in

  low-paid jobs they could only afford the worst housing. So it was from necessity, not choice, that they lived in over-populated tenements with no sewers or drains, and was it any wonder some of

  them drank out of despair and became even more maudlin about ‘home’?




  Secretly, though, Niamh disapproved of drink. She thought it a great failing of the Irish, particularly the males, and she had no time for the false sentiment it brought out in them, though she

  would never have admitted it outside her own four walls. Her own father in Ireland had been a case in point. He drank to escape his circumstances but he drank his wife and children out of any hopes

  they had of improving their situation.




  Niamh had never forgotten that: it was partly why she had seen moving to Newcastle as a step away from that attitude all those years ago. She soon learned that it didn’t matter where they

  lived, though. The Irish saw themselves as defeated victims wherever they were, and turning to the bottle was too often their only response to their problems. It wouldn’t happen to her

  children, she decided. She would make sure they understood they had to help themselves; and the way to do that was through learning. ‘Now, her I do remember, her I will never forget,’

  Michael said with a smile. ‘My, now, there was a busy woman for you. No time for slackers, no time for complainers, she believed in getting on by helping herself. “Don’t feel

  sorry for yourself,” she used to say. “Make something of yourself instead.” And all her children learned to read and write, including my father, her youngest. I don’t know

  if you remember your Granda Paddy, Daisy, but he always had a book about him, didn’t matter what it was or how many hands it had gone through before his had touched it. He always had a

  book.’




  ‘Your Granny Niamh called him her “wee sponge”, didn’t she?’ Daisy replied right on cue, knowing how her father liked to talk about his family.




  Michael nodded, smiling at the memory. ‘Because he read everything he could get his hands on, he just soaked everything up. She was a wonderful woman, you know. She fought for everything

  she had, every inch of progress her family made was down to her. And she only took in Irish lodgers, that was her way of fighting back.’




  ‘Well, they were the most needy, weren’t they?’ Daisy said, like a response to the priest at Mass. ‘If she didn’t take them in and provide decent lodgings, who

  would?’




  ‘Exactly,’ Michael replied. ‘She was helping men coming over from the ould country like her husband had, and keeping her family fed while she was doing it.’




  So that’s where the practical but helpful and straight-talking gene had come from, Daisy would think. Not from the Sheridans at all, but from Granny Niamh, who had named her Daisy.




  The old woman hadn’t been dying of any disease. She was simply worn out, and the newborn child had been taken to her on her deathbed, where Niamh had insisted on sitting up and holding

  her.




  ‘My, look at that wee face,’ the old woman had said as she looked at her new great-granddaughter, ‘as bright and fresh as a daisy.’




  Those were the last words Niamh ever spoke. Shortly after holding the newest arrival she lapsed into unconsciousness and died two days later, and so the child had been named Daisy Niamh in her

  honour.




  If Daisy had chosen her own name it would’ve been something glamorous, like Kay, perhaps, who had been named for their mother, Kathleen; but as it had come from Great-Granny Niamh she had

  decided long ago that she could put up with it. The fact was that Kay suited her sister. It sounded feminine, bright and sparkling somehow, just as she was on stage. Or perhaps because of her act

  her name had been touched by an invisible magic wand that had left some sparkle dust behind. Kay was like Kathleen, so said Michael Sheridan – same dark red hair, bright blue eyes and

  beautiful voice – and Daisy would smile, though she couldn’t imagine her mother ever looking like that.




  Granda Paddy had had ambitions for his children, Michael always maintained. He’d wanted to keep them out of the pits just as much as his mother had her children.

  ‘He was crushed at having to betray his mother,’ Michael said, ‘and he never got over it.’ The fact was that the times were against great leaps forward by the Irish

  Geordies. In the late 1800s the Irish were still confined to the most menial jobs or the ones no one else wanted, even if ‘native’ Geordies did complain that the incomers were depriving

  them of work. And incomers they still were, though they had been born there. Old Niamh’s sons had few opportunities in life, it was true, but what they did have were contacts in certain parts

  of the mining industry from previous generations, so that was where they found work. They became colliers in nearby Washington, in the solidly Irish-Catholic Usworth pit, where wet, dangerous

  conditions were acknowledged as among the worst in the industry. Even so, no Irish Catholic would have accepted a job in the better working environment of the equally solid Newcastle Protestant C

  Pit, even if one was ever offered, which it wasn’t.




  Michael always became sad when he talked of his father, who was, he said, a clever man.




  ‘He had the heart and soul of a poet,’ he would say, ‘and always a thirst for learning; but he didn’t have a chance, he spent his entire life digging coal. If ever there

  was an injustice,’ and he’d shake his head and look away. ‘I think it broke Granny Niamh’s heart that he had to go down the mines.’




  Daisy had never thought that. She knew instinctively without knowing how that Granny Niamh had been a realist, that she had been fully aware that it would take more than one generation for her

  family to get on, up and out. She looked after the exiled Irish who came to her door, and cared for them well, so there was no great fortune to be made out of her lodgers. What profit she made did

  no more than supplement the meagre wages of her children when they were old enough to work, keeping a roof over their heads, clothes on their backs, food in their bellies and – it was an

  important ‘and’ – enough to buy books and the will to do so.




  Niamh was under no illusions. She knew the way out was through learning and she was giving them a respect for it, laying the foundations for those who would come after her and hoping they would

  be able to afford to continue to learn. Even as a small child Daisy knew her father didn’t understand this. Indeed, there were times when she felt that she had been born older than him, and

  in many ways she probably was. She was coming to the conclusion that most men never really grew up and the Irish variety grew up least. Their childlike natures were part of their charm, but as she

  was exposed to it early she was immune to it, so having Michael as her father, exasperating as it often was, had been a bonus. Daisy had been cut from Niamh’s side of the cloth, and she

  recognised in her father all the characteristics of the Irish: nostalgia, sentimentality and the childish fun that could turn to maudlin at the opening bars of a song from ‘home’,

  especially when accompanied by a drink or two. She would inwardly shake her own head as she listened to him. Much as she loved her father, she knew he was a man who lived on his emotions, heart

  over head every time, but it was a false heart, driven by that familiar and disabling melancholy. Ingrained in Michael, as in so many Irishmen, was the conviction that nothing would ever work out

  for him or his, simply because they were Irish. It was as though they were born to be losers.




  With the First World War looming the pits had worked flat out in 1913, producing huge stockpiles of coal, only to be rewarded in 1914 with working only two or three days a

  fortnight; and the Irish, as usual, were first to be laid off. Unemployment was high when General Kitchener made his call in March 1914 for 100,000 men aged between nineteen and thirty years to

  join the army.




  The miners, believing it would all be over by Christmas, decided to have a paid holiday on the state rather than see their families starve. The local regiments were the Northumberland Fusiliers,

  the Durham Light Infantry and the Green Howards, and, thinking the Howards was a Catholic regiment because of the ‘Green’ in the title, it became the target of the Irish. When they

  discovered their mistake they founded their own regiment, the Tyneside Irish, though most of them had been English for at least two generations by that time.




  Michael Sheridan, being just over the upper age limit, continued to toil in the mine while others marched off to years of conflict, if death didn’t get them first. For some reason he felt

  aggrieved that he had been stopped from going to war, while maintaining that the whole thing had been fixed to ensure that there were more Irishmen fighting for the British Crown than

  Englishmen.




  Even though she was a child as she listened to these stories, Daisy knew they were all the proof she needed that the average Irish male was, well, at best illogical. Michael’s voice,

  usually lubricated by a drink or three, would soar with anger and indignation as he embellished this strange, double-edged example of bias, and Daisy would turn away so that he didn’t notice

  her laughter.




  Poor Granny Niamh, strong woman that she was – it couldn’t have been easy to cope with all that, Daisy thought, sensing that her great-grandfather and her grandfather had been

  exactly the same as Michael and his brothers. It was a family trait, a male family trait. Michael blamed his inability to move up in the world, as he did everything in life, on anti-Irish

  prejudice, and his escape was in telling his stories, wonderful and entertaining as they were. His father, Paddy, had kept his nose in books as his escape, and Bernard had walked off into

  the distance on his own whenever he could, as a means of dealing with life, even if it had ironically brought him an early death. The Irish had been pre-destined not to be allowed to succeed; it

  wasn’t their fault, it was the fault of the English, or the world, or maybe even the God they said their rosaries to. And if they were bound to be defeated then what was the point in

  trying?




  Not that you could blame Granda Paddy too much. His adult life hadn’t been any easier than his mother’s had been, though she had dealt with her lot better then he did. His wife had

  died giving birth to Michael, so there was no adult woman to push him or the five older sons she left behind. And it was always the women who pushed, they were the backbone of every family.




  Their daughter, Clare, was the eldest, so in the way of things in their culture she took over the running of the house and family at the age of twelve. The only help she ever got was from older

  women in the family, all of whom had more than enough work with their own families. Besides, she was a female and, in the eyes of others in the family, she was doing what she should and therefore

  she would cope. She wasn’t the first child obliged to suddenly become an adult, after all.




  Though she had never set eyes on her Aunt Clare, Daisy had a soft spot for her and longed to find her one day, when she was grown up. Clare had brought up her six brothers, cared for her father

  and run the home for more than twenty years, missing out on any life of her own; but though no one suspected it, Clare was making plans.




  Michael, the youngest, was the last to marry and leave home, and the day after the wedding Clare had declared that now she had done her duty, she was off. Without saying a word to anyone she had

  already booked her passage on a boat to America, her packing was done, and when she left she said firmly that she would not be coming back.




  There was general shock within the family. It was all very well to say Michael was off her hands, but she was the official mother figure and never likely now to have any children of her own, so

  she should take her part in looking after her brothers’ offspring. Besides, there was her father – she couldn’t leave him to fend for himself.




  ‘Bugger my brothers’ children,’ Clare had replied with feeling, ‘bugger my father and bugger the rest of you if you don’t like it. I’ve done enough. I’m

  the wrong side of thirty and I’ve never had a life, it’s my turn now.’ And with that she left Newcastle forever.




  Typically, rather than look after himself, Granda Paddy took his books and moved back in with his elderly mother.




  Michael would tell this story in a shocked voice, hurt that any woman related to him could desert her duty. It brought disgrace on the entire family, especially as everyone in the community knew

  about it. The only person who did not criticise Clare in these old tales was, Daisy noted with pride, Old Niamh – and Daisy herself, of course. Every time her father recounted this terrible

  abandonment, Daisy cheered inside. As a small child she had been rifling through family pictures and papers in Granny Niamh’s house, where Granda Paddy still lived, and she had found an

  envelope with an American address on the back. Inside was a picture of Aunt Clare taken in New York, dressed in the clothes of the time, long skirt, high-necked blouse and buttoned boots. On her

  head was a flat hat like a pancake with the merest hint of veil that had been firmly pushed out of the way, and she had a robust bag over one arm, and clutched in both hands an umbrella. The sepia

  snap was too dark to be able to see Clare’s colouring, and her expression was so so severe that it made Daisy laugh out loud. It was as though she was saying, ‘Well, I’m here now,

  take it or leave it. If you choose to ignore this attempt to keep in touch, well, bugger you all again.’ Though the truth was that taking a picture in those days took so long that even the

  most determined smile would die before being captured.




  It was the only tangible link to Aunt Clare’s existence and Daisy never discovered if anyone in the family had ever replied, but she always felt that it was significant that it had been

  sent to Granny Niamh and Granny Niamh had kept it. So Daisy took it and kept it too, never mentioning it to anyone. If there was one thing Daisy learned from her childhood it was that women were

  always the practical ones, the strong ones who were relied on so that the males could wallow in their feelings. Granda Paddy, Michael and all the rest avoided, in their own ways, trying to help

  themselves and so never achieved anything for their families, and so it was that in due course Michael and his brothers followed Paddy down the mines. If she and Kay had been boys, Daisy was sure

  that they, too, would have been expected to do the same, and, as it was, going into service was regarded as the highest they could achieve if it hadn’t been for their mother, though that was

  accident rather than design.




  When she was young, Kathleen Clancy had been a highly-regarded singer in their community, and though Michael had worshipped her from afar as a boy, he finally met her when her brother came to

  work beside him. The Clancys were a musical family, every one of them played an instrument or sang, but Kathleen was the youngest of seven and therefore benefited from the fact that there were many

  wages coming into the house as she was growing up, giving her the opportunity to develop her talent.




  For Michael the Clancys were a revelation. ‘Everywhere you turned in their house there was music,’ he’d say. ‘They were all gifted, touched by God.’




  Daisy always let the last bit pass. Michael was her father, after all.




  ‘And there was Kathleen, so beautiful and with that glorious voice,’ he’d remember aloud, his eyes shining. ‘How could any man not love her?’




  Michael had pursued her for years, just as many other young men had, ‘until she caught me,’ he’d say with a grin, glancing at his wife. And watching the affectionate look that

  passed between her parents, Daisy understood that her father still saw her mother as she had been, to him she hadn’t changed at all.




  After they married Kathleen had continued with her singing, but something had happened with their first child’s arrival, or slightly before, though no one had been aware of it till

  afterwards. She had bloomed for the first six or seven months of her first pregnancy, then she seemed to weaken, but those last months were tiring for all women so no one worried. After the birth

  she never really returned to normal, though once again there were reasons: the birth had been long and punishing, besides, a new baby could exhaust anyone.




  It was Daisy’s birth two years later that had set the seal. Once again a weakness set in at six or seven months and from then on it seemed that Kathleen couldn’t catch her breath and

  the slightest exertion had her gasping for air. One of the pictures of her mother Daisy would carry in her mind for the rest of her life was of Kathleen on wash day, bent over a washboard, rubbing

  her family’s clothes up and down its corrugated metal strip, and suddenly stopping and resting her forehead on the wooden frame for support, breathless and sweating.




  On each cheek Kathleen developed a round red spot, as though she had been wearing rouge, so that she always looked so healthy, if you discounted the fact that she couldn’t breathe. It was

  down to some illness she had had as a child, a doctor had told Michael. It had affected her heart, and she shouldn’t have any more children.




  Michael couldn’t understand why they blamed her heart when it was obviously her lungs – he was a miner, he knew about lungs. Despite what he had been told, Michael suspected that his

  wife was suffering from tuberculosis, the scourge of the working classes who were forced to live so tightly packed together. In an attempt to provide her with more space to effect a cure, he had

  managed to rent a terraced house in Guildford Place in Heaton, a mile from Byker, in a single row of houses facing onto the railway line. It was far too big for the family, having more bedrooms

  than they could decorate, heat or use, but that was how Michael was, he had no balance in anything he did or thought. Kay and Daisy shared a bedroom upstairs, a step or two above the separate

  toilet and inside bathroom, which was a luxury, and the others lay empty.




  ‘I made sure,’ Michael would say firmly, ‘there would be no more children.’ And Daisy would nod just as firmly, though she had no idea what he meant. It would be some

  years before she made any connection between her mother sleeping, indeed living, in the big room at the front downstairs, and her father sleeping in the one at the back.




  There would be no more singing for Kathleen either and her brightness began to fade. She was like a candle burning down and slowly dimming, her life hovering around the last flickering of a

  wick, only just sustaining a glimmering of fire. The rouge-like stain stayed on her cheeks and, as her beautiful red hair lost its vibrant colour and became a dull, light brown, her lips took on a

  blue tinge that grew deeper the more she exerted herself.




  No one had any clear idea of what was wrong with her. There was no money for doctors or medicine because every spare penny went to promoting Kay’s career. Even if there had been, there was

  little any doctor of the time could have done for Kathleen anyway.




  From those years came the sound Daisy would never forget, of her mother trying to breathe – a harsh, rasping sound that would haunt her dreams. With Michael working night shift down the

  pit, Daisy would creep into her mother’s bedroom and ask if there was anything she could do, and Kathleen, weary-eyed, sweat glistening on her body and too breathless to reply, would give a

  slight shake of her head and close her eyes. Sometimes, decades after her mother was dead, Daisy would wake in the night, just as she had when she was a child, that picture in her mind as she

  waited in the darkness for her mother’s next tortured breath, fearful that it might not come. Sometimes she was out of bed and on her way to her mother’s bedroom again before she

  realised it was just a dream.
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  That Kay was blessed with her mother’s looks and musical ability was a great joy to Kathleen. It gave her another chance to shine through her daughter, so that her talent

  had not been lost. It also gave her something to live for, which was no bad thing in itself as there was little that the medical world could have offered, and anyway, given the choice between

  financing Kay’s future and her own present, Kathleen would undoubtedly have chosen the former.




  From when Kay first started to sing, which was from birth if you believed her besotted parents, Kathleen had worked with her daughter as much as her health would allow. Even when she

  couldn’t, there was the rest of the musical Clancy clan to help. Kay would be a star, she would claim the success that Kathleen had been destined for, but she would go one step further. Kay

  would one day sing not only for the local Irish community but for the world.




  To enable the talented Kay to do this the entire family had to be behind her, and that meant every penny went towards her career. Michael, who was no realist himself, could refuse his wife

  nothing. He might not have understood his wife’s illness, but on some level he seemed to accept that it was a one-way street, so what Kathleen wanted, Kathleen must have, and Kathleen wanted

  her daughter to be a star.




  It was fortunate that when Daisy came along she proved to be not just plain and capable but without any sense of the music that flowed through her sister’s veins; Kay could go on singing

  while Daisy coped, and so she found herself drafted into the family ‘business’. It had been like that for as long as she could remember. Daisy learned to sew the dresses Kay would need

  for her stage work, a skill Kay herself couldn’t be expected to learn because she had to perfect her gift. Likewise, Kay couldn’t be of any help about the house or to her sick mother,

  because her music kept her too busy, and besides, artistes of her calibre did not have roughened hands.




  So, as Kathleen’s health gradually deteriorated, Daisy managed the household: buying groceries, cooking, washing, cleaning out and setting fires, much as Aunt Clare had done before her.

  Part of the burden she took on, though she never regretted it, was to nurse her mother, too, and the workload increased so gradually as she grew that she barely noticed how much she was doing. Even

  if she had noticed, it was just how life was. It was no one’s fault, not Daisy’s and certainly not Kay’s, and she knew her sister had been given no more choice in these

  arrangements than she had herself. Their lives were, as the lives of all children were, driven by adults; they simply conformed.




  Indeed, deep down Daisy felt sorry for her sister. She was far from sure that Kay got any pleasure from her music. The whole drive was to put her in a position to exploit it, and that

  didn’t necessarily mean she should enjoy it. There wasn’t a free moment, from piano lessons to singing lessons, rehearsals, auditions, dress fittings and performances. It was a life

  Daisy would never have wanted for herself and, if anything, she was awed by her sister’s ability to stand before audiences, however adoring, and perform. Daisy knew she could never do

  that.




  The money Little Kay’s appearances brought in, plus Michael’s earnings, went back into her career, so the family had little if anything left over. But when she heard Kay sing all

  Daisy’s doubts disappeared. No one, she thought, could make such a beautiful sound with a voice if they didn’t love doing it. Years later, when she looked back, she wondered about her

  sister, though. It was as if Kay had no personality and simply went along with whatever others planned for her, not once giving an opinion, never mind disagreeing. She simply smiled that innocent

  smile and complied. Sometimes, remembering her sister, Daisy would wonder if there had been something wrong with her and if she had been born like that or simply conditioned. How could it be

  possible for anyone to be so good-natured and obedient all of her life: no tantrums, no off-days, always perfect. Could it be normal to exist as a completely blank canvas for anyone and everyone to

  paint their dreams on? She had envied Kay’s voice at times, but later she came to feel pity for her, because although she was there, in a way it was as if she had never actually lived.




  Daisy would work in the house when she got up in the mornings, go to school when she could and return to more chores. Then she would have to accompany her sister to her next

  appearance, because as time passed Kathleen’s condition worsened and she rarely moved from her bed, and Michael would be at work.




  Daisy felt no resentment, just concern over what she hadn’t had time to do because there weren’t enough hours in the day, and anxiety about how Kathleen was when she was alone at

  home. She wasn’t aware of it at the time but, looking back, she realised that deep in her mind had lurked the knowledge of Aunt Clare’s ‘shameful’ bolt for freedom. She

  would take out the secret photo and smile at the grim-looking woman clutching her umbrella as a shield, and somehow she didn’t feel trapped for eternity.




  It wasn’t as if she was forced into a life of drudgery, playing Cinderella to her beautiful sister. Everyone just pitched in to forward Kay’s career. There was always Dessie Doyle,

  for a start, there was no denying that, though Daisy wished she could.




  Dessie was two years older than Kay, four older than Daisy, and was Kay’s childhood sweetheart, the boy next door, the son Michael would never have, and Daisy had never liked him. He had

  been there as long as she could remember, just like many others in a community where neighbours were as close as family, but Dessie stood out because of his closeness to Kay. Wherever Kay was,

  there he was, too, sticking so close to her that she couldn’t turn round and, more importantly, so no one else could get near her. He never took any notice of Daisy – she was just

  plain, quiet Daisy, the fetcher and carrier. Kay was the sole focus of his attention.




  Not that Daisy objected – she was invisible to most people, especially when Kay was around – but there was something almost dismissive about Dessie’s attitude to her, as though

  once he appeared her presence was no longer required. All through her childhood Daisy resented him, even if she couldn’t quite work out why. After all, every male took over, there was nothing

  unusual in that. Like all males, too, Dessie was attracted to Kay, who was a local celebrity almost from the time she could walk onto a makeshift stage.




  Daisy didn’t trust him, that was what it was. It was that simple; even though he had never given her the slightest reason, it was just a feeling she had. Michael thought it was a simple

  case of jealousy, that Daisy resented her father’s affection for the boy or the boy’s attachment to Kay, but Daisy knew it wasn’t. Her dislike of him was at gut level, an

  instinctive distrust for no reason she could think of. She had never felt other than suspicious of him; she felt uneasy when he was around and he was around increasinly as Kay grew into her teens.

  Daisy should have been grateful to have someone there to take on her duties as Kay’s escort so that she could look after her mother, particularly with Kathleen’s health deteriorating.

  It should be a relief to know that, no matter what, there was someone to take Kay safely to and from her appearances. She just wished it could be someone other than Dessie.




  Even when Kathleen was too ill to watch her daughter perform, she was anxious to hear how the night had gone and couldn’t settle till she heard Kay arriving home with Dessie. He was

  totally accepted as one of the family, but as he went with Kay to Kathleen’s beside, Daisy felt a kind of drawing back from the tall, dark boy. When they were children walking to school

  together, she would deliberately fall behind because she didn’t want to walk in his company. Even then he was an intimidating force, at least to her: taller than all the other children, thin,

  dark, sallow-skinned and suspect, that was how she remembered him. He had greasy black hair falling across his forehead, giving him a shifty look as his dark eyes peered out at the world, those

  brown eyes so dark that they, too, looked black. At that time they were always on Kay, as most men’s eyes were.




  Dessie worked for Haggie R. Hood & Sons, a hemp and wire-rope manufacturers at Willington Quay on the Tyne, a step away from being a collier, and his ambition and application had taken him

  from the physical work of the factory to the office at nearby Akenside, so that in his late teens he was working as an order clerk. This impressed everyone else and, if he had been anyone else, it

  would have impressed Daisy, but he was Dessie Doyle and where others saw in him a determination to better himself, she saw only a man on the make. Whatever strides forward he had made, she guessed,

  they were at someone else’s cost. There was no opportunity too small for Dessie to take advantage of it.




  ‘I don’t know why you can’t be civil to him,’ Kathleen chided Daisy, after Dessie had announced, shyly of course, another promotion.




  It turned Daisy’s stomach to see his modest performance, probably more than his ‘I’ll protect Kay’ one.




  ‘I don’t know either, Daisy admitted, tucking in the blankets around her mother and arranging a crocheted shawl across her shoulders. Kathleen was recovering, hopefully, from yet

  another bout of bronchits. ‘I think it’s the way his eyes dart about to make sure everyone knows how modest he’s being, to see if the act is going down well.’




  ‘Daisy, that’s terrible!’ Kathleen replied huskily.




  ‘But it’s true,’ Daisy laughed. ‘I don’t know how the rest of you miss it, he’s like an animal lining up his next kill, a wolf or something.’




  ‘You’re just being nasty,’ Kathleen retorted, already wheezing with the exertion of saying a few words. ‘And he’s got Kay a job in the office beside him, too, so

  she won’t have to do rough work in a factory or go into service being somebody’s skivvy.’




  Daisy hardly paused, but in her mind she was thinking, Like me, you mean, Mam, like me?




  They didn’t mean to be unkind, of course. She knew that, but to her family that was her place in life – Daisy the skivvy – whereas Kay was destined for greater things, even if

  the career plan had faltered somewhat. Time had passed and by the age of fourteen Little Kay was no longer so little. When she sang she was no longer the sweet, innocent girl in the blue dress with

  puff sleeves, and, even if her voice was probably better, she was in that odd stage of being neither child nor woman. It was a hard enough time for any girl, but it left Kay in a professional

  hiatus with bookings dropping. There were always other sweet little girls around to take her limelight, though none with her talent, it was true.




  It was a time when other girls in similar positions lost their confidence. Some never stepped in front of the spotlight again, but it had no effect on Kay, something that puzzled Daisy. It was

  part of the non-personality she had noticed before. Kay didn’t exist as herself, only as whatever or whoever those around her wanted her to be. She seemed to have been born devoid of the

  ability to think for herself. Was that because she had never been allowed to, Daisy would wonder. Had she been conditioned to be compliant, or had the music simply taken over an empty space where

  something that should have been there was missing?




  It was decided that during this temporary lull in Kay’s progress to the top of the showbiz world, she would fill the gap by working. In an office. Beside Dessie. He was keeping her under

  his wing, Michael and Kathleen said, watching over her, though Daisy felt it was more than that. It was about control: he was making sure she didn’t get away from him. And what was wrong with

  that? He had adored her all her life, hadn’t he? Wouldn’t he want to protect her? And all Daisy could think was, Yes, but …




  Then it happened, the huge thing that had changed the universe forever. When she was fourteen, Daisy reached the optimum body weight of six stones and puberty assaulted her. All her life she

  would maintain that she had gone to bed one night as a flat-chested, plain, unremarkable child and wakened next morning inside an unknown sex-bomb’s body. Everything was different; her centre

  of gravity had moved and her map of herself had altered in some strange way so that she bumped into things and knocked others down. It was almost like learning to walk all over again. There was

  just so, well, much of her in places where there hadn’t been before, all of it moving in ways she didn’t understand and couldn’t control properly. And as for the lumps in the

  front, well, they just kind of got in the way all the time, so that she constantly tried to move them out of the way till her head got the message that they were stuck there and couldn’t be

  moved. And her mousy, unremarkable features had gone as well, and in their place was this beautiful, sensual face with striking blue eyes, framed by luxurious golden tresses.




  Sometimes when she looked in the mirror she would stop for a moment and stare at the unknown female looking back at her and try to find an explanation, a reason for the transformation, then she

  would shake her head. There was no explanation. With Kay, she knew, it had all been minimal and gradual. She had just seemed to grow taller and slightly curvier, becoming a beautiful adult version

  of the beautiful child she had been: even someone who hadn’t seen her in years would still have recognised her as Kay. With Daisy the process had not only been overnight, but more extreme

  and, as she insisted, it bore all the hallmarks of a mistake by Mother Nature. Either that, she thought, or Mother Nature had been at the gin and turned mischievous, only there was no way of

  reversing the prank she had played. Out there, somewhere, was the rightful owner of the body Daisy now owned, someone who was used to its curves and could handle the shape, a female who would be

  aghast at what she had woken up with.




  The first person to notice, apart from Daisy and her no doubt equally horrified exchangee, was eighteen-year-old Dessie Doyle.




  Dessie had never, in all the years they had grown up together, acknowledged her existence, which was fine because he gave her the creeps even when he didn’t look at her. But once the new

  body – the new Daisy – arrived, he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. At first she had felt so vindicated by his reaction that she could have screamed with happiness – now she

  knew why she had disliked him so much, he was indeed a creep – but shortly the joy of being right all along turned to disgust. He almost drooled when he saw her, and he made sure he saw her a

  great deal. His eyes never left her, following her around wherever she was in the house till she felt sick. She knew nothing about sex, but instinct told her what was in his mind, and at fourteen

  that frightened her, so that she wanted to run to her bed, pull the blankets over her head and hide.




  For the first time, Dessie took to touching her. Nothing out of place, of course, just normal contact, but normal contact that had never happened before. A hand on her elbow as they passed each

  other in a doorway perhaps, but she was aware that he was passing her much more than he ever had before. And he would hold things out to her, so that she had to take them – a jacket, a bag

  perhaps – and in doing so he always ensured that his skin touched hers.




  He began talking to her so that she had to make eye contact with him, and he held it that second too long for comfort. He began smiling at her, too, making her turn away and cringe, though he

  seemed to take her obvious unease as maidenly embarrassment. No one else noticed, which confused her, till she realised that to her family she was still Daisy – Background Daisy. Regardless

  of how she looked she would always be Background Daisy. Kay was still the focus of their attention.




  Not that Dessie Doyle was the only male who changed the way he behaved towards the new Daisy, but he was in her own home, that was the difference. She would walk down the street, recoiling from

  the glances of males along the way, hunching her shoulders in an attempt to disguise the curves they looked at so longingly, while at the same time there was a kind of fury inside her that she

  should be made to feel that way. Unfortunately this heightened her colour so that her face glowed and her eyes sparkled, which enhanced the overall effect that her hunched shoulders tried to

  distract from.




  Still, once inside the house she could close the door on all the other eyes, but Dessie had free passage any time of the day, or the night, too, if he had thought of it. He was regarded as

  family and therefore the door was never closed to him. And the propriety of the era made sure he had plenty of opportunity to be around Daisy. No one doubted that he and Kay would marry in due

  course and, though he was completely trusted by Michael and Kathleen, there was an unspoken understanding that the younger sister would act as unofficial chaperone, especially as the sisters shared

  a room. So there was no getting away from Dessie’s leering eyes, and his hands, his entirely innocent hands, though the very thought of them coming near Daisy made her feel sick.




  And that’s when a new, even more assertive Daisy started speaking in her head; one who questioned everything and wondered if things should or could be different. It was part of her

  reaction to suddenly feeling vulnerable due to the way males treated her. To them she was an animal to be stalked, hunted, and inevitably, in their eyes, claimed as a prize. For a time she

  floundered, feeling helpless, before she realised that this game didn’t necessarily have to be on other people’s terms. She could make up her own rules, decide her own strategies. She

  began to understand that she either spent her life running from the predators or she turned, faced them and took control. After all, if she had something they wanted, then she had power – it

  was there for the taking.




  It took a lot of thinking out, but Daisy had plenty of time for thinking while she did the usual daily chores, and gradually a new persona took over the new shape, even if no one else noticed it

  at first. Daisy was becoming her own person.
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  When the time came for Daisy to start work, as her sister already had, Dessie, good old reliable Dessie, had stepped forward.




  It was a normal evening in the Sheridan household. Dessie was always there or thereabouts, his arm around Kay, his possession, but his eyes on Daisy even with her back to him, as she sat at the

  table, concentrating determinedly on a newspaper laid out in front of her, her arms crossed over her chest for extra protection.




  ‘I was thinking,’ she heard him say to Michael and Kathleen, ‘if you don’t mind, if I’m not talking out of turn,’ Daisy’s face contorted with dislike,

  ‘that I could put in a word for Daisy at the ropeworks.’




  Daisy’s eyes shot wide open with shock.




  ‘My, Dessie,’ her father said affectionately, ‘that’s a kind thought! Isn’t he a good friend to this family, Kathleen?’




  Kathleen didn’t reply. More and more she had to conserve her breath, but Daisy sensed her mother nodding in agreement. She knew Kathleen would be just as delighted at Dessie’s

  kindness as Michael was, but Daisy had other thoughts.
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‘Keep the hankies nearby for this truly beautiful,
bittersweet story of love, loss and an indomitable
woman who refuses to be broken’

Scottish Daily Record
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