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Part One


New Beginnings










Chapter 1


As a rule Mrs Cissie Cassidy had no truck with the Irish, particularly those reprobates who occupied the crumbling tenements north of Riverside Road. In fact, the widow Cassidy had a ‘down’ on most immigrant sons of Erin and the reason for her prejudice was not hard to find.


      If you ventured the length of Salamanca Street past Paddy Maizie’s pub to the drab little burial ground behind St Kentigern’s you would discover there a grave marked not by marble or granite but by a slab of indeterminate mineral that may, or may not, have been slate; a stone smeared with pigeon droppings and so stained by a decade of fogs, frosts and sour Scottish rains that it resembled the tomb of an ancient warrior and not the last resting place of Eamon O’Connor Cassidy, who had died in the spring of 1864.


      They said it was his heart, that wide-open Irish heart, big as all Killarney, that had burst with the strain of the digging, but it was drink not digging that had done for him and even now, ten years on, Cissie was still mad at herself for having run off to Glasgow with a useless Irish charmer, still fizzing at Eamon for boozing himself into an early grave and leaving her childless, penniless and teetering on the verge of fifty.


      One windy evening in early March, Mrs Cassidy came scuttling up Salamanca Street from Kennedy’s bakery where she worked in the kitchen behind the shop. She had learned to cook at her mother’s knee and, one way or another, had been at it ever since.


      The high point in her culinary career had been half a year of service in the Royal Restaurant, but the stifling heat in the Royal’s kitchens had undermined her health and one night, while helping to prepare a wedding dinner, she had fainted dead away and had shed what had existed of little Cassidy number four, just as she had shed his predecessors, after which she had been fit for nothing but staying at home and looking after Eamon.


      Soon after Eamon’s death, however, Mr Belfer had found her a job at the bakery and now, in Kennedy’s airy kitchen, she bored her workmates stiff with tales of high life in Glasgow’s posh West End. But of all the little Cassidys or, rather, their absence, she said nothing, for her failure to carry a child to full term was nobody’s business but her own.


      March then, in the evening: the wind plastered her skirts to her calves and tugged mischievously at her bonnet, while little Mrs Cassidy clung to the large cardboard box within which nestled three meat pies.


      When she rounded the corner into Salamanca Street a particularly boisterous gust of wind whipped off her bonnet and before she could recover her balance an unfamiliar voice said, ‘Allow me, missus,’ and a hand as big as a soup tureen placed the bonnet back on her head.


      The stranger was young, a great giant of a man with shoulders as broad as a roof beam, an open face, all chin and brow, and smiling brown eyes. He wore a short-jacket suit and a chequered cap, but no muffler. His bare throat rose from his collar as thick and smooth as a marble column.


      ‘Where did you spring from?’ Cissie asked.


      ‘From the deck o’ the Rose o’ Tralee,’ the young man told her. ‘Sprung as quick as me legs would carry me, for I was mighty glad to set foot on dry land after a perilous voyage on the bosom o’ the deep.’


      ‘You’re Irish,’ Cissie said.


      ‘That I am. Nolan McKenna at your service.’


      ‘An Irishman an’ – I’ll stake my life on it – a digger.’


      ‘A digger for sure,’ Nolan McKenna said, ‘or about to be so.’


      It was on the tip of Cissie’s tongue to inform him that she had once been married to a digger but, in spite of the stranger’s size and easy air, he was Irish and she’d had enough of handsome Irishmen to last a lifetime.


      He leaned towards her, and said, ‘What is that lovely smell? By Gar, what have you got in that box?’


      ‘My supper.’


      ‘We could be doin’ with a bite o’ supper,’ Nolan McKenna admitted. ‘Fact is, we ha’n’t had much since yesterday, a crust o’ bread bein’ the best o’ it. Maybe you could be directin’ us to where we could find a cheap bit o’ tuck, since us poor travellers ain’t got our bearin’s yet.’


      ‘Us poor travellers?’ Cissie said. ‘Have you brought the family with you?’


      ‘Aye, all the family God has spared me.’ He jerked his thumb at two girls who huddled, shivering, against the weeping brick wall. ‘Me sisters – for what they’re worth. Come on, girls, say “How Do” to the pretty lady.’


      The streets of Glasgow were littered with dirty little waifs, some as sharp as carpet tacks, others as dumb as oxen. The McKenna sisters appeared clean, however, and, Mrs Cassidy noted, had shoes with buckles, and trimmed shawls.


      The smaller one even had a big straw bonnet decorated with silk ribbons and paper flowers that she held by her side as if she was embarrassed to be attached to such a frippery.


      She advanced towards Cissie with quick, mincing steps and so resembled an elf or a fairy that when the wind gusted again Cissie was tempted to drop the box and grab the child just to stop her being swirled off into the sky.


      ‘This is Evie,’ Nolan McKenna said. ‘The other ’un is Clare.’


      ‘Well, well,’ said Mrs Cassidy, quite nonplussed. ‘Well, well, well.’


      They weren’t children after all, Cissie realised, but might even be as old as seventeen or eighteen. Crouching over her bundle, the one called Clare nodded a sulky sort of greeting.


      ‘This kind lady will be tellin’ us where we can find our supper.’ Nolan McKenna paused. ‘Before we start searchin’ for Eamon again.’


      Cissie Cassidy’s heart leaped into her throat and a sharp little pain trickled down the length of her breastbone.


      ‘Eamon?’ she said.


      ‘Our uncle Eamon,’ Evie informed her.


      ‘Lots of Irishmen called Eamon in these parts.’ Cissie Cassidy just managed to keep the squeak out of her voice. ‘Did – does this particular Eamon have another name?’


      ‘Cassidy,’ Evie said. ‘Eamon O’Connor Cassidy. He’s me mam’s long-lost brother who shipped to Glasgow many years ago an’ has not been heard of since. Mam’s last words, whispered with her dyin’ breath, were, “Find Uncle Eamon; he’ll see you right.” ’


      ‘Are you from Killarney?’


      ‘Aye, Killarney.’ Evie’s blue eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m wishin’ I was back there now with Mam still alive, the stew pot bubblin’ on the fire like it was before the blight took off the tatie crop an’ we lost the tithe.’


      Sniffing and wiping her nose on her cuff, she fought back tears. Her sister shuffled up behind her and patted her on the shoulder, saying, in a curiously flat voice, ‘There, there, Evie, when we find Uncle Eamon, he’ll look after us till we get back on our feet.’


      The pies were growing colder by the minute. Mr Belfer would boil a pan of water to heat his up and Mr Macpherson would give his a minute or two on a tin plate on the hob. Why was she fretting about pies when Eamon’s nephew and nieces were standing before her? Killarney, though? She had never heard of a sister in Killarney. Eamon had steadfastly refused to discuss what lay behind him in Ireland, except to brag about an older brother who’d been hanged in Dublin for killing a man in a dispute over wages.


      ‘If you haven’t heard from your uncle in umpteen years,’ she said, ‘why have you come to Glasgow to look for him?’


      ‘Had a letter,’ said Evie promptly.


      ‘Who had – you?’


      ‘Me mam.’


      ‘Where is it then?’ said Cissie Cassidy. ‘Let me see this letter.’


      ‘Can’t,’ said Evie.


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘It went.’


      ‘Went? Went where?’ said Cissie.


      ‘Up in smoke,’ said Evie.


      ‘An’ what did this letter what went up in smoke say?’


      ‘Said he was wed to lovely woman an’ had a house in the Riverside.’


      ‘When was the letter sent?’


      ‘Years ago, long years ago,’ said Evie.


      ‘Ten years or more,’ said Clare.


      ‘Sure an’ I was no more than six years old at the time,’ Evie went on, ‘but I remember the gladness it brought me mam.’


      ‘The wife,’ Cissie said, ‘did he mention his wife’s name?’


      ‘No name,’ said Nolan.


      ‘Or if there was, we’ve forgot.’ Clare glanced at her brother. ‘I told you, Nolly, it’s a needle in a haystack. He could be gone, our man, shifted on somewhere else for all we know.’


      ‘Aye, a miracle it will be,’ said Evie, ‘if ever we find him.’


      ‘Supper an’ a dry bed for the night will be miracle enough for me.’ Nolan McKenna sighed. ‘Well, lady, you’ve listened patient to our story an’ it’s none o’ your blame we’re lost, so we’ll be goin’ on our way. Come on, girls, hoist up your bundles. There’s nothin’ to keep us here.’


      And against her better judgement, Cissie Cassidy said, ‘Wait.’


 


They followed the woman across Salamanca Street to a tall smoke-blackened tenement separated from its neighbours by a broad lane.


      Father Fingle, at the Catholic Mission, had told them that most of the old properties in the Riverside ward were owned by the Blackstock brothers and that rooms were rented out by the week or month, complete with bedding and a few sticks of furniture.


      ‘Wait here,’ Mrs Cassidy said.


      ‘Can we not be comin’ in?’ said Evie.


      ‘Not till I have spoke with Mr Belfer,’ the woman said.


      ‘Mr Belfer? Who’s Mr Belfer?’


      ‘He collects our rents an’ takes care o’ us in a general way.’


      ‘His word is law, is it?’ said Evie.


      ‘It is,’ Mrs Cassidy said.


      ‘Is there a privy inside?’ Clare asked.


      ‘There’s a closet on the bottom landing,’ said Mrs Cassidy, adding, proudly, ‘kept so clean in our buildin’ you could eat your dinner off the floor.’


      ‘Well, I’ve no dinner to eat,’ said Evie, ‘but I do need to pee.’


      ‘You’ll just have to hold it in,’ the widow said. ‘Mr Belfer doesn’t like strangers usin’ our facilities.’


      Evie might have put up more of an argument if Nolan hadn’t prodded her with his elbow, warning her to keep a clamp on her tongue. She was just weary enough to obey. Cork to Greenock at one shilling a head and all the bread you could eat, so the handbill promised. The bread had turned out to be mouldy and she had heaved most of it over the side before the voyage was half over. She felt now as if she had been travelling forever, forever hungry.


      ‘Go an’ speak to your man,’ Evie said. ‘We’ll wait here.’


      ‘I’ll be quick as I can,’ the woman promised and, reaching up, pinched Evie’s cheek reassuringly, then vanished into the close.


      ‘Do you think she swallowed it?’ Nolan asked.


      ‘O’ course she did,’ said Evie.


      ‘Hook, line and sinker,’ said Clare.


 


Mr Benjamin Belfer held the tin box by a string and dipped it into a simmering saucepan on top of the coal stove, which, in Cissie’s opinion, was no way to treat a fine meat pie.


      ‘There,’ he said, ‘the matter of my dinner is took care of, or almost so. What’s here?’ From a shelf above the stove he plucked a little clock and peered at the dial. ‘Four minutes should do it nicely. Now’ – he rubbed his hands – ‘now, my dear Mrs Cassidy, what’s all this about long-lost Irish cousins turnin’ up on our doorstep?’


      ‘They aren’t cousins,’ Cissie said, ‘and I don’t know if they are long-lost, leastways not my long-lost, nor Eamon’s neither.’


      ‘Did Eamon ever mention a sister in Killarney?’


      ‘Never.’


      ‘It was a long time ago.’


      ‘It was,’ Cissie agreed. ‘He says he’s a digger.’


      ‘Who does?’


      ‘The young man. Says he’s come to Glasgow in search of work.’


      ‘Oh, they all say that,’ said Mr Belfer. ‘Question is, what are you goin’ to do with them?’


      ‘If they are Eamon’s kin it would be cruel to turn them away.’


      ‘It was a long time ago,’ said Mr Belfer again, adding, ‘whichever side of the Irish Sea you hale from. I recommend caution.’


      ‘I can’t leave them out in the street.’


      ‘Well, you can’t bring them in here.’ Mr Belfer held up both hands as if to ward off uncharitable thoughts. ‘Even if I had space, which I haven’t, there’s precious stuff in my apartment an’ they might not be honest.’


      ‘It’s the young girls I’m worried about.’


      ‘Young girls?’ Mr Belfer scrutinised the clock. ‘Aye, well, I suppose it’s different when unfledged females are involved. How young?’


      ‘Sixteen or seventeen, thereabouts.’


      ‘Hmm,’ said Mr Belfer thoughtfully.


      ‘Now Mr Coker’s gone an’ you don’t have another tenant waitin’ for his room, I wondered if you might not  . . .’


      ‘Rent them Coker’s room, with poor Mr Coker hardly cold in his grave? That’s a great deal to ask of me, Mrs Cassidy.’


      ‘It’s only till I find out if they are who they say they are.’


      ‘How do you propose to do that?’


      ‘I don’t know,’ Cissie admitted.


      Dusk enclosed the tenement like wet flannel.


      The drizzle had thickened into rain and the eaves high overhead had already begun to overflow. Across the lane Mr McLean would be grooming the cart-horses and old Mrs McLean, in the garret above the stables, would be counting her cats to make sure they were all safe and sound.


      Cissie said, ‘I’ll pay for the room.’


      ‘You?’ Mr Belfer said. ‘Why would you do that?’


      ‘If,’ said Mrs Cassidy, ‘they are Eamon’s family, they’re my family too.’


      ‘It strikes me, my dear Mrs Cassidy, that you’ve rubbed along without family thus far an’ you might find it less troublesome to rub along without them for a considerable while longer.’


      ‘How much is the rent?’


      ‘For the night?’ Mr Belfer shrugged. ‘One shillin’.’


      ‘Fuel for the fire?’


      ‘There’s coal in the bucket.’


      ‘Lamp oil?’


      ‘The room’s furnished well enough for homeless Irish,’ said Mr Belfer testily. ‘I got bills posted, you know, so if some respectable gent turns up in search o’ lodgings out the Irish go, rain or no rain, females or no females.’


      ‘One shillin’,’ said Cissie, ‘is awful expensive.’


      She had hoped for more help from Mr Belfer who had been her friend, almost her only friend, for the past ten years. He took his responsibilities as Mr Blackstock’s collection agent very seriously, though, and would do nothing, not even in the name of friendship, to jeopardise his position.


      ‘Take it or leave it, Mrs Cassidy. If they aren’t happy let them slope up town an’ see if they can find a charity bed in a hostel.’ He consulted the clock, lifted the pan and set it on the table. ‘It’s my dinner time – past it – so if you want to fetch them in, do it now for I’ll require to give them scrutiny before I rent them one o’ my rooms even for a single night. Understood?’


      ‘Understood,’ said Cissie Cassidy meekly.


 


The moment Evie clapped eyes on Benjamin Belfer she knew he was the sort of man who liked to have everything his own way.


      He stood in the doorway, arms folded. His ruddy cheeks, portly belly and striped waistcoat made him look more like a squire than a caretaker. His legs were short and somewhat bowed but he was a potent enough creature for a man of his years, his years, she reckoned, being in the region of forty.


      The room was stuffed with furniture. There was linoleum on the floor, a half-sized dresser glinting with china, a table with a cloth on it, and a coal-fired stove. The mantelshelf was laden with a variety of trinkets of the sort that only a man would keep.


      If there was a wife she had made no mark upon Mr Belfer’s apartment which, in Evie’s opinion, had ‘bachelor’ written all over it. She primped her hair and wondered if it would be better to simper or sob.


      ‘Now then,’ Mr Belfer began, ‘Mrs Cassidy informs me you think you’ve a claim on her hospitality.’ He spoke in a deliberate manner as if he assumed that, being Irish, they wouldn’t understand Queen’s English. ‘It is incumbent upon me,’ he continued, ‘to ensure that you are what you say you are an’ aren’t pullin’ the wool over this dear lady’s eyes.’


      ‘We have no business with this lady, sir,’ said Evie. ‘Our business is with Eamon Cassidy – an’ he’s provin’ uncommon hard to find.’


      The widow was clearly intimidated by the caretaker and more than willing to let him make the running.


      ‘For your information,’ Mr Belfer said, ‘Eamon Cassidy is no more.’


      ‘No more?’ said Nolan. ‘Sure an’ what does that mean?’


      ‘Means dead,’ said Mr Belfer.


      ‘Dead!’ Clare exclaimed. ‘Poor Uncle Eamon’s dead!’


      ‘May his soul rest in peace,’ said Nolan, and crossed himself.


      Evie let her lip tremble and her eyes water but Benjamin Belfer had already turned his attention to her sister.


      ‘You, lass,’ he said, ‘what’s your name?’


      ‘Clare, sir.’


      ‘Clare what, sir?’


      ‘Clare McKenna.’


      ‘Step out where I can see you better.’


      Clare stepped into the lamplight.


      ‘Where do you come from?’ Mr Belfer said.


      ‘Killarney, sir,’ said Clare. ‘In Ireland.’


      Mr Belfer apparently took her to be an object of truth as well as beauty, a part Clare played to perfection. He said, ‘Do you know what happens to young ladies who tell lies?’


      ‘They burn in hell, sir.’


      ‘Well, I wouldn’t say hell.’ Mr Belfer stepped back. ‘No, not hell exactly since the concept of hell is out o’ favour these days.’ He drew in breath and released it slowly. ‘I mean, young ladies who lie are always found out. Do you hear me, Clare McKenna, they are found out and punished. Tell me the truth now, are you really the niece of Eamon Cassidy, late of the town of Killarney?’


      ‘Not the town of Killarney, sir,’ said Clare. ‘We come from a place on the Lakes on the flank of Bull Mountains. Me mam’s family too, since we were all together, Cassidys and McKennas, tendin’ those same scant acres.’


      Benjamin Belfer might resemble a country squire, Evie thought, but he surely knew nothing of country matters or of the geography of Ireland.


      ‘Tell them, Mr Belfer,’ Mrs Cassidy said. ‘Do tell them.’


      Mr Belfer thrust a hand into his trouser pocket, his knuckles bulging inside the cloth. He was almost convinced, Evie realised, almost there.


      He said, ‘This was Eamon Cassidy’s last place of residence. You can’t find the man, for the man has gone to his Maker, but this kind lady, who has already took you to her bosom, is his widow; in a word, your aunt.’


      ‘Oh!’ Clare clasped her hands together. ‘Our aunt, our dear, dead uncle’s wife. Oh what a happy chance that is, sure is it not now?’


      Then in a gesture that seemed entirely spontaneous, she sank to her knees and hugged the bewildered little widow who, like it or not, was about to inherit a brand-new family and all the trouble that went with it.










Chapter 2


The old adage ‘No smoke without fire’ did not apply to the handful of dross that Evie had scraped from the bucket in the late Mr Coker’s room.


      On the hob were a blackened kettle, a frying pan and a toasting fork, but the bread had already been devoured and cooking on a candle flame was beyond Clare’s capabilities. There was no oil in the lamp, no curtain on the window. The bed, hardly more than a cot, had been stripped to a mattress.


      Evie crouched bare-legged in front of the grate. She was disappointed in ‘Aunt Cissie’. After all the effort they had put into picking Eamon Cassidy’s name from a gravestone and tracing his widow, she had expected a better reward. Three eggs, a quarter loaf and a cup of dripping wasn’t her idea of generosity, though, to be fair, the woman had forked out for the room.


      ‘Sure an’ it’s not goin’ to spark up now, Evie,’ Nolan told her. ‘We’ll be tryin’ again in the mornin’ when I’ve scrounged some kindlin’.’


      Nolan had spread his travelling blanket and wrapped his boots in his jacket to make a pillow. He lay on the mattress contemplating the ceiling.


      Stripped to her petticoat and bodice, Clare sat on the edge of the sink by the window, combing her long hair.


      If the factor could see her sister now, Evie thought, he would be even more smitten than he was already. She had had her share of smitten parties, men who were willing to do anything to please her, this side of marriage. It was she, not Clare, who had tackled the priest in Cork and laid out the sorry story that had got them enough scratch to reach Glasgow.


      ‘Spread out an’ get some sleep,’ Nolan said. ‘It’ll be another long day for us tomorrow, I’m thinkin’.’


      ‘You will go lookin’ for work, won’t you?’ Clare said.


      ‘I will that,’ said Nolan.


      ‘Where will you start?’ said Evie.


      ‘I’ll go down to the wall at the far end o’ Salamanca Street an’ see what’s doin’ there,’ Nolan said, ‘like the feller told me to do.’


      ‘What feller?’ said Clare.


      ‘What wall?’ said Evie.


      ‘The wall the feller on the boat told me about, where they hire diggers for the new dock.’


      ‘Who does the hirin’, Nolly?’ Evie asked.


      ‘The contracuators,’ Nolan told her.


      Evie could see little of her brother in the flickering candlelight, just his big hummocky knees and his feet in dirty stockings.


      ‘What if they’re not hirin’ tomorrow?’ she said. ‘We’ll need money soon, since the widow woman ain’t ready to take us at our word just yet.’


      ‘She found us a room, did she not?’ said Nolan.


      ‘Aye, an’ she’s just as like to throw us out,’ Clare said, ‘if the man, the factotum, draws the line.’


      ‘You can get round him, can’t you?’ Nolan said.


      ‘Me?’ Clare said. ‘I’m not the one for that job.’


      ‘You’ll be doin’ what you have to,’ Nolan said, ‘like we all will.’


      Clare gave a little nod and tugged the comb from her hair. She drew the ball of her thumb across the teeth once, then again. She stroked her thumb across the comb the way you might strike a safety match, then, sucking blood from her thumb, said, ‘I won’t be lettin’ him poke me.’


      ‘He won’t poke you,’ Evie said. ‘He’s a gentleman.’


      ‘There’s none o’ them gentlemen,’ said Clare.


      ‘Well, he might want to poke you, an’ who can blame him for that,’ Evie said, ‘but he won’t give in to the temptation.’


      ‘How can you be so bloody sure?’ said Clare.


      Evie sat up. ‘He has a Bible in his room.’


      ‘Aye,’ said Clare. ‘So had Father Garbett.’


      ‘Anyroads,’ Nolan rumbled, ‘that unfortunate event purchased us three tickets to Glasgow, did it not now?’


      Clare attacked her left thumb with the same determination as she had attacked her right. She would not be happy, Evie guessed, until both thumbs were dripping blood.


      She was beginning to suspect that her sister’s reason had been affected by the incident with the priest, piled on top of the strain of watching Mam die, all yellow and bony, and having the peelers charge through the door before the three of them were hardly back from the funeral, with Father Garbett backing the peelers, and Mr Rogers there to speak for Lord Wring.


      None of it would have happened, of course, if the sickening white down hadn’t descended on the potato crop again and the oats hadn’t fallen short of the haul that Lord Wring demanded in tithe.


      She got to her feet and wrapped the shawl about her. ‘I’m not waitin’ for mornin’,’ she said. ‘I’m off right now.’


      Nolan sat up. ‘Off where?’


      ‘On the scrounge.’


      ‘Beggin’?’ said Clare. ‘No, Evie, you mustn’t beg. We promised Mam we’d never stoop to beggin’.’


      ‘Mam’s dead an’ gone,’ said Evie. ‘Anyroads, there’s a difference between scroungin’ an’ beggin’.’


      ‘What? What difference?’ Clare said.


      ‘You tell her, Nolan,’ Evie said, ‘while I go explorin’.’


      ‘Put on some clothes first,’ Nolan said.


      ‘No clothes necessary,’ Evie said. ‘All I’ll be needin’ is me hat.’


 


On nights when the wind blew hard the smoke in Jock Macpherson’s third-floor room swirled about like ectoplasm. Indeed, so thick and choking did it become there were times when he wondered if the bones of a climbing-boy were stuck above the flue and if the sound he heard when he lay in bed was not just the wail of the wind but the forlorn cry of some ghastly orphan who had perished up there half a century ago.


      Being a practical man, not usually given to fancies, he had tried poking about with a broom handle and had even fashioned a great long rod out of wire and bamboo, but the rod had brought down nothing but a deluge of soot, and the smoke remained prodigious when the wind was from the west.


      He had arrived home later than usual that evening and had stumbled on some minor stramash in the hallway. Mrs Cassidy had thrust the pie at him as if the argument were all his fault and he had only glimpsed the strangers in Mr Belfer’s room – a giant of a man and a sullen-looking girl in a shawl – before he’d hastened upstairs.


      The wind howled about the chimneypots and another cloud of smoke puffed from the flue. The draught was good, though, so there were flames in the grate and the appetising aroma of gravy in the air as, clad in trousers and an undervest, Jock groped his way into the lobby to answer the knocking. He assumed it would be Mr Belfer or possibly Betty Fowler come to complain about the smoke but on opening the door he was confronted by a girl he had never seen before, a girl with sharp, pointed features and bright blue eyes, dressed in little else, it seemed, but a shawl and a flowery hat.


      ‘By Gar!’ she said. ‘Is it an ox you’re roastin’ in there?’


      Jock peered down at her. ‘Are you one o’ the Fowlers?’


      ‘No, sir, there’s nothin’ foul about me.’


      ‘You’re not one o’ the Fowlers?’


      ‘I’m one o’ the McKennas.’


      Smoke billowed out on to the landing and collected in the cold air above the stairs like a huge grey fist.


      ‘From where?’ said Jock.


      ‘From downstairs.’


      ‘Are you new tenants?’


      ‘Aye, we’re new, but we might not be tenants for long.’


      Jock pinched the collar of his vest and tugged it over his chest. He had a bushy beard and eyebrows but not much by way of hair on his head, which Betty Fowler had told him was very fetching; the rest of him was anything but fetching, unless you had a partiality for bears or very large dogs.


      ‘If you’ve come to complain about the smoke . . .’ he began.


      ‘I haven’t come to complain about the smoke,’ the girl said. ‘I’ve come to borrow a pickle o’ coal an’ any spare scoff you might have in your larder to fill the hole in me stomach.’


      ‘How many?’ Jock said. ‘How many holes in how many stomachs?’


      ‘Three,’ the girl said. ‘Me sister, me brother – an’, well, me.’


      ‘Come inside.’


      ‘Is there a wife inside?’


      ‘No wife,’ Jock said.


      ‘In that case, I’ll be waitin’ out here,’ the girl said.


      ‘For why?’


      ‘For modesty,’ she said, then, leaning to the left, peered past him into the room. ‘Is that mutton on the hob?’


      ‘Steak,’ Jock answered. ‘Mrs Cassidy sells us pies.’


      ‘How much?’


      ‘Tuppence.’


      ‘Too much.’


      ‘They’re fourpence over the counter.’


      ‘Far too much,’ the girl said. ‘Is it a big pie?’


      ‘Big enough for two,’ Jock said, ‘not four.’


      ‘What else have you got for a person to eat?’


      Jock noticed Mrs Fowler peeking from the doorway across the landing and had no wish to be reported to Mr Belfer, who was adamantly opposed to ‘private congress’ between his tenants. He took the girl by the arm and drew her into the lobby.


      ‘If it’s your intention to talk me out o’ half my supper, lass,’ he said, ‘you’d best come in an’ make a proper job of it.’


      ‘I’m not decent,’ the girl said.


      ‘Well, I’m not exactly robed for a night at the Gaiety.’ Jock ushered her into the kitchen. ‘Sit there at the table an’ we’ll pretend we know each other well enough to share a bite o’ supper.’


      Obediently, the girl seated herself.


      Jock tugged a cloth from a hook, wrapped it around his fists, plucked the pie from the hob and placed it before her. He handed her a fork and a spoon. She gripped the fork in one hand and the spoon in the other and bathed her face in savoury steam for a moment; then she sat back, frowning.


      ‘I can’t eat it,’ she said.


      ‘What’s wrong with it?’


      ‘Nothin’, but I can’t go stealin’ your supper.’


      ‘Half my supper,’ Jock said. ‘That’s not the reason, is it?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘It’s your sister downstairs, is it not?’


      ‘An’ me brother,’ the girl admitted. ‘They’re starvin’.’


      She raised her hand and dabbed a corner of her mouth. She had fine fingers, Jock noted, and when the shawl slipped from her shoulder he glimpsed the strap of a bodice trimmed with lace.


      ‘Aye,’ Jock said. ‘I see your predicament.’


      He opened a cupboard, brought out a tin-plated meat safe and set it on the floor. Kneeling, he flicked the bolt on the safe and extracted a quarter loaf, a wedge of cheese and a slap of butter wrapped in newspaper. He put the food on the table, locked the metal safe and returned it to the cupboard.


      ‘Why do you do that, with the tin thing?’ the girl asked.


      ‘To keep out the mice,’ Jock answered.


      ‘Mice?’ said Evie.


      ‘This place has its fair share o’ them,’ Jock said. ‘The buildin’s near fifty year old, after all. We’re lucky, though. Some of Blackstock’s tenements are no better than rat pits, hardly fit for beasts to live in. At least we’re clean here, or fairly much so. We’ve a sink in every room, though when the pressure falls the taps don’t work an’ you have to go down to the old pump in the back court and lug the water up in pails. There’s gas, too, but only on the ground floor.’


      ‘Why is that?’ said Evie.


      ‘Because the Police Acts demand gaslight an’ runnin’ water in every home but the regulations are bent so out o’ shape the health inspectors can’t keep up.’ He squinted down at Evie, frowning. ‘No doubt, bein’ as you’re Irish, you’d also like tea?’


      ‘Tea would be grand, sir, aye.’


      ‘An’ fuel for your fire?’


      ‘You’re a charitable man, sir, a very charitable man. Sure, you’ll get your reward in heaven,’ the girl told him and, looking up from the pie, gave him a wink and a dazzling smile.


 


Clare occupied one chair, Evie the other. Licking crumbs from the stubble on his upper lip, Nolan sat on the floor, cross-legged like a leprechaun.


      ‘He’ll be expectin’ his reward long before he reaches heaven,’ Clare said.


      ‘He’s not that sort o’ feller,’ Evie said.


      ‘Give them half a chance an’ they’re all that sort o’ feller,’ Clare said.


      ‘Whatever he is,’ Nolan said sleepily, ‘sure an’ he’s done us proud.’


      ‘You had the meat, though,’ Clare said.


      ‘He shared it with me,’ Evie said.


      ‘What does it cost for one o’ them pies?’ said Nolan.


      ‘Tuppence, if the woman brings it from the bakery.’


      ‘Tuppence, eh?’ said Nolan. ‘Cheap at half the price, I reckon.’


      ‘What else did your new friend tell you?’ Clare asked.


      ‘He told me about Belfer, an’ our auntie.’ Evie’s fingers were wrapped about a mug of tea and she was warm in all her parts for the first time in days. ‘We’ve the luck on our side for once, it seems. This place is a paradise compared with the tenements across the big road, so I’m told. The Blackstocks own most o’ them too.’


      ‘The Blackstocks?’ said Nolan.


      ‘Big cheeses in these parts,’ Evie said. ‘They’ve got houses all over the neighbourhood, an’ Russell Blackstock’s company has the contract for buildin’ the new harbour. If a man’s in search o’ work in this part o’ the world, the Blackstocks provide it.’


      ‘Did your friend tell you all that?’ said Clare.


      ‘Aye, an’ more besides.’


      ‘What did he say about Belfer?’ Clare asked.


      ‘Belfer collects the rents for Mr Blackstock. He says who stays an’ who goes. It’ll pay us to keep on his sweet side.’


      ‘How did you squeeze so much out o’ a stranger?’ said Clare.


      ‘I asked honest questions an’ Mr Macpherson give me honest answers.’


      ‘What sort o’ answers did you give him?’ Clare said.


      ‘I told him we’re related to Eamon Cassidy.’


      ‘Did he believe you?’


      ‘No reason not to,’ said Evie. ‘I got you food, did I not now?’


      ‘You did, you did,’ Nolan said. ‘Grateful we are to your Mr Macpherson. What else o’ interest did he tell you, Evie?’


      ‘The woman on Mr Macpherson’s landin’ is a sailor’s wife. She lives there wi’ her sister an’ two or three babies.’


      ‘Does your new friend work for the Blackstocks?’ said Clare.


      ‘Aye, in the coal yard,’ Evie said. ‘The feller across the lane at the back stables the horses for haulin’ the coal from the docks to the yard.’


      ‘I’m no good with horses,’ Nolan said.


      ‘You’re no good with anythin’ much,’ Clare said.


      ‘ ’Cept me pick an’ shovel,’ said Nolan. ‘Sure an’ I’m good with those.’


      Evie sat back, stretched her arms above her head, and yawned.


      She was pleased at having gained so much information from Mr Macpherson and however much Clare grumbled and Nolan shilly-shallied, she was already inclined to settle here, if, that is, that paunchy old devil Belfer would let them.


 


Mr Belfer tossed and turned under the blanket. As a rule he was unaffected by rough weather but the wild March wind made him restless. He stared up into the darkness and felt the weight of the building pressing down upon him, the weight of the tenants too, that awkward, mutinous crew who, given half a chance, would cheat him, or Mr Blackstock, out of what was due.


      At length, around four o’clock, he fumbled for a match, lit the lamp again and tried to take his mind off things by reading a book on Christian Socialism. Even that contentious subject failed to grip his attention, however, and he soon slipped into dreaming about the Irish persons upstairs and the mystery that surrounded them; the mystery, in particular, of the dark-haired girl whose modesty seemed so at odds with her pouting red lips and pale complexion.


      Five came and went, then six.


      He heard Mr McLean cranking the pump to water the horses and Mrs Fowler’s new baby wailing for the breast and, giving up the notion of sleep, climbed out of bed to face the day.


      Shivering in his nightshirt, he nipped out to the privy, then shaved and got himself dressed. He donned his waistcoat, slipped the biggest watch in his collection into a pocket, clipped a silver-plated chain into a buttonhole and, with two or three deep breaths to clear his head, climbed the stairs, rapped on the door of the late Mr Coker’s room and, without awaiting an invitation, went in.


      The brother was not in the room.


      The one called Evie was on the floor, wrapped in a blanket, shoes for a pillow, shawl for a quilt.


      The girl, Clare, was over by the window, washing herself.


      Her petticoat and chemise were furled about her hips. Her dark brown hair, undone, draped her shoulders and when she swung to face him he caught a glimpse of her breasts before, with a little squeal, she covered them.


      ‘Turn your back, sir,’ the girl on the floor cried. ‘Turn your back. That’s not a sight for you to see. What do you want with us?’


      ‘I’ve come for the rent,’ Mr Belfer said.


      ‘The woman – Aunt Cissie . . .’ Evie began.


      ‘She only paid for one night,’ Benjamin Belfer said.


      There was still a prickle of fire in the grate and the blackened kettle showed a wisp of steam at the spout. Unless he missed his guess the Irish had been on the scrounge, or were not so poor as they pretended to be.


      ‘What do you think?’ Evie said. ‘Do you think we’ll be duckin’ out with your pots stuffed up our skirts? Is that why you’ve come bargin’ in here without so much as a by-your-leave?’


      ‘It’s a shillin’ a night,’ Mr Belfer said, ‘in advance.’


      ‘What is it by the week?’


      ‘Five shillin,’ said Mr Belfer, ‘also in advance.’


      Evie’s hair was the colour of ripe barley, cropped short about the neck and ears. She was almost as pretty as her sister, but far too skinny for his taste.


      ‘Nolan will be back with money at the end o’ the day,’ Evie said.


      ‘Where will Nolan get money?’


      ‘He’ll work for it.’


      ‘Where?’


      ‘At the wall,’ said Evie. ‘He’s gone for to find work at the wall.’


      ‘He’ll be lucky to earn five shillin’s a day there,’ said Mr Belfer.


      Clare tied the strings of the chemise and buttoned her bodice. She seated herself on the side of the bed and began to draw on her stockings.


      ‘Benjamin?’ Evie said. ‘What sort o’ a name is that? Is that a Jew name, by any chance?’


      ‘A Jew name? What makes you think it’s a Jew name?’


      ‘It’s one o’ the tribes o’ Israel,’ Evie said, ‘in the Scripture.’


      ‘What do you know of Scripture?’ Mr Belfer growled. ‘You’re just girls.’


      ‘The word o’ God is for everyone,’ Clare said.


      ‘Well, it isn’t,’ said Mr Belfer, ‘not all of it, leastways.’


      ‘Not the parts to do with Jews, you mean?’ Evie persisted. ‘Genesis to Zeck-hariahs.’


      ‘Malachi,’ Clare corrected.


      ‘Aye, Malachi,’ said Evie.


      ‘The Day o’ Judgement’s set out in Malachi,’ said Clare. ‘God has the last word on Judgement in that Book.’


      ‘Now, now.’ Mr Belfer raised a warning hand, as if mere mention of God on Clare’s lips constituted a blasphemy. ‘That’s quite enough of that.’


      Clare lolled on the bare boards of the broken bed, her skirts hitched up, one stocking not properly gartered. In a droning voice that stirred apprehension as well as desire in Benjamin Belfer, she recited the verses:


      ‘ “I will come near to you to judgement; an’ I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers, an’ against the adulterers, an’ against the false swearers, an’ against those that oppress the hireling in his wages, the widow, an’ the fatherless, an’ that turn aside the stranger from his right, an’ fear me not, saith the Lord of hosts.” ’


      ‘I like the bit about the hireling’s wages,’ said Evie.


      ‘An’ the bit about the stranger’s rights,’ said Clare.


      ‘You don’t even know what those verses mean,’ said Benjamin Belfer.


      ‘I know what adultery means,’ Evie said, ‘an’ perjury, an’ exploitation, an’ oppression, an’ deprivin’ the poor for profit.’


      ‘Enough!’ Mr Belfer snapped. ‘I’m a reasonable man. I carry no prejudice against your kind.’


      ‘Our kind?’ said Clare.


      ‘Catholics,’ said Mr Belfer.


      ‘Oh,’ said Evie. ‘I thought you meant socialists.’


      ‘Them, too,’ Mr Belfer said. ‘Now, about the rent  . . .’


      ‘Shillin’ a night for this midden,’ Evie said. ‘I wouldn’t give you tuppence.’


      ‘What would you give me then?’


      The girls glanced at each other, brows raised.


      ‘I mean – I–I’m not open to negotiation,’ Benjamin Belfer blustered.


      ‘Nee-go-tit-ay-shun,’ said Evie. ‘Oooooo!’


      Clare laughed huskily.


      Mr Belfer extracted his hand from his pocket and stroked his greasy hair. ‘I suppose,’ he said, ‘aye, I suppose I could come an’ go a bit, but only if you’ve somethin’ to show me.’


      Once more the brows were raised.


      ‘What would you like to see?’ said Evie.


      ‘Money, I mean money. I mean some evidence o’ good intentions, some sign you’re not just fly-by-nights.’


      ‘We’re not fly-by-nights.’ Clare commenced work on her stockings again, her shift bunched between her thighs. ‘Our auntie will vouch for that.’


      Benjamin Belfer could see the flesh of her leg as she adjusted her garter. He knew she was taunting him and that it would be sensible to order them out before Cissie Cassidy returned.


      ‘Ask her,’ Evie said. ‘Ask her right now.’


      ‘Can’t,’ Benjamin Belfer said. ‘She starts work at six.’


      ‘There you are then,’ Evie said.


      ‘There I am – what?’


      ‘She thinks we’ll be here when she gets back,’ said Evie. ‘She won’t be pleased if she finds you’ve tossed us out.’


      Mr Belfer stroked his hair again. He couldn’t deny that Cissie Cassidy was an ideal tenant and would be very upset if he shovelled the Irish out into the street without telling her. Besides, Mr Coker’s apartment had been vacant for the best part of a fortnight and would do better with Irish tenants than no tenants at all.


      He moved to the window and looked down into the lane.


      Tam McLean was leading out the horses, four huge Clydesdales linked by rope halters. He watched their feathery manes stream out in the wind and glanced up, sighing, at the surge of black clouds that showed above the rooftops.


      ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘if your brother comes up with half the rent, I’ll delay a week for the balance.’


      ‘How’s that for charity!’ Clare murmured.


      ‘It ain’t charity, dear,’ Evie said. ‘It’s business.’


      ‘Business it is,’ Benjamin Belfer said. ‘Half a crown in my hand by ten o’clock tonight or out you all go, bag an’ baggage.’


      ‘Thirty pence,’ said Evie.


      ‘Thirty pieces o’ silver,’ said Clare.


      Benjamin Belfer suddenly found the room oppressive. He needed air. He needed breakfast. He needed to restore the balance of the day before everything tumbled out of control. He reached for the door knob – then paused. ‘How is it you know so much about Scripture?’ he asked. ‘You ain’t Jews, by any chance?’


      ‘Good Catholic girls,’ Clare McKenna assured him.


      ‘Steeped in sin,’ said Evie, and laughed as Mr Blackstock’s factor blundered out into the lobby and slammed the door behind him.










Chapter 3


There was a wall around the builder’s yard in Salamanca Street, but it wasn’t the wall that everyone was talking about. It was plain, old-fashioned brick with a mortared top.


      Hard by a gate stood a man in an old frock coat and battered top hat with a bunch of cardboard tickets clutched in his fist like a flower-girl’s posy. Anything less like a flower-girl would be difficult to imagine, though, for the man was bearded like an oyster and his cheeks, what could be seen of them, were pitted like the board of a shooting gallery. A reeking clay pipe, glued to his nether lip, jigged and bobbed throughout his conversation.


      Nolan could hardly make out a word of the guttural Glasgow accent, which was probably just as well, considering that he was signing on to work a twelve-hour shift up to his waist in thick brown river mud.


      He was only too glad to be handed one of the cardboard tickets, stiff and stained as a navvy’s boot, and to shuffle through the gate into the yard to join a dozen or so other unfortunates. He signed a chit for a shovel and a pickaxe and was herded through a spike-topped gate and down a long lane behind the builder’s warehouse, at the end of which, to his astonishment, was a length of railway track and a portly little locomotive, belching steam.


      Three flat-wagons were linked to the locomotive.


      Fifteen or twenty labourers, smoking, spitting and leaning on shovels, were already assembled on the wagons. As soon as they caught sight of the new recruits they set up a great hullabaloo, chanting, cursing and crossing their pickaxes as if to ward off evil.


      A fist thumped into Nolan’s shoulder. ‘Hoist thyself oop, lad,’ said a voice behind him. ‘Doan thee be fright o’ them scallywags. They be all piss an’ wind.’


      The speaker was a gnarled, brown-skinned little man with not a tooth in his head. He thumped Nolan’s shoulder once more. Nolan put a foot on the iron, levered himself on to the wagon bed, and stood up.


      ‘By Christmas, we’ve got ourselves a giant,’ someone shouted. ‘I’ll tak’ him for a prop any day o’ the week.’


      ‘He’ll be keepin’ your head above the water, Mickey, will he not now?’


      ‘Sure an’ he will. Oy, big feller, what do they call you?’


      ‘Nolan McKenna.’


      ‘Dug up fresh from the Owd Sod, are ye?’


      ‘Pardon?’


      ‘Got manners, the lad.’


      ‘Got no brains, though.’


      ‘If he had brains he wouldnae be here, would he?’


      ‘Don’t need no brains to drown.’


      ‘Drown?’ Nolan said.


      ‘He don’t know nothin’, do ’ee?’


      ‘He’ll larn quick enough, he’ll larn.’


      The last of the day’s signings clambered on board. The locomotive let out a piercing whistle. Two great wings of white steam sprouted from the pistons. The wagons clanked. The men swayed.


      Nolan spread his legs and braced himself as if he were still on board ship. He felt the vibrations from the engine rise through him, like sap through a tree. He dug the tip of the pick into the boards and leaned into it as the wagon lurched and the long wall of the builder’s yard rolled away.


      He saw the glint of iron rails curving ahead, leading, it seemed, not through but over the fretful houses of the Riverside ward, in and out of chimneypots, along earthen banks and over iron trestles. He squinted at bustling streets below, at pillared doorways and dismal windows and off to his right the masts and cranes that spiked the river and the nondescript walls of warehouses flanking the quays; then the engine plunged down into a mud-walled cutting and the view was gone and all Nolan could see was a seamless ribbon of railway track and a sunless ribbon of sky.


      ‘Where are we going?’ he shouted. ‘Where are they takin’ us?’


      Crouched by Nolan’s knee, the toothless man glanced up and grinned. ‘Into the pit, son,’ he yelled.


      ‘The pit?’ Nolan said.


      ‘Where the devil takes his due,’ the little man said and laughed uproariously as if wading in mud for eightpence an hour was the biggest old joke in the world.


 


The water from the tap in the sink had shrunk to no more than a trickle. Clare had sore need to make her linens clean again and had no choice but to carry the clothes down to the tank in the yard.


      She had no soap, no bristle or switch, none of the paraphernalia that usually accompanied her to the stones of the stream that ran down to the river that ran down to the lake in the blue morning light back home.


      No nodding rushes brushed her thighs as they did when she waded into the trout-brown pool to draw water. There were none of the soft smells of morning and the water cold in the big chipped jug that held the water that she poured over the linens spread across the stones in the slither of the stream, hiding her shame and looking round for a sign of a man, before she tinted the water rose.


      She climbed the shallow wooden step to the lip of the tank under the old pump and peered into its rusty depths. With the flat of her hand she skimmed off the granular black dust that covered the surface of the water and dipped in the jug she had brought from Mr Coker’s room. Then she climbed back down the step and looked around for a stone to serve as a scrubbing board, and just then a young man breezed out of the back close and trotted over to her.


      ‘Well now,’ he said, ‘if this is not opportune. You must be the lassie who charmed my friend Macpherson an’ sent him off hungry to his bed.’


      ‘Sure an’ I don’t know what you mean,’ said Clare.


      ‘What are you hidin’ there?’


      ‘Nothin’.’


      ‘There’s a public wash-house at the far end o’ Carpenter Street,’ the young man said, ‘or if you don’t fancy that, Mrs McLean has a boiling tub in the back of the stables across the lane she’ll let you use for a penny a load.’


      ‘I’ve no need of a boiling tub,’ Clare said.


      ‘Suit yourself,’ the man said.


      He stepped up on to the platform, dipped his bucket into the water and, heaving it up with both hands, stepped down again.


      ‘By God, but this is a chore I could be doin’ without,’ he said. ‘I’ll be a happy man when the water board give us enough pressure to reach the second floor. Is it not an irony that we have to live at the pump like our forefathers when the whole city is webbed with brand-new pipes drawin’ beautiful clean water from Loch Katrine. Are you the girl? Macpherson’s girl?’


      ‘I’m the sister.’


      ‘Two of you! Goodness me!’


      Clare folded her hands and bowed her head, willing him to go away.


      ‘I’m Harry Fairfield, by the by.’


      She peeped at him from a corner of her eye. He was as slight as a boy and pale as milk. He had high cheekbones, an Adam’s apple that stuck out like a door knob and queer piercing eyes, the colour of the Virgin’s robe. He wore a leather vest over his shirt and a pair of patched trousers, none too clean. He set down the bucket, folded his arms and leaned against the water tank, all bright and ready for chat.


      Clare said, ‘What are you?’


      ‘I’m a coalman,’ Harry said. ‘I work beside Jock in the yard round the corner. I gather your sister talked old Jock out o’ half his supper. I think he’s rather taken with your sister.’


      ‘That’s not wise of him,’ said Clare.


      ‘What does wisdom have to do with it?’ Harry patted his chest. ‘The heart is the most unreasoning organ in the human body. If it’s wisdom you’re after, don’t look to the heart to provide it.’


      ‘Do you always talk this much?’


      ‘Usually,’ Harry confessed. ‘I’m a prattler by nature.’


      If she listened to him long enough, Clare realised, she might fall under his spell, for in Ireland words were still a form of enchantment. Blarney, strangers called it, but it wasn’t blarney to her, not since she had crouched in the chapel by the lake shore and listened to Father Garbett unleash his frightening homilies and had heard the litanies her brother Kiernan sang to amuse himself after illness chained him to his bed.


      She could imagine Mr Belfer reading aloud from the Holy Book, but not Harry Fairfield whose voice, like water frothing over stones, seemed too quick and light for Scripture.


      ‘Why are you lookin’ at me like that?’ he asked.


      ‘Like what?’


      ‘Like I was an asp.’


      ‘An asp?’


      ‘A snake, a viper.’


      ‘Sure an’ I wasn’t thinkin’ that at all,’ Clare said.


      ‘What were you thinkin’ then?’


      ‘How forward you are.’


      ‘Aye, you’re right there,’ he said. ‘Forward, always forward would be the motto on the Fairfields’ crest – if the Fairfields ever had a crest.’ He studied her in silence for a moment, then said, ‘Is it forwardness or is it friendliness, that’s the question for you to ask yourself, Miss  . . .’


      ‘My name’s Clare.’


      ‘So we’re off on the proper foot at last,’ Harry Fairfield said. ‘I’m glad of that. We’re just one big happy family here at number five Salamanca Street. You’ve met Belfer, I take it?’


      ‘I have,’ Clare answered.


      ‘What do you make of him?’


      ‘I make nothin’ of him.’


      ‘He’s Blackstock’s man, Blackstock’s toadie. I’d be careful if I were you.’


      ‘I think we’re already on his wrong side,’ Clare said. ‘I don’t think he’s fond of Catholics. Is he a supporter of the Orange Order?’


      ‘I’ve never thought to ask him,’ Harry said. ‘Mrs Cassidy’s a Catholic, though, an’ he’s friendly enough with her. If you’re kin to Cissie Cassidy he won’t toss you out.’


      ‘Mrs Cassidy’s my mother’s brother’s wife.’


      ‘Uh-huh,’ said Harry. ‘An’ he’s not here to deny it.’


      Clare twined a tendril of hair around her fingertip. She said, ‘Why would he want to deny it?’


      ‘Why, indeed!’ said Harry. ‘I never met the chap m’self. He was long gone to the ground before I washed up in Glasgow.’


      ‘How long have you been here?’


      ‘Couple o’ years, give or take.’


      ‘Before that?’


      ‘Here, there an’ everywhere.’


      ‘Have you no family?’


      ‘None to speak of,’ Harry said. ‘Charity raised me, you might say. I wasn’t reckoned to be my father’s son, an’ he wasn’t the man for shoulderin’ another man’s bairn. Consequently, I was put out to school.’


      ‘Sure an’ I don’t understand,’ Clare said, frowning.


      ‘Charity school, the school o’ hard knocks,’ Harry said. ‘I can write. I can do my sums. I can whistle in tune an’ recite all sorts o’ rhymes without droppin’ a syllable. I can dance, too.’


      He executed a few nimble steps and, for an instant, Clare could almost hear the music in Mr Fairfield’s head as if it came from a fiddle or a harp, then, abruptly, he leaned back against the water tank.


      ‘What it is?’ Clare said, alarmed. ‘Why have you stopped?’


      ‘I should know better than prance about like an idiot to impress a girl I’ve only just met. I’ll finish the set another time. Will you stay in Glasgow?’


      ‘I hope so,’ Clare answered.


      ‘I hope so, too,’ Harry Fairbairn said and, lifting the water bucket, walked off, leaving, Clare noted, a shaky little trail of splashes on the cobblestones behind him.


 


In a pocket in the lining of her drawers were eight brown pennies, all that remained of the McKenna family fortune.


      Since Nolan had not returned Evie reckoned he had found employment. Nolan, after all, was their engine, the machine that would earn their daily bread and it was up to Clare and she to keep him in good working order.


      She left the tenement about half past ten and wandered along Salamanca Street which, apart from a few women and young children, was remarkably quiet at that hour of the morning. Cork was a handsome town but it seemed tiny compared to Glasgow, the quays that flanked the banks of the Lee small beer lined up against the wharves that bordered the Clyde.


      She skirted an abandoned cotton mill pegged by two tall chimneys, and a new railway halt webbed with scaffolding. Spires and steeples towered above the stacks, inquisitive cranes peered over warehouse walls and on a long hill peppered with ugly villas building work was in full swing. Dust filled the air and an angry buzzing, like bees on the rampage, rose from the direction of the river where buildings were being torn down and others erected to replace them.


      Nothing on this flank of the river seemed very stable or permanent and Evie, unsettled, headed back towards the tenements.


      It was pure chance that brought her to the pub.


      She stared up at the sign that hung out over the pavement: The Harp of Erin. Wines, Spirits & Best Scotch Ales. Patrick Maizie, Prop., then, clapping a hand to her thigh and squeezing the pennies in the pocket of her drawers, she surrendered to temptation, pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped inside.


      Gasaliers hung from the ceiling, unlit in the morning hour, but light from the little windows showed Evie an array of casks, kegs and barrels and a counter shrouded by a carved lintel, like a rood screen, on which stood pint pots, glasses and bottles by the score. She reeled back a little, marvelling that so much stuff could be accommodated in a building that seemed, from the outside, not much larger than a goat-wife’s hovel.


      ‘Oy, you! You there, lassie, what’re you wantin’?’


      The boy’s face was illuminated by daylight from one of the windows, a squinched-up goblin face topped by a mass of wiry red hair.


      ‘You after gin,’ he said, ‘or beer? We don’t serve nae fancy drinks ’fore noon since the ice isnae hot enough. You’re no’ in fur a jug o’ the heavy since you’ve nae jug, none visible, though why you keep pattin’ your poncy is an interestin’ question. Store the rabbit up there, eh?’


      ‘The rabbit?’


      ‘Never mind, love, never mind. I’ll serve you since Bob’s downstairs in the cellar tapping casks.’ He wore a short apron and stained trousers. His shirt sleeves were tied with twine above his skinny elbows. His eyes, like his hair, were red, as if he’d been weeping. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’re no’ here for the ginger pop.’


      ‘Are you Mr Maizie?’


      ‘Hah!’ he snorted.


      ‘Who are you then – the potboy?’


      ‘Boy?’ the young chap cried indignantly. ‘I’m no’ a boy. I’m the pot man. I don’t go wipin’ tables an’ washin’ glasses an’ I havenae dipped ma hand in the sawdust box for a good five year. Potboy, huh? What’re you after?’


      ‘Stout,’ said Evie.


      ‘Beer, pint thereof?’


      ‘Stout, I said.’


      ‘All right, keep your hair on, chucks. Stout it’ll be. Irish stout, I suppose?’


      He trotted behind the bar, whisked a glass from a shelf, selected a handle on a gigantic engine and gave it a hearty tug.


      ‘Stout’s fourpence. You got fourpence?’


      ‘I’ve got fourpence,’ Evie said.


      She leaned on the counter and watched the thick, black liquid coil from the pipe and foam mount on the inside of the glass. Fourpence was twice as much as she had expected to pay but her mam had once told her there was more nourishment in a well-brewed pint than in three potatoes and a bowl of stew.


      ‘Show’s your scratch.’ The potboy held the half-filled glass away from her as if he feared that she might leap the counter and wrest it from him. ‘No scratch, no drinkie. First rule o’ the house.’


      Evie furled her skirts, stuck her hand up the inside of her leg and groped for the mouth of the pocket while the boy craned over the counter to savour whatever forbidden fruits might be revealed. She fished out four brown coins and laid them on the bar. The potboy scooped them into his palm, sniffed them, then slipped them under the counter. He smiled a thin, foxy little smile, finished drawing the pint and placed it before her.


      Evie smoothed her skirts, lifted the glass and supped.


      She licked foam from her upper lip, and sighed.


      The potboy, chin on hand, watched with interest. ‘Is that it?’ he said.


      Evie swallowed. ‘Aye.’


      ‘I had you wrong.’


      ‘Had me down for a tippler, did you?’ Evie said.


      ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d come about the job.’


      ‘Job?’ said Evie, swallowing again. ‘What job?’


 


At one time St Kentigern’s had been a centre of worship for immigrant Irish but the opening of an Orange Lodge in Carpenter Street and a new chapel in Partick had drawn off many of the faithful and these days Father Fingle was fortunate if anyone at all turned up for early mass.


      He continued to bustle about the parish, though, in his long brown greatcoat, broad-brimmed hat and thick-soled shoes and could often be seen very late at night on his way to comfort the sick or administer last rites to the dying.


      He was well known to drunkards and the wives of drunkards, to prostitutes and the men who exploited them, to wretched orphans, widows with large families, and those worn down by overwork as well as those to whom idleness had become a way of life. And he was still spry enough to sprint across Carpenter Street where the Protestants ruled the roost and apprentices shouted obscenities and threw stones at his head.


      Mr Belfer was not a Roman Catholic and regarded clergymen of whatever persuasion with a mixture of admiration and disdain. But Father Fingle’s name had cropped up that afternoon in conversation with Mr Orpington, an English gentleman with whom Benjamin did business and, with time on his hands, he had strolled down to the chapel and just happened to be leaning on the gate when the priest popped out.


      ‘Sir!’ Mr Belfer said, feigning respect. ‘A word, if I may.’


      ‘What do you want, Mr Belfer? Is someone in your building sick?’


      ‘Everyone in my building is sick,’ Benjamin Belfer said, ‘but it’s not a sickness can be cured by your mumbo-jumbo. I need a private word with you, Father Fingle, that’s all.’


      The priest raised an eyebrow. ‘Confession, Mr Belfer, surely not?’


      ‘Hah!’ said Mr Belfer. ‘No, it’s about those girls you sent me.’


      ‘Girls, what girls?’


      ‘Two girls and an Irish boy; they were here, weren’t they?’


      ‘If you mean Mrs Cassidy’s relatives newly arrived from the Old Country, yes, they were here.’


      Mr Belfer tucked his hands under his coat-tails. ‘Well, sir,’ he said. ‘Can you tell me if it was Mrs Cassidy they asked for specific, or was it Eamon Cassidy’s widow?’


      ‘Is there a difference?’ Father Fingle said.


      ‘The difference is that Eamon Cassidy is buried in your churchyard an’ his dear lady wife is not,’ Mr Belfer said. ‘The point being that any Irish tramp who’s been taught his letters can read what’s wrote on a gravestone.’


      ‘I take it Mrs Cassidy and her relatives have been reunited?’


      ‘They have,’ said Mr Belfer, ‘but that doesn’t answer my question. Did you tell them where Eamon Cassidy’s widow might be found?’


      Father Fingle’s wits were by no means as threadbare as his coat. In fact, he suspected that he had been rather too trusting of the three young Irish who had come knocking at his door. ‘Yes, I directed them to number five,’ he said. ‘Does Mrs Cassidy not wish to acknowledge them?’


      ‘’Course she does,’ said Mr Belfer. ‘That’s the problem.’


      ‘Where are they now?’


      ‘In my house,’ said Mr Belfer.


      ‘Then all’s well that ends well?’


      ‘No, it is not, for I reckon that they cribbed Eamon Cassidy’s name off his gravestone, an’ you gave them the rest,’ said Benjamin Belfer. ‘They’re no more kin to Cissie Cassidy than I am.’


      ‘If Mrs Cassidy’s willin’ to accept them, does it matter who they are?’


      ‘It may not matter to the widow lady but it matters to me.’


      ‘They’re just three poor Irish travellers,’ said Father Fingle, ‘in search of employment and a place to stay.’


      ‘Does that give them the right to deceive me?’


      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ the priest admitted.


      ‘If they make trouble, it’s me who’ll have to answer for it.’


      ‘If you’re unhappy with their presence in your house,’ Father Fingle said, ‘surely you have the authority to ask them to leave.’


      ‘They’re not really Cissie Cassidy’s kinfolk, are they?’


      Father Fingle paused. ‘Probably not, no.’


      ‘That’s all I need to know,’ said Mr Belfer and, turning on his heel, walked off without so much as a nod of farewell.


 


‘How do I look, dearest?’ Evie pirouetted before her sister. ‘Think I’ll cut the mustard?’


      ‘Mustard?’ said Clare. ‘Mustard with what?’


      ‘This Maizie feller.’


      ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Evie?’


      ‘It’s work, ain’t it?’ Evie replied.


      ‘In a public house? Mam wouldn’t like you workin’ in a pub.’


      ‘Well, Mam’s dead an’ we have to get on with things best we can.’


      ‘I suppose so,’ Clare agreed reluctantly.


      She was seated on a chair by the fireplace, arms locked around her knees. It was almost dark outside and light rain, hardly more than a mist, dampened the windowpane. The room was lit by two candle stumps and the flicker of flame in the coals that Mr Fairfield had brought her late that afternoon. He had pushed the bucket of coal towards her and she had taken it, then they had loitered on the landing, chatting, for a good ten minutes before a door downstairs had creaked open, and Mr Fairfield had made himself scarce.
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