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Author’s Note
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The song ‘Maggie May’ is a traditional Liverpool sea-shanty and tells of the days of the sailing ships, of crimps and press gangs and ‘ladies of the night’. The original ‘Maggie’ was transported for her crimes for the song tells us,
The Judge he guilty found her, 
Of robbing a homeward-bounder, 
And paid her passage out to Botany Bay.





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

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

My thanks go again to Mr Derek Whale of the  Liverpool Daily Post and Echo for his help and advice, to Caroline Sheldon, my agent, for her unstinting support, and to my husband, Robert, for the hundreds of cups of coffee and the always available shoulder to lean on.




Prologue

[image: 002]

Bowers Court 1889

 



 



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter One
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1905

 



 




A COLD, DAMP MIST WAS stealing up from the river. Slowly it shrouded the buildings on the waterfront and was dimming the glare of the street lights. Maggie, standing at the top of the floating roadway, shivered and drew her shawl closer to her. Another ten minutes and then she’d head for Canning Place to meet Tommy. She’d had enough and she was bone weary. After the arrival of the next ferry she was going home.

She poked around in the pocket of her skirt and drew out a few coins. Threepence ha’penny. Not much for two hours spent standing in the bitter cold of a February evening but it was better than nothing. At least it would help Mam out a bit. She began to walk up and down, stopping occasionally to stamp her feet, before resuming her little promenade. At sixteen she  was tall and slim, although she thought of herself as skinny. She was all arms and legs her Mam said. Her thick auburn hair was scraped back and tied with a piece of twine. Her face was oval, her nose a little tilted; her skin very pale and in some lights it looked almost translucent. But her eyes were her most alluring and unusual feature. They were large and the colour of amber flecked with gold and were fringed with thick auburn lashes. A fine-looking girl, was how Dora described her.

She stopped her preamble and peered into the increasing gloom, trying to ascertain whether or not it was the squat shape of the ferry boat she could see or was it just the roof of the Riverside Station. She shifted the tray of matches to her hip. Her hands were so cold they were numb. She didn’t really have to stand around selling matches, she told herself, for she had a ‘proper’ job. She worked at Bibby’s where animal feed was made and the place stank to high heaven, so it did her good to get some fresh air. She had been lucky to get the job and she didn’t mind continually brushing the floor in the bagging room all day. It was better than breaking your back filling bags and sacks. It was only to earn a few extra coppers a day for Mam that she touted her wares on the streets. And to help out Tommy, of course.

Her eyes softened. She loved Tommy, he was more than just a brother. They were friends. From the day he’d been born she’d been close to him. They’d been  drawn together by a mutual bond. They were both great disappointments to Da. She because she was a girl and Tommy because he’d been sickly and weak. Not the strong lusty lad her da had wanted. Mam had watched him like a hawk in the early days, praying he wouldn’t catch any of the diseases that so frequently decimated the squalid courts.

Da was no help, even when he was there. Which wasn’t often. She knew he had no time for any of them. But she was very often the butt of his anger and he called her terrible names. It was probably because she was his firstborn, his first disappointment, that he took out his spite on her. When he was drunk he yelled at her, saying she was a whore, that she was useless, that she should go into the workhouse out of his sight. It was at times like that that Maggie had to bite her tongue to stop herself from yelling that the best place for him would be the workhouse. There they’d get some work out of him. After all, Mam, Tommy and herself seemed to do nothing but work while he did nothing. Well, nothing honest. She took grim satisfaction from the fact that he had to work hard when he was in prison, and he’d been in and out of Walton Jail since she’d been born.

She stamped her feet and blew on her numbed fingers, then began to walk again. Mam had had to work, beg and borrow to keep a roof over their heads when he’d been inside, but she’d noticed that the atmosphere at home became lighter, less fraught when  he was in jail and though Mam was permanently worn out, she’d seemed happier. Sometimes, she even sang. There had been times when Da hadn’t been caught and then there had been more money for food and coal and clothes, but Mam never sang then.

She peered again into the gloom. The ferry was late, probably because of the fog that was becoming denser by the minute. The sound of foghorns blaring punctuated the eerie stillness and she shivered. It was strange how all the sounds of the street and the river had become muted and muffled. As though the fog really was a blanket that distorted all the noises and shut out the light, so that she could have been standing alone in the middle of a field. It would take her ages to get to Canning Place now. She just hoped Tommy would wait. She pursed her lips and began to whistle, more to cheer herself up than because she was happy. Then she remembered what Mam always said about whistling. ‘A whistling woman and a crowing hen, bring the devil from his den.’ There was one song she never sang or whistled, she thought savagely. The song about the woman she’d been named after. Maggie May. The famous whore who had walked these streets in the days when there had been hundreds of sailing ships on the river and no sign of the new, steam vessels. She hated that song and she hated her name. She hated her Da, too, for being so spiteful. She’d been six years old when she’d found out why the kids in the neighbourhood laughed and jeered at her. Katie Murphy  from the top landing had told her and she’d run, crying, to her mam. Dora had tried to calm her, tried to explain gently but it had been Ma Jessup who had said, ‘Don’t beat about the bush, Dora, girl, give it to her straight, she’s going to ’ave ter know about that doxy an’ why that sod gave her the same name.’

So Dora had told her but she’d been too young to know what a ‘whore’ was. A bad woman who took money from men, was what Mam had said, but as she’d grown older the true meaning of the word was made patently and painfully clear to her. She’d learned how to fight then. Mam did all she could to protect her from the worst of the sneering and taunting, but Mam couldn’t be with her all the time and so she’d learned how to deal with most of her tormentors. It was just the older lads and girls and some grown-ups she couldn’t cope with. Her name was part of the reason why she and Tommy were so close, for no one wanted to be friends with someone called after a whore. Sometimes she was lonely, but usually Tommy was there to cheer her up.

When she’d started at Bibby’s she’d come up against the familiar jibes and she couldn’t fight there, for she’d lose her job. So, instead, she’d tried to make a joke of it. It was hard for her to do but it seemed to be the right approach. The other girls had stopped tormenting her, a couple of them had sympathized with her and defended her when some of the lads had begun to annoy her.

‘Just because she’s got that bloody awful name, doesn’t mean she’s a whore so bugger off!’ Jinny Tate had yelled at one of the carter’s lads one morning. Maggie had thanked her, but her cheeks flamed with rage, just the same.

The dull clanking of chains followed by a heavy thud brought her out of her reverie. The ferry had docked at last and the first passengers were making their way up the steeply sloping, cobbled roadway. Maggie settled her tray firmly and arranged her features in what she hoped was a cheerful expression. ‘Matches! Matches! Buy your matches, here! Two boxes for a farthing! Best on the market! Made in Liverpool! Matches!’ she yelled.

People pushed past her, all eager to get home to warm kitchens and hot dinners. The crowd thinned and Maggie pursed her lips in disappointment at the wasted effort. There would be no more sales tonight. She started to fold up the tray, engrossed in her task until someone spoke to her. Looking up, she saw a middle-aged man staring down at her.

‘Do I get my matches or not, girl?’ he asked impatiently.

Her cold fingers fumbled with the boxes. ‘Sorry, sir, I didn’t hear you.’ He wasn’t short of a bob or two she thought, taking in the heavy wool overcoat, its collar trimmed with fur, and the shiny, black beaver on his head. She was struck by his craggy, handsome face and dark, kindly eyes.

‘Is this all the work you can find? A girl of your age should be in more gainful employment.’

Maggie didn’t miss the note of disapproval in his warm but cultured voice. What would the likes of him know about employment, gainful or otherwise, she thought indignantly, although she didn’t know what ‘gainful’ meant. ‘I work at Bibby’s as well as this! I do this to help our Tommy out . . . and me Mam!’

‘Tommy is your brother I take it?’

Maggie nodded, still holding out the box of matches.

‘And what does he do? Does he work?’

‘’Course he does,’ she shot back. ‘He sells papers, bundles of kindling, runs errands, anything he can get. He’s no shirker, isn’t our Tommy. An’ he finished school!’

‘How old is he?’ The voice was less censoring and she thought he looked kind.

‘Just fourteen.’

‘And what does your father do, girl?’

Maggie hesitated and shifted her weight on to her right foot. ‘He . . . he . . . left us,’ she replied. Well, it was partly true, she thought. He did leave them a lot. There was no need for her to say: he’s nearly always in jail.

‘He deserted you?’ The tone was now concerned.

Maggie nodded slowly. He hadn’t deserted them, he just put himself first. He was selfish and that was as bad as being deserted in her eyes.

‘How does your mother manage then?’

Maggie began to feel uncomfortable, wondering why he was taking such an interest in her. ‘She goes out cleaning, she scrubs floors.’

‘So, you all work then?’

Again she nodded. ‘We have to, to pay the rent and buy . . . things.’ To keep a roof over their heads and some food in their bellies, but mainly to keep Nago May in beer money, she thought savagely. The fog had become so thick she could barely see his face and she was very uneasy.

‘What’s your name, girl?’

Maggie drew away from him. She wasn’t going to tell him. She wasn’t that stupid. There were all kinds of odd people around these days. ‘Laura,’ she said flatly. It was what her mam had wanted to call her and she hated her name so much that often she thought of herself as actually being ‘Laura’.

‘Well, Laura, I admire people who try to make the best of their lives, improve their circumstances, despite all the difficulties. Take this and go home now. It’s a bad night to be out alone.’

Maggie breathed a sigh of relief and took the coin he held out, then she bobbed a curtsey. Strange feller, that, she thought as she watched him disappear quickly into the gloom. She had begun to feel afraid of him. She peered hard at the coin but the street-lamp was so obscured by the fog that it was difficult to see it. Then she gasped aloud. It was a sixpence! A whole sixpence  for a box of matches! He must have more money than sense! Quickly she pocketed it. She’d best get going in case he’d made a mistake and came back to rectify it.

 



She’d hurried as quickly as she could along the dock road and past the Goree Piazzas until the outline of the warehouses on the Albert Dock loomed faintly on the other side of the road. Then she turned into Canning Place, making her way past the squat buildings until she came to ‘Mrs Mac’s’, the alehouse on the corner. It wasn’t its real name, but it had been called after the landlady for so long that everyone had forgotten its proper one. ‘Tommy! Tommy! Are you there, Tommy?’ she called, for the cold, murky fingers swirled around her and she could see nothing.

‘I’m here, Maggie. Where’ve you been? I’m froze to the marrer!’

Maggie grinned at the pale, thin lad, dressed in shabby trousers and jacket, a piece of red flannel wrapped around his throat, serving as a muffler. At least he had good strong boots on his feet tonight, she thought, for there had been many nights when his feet and her own had been bare. Before she had time to reply he was shaken by a racking cough and concern replaced the look of excitement on her face. ‘I’m sorry, Tommy. You shouldn’t have waited. You should have gone home, standing in this dampness is bad for your chest.’

‘I’m all right! You and Mam are always fussing over me!’

‘Well, you’ve always been sickly, like.’

‘I haven’t! I’m all right!’ Tommy May said belligerently. He wished they would stop treating him like a baby, mollycoddling him all the time. He just got a bit of a cold now and then. He was small for his age, he knew that, but it didn’t matter for he had brains. Miss Cumberland had said so, and she knew everything. He’d worked hard at school and had hoped to get an apprenticeship. Then he’d earn good money and have a trade too. It was his burning ambition, but he’d found no one to take him on and his days were now spent working on the streets. Miss Cumberland had helped him a lot. She’d given him extra lessons. She’d provided books and paper and pencils, things they could never afford. If he could just go on hoping he knew one day he’d get a fine job. He’d told his mam how good his teacher was, of course, but not his da. He knew what his reaction would be. He was ashamed of his da and he knew that both Maggie and Mam were too, although Mam would never admit it.

‘Look what I’ve got.’

He realized his sister was smiling at him. ‘What is it?’

‘Some toff gave it to me, he must be mad. A sixpence! A whole sixpence!’

Tommy was incredulous. ‘How many boxes did he buy then?’

Maggie laughed, her eyes sparkling. ‘Just one. He started to ask me a lot of questions, about you and  Mam and Da. I told him Da had left us, made it look as if things were really bad so he’d cough up the money, but I was gettin’ a bit scared of him, like.’

‘Why? Did he look . . . well, you know . . .’

‘No, he didn’t look strange. It was just the way he kept talking to me. Anyway, I can look after myself.’

Tommy accepted her statement. She’d fought many of his battles as well as her own in the past. He slung the small bundles of kindling wood over his shoulder and linked his arm through hers. ‘What are yer going to do with the money then?’

‘First off, we’re going to call in the chippy, to get three big helpings of fish, chips an’ peas. I’m going to give Mam the change. She saw some good thick blankets down at Paddy’s Market she said. Not worn too thin either, a real bargain. Won’t that be great, Tommy? Nice warm blankets to keep us all snug at night. I’ll keep the coppers I got tonight, for my bit of carry-out. Save Mam having to get me some. How did you do then?’

Tommy looked crestfallen. ‘Only sold two. You’d think with this weather folk would be only too glad to get dry chips to start their fires up.’

Maggie sighed, ‘Never mind. You know they can get the same in the shops. The fellers don’t buy them ’cos the women get them with the shopping. It’s mainly fellers that buy the matches and the papers so we should be thankful for that. I tell you what, you do the papers and the matches and I’ll do the wood. I’ll go  down to St John’s Market, round the back where they sell the monkeys and parrots, I might do better there.’

‘We can try it out but better not tell Mam, she goes on and on about me standing at the Pierhead. Bad for me chest by the river, she says.’

Maggie looked down at him. She knew he was right but she hated to think of him walking the streets and selling nothing. That was desperate.

‘Come on then, let’s get a move on, I can smell them chips already and it’s making me mouth water!’




Chapter Two
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THE CHIPS AND FISH were wrapped in layers of newspaper and Maggie hugged them to her, savouring the warmth of the package against her chest, eager to get home, for the aroma was a torment to an empty stomach. It took much longer to reach Bowers Court because visibility was so bad and, as they hurried through the narrow alley that led to the courtyard, they could hear the drunken shouts and curses, then the yelping of a dog.

‘Oh, hell! It’s Da an’ he’s drunk!’ she hissed with annoyance.

‘Maybe we can creep along the wall an’ he won’t see us.’ Tommy tugged at her arm, pulling her towards the wall of the house that formed the left side of the square.

‘He’s gorra nose like a bloody ferret, he’ll smell the chips. Come on, let’s make a dash for it!’ Maggie advised.

As quietly and as quickly as they could, despite the  piles of debris, they reached the doorway to the house and rushed inside.

‘Here, you take them and this and get upstairs! Sit on the landing outside Murphy’s till he’s gone to sleep!’ Maggie pushed the warm, greasy parcel and four pennies into Tommy’s hands.

‘But they’ll be cold by the time he goes to sleep!’

‘Then eat yours. Mam can warm ours up. I’m not going to watch him scoff the lot an’ he will. Now go on!’ She pushed Tommy towards the flight of rickety stairs as she heard Nago’s stumbling footsteps below.

They had moved out of the basement room last year, after Ma Jessup had died of the influenza. It was a far better room. It was bigger, with a proper window and a range and it was not so damp. It was still crowded of course, but that was normal, they expected nothing more. Everyone lived in one or two rooms. As Maggie pushed open the door Dora turned to greet her. Her face was set as though she were continually facing the icy winds from the river. Once she had laughed a lot and her expression had been cheerful, her cheeks plump. It was a long time since she’d laughed and her face was drawn, the frown lines deep and permanent.

‘Thank God, I was getting really worried about you, where’s Tommy?’ Dora’s voice rose as she realized Maggie was alone. She looked far older than thirty-seven. She was painfully thin, her shoulders rounded and her hair was peppered thickly with grey. Her pale-blue eyes were darkly circled with fatigue. She had  borne life with resignation, if not tolerance, but tonight she felt even worse than usual. Her head was aching, her eyes burned and yet she felt hot and cold at the same time.

‘He’s on the landing upstairs. Da’s on his way up, he’s drunk - again. I had a bit of luck, Mam, and got us all fish an’ chips and he’s not havin’ any, I told our Tommy not to come down until me da’s asleep.’

‘I ain’t goin’ to sleep until me belly is full!’

Maggie and Dora both turned to see Nago leaning heavily against the doorframe. He, too, looked far older than his years and his face was bloated with drink.

‘Where’s me dinner then, woman?’

Maggie turned away from him, thinking that his belly was full enough already but not with food. Dora bent over the range and ladled out a helping of thin, meatless stew into a dish and placed it on the table. At least now she had some decent bits and pieces, she thought. All bought with her wages and those of Maggie and Tommy, or ‘obtained’ by Nago, although what he brought to the house often disappeared along with him when the police arrived.

Nago stared down at the dish, his lip curling with distaste. ‘Can’t you cook anythin’ other than bloody scouse?’ he yelled. ‘And blind scouse at that!’ With one swipe he sent the bowl hurtling across the room. The dish smashed against the wall and its contents ran down on to the floor.

Dora didn’t speak. Instead she continued to ladle  out the meal for Maggie.

Biting back her temper, Maggie took a cloth from beside the range and began to wipe up the mess. There were times when she positively hated her da. He was cruel and wicked.

‘And you’re just a useless girl,’ he raged on at Maggie.

‘Nago, you know she can’t help being a girl. It’s not . . . fair to blame her for that,’ Dora said quietly. It was always the same. It had a pattern, did this abuse. She knew what was coming next.

‘I do bloody well blame her and he’s no bloody use either, is he? Sickly, weak, no use to a man is a son like that! Get rid of the pair of them! Then I’d get some peace!’

Be better if you never came home at all! Better if they kept you in Walton for ever, Maggie thought savagely, but she dare not say the words aloud.

‘I’ll wet the tea. A good, strong cup of tea will make you feel better, Nago,’ Dora said, placatingly.

‘Aye, sit down on the bed, Da, and I’ll take your boots off.’ Maggie added, praying he would submit to their combined coaxing.

‘Tea! Bloody tea!’ he spat, glaring at them both.

Maggie thought of Tommy, crouching on the cold, dark landing above and of the cooling chips and fish. ‘Will I go and get you a jug of stout then, Da?’ she asked brightly. She had no wish to go out again, but for the sake of peace, she would.

‘An’ have yer got the money for it, too?’ he sneered.

‘You know I haven’t, Da.’ She lied steadily. With him it came easily, she’d had plenty of practice.

His bleary, bloodshot eyes narrowed. ‘Then where did yer get those boots then? Been whoring, have yer?’

‘Nago, that’s enough! You know she bought them from Paddy’s Market last week! Used her own few coppers, too, she did. She’s a good girl!’ Dora cried, her patience exhausted after working a fourteen-hour day.

He laughed before lashing out and catching his wife across the side of her head with his open hand.

Maggie’s eyes narrowed and a protest sprang to her lips but one look from her mother silenced it.

Nago staggered across the room and sank down on the bed, pulling the dirty muffler from around his throat. Then he began to sing raucously.


‘Maggie, Maggie May, 
They’ve taken you away 
An’ you’ll never walk down Canning Place no more. 
For she robbed so many sailors 
An’ captains of the whalers 
That dirty, robbin’, no good, Maggie May!’



Maggie dug her nails so hard into the palm of her hands that it hurt, but the pain was nothing to the shame and fury she felt. Wave after wave of it washed over her and, at that moment, she knew she could kill him. Dora caught her by the shoulders and propelled her towards the door.

‘Get out, luv, for a few minutes!’ she hissed. ‘He’ll go to sleep. Take no notice of him, he’s not worth it!’

‘I’ll swing for him one day, Mam, so help me. God, I will!’

‘Hush, luv! Go on, get out and sit with Tommy.’

With fury driving her, Maggie took the stairs two at a time.

‘Maggie, what’s goin’ on? I can hear Da’s yelling and swearing up here!’

She crouched down beside him. ‘I hate him! I hate him! He belted Mam, yelled at me, then he called me a whore and starting singing that . . . that . . . song!’ She couldn’t bring herself to name it.

‘Maybe he’ll go thieving again and get nicked!’ Tommy said hopefully, trying to console Maggie.

‘We should be so lucky! He’s getting too crafty for them. We haven’t had any peace for ages.’

Tommy nodded glumly. ‘Here, you might as well eat yours before they’re stone cold.’ He thrust the parcel of chips into her hands and she unwrapped it. The food was cold already but she was too hungry to care. She began to break the battered fish into pieces and cram them into her mouth.

Tommy went to the head of the stairs and leaned forward. ‘Seems to have gone quiet.’

‘Well, I’m not going down there until I’ve finished these!’ she replied thickly, her mouth full.

The sound of footsteps was heard below and Tommy rushed back to his sister’s side.

‘Someone’s coming up! It must be him!’

Maggie got to her feet. ‘If he thinks he’s going to start again, he’s got another think coming! I’ll push him down the flaming stairs first!’

They huddled together in the darkness as the footsteps came nearer, but Maggie sighed with relief as she realized that they were those of a woman.

‘Jesus, Mary an’ Joseph! You frightened the livin’ daylights out of me!’

‘Keep your big mouth shut, Katie Murphy! Do you want the whole house to hear you, screeching like that!’ Maggie hissed loudly.

‘Don’t you tell me to shut me gob outside me own door, Maggie May! What are yer doing up ’ere anyway an’ what’s that you’ve got there? Been pinchin’, ’ave yer?’

Katie pushed her way forward. She was a big, raw-boned girl, older than Maggie by three years.

‘Nothing to do with you and we never go thieving!’

Katie laughed raucously. ‘So, yer da’s a bloody saint now, is he?’

‘You know full well, Katie Murphy, that we don’t follow me da!’

‘What are yer doing up here?’ Katie pressed.

‘Minding me own business!’

‘Snooping more like.’ Katie made a grab at the newspaper parcel. ‘What’s in ’ere? I bet you’ve been in our room, haven’t yer?’

‘I haven’t!’ Maggie shot back, ducking the blow the  older girl aimed at her and then passing the chips deftly to Tommy. She caught Katie by the front of her blouse and pushed her hard against the wall.

Katie, taken by surprise, let out a yell and a curse then ran at Maggie, her fingers curved like talons. Tommy flattened himself against the door of the Murphys’ room as Katie and Maggie scratched and tore at each other, both yelling at the top of their voices.

It was only a few seconds but it seemed like half an hour to Tommy, before running feet were heard on the stairs and the light from an oil lamp illuminated the scene.

Dora, with her free hand, caught Katie by the hair and yanked her backwards, and Maggie, seeing her mother, let her arm fall. ‘Stop it, the pair of you! Stop it! Carrying on like a pair of Mary Ellens! Look at the state of you both. Hair like birds’ nests and scratched faces!’

‘She started it, Mam! She called us thieves! We were only waiting here, doing nothing wrong!’

‘Never mind who started it. Do you want to wake your da up after the trouble I had getting him asleep?’ Dora put out a hand to steady herself, feeling light-headed. The antics of these two she could well do without.

‘She was skulkin’ outside the door, Mrs May, what was I supposed to think?’ Katie whined.

‘Get in with you, Katie Murphy! Hasn’t your poor mam got enough on her plate without you and our  Maggie rousing the whole damned house! Go on, get inside and get to bed and you two, get down those dancers before you feel the back of me hand!’

Katie put out her tongue at Dora’s retreating back and went inside, slamming the door after her.

Maggie was incensed at the injustice of her mother’s words. ‘Mam, she went for me! I didn’t start it, I didn’t, isn’t that right, Tommy?’

‘It’s the truth, Mam.’ Tommy stoutly defended Maggie.

Dora paused outside her own door and brushed back Maggie’s thick straggling locks. She felt awful. ‘I’m sorry, Maggie, but I’m worn out and I hate to see you fighting like some common tart. God knows I’ve tried to bring you up decent.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have let him call me Maggie, should you!’ Maggie cried. Her head hurt where Katie had pulled out a handful of hair and the numerous scratches were beginning to smart and she was tired and cold and hungry. She let out a startled cry as Dora’s hand made contact with her cheek.

‘Mam! What was that for?’ she cried, the tears springing to her eyes.

‘For being hardfaced!’ Dora said, but already she felt sorry for her action. ‘Oh, you know full well I couldn’t do anything to stop him, luv. Come on, let’s get those chips warmed up and I’ll make a fresh pot of tea. It’s been a long, weary day and I feel quite poorly.’

Instantly Maggie forgot her grievances. She peered  closely at her mother. ‘You look flushed, Mam. I’m sorry. You sit down and I’ll get the tea,’ she said contritely.

Dora smiled but her head was bursting and her throat felt like sandpaper. She shook herself mentally. It was just a bit of a chill, she could shake it off. She would have to. She couldn’t afford to lose her job, there were too many waiting to take her place. For the hundredth time that day she wished that Nago would make an effort to find honest work. It was such a burden trying to be breadwinner, mother and housekeeper, and his frequent spells of imprisonment made it hard for her to hold up her head amongst the decent families in the neighbourhood.

As she eased her aching body down into the chair by the range, Tommy held out his hand. ‘What’s this, lad?’ she asked, puzzled.

‘It’s what’s left over from the sixpence, Mam. You can get those blankets now. The ones you saw in the market,’ Maggie said.

‘What sixpence?’ Dora asked.

As she made the tea and shoved the parcel of food into the side oven, Maggie recounted her piece of good fortune. When she’d finished she smiled down at her mother but then her expression changed, for Dora looked terrible. ‘Mam! Mam! What’s wrong?’ she cried but barely were her words out than Dora had slipped from the chair to the floor.




Chapter Three

[image: 005]


MAGGIE SAT UP WITH Dora all night. Frequently, during those long hours her eyelids drooped, while Tommy slept and Nago snored loudly beside his wife, who tossed and turned restlessly.

Dora had never felt so ill in all her life. Her whole body ached as though she had been kicked all over and her head felt as though a tight band of iron was crushing her skull. Her chest felt tight and her breathing was laboured. She had bouts of intense shivering and then her body burned as though it were on fire.

By morning, Maggie was worried sick. Her father she totally ignored. He could take care of himself, she thought. It was her mam who concerned her. ‘You get off to your work, Tommy, I’m going up for Mrs Murphy. I don’t like the look of Mam at all.’

Tommy’s concern showed in his eyes. ‘Will I wait until you get back?’

‘No, I’ll only be a minute or so.’

Tommy wound the red flannel muffler around his throat and pulled on his cap and then hovered by the door.

‘Go on with you!’

‘I’ll get home as soon as I can, Maggie.’

When she was sure he’d gone, Maggie left the door ajar and ran quickly up the stairs and hammered on the door of the Murphys’ rooms.

It was a bleary-eyed Katie who opened it and she glared at Maggie. ‘What do yer want?’

‘Your mam. Will your mam come down with me, our mam’s sick and I’m worried. I’ve been up all night with her.’ She ignored the girl’s malevolent stare.

Mrs Murphy came to the door, her hair hanging loose, a man’s old coat around her shoulders covering a grubby nightgown. ‘Maggie, what’s up, girl?’

‘It’s her mam. Took bad she is,’ Katie informed her mother in a tone that made it clear she didn’t care much for either Maggie or Dora.

‘I don’t know what’s the matter with her but she’s bad. Will you come down, please?’ Maggie begged.

Mrs Murphy gave her daughter a shove. ‘Get in with yez an’ see to yer da now.’

Maggie breathed a sigh of relief as she followed the woman downstairs.

After leaning over Dora and placing a hand on her forehead, Mrs Murphy stood up, shaking her head.

‘She needs a doctor, Maggie. I’d say it was the influenza. Sounds like it’s got to her chest, too.’

Maggie looked at her with concern. ‘We haven’t got the money for a doctor. Isn’t there anything I can get for her . . . do for her?’ She knew there was the fourpence left from the sixpence but that wouldn’t be enough. A doctor charged at least two shillings.

‘I’d get that idle sod out of the bed for a start. Then try and prop ’er up, so she can breathe easier. Get the kettle boiling and keep it boiling, the steam is good. ’Ave yer got any flannel an’ goose grease?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘But I can go and get some and some medicine, I’ve got a few coppers. Would you stay with her? I won’t be long. I’ll run all the way.’

The woman nodded. No one in Bowers Court refused such requests, in times of trouble they all helped out. Then she shivered as she remembered that it was in this very room, only a year since, that Ma Jessup had died of the same disease that now held Dora in its grip. She was a superstitious woman and she hastily crossed herself. ‘Ask the feller in the chemist shop for some Balsam an’ something to rub her chest with an’ don’t let him rob yer blind!’ she called as Maggie, wrapping her shawl around her and taking the money from the old tin box that had once held boot blacking, ran from the room.

When she returned after running all the way up Salthouse Lane and back, she was gasping for breath, but she was clutching a small bottle and a roll of flannel. There was no sign of Nago.

‘I sent himself off with a flea in his ear all right!  Told him to get out, unless he wanted to go down with it, too.’

Maggie bent worriedly over her mother. ‘I hope she’ll be all right.’

‘I’ve used a few old clothes and things, rolled them up to get her head up, see. She’s still burning with a fever. Did yer get the things?’

Maggie placed them on the bed beside her mother, then bit her lip. ‘She looks proper bad, Mrs M.’

‘She’s worn herself out tryin’ to keep you lot an’ with no help from that idle, useless get either! Shouldn’t you be at your work, girl?’

For the first time Maggie remembered her job. ‘I can’t go and leave her like this!’

‘You’ll get the push and then where will yer all be? She can’t work any more and himself won’t, so what will yer do for money, Maggie?’

‘Our Tommy has his papers and wood.’

Mrs Murphy shook her head. ‘That won’t keep body an’ soul together. Get off with yer. I’ll see to ’er. If yer run you might not be too late.’

Maggie hesitated. Mrs Murphy was right, she knew that. She might already have lost her job and they did need the money and would continue to need it until Mam was better and could work again. ‘Will you send for me if . . . if she gets any worse?’

‘That I will, now get off with yer. Herself will be in good hands, don’t you fret now.’
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Maggie had pleaded eloquently to the foreman. When she’d arrived she’d been so out of breath she could only gasp out a few words, but as her breathing had calmed, she had gasped out the whole story and she thanked God that he was in a good mood, for after wagging his finger at her and saying, ‘All right, I believe you, girl, though thousands wouldn’t, get to your work and don’t be late again or I won’t be so generous,’ he’d walked off and she grabbed her brush and had begun to sweep the floor with great vigour.

As the day wore on her anxiety increased and at the dinner break Tommy came looking for her. She was sitting on the wall in the yard with three of the other girls.

‘What’s the matter? Did Mrs M. send you?’ she cried as she saw Tommy.

‘No. I came home and she chased me out, so I came here.’

‘How was Mam?’

‘She looked the same, Maggie, but she was moaning, sounded as though she were sort of . . . choking.’

‘Oh, Tommy! Did Mrs M. say anything?’

‘Only told me to clear off from under her feet.’

Maggie jumped down from the wall. ‘I’m coming home.’

‘Don’t be a fool, Maggie. Owld Johnson will give yer the push for sure,’ Lily Mabbs said.

‘She’s right, Maggie. Mrs M. will see to Mam,’ Tommy added, wishing now he hadn’t come, but he’d  felt miserable and he’d wanted Maggie to cheer him up. To reassure him and tell him Mam was going to be fine.

‘No. I’m going home.’

‘Jesus! You’re a fool, Maggie May! Well, don’t come crying to me when you’ve no job and no brass! Your mam’ll get over it, hundreds do!’

‘Well, Ma Jessup didn’t, Lily, and she was a fine strong woman. Me mam isn’t strong.’

Lily gave up and stared resignedly out over the pewter-coloured waters of the Mersey. Maggie was making a mountain out of a molehill and she’d live to regret it, but she’d get no thanks for saying so.

They both ran home as quickly as they could but Tommy often had to stop for a pain in his side made him double over. Halfway up the stairs Maggie met Nago coming down. She caught his arm. ‘Da! Is Mam all right? Is she?’

‘How the hell would I know, that old bitch won’t let me in me own home! I’m goin’ down to the Baltic Fleet, get a bit of peace and a bit of cheerful company down there!’

Any other time Maggie would have tried to stop him but now she just shrugged and let him pass. He wasn’t the one who was ill. As soon as she entered the room she could see that Dora was worse and panic gripped her heart. ‘She can’t get her breath! Why is she making that noise?’ she cried.

Mrs Murphy got to her feet. ‘The fluid’s got to her  lungs, Maggie, ain’t nothing to be done, except for her to go into the Infirmary.’

Maggie’s eyes widened with horror. ‘No! No! She’s not going in that place, no one comes out of there alive! It’s terrible, they just leave you.’

‘You’ve been listening to gossip, girl. Course folk come out, they have proper doctors there.’

‘No! Mam always said if she were going . . . going to . . .’ She couldn’t say the word. ‘Then she wanted to be at home, that place is no better than the workhouse!’

‘Suit yourself, but she needs help, proper help.’

Tommy tugged at Maggie’s arm. ‘Will I go for the doctor?’

Maggie nodded. She didn’t care whether they had money or not, she had to do something for Mam.

‘He won’t come unless he sees the colour of your brass first, don’t I know that for a fact!’ Mrs Murphy said, grimly.

Maggie delved into her pocket and drew out the few coins she had left. ‘That’s all I’ve got, Tommy, give it to him and tell him I’ll give him the rest as soon as I can. Go on, hurry!’ She pushed her brother towards the door, ignoring his pale, worried face and turning back to her mother.

‘Mam! Oh, Mam! Can you speak to me?’ she whispered hoarsely.

Dora opened her eyes. She was too tired to fight any more and it was hard to breathe, harder still to speak. ‘Maggie!’ It was little more than a whisper.

Maggie bent closer. ‘What is it, Mam?’

‘Promise . . . promise me . . . you . . .’ She fought for her breath while Maggie clung to her hand. ‘You . . . you won’t ever be like . . .’

‘Like who, Mam?’

‘Like her. The Maggie in the song.’

The tears spilled down Maggie’s cheeks, unchecked and unheeded. ‘Oh, Mam, how can you think like that? How can you think I’d do . . . anything like . . .’ She choked.

‘Promise?’ Dora pleaded.

‘I promise, Mam! I promise! You mustn’t talk. You must save your breath!’

Dora closed her eyes, she felt more at peace now.

Maggie was so distraught that when Tommy returned with a young doctor, she was almost in tears. ‘Oh, please, do something to help her! She can’t breathe!’

She stood, clutching Tommy’s hand, while the young man bent over her mother, listening to her chest with a stethoscope. Then he stood up and turned towards her, the look on his face striking pure terror into her heart.
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