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Chapter One
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WHEN GINA O’DONNELL LOST her temper, the whole street knew about it. Curtains twitched, doors were inched open and children playing noisily on the cobbles were suddenly struck dumb. Even the marmalade cat that belonged to Ma McCabe pricked up its ears and shifted its overfed carcass to the safety of the potted geraniums on the windowsill.

Gina was possessed of what her mother, Sarah, termed ‘the Divil of a temper’ and the subject now causing the trouble was the result of a discussion the night before. A discussion conducted in loud whispers between Gina and her two sisters, Mary-Kate and Bridget, in the bedroom they all shared in the house in Anne Street.

Anne Street was a row of twenty-four, early Victorian terraced houses, which had been well maintained, since over the years they had mainly been occupied by artisans. In fact, the girls’ father, Patrick O’Donnell, had been a Master Carpenter, like his father before him and, following tradition, both his sons Fergal and Matthew –  known to everyone as Matty – had also been apprenticed to that trade.

Collectively the girls were known throughout the small, country town of Clonmel in County Tipperary as ‘The Sisters O’Donnell’ – a sobriquet bestowed on them by the nuns in the convent school because of their close resemblance to each other. They all had red hair which varied from Mary-Kate’s light copper to Gina’s fiery Titian and Bridget’s dark auburn. They all had hazel eyes and clear, pale complexions. There were some similarities in their characters, too, but not many. The only trait they did all possess was the O’Donnell temper, and even that varied in degrees of volatility, as last night’s disagreement had demonstrated.

They were all unanimous in their decision to leave Ireland, but the bone of contention between them was just when they should impart this news to the rest of the family. The night before, Gina had been sitting on the bed vigorously brushing the thick, wavy hair that framed her oval face with its high cheekbones and pointed chin, while Bridget had been neatly folding the navy skirt and white blouse, ready to be worn the following day for work.

At the end of the obligatory one hundred strokes Gina had flung down the hairbrush. ‘Will you stop fussing with those clothes and sit down. I want to talk to you!’

‘I’m not fussing! I always fold them. You know I like to look my best and Mrs O’Leary is always saying she’s never had an assistant who is so neat and tidy and that it reflects, favourably, on the business.’ But Bridget had given the skirt a final pat and sat down at the foot of her own bed, tucking her feet under her. She had worked in  O’Leary’s Haberdashers on the Main Guard ever since she had left school. ‘What do you want to talk about?’

‘You know what! Us leaving here. Hasn’t it been the most important thing we’ve had to think about for weeks?’ Gina had stared at her sister impatiently, wondering if it had been wise to include her at all. After all, Bridget was not quite twenty, whereas she, at twenty-one, thought of herself as far more ‘worldly wise’ and Mary-Kate was twenty-two, although that wasn’t necessarily an asset. In her opinion Mary-Kate was getting rather staid.

‘Hadn’t we better wait for Mary-Kate?’

‘If we wait for her we might well be up until midnight! I don’t know what’s got into her lately, she’s getting so finicky about stupid household chores.’

‘That’s not fair, Gina, you know she sees to them so Ma can go to bed earlier and not worry if the kitchen fire has been damped down or the table set for breakfast . . .’

‘The way she’s carrying on I don’t think she really wants to leave at all.’

‘She does! When we all decided to go she was just as enthusiastic as you.’

‘Will you keep your voice down or everyone will hear you!’

Gina had risen and walked to the window that overlooked the small yard at the back of the house, the view obscured by the cotton lace curtain. ‘I think we should tell Ma tomorrow. After all, we’ve decided to leave so let’s get it over with!’

‘I thought we’d agreed to wait until the weekend?’

Gina had turned abruptly and frowned. ‘What’s the matter with you? Have you changed your mind now?’

‘No, I haven’t! Sure, I’ll be sorry to leave Ma and  Matty and even Mrs O’Leary, but I’m not staying here on my own, not the way things are going.’

They had both fallen silent, as Gina stared moodily out of the window seeing nothing, her thoughts elsewhere, and Bridget smoothed out and folded the stockings she would wear next day. She wasn’t staying in Clonmel now that Civil War was staring them in the face. She was desperately afraid and both her sisters knew it. Mary-Kate had remarked in her usual, quiet way that anyone who wasn’t afraid of the future was a fool.

The last four years had been terrifying and had left their mark on everyone and Bridget couldn’t face any more, yet the ties of home and family were strong. She loved her Ma and she was afraid for Matty’s safety. She didn’t have either Gina’s consuming ambition to move on from her job as a Nurses’ Aid at the Cottage Hospital, or Mary-Kate’s calm, practicality. She was so terrified of the future that when Gina had first suggested they all leave, she had jumped at the chance. And yet, in the rare moments when she could put aside her fears, she realized that she did have her own dreams, her own ambitions.

Bridget had worked for Mrs O’Leary for years, but sometimes she wished she could work in a much bigger shop, one like Cleary’s department store in Dublin. She was nearly twenty and had never been in love and all things considered, she reasoned that life was beginning to pass her by. Sitting on the bed, twisting a strand of hair around her finger, she came to the conclusion that perhaps what had just been romantic daydreams, could in fact become reality.

Gina knew exactly what she wanted from life and she intended to get it, by fair means or foul. Of course she  loved her Ma, but it had been her Pa who had always held first place in her heart. When he had been killed something had gone out of her life forever. Her eyes had misted as she had thought of him. She’d always been his ‘little Gina’ his ‘wild Irish rose’ and he’d have moved heaven and earth for her if she’d asked him to. She firmly believed that he was watching over her from that heaven he was surely in and she had vowed she would make his ‘little Gina’ someone he would have been proud of. She’d made that vow the day he had been buried and her ‘wilfullness’ as her Ma called it, had increased since that day.

‘Have you been waiting up for me? I was just tidying up.’

Both their thoughts had been interrupted by the appearance of their elder sister.

‘I thought you’d decided to stay down there all night!’ Gina had muttered, irritably. Whenever she thought about her Pa it always made her miserable and snappy.

Mary-Kate had ignored her and had begun to unpin the coil of light copper hair. ‘Gina, draw those curtains. With the lamps lit everyone can see in and it’s indecent.’

Gina had jerked the curtains closed, shutting out the last remnants of the April night and the room had been bathed in the mellow light of the two oil lamps.

‘Gina wants to tell Ma about us leaving tomorrow.’

Mary-Kate’s eyebrows had risen but that had been the only sign of surprise she had displayed. ‘Why?’

‘Because I think the sooner we tell her the better. Things are going to get worse very soon and I’ve had enough.’

‘Don’t you think we all have, especially Ma?’

‘You sound just like Bridget. Are you changing your mind, too?’

‘Has Bridget?’ Mary-Kate asked with a frown.

‘No, I haven’t! It’s just that . . . that I don’t like to think of Ma being on her own.’

‘She won’t be, eejit! She’ll have Matty and all her friends.’

‘You know what I mean, Gina!’

Mary-Kate had removed her blouse and poured the hot water from the jug she had brought up with her into the china wash bowl. She washed her face and hands, then stared at her reflection in the mirror on the wall as she patted her cheeks dry. She knew exactly what Bridget meant. Since her Pa’s death she had drawn even closer to her mother in a way that Gina or Bridget could never fully understand. Maybe it was because she was the eldest daughter. But the face staring back at her had reminded her that that fact was her sole reason for leaving. She was twenty-two and unmarried. Not that there was anything odd in that, she had often told herself resolutely. The men she considered ‘eligible’ couldn’t afford to marry until they were in their middle or late twenties. But all those she had considered were now dead or had fled to America or Australia. The four bloody years of ‘The Troubles’ had left her with the legacy she feared most: that she would become an Old Maid, destined to look after her mother in old age, and a spinster aunt to her sisters’ children. Always available, always dependable, her own wishes and needs ignored.

She was still attractive and her work in the little office at Hearn’s Hotel she found not uninteresting, but she wasn’t going to suffer the humiliation of those pitying  glances, the gossiping and speculation of the married women. Her reason for leaving Ireland was to find a husband and so avoid the fate she dreaded, but was too proud to admit to.

Her eyes had softened. She wanted the love of a good man, she wanted children of her own. Was that too much to ask? She wasn’t so old that all the emotions that lay deep in her heart had dried up. Oh, she knew that already some of the girls her sisters were friendly with thought her dull and prim, but she wasn’t, not really, not in her heart!

‘This time I agree with Gina,’ Mary-Kate had said. ‘The sooner it’s all out in the open the better it will be for Ma. It will give her time to get used to the idea, to try to accept it, even though it will be a shock.’ Her love for her mother had made her feel terribly guilty about keeping anything secret from her and there had been times when she had been tempted to confide in Sarah. Only her promise of silence to her sisters had stilled her tongue. Mary-Kate never broke a promise.

‘I don’t think it’s fair at all! It would be better for her if we waited and then told her just the day before, that way she won’t have time to brood and worry,’ said Bridget.

‘I’ve had my doubts all along about our decision. It’s cruel however we tell Ma!’ Mary-Kate said.

‘Well, there just isn’t a “fair” way to do it, so let’s get it over and done with!’ Gina had begun to wish she had never started this discussion. Why did they have to argue over it? It was typical. It had been her idea and now she wished she hadn’t even mentioned it to them in the first place.

As always, Gina was running true to form, Mary-Kate had thought. She was interested only in herself and her own little world. But on this occasion she had to agree with her. ‘Then we’ll tell her tomorrow, but we’ll tell her calmly, Gina. No hysterics or tantrums!’

‘Oh, don’t be so sanctimonious! Is it my fault I lose my temper more quickly than you two? I can’t help it. If everyone were not so perverse then I wouldn’t lose it so often!’

‘You could learn to control it more. One day it will be the death of you!’

Gina had ignored Mary-Kate’s remarks. ‘Now that’s settled, I’m going to sleep,’ she had announced. Mary-Kate had a temper, too, she had thought, although she was more in control of herself these days, but probably that’s what came of being older. Even though wild horses wouldn’t drag an admission from her, Gina knew her sister was mortally afraid of being ‘left on the shelf’. She, herself, viewed the prospect of marriage to any of the young men in Clonmel with abhorrence, but then she had her ambition to sustain her. Mary-Kate was totally uninspired in that respect.

Gina had pulled the quilt up to her chin and closed her eyes, prayers forgotten, to dream of herself as the toast of the musical stage across the Atlantic in America. It was the land of opportunity for those like herself, who were strong and determined enough to take fate in their hands and twist and shape it until they had achieved their goal.

Bridget had lain on her side, staring at a dim shaft of moonlight that had penetrated the crack left between the drawn curtains. She was dreading the look of pain that  she knew would haunt her mother’s face, yet she felt the cold fingers of fear reach out and touch her heart. She couldn’t stay, she just couldn’t! She began to say her prayers, counting the decade of the Rosary on her fingers beneath the bedclothes, for she had forgotten where she had left her beads. But between the ‘Hail Mary’s’ her thoughts had begun to stray. They all had to think of themselves now. Once away from all this fear and violence she could concentrate her efforts on following her dreams. She could get a better job and then she was sure she would meet a man who would sweep her off her feet, just as the heroes did in the novels she liked to read.

Only Mary-Kate had taken the trouble to kneel at the side of the bed to pray, the linoleum cold and hard beneath her knees. She had prayed that she was doing the right thing, that her mother would understand and that she wouldn’t be too hurt or upset. She had begged forgiveness for the pride that had driven her to this decision, the pride and dignity that the title ‘Mrs’ would give her. But was it really pride? Wasn’t it what God intended women to be – wives and mothers? It was too late to go back, she’d made up her mind and tomorrow . . . well, tomorrow would come soon enough.

 



So next day, when they were all in the kitchen that served as a dining room as well, and supper was over, Gina had announced their intention to leave Ireland.

Her statement was received first with a shocked silence, then with an outburst of demands and recriminations by Sarah followed by Matty, and despite all Mary-Kate’s prior instructions, Gina lost her temper. Her voice  – the shrillness and stridency of which made even the whistle of the train in Prior Park Station pale into insignificance – reverberated along Anne Street.

‘I’ve made up my mind and that’s that! I’m going! I don’t care what either of you say, I’ve had enough and nothing will stop me, Ma.’

Mary-Kate slammed down the sash window so hard that the dishes on the dresser rattled. ‘Calm down, Gina! You promised there’d be no tantrums. Do you want to be heard all the way down to the Quays?’

‘Yes! I don’t care if the whole town hears me. I’m sick to death of this place, of this whole country!’ she screamed back.

Bridget sat watching them with rising annoyance. Oh, why did Gina always have to explode? ‘I thought we were going to discuss this quietly, now with you two yelling at each other it’s getting like the Battle of the Widow MacCormack’s Cabbage Patch!’

Matty who had been reading the Clonmel Chronical flung it down on the table to signify his increasing annoyance.

Sarah stood with her arms folded over her ample bosom. With a mother’s intuition she had suspected that something was going on, but she was hurt and angry that they had not discussed it with her instead of just ‘announcing’ it. From long experience, she also knew that Gina was working herself up into one of her tantrums and she was in no mood to try and humour her out of it, as she could sometimes do. She picked up a large, enamelled jug from the shelf alongside the brown, earthenware sink. It was the only way. Gina wasn’t a child who could be dragged screaming and kicking into the yard to have her  head held firmly under the cold water pump, but a dousing with cold water was the only effective way of dealing with Gina’s temper.

She blamed herself, of course. It was a penance for her ‘Sin of Pride’ in calling her middle daughter Regina Margaret. Oh, she’d thought it a fine, grand name then, even though Father Maguire had doubted the ‘propriety’ of it. Sure, wasn’t ‘Regina Coeli’ one of the titles given the Blessed Virgin in the Litany, she had retaliated? Translated from the Latin it meant ‘Queen of Heaven’ and while to have added the ‘coeli’ would have been sheer blasphemy, she had stuck to her guns over Regina. And how she’d paid for it. Regina Margaret O’Donnell had turned out to be a holy terror and no mistake!

At the sight of the jug, Mary-Kate, Bridget and even Matty, all edged as far away from their sister as possible.

Gina’s eyes narrowed but she held her ground. ‘You come near me with that jug, Ma, and I’ll go now, this very minute. I swear to heaven I will. I’ll walk out of that door and I won’t come back – ever!’

‘And a fine cut you’d look walking down the street dripping wet,’ Matty muttered, sotto voce.

‘Then hold your tongue, Miss! Hasn’t there been enough arguing and fighting already? And your poor Pa – God rest him – and then our Fergal taken from us only six months ago. It’s a short memory you have.’

Gina threw her hands in the air. ‘Isn’t that what I’ve been trying to tell you, Ma? I’ve had enough of the fighting, the killing, the curfews and the raids. And now, when we’ve got rid of the Black and Tans and the Army, when we’ve finally got the “Home Rule” that Pa and Fergal died for, don’t we just start fighting one another!  I’ve had enough of Ireland, I’m going to America and I’m going to be “Someone”!’

Matty rose. Now, with both Pa and Fergal gone, he was head of the household. ‘The three of you will all stop yelling and we’ll sit down and discuss this. Now, sit down!’

Mary-Kate pulled out one of the chairs set around the still cluttered table and sat with resignation. Bridget, already sitting, cast her gaze first towards her mother and then Gina. Gina remained standing, her manner openly mutinous.

‘I said sit down!’ For a moment Matty thought she was going to defy him and he wondered just what he would do if she did. Then she yanked the chair out, its legs scraping on the floor. She finally sat with a very bad grace, tossing her hair back defiantly as she always did when thwarted.

‘You, too, Ma. We’ll discuss this as a family should.’

‘Some family!’ Gina muttered. Families were supposed to support one another, to stick together. But all the families she knew spent most of their time fighting and feuding, and recently theirs had been no exception.

Sarah looked around at what had once been a united, happy family and wondered sadly what had gone so terribly wrong. Then she sighed. What had gone wrong was ‘The Troubles’. They’d had a good life before that. She and Pat had been respected citizens of Clonmel. They’d never been short of money. True, they’d never had money for real luxuries, not with five children to bring up. But she’d always managed to save some small amount each year. Now she was glad she’d been so frugal  and prudent. With both Pat and Fergal dead she would need that money.

She could never think about Pat without an ache in her heart. He’d never been involved in any trouble, he went out of his way to avoid it. Going ‘out of his way’ he’d been caught in the crossfire between the ‘Tans’ and the Tipperary Brigade on the night the Boys had stormed the Barracks. The grief of that tragedy had turned Fergal to vengeful anger and nothing she had done or said had stopped him from joining a Flying Column. He’d only lasted six months before he’d been killed in an ambush and she’d seen him laid beside his Pa. A pain tore at her heart. Oh, the waste! There was no sense in violence and still it wasn’t over! The worst kind of war loomed ahead. Already father and son were at each others throats. She certainly didn’t blame Gina for wanting to leave Ireland.

Matty interrupted her thoughts. ‘So, you want to go to America?’

‘Yes!’

‘What for, apart from running from what looks like an inevitable Civil War, and for that I don’t blame you?’

‘What is there for us here? Who knows how long all this trouble will go on? I want a chance to make something of my life.’ Gina was trying desperately to keep calm.

‘And I do, too, Ma! I like working for Mrs O’Leary but I’m never going to manage the shop or have one of my own and I don’t want to end up marrying some cottier, have a dozen children and look fifty when I’m twenty-eight!’

‘It was good enough for me, Miss!’

‘Oh, things were different then, Ma, and besides Pa  had a good trade. Women don’t have to . . .’ Bridget’s forehead puckered into a frown as she searched for the right word . . . ‘conform! That’s it, conform! Women have careers now!’

‘Not in Ireland they don’t.’ Gina stated caustically. ‘This country is about fifty years behind everyone else! When I wanted my hair cut in that new “bob” didn’t Celia Delaney come rushing up here to tell you and then didn’t you absolutely forbid me to have it cut? And that’s just for a beginning. I want to be stylish, I want to be “in vogue”.’ She’d read that in a magazine but didn’t really know what it meant.

Sarah sighed again. Pat would have known what to have done. He had always known how to deal with Gina. But Pat was lying in St Mary’s churchyard, and so she looked for guidance from Matty.

‘So you all want to go, do you?’ Matty asked. ‘You’ve all made up your minds?’

All three nodded.

‘And what will you two do? We all know what Gina wants, as well as being “in vogue”, whatever that means!’

‘Aye, riding to Hell on the Divil’s back as fast as she can!’

‘Ma, it’s not that bad!’ Matty interrupted. ‘She’s got a good voice and not everyone can be utterly depraved and . . .’

‘Oh, I know she’s got the voice. The clearest soprano in the whole of this county since she was twelve. Didn’t the Archbishop of Waterford and Lismore himself say that when she sang “Veni Sancte Spiritus” at the Confirmation Service?’

‘And I sang at that soiree Mrs Butler-Power had and  at the “Musicale Interlude” at Kilsheelan Castle! Count de la Poer especially asked Father Maguire for me, you know he did! And how many Saturday mornings have I had off work to sing at weddings? So many that even Matron has said I should make a career of it!’

Matty continued undeterred. ‘And how do you two intend to support yourselves, because you’ll have to, there’s no money to spare here?’

Bridget was undaunted. ‘We’ll find work. There’ll be bigger shops, bigger hotels, bigger hospitals.’

‘I’m not working in any hospital,’ Gina cried. ‘I’ve had enough of hospitals to last me a lifetime. I’m going into the Theatre and I’m going to be a success!’

‘And what about you, Mary-Kate? I thought you liked working at Hearn’s, and you’re well thought of there.’ With an effort Sarah stopped herself from showing the pain of losing her eldest daughter whom she had thought of as being more ‘settled’ and a comfort to her in the dark days ahead.

‘I’ve had enough of being at everyone’s beck and call and they pay me buttons, you know that, Ma. I can get a better job and send money home.’ Mary-Kate refused to meet her mother’s eyes but her reply was quietly emphatic.

Sarah was no fool and she knew her daughter inside out. She had watched Mary-Kate’s cheeks flush and her eyes become hard whenever people spoke of Kitty Cassidy. Poor Kitty who hadn’t even gone ‘walking out’ with a young man, through no fault of her own. Someone had to look after her old, widowed mother and Kitty was to be admired for devoting her life to that task, everyone said so. But whenever Kitty’s name was mentioned she  had seen the change in her daughter’s attitude. Mary-Kate had her pride and if she wanted a husband so badly that she was prepared to cross the ocean to fulfil that desire, she wouldn’t stand in her way no matter how much it would hurt to lose her. No one would accuse her of keeping Mary-Kate at home like the Widow Cassidy had kept poor Kitty.

Matty faced Gina again. ‘And what about Michael Feehey? I thought you two had an understanding?’

She laughed derisively. ‘Michael Feehey! Michael Feehey and me!’

‘You weren’t scorning him a month ago, were you?’ Sarah interrupted. ‘Then it was “Michael this and Michael that”!’

‘I’ve never given him any encouragement,’ Gina snapped. ‘And I’ve no intention of ending up the wife of a butcher.’

‘There’s half a dozen girls in Clonmel who would be only too delighted to be serving alongside such a husband! Isn’t Feehey’s the biggest and best butchers in the town and haven’t they their own house – bought and paid for?’

‘And they’re welcome to it.’ Gina glowered. She’d had what she had thought of as a brief flirtation with the only son of the town’s most prosperous butcher, but she had dismissed him after a while, feeling he was dull and predictable, like every other young man she knew.

‘Well, you’re not going to America and that’s final!’ Matty announced firmly.

At this statement Gina erupted again, jumping to her feet and knocking her chair over. ‘I’m twenty-one, Matty O’Donnell, just three years younger than you, and I’ll  not have you telling me where I can and where I can’t go!’ she yelled.

‘Sit down and use your brain, if you have one, which I doubt!’ he yelled back, also rising to his feet.

Sarah got up and reached for her coat. ‘I’ve had enough of this altogether! There’s nothing else for it, I’m going for Father Maguire.’

At the mention of the parish priest’s name and the look of grim determination on their mother’s face, both Gina and Matty fell silent.

It was Mary-Kate who reached out and pulled at the sleeve of Gina’s blouse, willing her to sit down. When the presence of the parish priest was required at a house things must be desperate indeed and the whole street would know all about it in a few minutes. The rest of the town would find out before the night was out. ‘Is it a spectacle you want to make of us all!’ she hissed.

With her lips tightly compressed but her eyes still snapping fire, Gina slowly picked up her chair and sat down. When she set her heart and mind on something she could be immovable and she was determined to find fame and fortune.

Matron’s remarks, uttered with sarcasm, had sown the seeds in her mind. The ‘Musicale Interlude’ at Kilsheelan Castle had nurtured them. She’d been terrified that night, though she would never admit it, for everyone of importance in the South Riding of Tipperary had been there, right up to the Lord Provost of the County. But she’d managed to appear calm and even a little vivacious and her rendering of ‘The Last Rose of Summer’ and ‘My Wild Irish Rose’, her special favourite as it always reminded her of her Pa, had been well received. Both the  Count himself and the Lord Provost had complimented her on her voice and composure.

It had been on the way home – driven in the Count’s own motor car to the very door – that she had felt the first real stirrings of ambition. If she could impress them, she could surely captivate an audience of lesser mortals? That thought had had a powerful effect on her. She had leaned back against the real leather upholstery and closed her eyes. Why shouldn’t she try? Why shouldn’t she live like them? Why shouldn’t she have a motor car? It was an intoxicating revelation. It had been then that the seed had really borne fruit and nothing was going to stop her – ever!

‘Matty, please?’ Bridget murmured, a hand on his arm.

Matty resumed his seat.

Sarah hung the coat back on its peg behind the door.

The room fell silent, the only noise the low hissing of the peat fire in the hearth.

Bridget broke the silence. ‘And why not America?’

‘Because it’s too far away and we don’t know anyone there. No one at all! If I were coming with you, that would be different, but three young girls alone . . . you have to go to someone we can trust.’

‘Holy Mother of God, would you listen to him! Isn’t he just the pompous one. It’s nineteen twenty-two, not eighteen twenty-two, Matty O’Donnell!’

Matty ignored Gina’s outburst. ‘You can go to Liverpool.’

‘Liverpool!’ they all chorused scornfully.

Suddenly Sarah smiled. Oh, Matty was a smart one. Liverpool was not too far away should disaster befall  them, despite Gina’s optimism, and of course Maura and Bart would have them. Who better to keep her eye on them than her own sister and her husband, even though she and Maura had never been close.

‘Your Aunt Maura will have you and there’s plenty of work there,’ Matty continued.

No one spoke, they were all trying to digest this statement.

Finally Bridget spoke. ‘Isn’t she the one that came over for Patsy Ryan’s wedding?’

Matty nodded.

‘And a great lump of an idle piece she looked, too!’

‘That’s enough of that, Bridget O’Donnell! A fine way to talk about family. Downright disrespectful it is. She’s a fine woman.’

‘So, it’s agreed then?’ Matty queried.

One by one they nodded. Gina was the last, the movement of her head just perceptible. She wasn’t stupid. If she continued to harp on about going to America she might never get out of Ireland at all, and wasn’t it from Liverpool that all the ships sailed to New York? Liverpool would suit her – to start with.

Bridget began to clear the dishes from the table. She stacked the plates in the sink, smiling. She’d find a job in one of the big stores and then maybe she’d settle down, if the right man came along.

Sarah squared her shoulders resolutely. ‘I’ll write to your Aunt Maura now and then the matter will be settled altogether. Not that I want you to go and I’m hurt and angry that you have just sprung this on me, but we won’t be going into all that now. I’ll miss you, all of you, but maybe you’re well out of it.’

Mary-Kate reached out and took her mother’s hand. ‘Ma, we won’t give you any cause to worry and if things get very bad here, well . . . you could come over to us.’

Gina smiled, magnanimous now she had achieved some measure of success. ‘Oh, Ma, don’t you think we’ll miss you, too? We’ll write every week and one day . . .’ she looked over Sarah’s head, seeing before her in a dazzling future the realization of all her dreams ‘. . . one day I’ll come back and you’ll be so proud of me because everyone will have heard of me! I’ll be rich and famous. I’ll buy you a grand house and . . .’

‘Aye, and pigs might fly!’ Matty interrupted. She wasn’t the first and she certainly wouldn’t be the last to leave Ireland thinking she could conquer the world with a pretty face, a bewitching smile and a clear soprano voice.




Chapter Two

[image: 003]


THE LETTER WAS DULY written and sent and everyone awaited the reply with varying degrees of apprehension. It came a week later. Sure, Maura would love to have them, that she would. From what she remembered they were nicely-mannered, quiet girls and would Sarah just let her know when she should expect them? The bit about them being ‘quiet’ caused a somewhat caustic remark from Matty, which had almost resulted in another row.

With Pat and Fergal dead and the girls going away, Sarah had decided to move back to her old home. Both her parents were long dead and her bachelor brother, Richard, was finding it more and more difficult to keep the small farm going. He would find Matty’s help a blessing and Matty was quite happy to go. In the long term, Sarah thought, it would ensure that the land stayed in the family and the house, too. In the short term, it might just keep Matty out of trouble with the warring factions until the new Irish Free State had sorted itself out. She had sacrificed her husband and one  son, she wasn’t about to lose another if she could help it!

 



Bridget was arranging strips of narrow satin ribbon of different colours that were rolled on stiff reels made of heavy card. She had spread the ends of them in a fan shape on the top of the glass showcase which stood in front of the shelves holding the bolts of cotton prints, striped ticking, calico, woollen tweeds and chintz.

‘You’ve a good eye for colour, Bridget. That’s very effective, one colour to match or contrast with each roll of cloth; very imaginative. Ah, it’s sorry I am to be losing you.’

Bridget looked up. She liked her employer. Mrs O’Leary could be very brisk and business-like when the need arose, but she was pleasant and knew all her customers by name and noted all their purchases in a series of notebooks for reference.

‘I’ll be sorry to go,’ Bridget answered, with real regret in her voice. ‘You’ve been very good to me and taught me so much.’

‘Heaven alone knows where I’m going to get someone I can trust and who has some taste and can be tactful with the most perverse of customers.’

Bridget began to feel uneasy and guilty. Mrs O’Leary would have to train someone else if she wanted to take time off from the business, as she frequently did these days. ‘It’s not that I’m dissatisfied, nothing like that at all!’ she tried to explain.

‘Oh, I can understand, Bridget. I hear they have some very elegant shops in Liverpool and it’s only natural that you want to get ahead. I was like that myself at your age.  When I first came here this place was like an undertaker’s parlour! Everything was drab and dowdy and shoddy, and you know I won’t have shoddy goods in my shop! So don’t you be feeling guilty now, even though I’ll have to scour the whole county for a decent girl . . .’

Her words only made Bridget feel worse. ‘The real reason why I’m going, Mrs O’Leary, is that . . . that I’m afraid. We lost Pa and then Fergal and I couldn’t stand it if Matty were killed too.’ She rearranged a piece of ribbon. ‘And when I hear the sound of a cart rattling over the cobbles at night or a horse being galloped along the street, I start shaking all over and I can’t stop! I keep remembering the raids and the Crossley tenders rumbling through the night while we sat and waited. And it will be worse this time, unless the Republicans give up, and they won’t, Matty says. So I suppose I’m trying to run away from my fear.’

Mrs O’Leary frowned. She held the views of many of her generation. They had suffered enough over the last years, and now that the Irish Free State had come into being she thought the die-hards should be content and lay down their arms. What everyone wanted now was to live in peace. There had been too many men killed already without neighbour killing neighbour. She understood how the girl felt; they would all bear the hidden scars for years to come. She patted Bridget’s hand.

‘Don’t you go worrying over it now, and as a farewell gift you can choose anything you like from the stock – within reason of course!’

Bridget bit her lip. If only things were different, she would stay on, she really would. Oh, how she longed for  the days of her childhood when there had been peace. When Pa had taken them down to the banks of the Suir on summer evenings and they had watched the fish rising in the slow-moving water. He would point out the dragonflies skimming the surface, the rays of the setting sun turning their wings emerald green and vivid blue. It had been years since they had wandered along the tow path beside the river, where once the heavy horses had pulled the barges from Clonmel to Carrick-on-Suir. Now it was a dangerous place, you never knew who was lurking in the tall pines on the Gurteen bank or in the overgrown churchyard of the ruins of Saint Sillan’s church beside the river at Kilsheelan.

The shop bell tinkled and Bridget looked up, pushing away the memories and smiling automatically.

‘Don’t forget what I said now, Bridget, anything within reason! Isn’t it grand for the time of year, Mrs Butler-Power? Bridget will be only too pleased to serve you, I have to nip out for half an hour. A bit of business you understand.’

Mrs Butler-Power smiled frostily at Bridget. A bit of business was it? It didn’t fool her, more like afternoon tea with Joseph Ryan, the solicitor, and him a widower of only three months. The whole town was talking about it. ‘I hear you’re leaving us, Bridget?’ she asked, curiously.

‘Yes, ma’am, I’m going to Liverpool with my sisters.’

The woman gave her a more genuine smile. That would put paid to Mrs O’Leary’s little ‘bits of business’. ‘Good luck to you, dear, there’s not much here for ambitious young things. Now, what was it I wanted? I’ve a head like a sieve lately.’

 



After Mass the following week they all stood on the steps of St Mary’s, Irishtown, the district just beyond the west gate of the old town walls.

It had been a hectic week. Everything was packed up at the house in Anne Street, indeed some of the furniture had already gone to the farmhouse outside the village of Kilsheelan, just a few miles up the road from Clonmel. The girls were to travel to Dublin the following day by train and from there board the ferry to Liverpool.

It was a beautiful April day. The sort of mild spring day that makes everything look fresh and newly washed. There were a few cirrus clouds scattered high in the pale blue sky and shafts of sunlight picked out the golden clumps of daffodils dotted around the churchyard.

They all wore their best clothes and all three knew they were the object of many admiring and speculative glances. By choosing their outfits with care and by using the odd piece of ribbon here, the carefully placed brooch there, they always managed to achieve a slightly more stylish appearance than even Mrs Butler-Power, who had: ‘a crock of gold and no more dress sense than a Dublin kitchen maid’, as Bridget described her.

Gina wore a heather-coloured suit, the jacket of which reached below her slender hips. The straight skirt ended six inches above her ankles, showing the one pair of greatly treasured silk stockings she owned and black shoes with hour-glass heels and a strap over the instep. Her hair was tucked up under a toque hat of soft velour, to the front of which she had pinned a small bunch of  artificial violets, purchased at Mrs O’Leary’s. The shade of the hat almost matched the suit. Almost, but not quite, and the fact irritated her. Then she shrugged. Who would even notice anyway?

Bridget’s coat had been a plainly cut, russet wool until she had painstakingly edged the collar, cuffs and pockets with some black velvet ribbon she’d bought cost price from work. The cream blouse, the carefully ironed flounces of which frothed at her throat, made her skin appear flawlessly pale. She wore a large-brimmed, black felt hat, adorned with the tail feathers of a cock pheasant, begged from Mr Feehey the elder.

As Mary-Kate’s hair was a paler shade than her sisters, blue was one of her favourite colours. Her coat-dress, bought especially for Patsy Ryan’s wedding, had been refurbished by covering the lapels and cuffs with some black, crushed velvet, unpicked from an old and very outdated dress of Sarah’s. She wore a matching blue hat, one side of which had been pinned up with her mother’s jet mourning brooch, and she was very pleased with the whole effect. It made her look younger and quite elegant, so Gina had assured her.

As the church emptied, people stood in the warm sunshine in small groups, chatting. Some of the younger men and a few of the the older ones, too, were already sloping off in the direction of the nearest bar. Their retreat duly noted by the sharp eyes of Father Maguire as he stood bidding ‘Good day and the Lord go with you!’ to his parishioners. As the O’Donnell family stood on the top step of the portico, the priest turned to them and tutted.

‘So, Clonmel is losing the three of you and tomorrow, too?’

‘Father, I’ve made a dozen novenas but nothing will keep them here!’

‘Maybe it’s for the best, Sarah. We live in troubled times, God help us.’

‘We’re moving back to Kilsheelan, Father, did I tell you?’

‘Aye, you did that. A good move, Sarah. Sensible. Altogether sensible.’ He inclined his head in Matty’s direction. ‘So you’ll be under the pastoral care of Father Hyland at St Mary’s, then, but I’ll expect you back here, every now and then.’

The three girls had begun to walk slowly down the steps. To their right a group of young men stood talking. Gina glanced at them from beneath her lashes to see what effect their presence and the news of their departure was having.

‘So, you’re off to Liverpool to make your fortunes, then?’ one called.

‘And what’s it to do with you, at all, Michael Feehey?’ Gina tried to sound cold. It only made the group smile.

‘Nothing! Nothing at all! I suppose you’ll be back to visit us when you’re rich and famous?’

There was no missing the note of sarcasm in his voice. Once, when she had tried to impress him, in what she now termed a ‘fit of sheer stupidity’, she had told him of her ambitions. Now he was openly making fun of her.

‘And when you’re famous, I expect we’ll all have to pay to even talk to you?’ Dinny Magee had a shock of unruly, carroty hair and a laugh like the braying of a disgruntled donkey. ‘And I suppose you’re takin’ the  other two to be your Lady’s Maids?’ He laughed. It was infectious. The whole group was openly smirking. Some of the lingering congregation turned towards them and Father Maguire frowned. He’d have no rows outside his church and them all a bare five minutes out of Mass!

Gina’s temper began to rise. She straightened her shoulders and drew herself up into what she hoped was a dignified posture and glared at them all.

Before she had time to deliver a cutting reply, Michael laughed. ‘Gather round and listen now! The Sisters O’Donnell are leaving Clonmel, isn’t that a grand thing altogether? And isn’t it a fine Music Hall act they’ll make? Ladies and Gentlemen, we present, for your entertainment, “The Sisters O’Donnell!” ’ And with the flourish of a handkerchief, he swept them an exaggerated bow. The older men stiffened. Blood feuds had started with less provocation than this.

Gina was shaking so hard she had to fight to stop herself storming down the steps and slapping the smirk off that mocking, impudent face, right there and then in front of everyone, Father Maguire included. She caught a movement from the corner of her eye as Matty moved down the steps towards the group, but it was Mary-Kate who stepped in front of her. Mary-Kate whose eyes flashed as dangerously as her own.

‘Well, since you’ve taken it on yourself to tell the whole neighbourhood, Michael Feehey, yes we are leaving and it’s because we don’t want to end up married to the likes of eejits like you that we are going!’

A cutting laugh rang out behind her. ‘Marry him! I’d sooner live in a bohreen with the pigs he sells than marry the likes of him!’

Gina’s derision had its effect. Michael’s laughter faded and he stood glaring at her. As she was still on the steps and therefore in a more elevated position than him and most of the others, she turned her head slowly, her gaze sweeping over them all.

‘The “Sisters O’Donnell” are leaving and we will be back and we will be rich or famous or even both, so we’ll be saying our Goodbyes now, and there won’t be any need for you all to traipse over to Prior Park Station in the morning!’ And with that she walked down the remaining steps with Bridget on her right and Mary-Kate on her left.

The little groups parted to let them through while Sarah followed, nodding her acquaintance to those in the crowd.

Once out of earshot Bridget gave an irritated little snort. ‘You’ve done it now, all right! We can’t come back even if we wanted to.’

Gina patted her hat purposefully. ‘Oh, I’ll come back and just as I promised. Rich and famous and Michael Feehey will eat his words!’

 



It cost five shillings for a private cabin or ‘berth’ on the overnight ferry from Dublin to Liverpool. A fact that caused an instant disagreement. A disagreement instigated by Gina who had, as Mary-Kate declared witheringly, got more and more ‘above herself’ ever since they’d left Clonmel.

They were queuing to buy their tickets in the large shed that served as an office, in company with what looked like half the population of Dublin, as Bridget tersely put it.

‘That train journey was desperate! I’m tired, hungry and I must look a fright. At least if we have a cabin we’ll get a decent night’s sleep and we can have a good wash.’

‘Ever since we left you’ve done nothing but moan and complain. We’re not going First Class and we’re not wasting five whole shillings on a cabin when we’ll be quite comfortable in the Saloon,’ Bridget snapped. They were all tired and hungry.

‘Comfortable! Comfortable, with this lot and with half the men on board drinking the bar dry and probably fighting! You call that “comfort”, and what’s more, if it’s rough, everyone will be sick!’

‘We agreed, Gina. It was good of Ma to give us twenty-five shillings, you know she can’t afford it, and five shillings for a cabin is just a pure waste, besides being daylight robbery. We haven’t got money to burn. We can just about pay for seats in the Saloon out of our own money, and keep Ma’s for later.’ Mary-Kate’s common sense was usually the deciding factor when such arguments sprang up. So they paid the standard fare and struggled with their bags up the gangway of the Connaught.

The Saloon comprised of a room that covered most of the space between the deck and the cargo hold. It was furnished with wooden, bench-type seats, set in double rows with passageways between them, but around the sides the seating was a little more comfortable, due to the superstructure forming a back to the benches. However, there was nothing remotely luxurious about the Saloon and little thought had been given to the comfort of passengers paying Steerage fare.

It was already filling up, but with her characteristic single-mindedness, Gina headed straight for a corner that was still empty. Ignoring all the curses and comments as she shoved her way through the crowd, she plumped herself down on the seat, dumping her valise at her feet. The other two sat either side of her.

The train journey from home had been interminably slow and tedious and darkness had fallen when they had finally arrived in Dublin. There hadn’t even been time to see any of the ‘sights’. Never having been to the capital before, this omission had increased Gina’s irritability, until Mary-Kate had reminded her that they were leaving a City devastated by four years of war and that the ‘sights’ would only be shattered buildings and piles of rubble. And had she forgotten already that even the General Post Office in O’Connell Street was still a burnt-out shell? Her words had brought a sigh of relief from Bridget, who had no wish to be reminded of the horrors.

They had eaten the sandwiches and soda bread Sarah had given them, neatly parcelled in a piece of slightly damp, clean cloth to keep them fresh, and now they were all hungry and thirsty.

‘We should have saved the soda bread.’

‘Didn’t I say just that, but no, it was you who insisted on eating it, Gina!’

Bridget jumped edgily as the loud blast of the Connaught’s siren announced their departure from Dublin. ‘They must sell something to eat. They sell drinks, after all. I’ll go and see.’

As she disappeared into the crowd, Mary-Kate picked up her bag and put it on the seat beside her, in case  anyone should think it vacant. The room was crowded with people now. All with a single purpose, to escape from the growing violence. They were weary of years of war, afraid to lose yet more husbands, fathers and sons, for there were many families amongst them that consisted of just women and children. Children already fractious and confused.

‘We’ll get no sleep tonight! Would you just listen to the noise out of them already.’

‘Gina, will you stop harping on! We’ve got to give Aunt Maura fifteen shillings for our keep until we get a job, and the rest we’ll need for expenses.’ Mary-Kate’s exhaustion had begun to take its toll on her nerves. ‘So the sooner we get work the better. You have still got the address?’

‘Don’t I know it from memory! Eighteen, Lancaster Street, Walton. It’s just before you get to the Hospital, by Rice Lane Police Station.’

Mary-Kate nodded, satisfied, then reached out to remove her bag as Bridget approached.

‘I’ve got us a bottle of lemonade each. They don’t have food at all and look who I found!’ Bridget was clutching three small bottles and one glass, while behind her stood a girl of her own age. ‘It’s Bernie O’Hagan, don’t you remember her? We were in the same class?’

Forgetting her intended complaints about the lack of food, Gina looked closely at the girl. Oh, she remembered Bernadette O’Hagan all right. Who could forget the O’Hagans? Little better than tinkers they were, living in a broken-down cottage near the old House of Industry on the road to Cahir. As far as she could remember, Bernie was the only one who ever went  to school at all. She had hordes of sisters and brothers and cousins, all with runny noses – winter and summer – bare feet, grubby faces and tattered clothes. She’d heard her Ma say that none of the girls had any drawers even and wasn’t that a sin altogether?

Bernie certainly looked different now, Gina thought, taking in the fashionable, but rather gaudy, deep purple coat, the black cloche hat and gloves to match. Gloves! She almost laughed aloud. Bernie O’Hagan with gloves! Instead she sniffed depreciatingly. On closer scrutiny the coat was of a very cheap material and the gloves were only cotton. Obviously the whole lot hadn’t come from the likes of Grafton Street in Dublin.

Bridget handed out the bottles. ‘If we push up a bit she can sit beside me.’

‘Couldn’t the barman count? There’s only one glass. Are we expected to drink it out of the bottle?’ Gina retorted, grudgingly moving an inch or two further along the seat.

‘He said he could only spare us one and would we please take it back when we’ve finished with it as he has to account for them all.’

‘What does he think we are? Thieves or tinkers?’

Bridget jabbed her in the ribs with her elbow.

‘Fancy you being on the same boat, then, Bernie,’ Mary-Kate intervened. ‘Come to think of it, I’ve not seen you in town for ages.’

Bernie smiled and deliberately smoothed the backs of the gloves. ‘Oh, I’d had enough of that lot, so I up an’ left and went to Dublin.’

‘I don’t blame you. I don’t know how you all fitted in to that house. What have you been doing in Dublin,  then?’ Bridget was openly curious to find out what miracle had been wrought on her former classmate.

‘At the start I went into service, as a kitchen maid, but I soon left there, that I did! It was worse than home. Then I got a job in a shop.’

‘What kind of a shop?’ Gina cut in. As far as she could remember Bernie O’Hagan couldn’t even add up two and two and get four.

‘A grocers, but I didn’t stay there either. Holy Mary! I couldn’t stand them old shawlies complainin’ about how I’d overcharged them or underweighed their ha’penny worth of tea.’

She didn’t seem to have stuck anywhere for long, Gina thought, sipping the warmish lemonade and trying to look disinterested.

‘Then I worked in a hotel. Well, it was more a sort of boardin’ house-cum-bar really.’

That sounded more her style, Gina thought. ‘One down by the Liffey, on the Quays, I suppose?’ she asked, sweetly sarcastic.

Again Bridget jabbed her.

‘Bridget, will you keep still or you’ll have this all down the front of me!’

‘It was, too, and that’s where I met my Archie.’

‘Who’s he?’ Bridget asked. Gina wasn’t the only one who had noticed the cheap finery.

‘We’re “walkin’ out”, and that’s why I’m off to Glasgow. My Archie’s goin’ to get me a job there.’

‘Then wouldn’t it have been quicker to have gone from Belfast?’

Bernie seemed to ponder Mary-Kate’s question, then she nodded. ‘I suppose it would, but Archie said I might  as well see Liverpool and a bit of England. He gave me the money. “See a wee bit o’ the country, Hen, but dinna be too lang about it.” ’ She tried to imitate the Glaswegian accent and failed. No one noticed.

Despite feigned disinterest, Gina found herself being drawn into the conversation. ‘And what does he do, this Archie?’

‘He works in engineering, what else would anyone do in Glasgow?’

‘I’m sure I wouldn’t be knowing, not being interested in such things. I intend to go into the theatre.’

‘Oh, and are you all goin’ into “the theatre” then?’ Bernie made it sound the most degrading of professions.

‘No, only Gina. She’s the one with the talent. Don’t you remember she always sang when anyone important came to school – and she’s even sung at Kilsheelan Castle!’

Bernie chose to ignore this. ‘So what will you do, Bridget?’

‘I want to work in one of the big stores, selling furs or hats or model gowns. But I don’t just want a job, I want a career.’ That sounded more impressive than going into ‘the theatre’, and Bernie was looking at her admiringly. ‘We’re going to stay with Ma’s sister and her husband,’ Bridget added.

‘What about you, Mary-Kate?’

Mary-Kate was so tired she was having difficulty keeping her eyes open, and the heat and tobacco smoke weren’t helping. Also she was thinking how unfair life was when the likes of Bernie O’Hagan, who was younger than her, could be walking out with a man who was obviously not short of money. Although the fact did  encourage her, helping to dispel some of her unhappiness and guilt. ‘I’ll try for office work, but at the moment I’m so tired I can’t think straight. We’ve been travelling since ten o’clock this morning.’

Bernie looked incredulous. Office work! Why, you had to have all kinds of examinations and a letter from the Holy Ghost Himself to get that kind of work, and as far as she knew Mary-Kate O’Donnell had neither. ‘And how will you be after getting work like that?’ She was openly sceptical.

Gina was instantly on the offensive. ‘She worked in the office at Hearn’s Hotel, which is Clonmel’s most respectable hotel – a proper hotel in case you’ve forgotten, but then you probably wouldn’t know about things like that, being up in Dublin.’

With that subject dismissed and Bernie put firmly in her place, Gina handed the now empty bottles back to her sister, along with the glass. ‘Will you take these back, Bridget, please? I feel as though I could sleep for a week.’

Bernie got to her feet as Bridget rose. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink, Bridget. A real drink and we’ll catch up on all the gossip, it seems there’s a lot I’ve missed out on.’

Gina glared up at her sister. None of them had ever been over the doorstep of a pub and no alcohol had ever passed their lips, except a hot toddy when they had a heavy cold. Ma would skin Bridget alive if she found out she was consorting – and worse – drinking, with the likes of Bernie O’Hagan. She was a bold piece if ever there was one and Gina could well imagine the sort of man this Archie was! ‘She doesn’t drink. None of us do, it’s common!’ she snapped.

Bernie laughed. ‘Well now, we’re all in the “common”  Saloon, aren’t we? Come on, Bridget, one sherry won’t hurt. I was thinking, if you get fed up with Liverpool, why not come up to Glasgow? My Archie says the shops on Sauchiehall Street are as good as those in London.’ And with that she caught Bridget’s arm and steered her through the throng.

‘Did you hear that? Did you? Bold as brass, she is! You should have listened to me, Mary-Kate! It would have been worth five shillings to have avoided being in the same room as that . . . that . . . tinker’s trollop!’

Her words fell on deaf ears. Mary-Kate was asleep, her head drooping on her chest, her feet resting on her valise.

Gina tutted in annoyance, then tried to find a comfortable position to rest her head against the hard, steel superstructure. She might as well try to get some sleep herself. If Bridget wanted to stay up all night that was her affair and if she had a headache in the morning, then it would be her own fault, she wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it. Despite the noise, which was gradually diminishing as people tried to settle down, she fell into a deep sleep.

 



The Connaught passed the Bar Light in the dim, grey dawn of the late April day. Those passengers on deck were denied the views of the distant Welsh coastline by the low, hazy cloud, but the coastline of Southport, Formby and Crosby was just visible.

They had all slept fitfully, their positions cramped. Their slumber disturbed when numbed limbs were moved and circulation restored with the accompanying pins and needles. It had been a calm crossing, but the  consumption of too much alcohol by certain passengers resulted in many ashen faces and bloodshot eyes as people started to stir. Fortunately, there had only been one small fracas, the culprits having been quickly hauled away by the burly members of the deck crew.

The stench of the stale odours of tobacco, beer, whisky and sweat caused Mary-Kate to screw up her face as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Gina’s head had been resting on her shoulder and the movement awakened her sister.

‘Have we arrived?’ Gina mumbled.

‘No, but I can’t stand the smell in here, I’m going up on deck. Even if it’s cold and damp it’ll be better than this stink!’ She got to her feet, stretched and then placing her hands in the small of her back, straightened up. She felt stiff, dirty and hungry.

With a groan of complaint Gina also got up. ‘I feel as though I’ve been wedged in a cupboard all night. You on one side and Bridget on the other and that damned Bernie O’Hagan snoring like a pig!’

‘Should we wake Bridget?’

‘No. Leave her alone! Up half the night and drinking, too! I hope she has the mother and father of all hangovers!’

‘Oh, Gina, don’t be so cruel. I don’t condone it, but there’s no need to be so nasty.’

They were threading their way between people still asleep on the floor in the passageways, heading for the staircase that led up on deck.

‘The sooner we get off this . . . this floating pig-pen the better. And the sooner we see the back of “that” one the better, too! If Bridget has any ideas about asking her  to come with us, she can just forget them. Aunt Maura isn’t going to be falling about with delight when she sets eyes on us, the state we’re in, without having “that” one tagging along, too!’

They turned their coat collars up and tried to pull the garments closer to them, for the air was damp and chilly. It was also fresh and tangy with salt.

‘It’s only just dawn!’ Gina complained.

‘We’re supposed to arrive at seven o’clock and it can’t be far off that now.’

They both gripped the rail and looked towards the shoreline. Watery sunlight was just beginning to penetrate the clouds, its rays catching the murky, grey water and turning the top of the bow wave silver-gilt. Gina shielded her eyes and peered into the distance, and at the sight of the faint outlines of the docks, the shipping and the buildings her heart gave a tiny leap. Of course, it wasn’t the skyline of Manhattan, but she’d taken the first real step in what she knew was going to be a brilliant career. She’d left Ireland and ahead of her lay one of the biggest cities in England; one of the busiest ports in the whole of the British Isles. This was just the beginning!

The shafts of sunlight were stronger and brighter now, picking out the unmistakable landmark of the twin towers of the Liver Buildings atop of which the two Liver Birds looked out across the River Mersey. Gina felt a surge of anticipation and she felt warmer. The next time she made this crossing it would be in style. Five shillings would be a paltry amount to her then. She’d need porters to carry all her baggage and the passengers would feel honoured to have made the crossing to Dublin on the same boat as the famous Miss Gina O’Donnell.

Mary-Kate watched the waterfront drawing closer with mixed feelings. She tried to shrug off her darker thoughts. She just had to put the old life behind her now. She hadn’t known what to expect of Liverpool, but she’d never envisaged a sight like this. The fine buildings, the streets of houses that seemed to spread out for miles and miles and all the ships! She’d never seen so many ships; she’d never imagined that some of them could be so big! For the first time she felt her heart quicken with excitement. This fine, grand city was so . . . alive! She looked at her sister. Gina must feel the way she did for she was smiling and there were dancing lights in her eyes. But there was something else as well.

‘You look pleased with yourself?’

‘Just think, Mary-Kate, this is really the beginning of a whole new life for us all! Doesn’t it look fine and isn’t it big?’

Mary-Kate didn’t answer.

‘What’s the matter, don’t you like the look of it? You’re not home-sick already, are you?’

‘No, and it looks a wonderful place, it’s just that I don’t have the grand notions you have.’

Gina laughed. ‘Make sure your husband is rich, Mary-Kate. Then sit back and be a Lady for the rest of your life! You’re the one who is so sensible, make sure he’s got plenty of money.’

‘Don’t be so cold and calculating, there are other things besides money.’

‘You have to be hard if you want to get on in life, I’ve learned that much. I know what I want and I’m going to get it.’

The expression on Gina’s face was one Mary-Kate  knew of old. ‘You’re up to something, I know you are?’

‘And just what would I be “up” to?’

‘You don’t intend staying in Liverpool, do you? Tell me the truth now?’

‘No, I don’t!’

‘You promised!’

‘No, I didn’t! I didn’t say a word when Matty said, “It’s all settled then”.’

‘But you nodded, it’s the same thing. What will you tell Aunt Maura? What will you tell Ma? I won’t have you worrying her!’

‘Nothing.’ Despite her ambition, Gina did have a practical streak. ‘I can’t go anywhere just yet can I? I’ll have to get a job and earn some money first, even if it’s only for my fare and when the time comes, I’ll tell Ma myself – you’re not my keeper, I’m twenty-one!’

‘Your fare to where?’

‘America, of course! Look.’ She pointed to the massive bulk of an ocean-going liner tied up in dock. ‘The next boat I sail on will be one of those and bound for New York!’

‘Then you’ll have to find yourself someone like my Archie to pay the fare. It costs a fortune to sail on one of those.’

They both spun around to find a dishevelled Bridget standing behind them with Bernie at her side.

‘I won’t need any man to keep me, Bernadette O’Hagan, I’ll earn my own money and make my own way in the world!’

Bernie laughed derisively. ‘Oh, will you now?  Everyone needs someone to give them a bit of a hand up now and then, even you, Gina O’Donnell!’

Gina turned away. She wasn’t going to lower herself by having a public argument with the likes of this bold piece. They were drawing near the Princes Landing Stage and the deck was crowded. She looked at Bridget. ‘You look awful, can’t you tidy yourself up. You look as though you’ve slept in a ditch all night.’

‘I’ve got a headache.’

‘Serves you right!’

Mary-Kate intervened. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake stop it, you two. We all look like tin . . . terrible! There must be somewhere we can tidy up a bit before going to Aunt Maura’s.’

A woman standing on the other side of them craned her head forward. ‘There’s the Ladies Waitin’ Room at Exchange Station, luv. Yer can gerra wash an’ tidy up there for a penny.’

Mary-Kate turned to her. ‘Thank you, where’s Exchange Station?’

‘When yer gerroff, walk up the floatin’ roadway an gerra tram. One that’s got Walton or Anfield or Everton on the front, an’ ask the Conductor ter put yer off at Exchange. Yer can’t miss it, a great big, mucky, black buildin’ it is.’

‘How much will the tram cost?’ Mary-Kate asked.

‘A ha’penny, seein’ as ’ow yer only goin’ a few stops. Come over ter work? I’ve been over ter see me sister in Dublin, she’s been took bad again an’ I don’t wonder! Molly, I says, why don’t yer cum ’ome what with all this fightin’, and she ain’t never been the same since ’er lad were killed.’

‘I’m sorry for your trouble,’ Mary-Kate replied.

‘Is the road really floating on water?’ Gina was intrigued.

‘Oh, aye, but yer don’t really notice it. Except when the tide’s out an’ then it’s that steep I ’ave ter stop ’alf way up, ter get me breath. The whole Landin’ Stage is floatin’.’ Being a native Liverpudlian and having a captive audience, she wasn’t about to let them escape without pointing out some of the marvels of her city.

‘All of it? Won’t it sink with all these people on it?’

The woman laughed. ‘Don’t be daft! This owld tub is only little beside the liners an’ they tie up ’ere. It’s been’ere as long as anyone can remember an’ it ’asn’t sunk yet. There’s the Overhead Railway, too. The “Docker’s Umbrella” we calls it.’

‘Overhead?’ Bridget echoed.

‘Aye, up in the air it is, runs all the way along the docks an’ the goods trains runs under it. Yer’ll be able ter see it better soon, when we get closer, like. Comin’ over ter work?’ She repeated the question.

‘Yes.’ Mary-Kate answered before Gina could make any remarks about her intended aspirations.

‘Got someone ter stay with?’

‘Yes. Our Aunt, who lives in Lancaster Street, Walton. Do you know it?’

‘Oh, it’s quite posh round there. Not as posh as Aintree or West Derby, but nice. Meself, I live in Athol Street, near the docks. We ’aven’t got much but we all muck in an’ ’elp each other, if yer know what I mean.’ She shifted the weight of her bundle to her other hip. ‘I’ll be glad ter gerr ’ome. I’m that tired me eyes is fightin’ for the one corner!’

Gina cast a supercilious glance at Bernie. ‘We’re not all going to Walton. She’s going to Glasgow.’

The woman pulled a face. ‘I ’ear it’s a shockin’ rough place that. People always fightin’ an’ murderin’ each other, an’ not only on Saturday nights, either!’

‘I’ve heard that there’s not much to choose between Liverpool and Glasgow!’ Bernie retaliated. ‘Didn’t all the police go on strike a few years back and they had to bring in the Army? My Archie said there were tanks in the streets and soldiers to stop the lootin’ and even a Navy gunboat!’ she finished, triumphantly.

The woman glowered at her. ‘Oh, she’ll do well in Glasgow, she will! Right little ’ardclock, ain’t she?’ She had no wish to recall the riots or the fact that there had been tanks on the plateau in front of St George’s Hall, or that the dreadnought Valiant and two destroyers had stood out in the river, men and guns at the ready if needed. She turned to Gina and smiled. ‘Take no notice of ’er, yer’ll do well in Liverpool. I’m off now ter gerra place near where they put up the gangway. It’s a shockin’ crush ter gerrof. Good Luck an’ tarrah, then!’

Mary-Kate purposefully straightened her hat and turned down the collar of her coat. ‘We’ll go straight to this Exchange Station and tidy up, then we can get the tram. She said it would have Walton on the front, didn’t she?’

‘Is no one coming to meet you then?’ Bernie put in.

‘Why should they? Uncle Bart will have his work to go to and you can’t expect people to get up at the crack of dawn to come all the way down here, just so we can all go back again on the tram. You never did have any common sense, even when you were at school, which  wasn’t often!’ Gina’s tone was cutting. If she never saw Bernie O’Hagan again it would be too soon.

Bernie gave Bridget a scrap of paper.

‘What’s that?’ Gina demanded.

‘My address in Glasgow, not that it’s got anything to do with you!’

Bridget thanked her and put it in her coat pocket. She had no intention of ever going to Glasgow and she wished she hadn’t had the sherry Bernie had bought last night. At the time it had seemed harmless and as her fears had subsided they had laughed and giggled about childhood memories at the school of Saints Peter and Paul. Now she felt awful, but to admit it would only bring about another tirade from Gina and she just couldn’t stand that. Her head was thudding. She wished she hadn’t been quite so friendly towards Bernie, after all they had only been in the same class. Even then her Ma had forbidden her to sit within three feet of Bernie, after having been up to see Mother Superior in a rare fit of anger, when she had come home with nits. She could almost feel the scraping of the fine-toothed metal comb over her scalp and smell the noxious odour of paraffin and lye soap, her Ma’s remedy for head lice. No, they had never been close friends. The O’Hagans just didn’t have close friends, only relations.

The bump as the side of the ferry came into contact with the Landing Stage threw Bridget off balance and she felt dizzy and sick. She glanced at her sisters. Mary-Kate looked pale and tired but, strangely, Gina didn’t look tired at all. There was a gleam in her eye and the corners of her mouth were tilted in a smile. She’d caught the end of Gina’s conversation, but she felt too ill to even think  about its implications. As the crowd surged forward en masse, carrying her with them, she thought she’d always remember the day she arrived in Liverpool. She swore then that she’d never touch another drink in her life.




Chapter Three
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LANCASTER STREET WAS NOT quite as ‘posh’ as they had been led to believe. True it was in a fairly quiet area and the houses in the street were all neat-looking. Their steps were donkey-stoned, knockers and letter-boxes were polished and the curtains were clean and crisp. All except number eighteen that was. There was a dilapidated look about number eighteen. The paint on the door was dirty, the knocker dull and pitted, the lace curtains at the window sagged untidily and were grey in comparison to those of the adjoining houses. Their discomfort was increased by all the curtains they had noticed twitching as they had walked down the street and stopped outside the house.

‘Didn’t I say she looked like a great, idle lump?’ Bridget remarked glumly as Gina rapped loudly on the door.

Aunt Maura greeted them warmly with loud exclamations as to how they’d grown and didn’t they look grand and weren’t they all so smartly turned out, as she ushered them into the dark, narrow hall. The smell that drifted from the kitchen at the back made Bridget feel ill  again. It was a mixture of stale tobacco, wet washing and rancid fat. The kitchen, as they crowded in, seemed far smaller and more sparsely furnished than the one at home. There was linoleum on the floor, but it was cracked and so dirty that it was impossible to see what colour it had been. Mary-Kate quickly took in the range, heaped with ashes, that obviously hadn’t been cleaned out for weeks, and Aunt Maura’s dirty, faded, cross-over pinafore that looked as though it had not seen soap and water for almost as long as the range had been without black-leading.

To their surprise, Uncle Bart was sitting in a battered chair close to the fire. He was a thin, weasel-faced man with wispy hair and a thin, tobacco-stained moustache. In his right hand, the lighted end towards his palm, he held a cigarette. Five Woodbines in their green paper packet with its tracery of yellow honeysuckle, rested with a box of matches on the arm of the chair. His collarless shirt was grubby and stained.

‘We thought you’d be at work, Uncle Bart,’ Mary-Kate said flatly, but with a note of disapproval in her voice.

‘Oh, the poor man is a martyr to his back, he’s been on the “Panel” for months, haven’t you, Bart?’

He nodded before coughing, then spitting the phlegm into the fire.

Gina shuddered and curled her lip with distaste while Bridget turned her head away, feeling nausea rising in her throat.

Mary-Kate stared at him hard until he looked away. ‘You should see a doctor with that cough and you should use a handkerchief. That’s a disgusting habit and it spreads disease!’

‘Doesn’t she sound just like her Ma, Bart? If I closed my eyes I would swear it was our Sarah speakin’!’ Maura interrupted jokily. She had decided she didn’t like Mary-Kate; she was just like her Ma whom she had no time for – which was why she had been happy to leave Clonmel all those years ago.

Bart didn’t answer.

‘Come on now, I’ll show you your room, you must be fair worn out. Then we’ll have a cup of tea and something to eat.’ Maura went out into the hall and they all followed. As she set foot on the first, uncarpeted stair she turned. ‘Do you have the fifteen shillings your Ma sent?’

‘Yes, why?’ Mary-Kate challenged.

‘I’ll just have to nip down to Rice Lane for some bacon, that’s all, for your breakfast. We’re a bit short today. Bart’s “Panel” money can’t be had until tomorrow.’

Mary-Kate opened her bag and drew out half-a-crown. ‘This should do for now, we’ll sort everything out later . . . when we’ve unpacked.’

There was no mistaking the annoyance in her tone and Maura took the money without a word.

Mary-Kate was seething. Panel money or not, Uncle Bart didn’t seem to go without his Woodbines or his pint of stout, judging by the stains on his shirt and the dirty glass, half-hidden by the side of his chair.

In the back bedroom which had been allotted to them, they stood in silence until Aunt Maura had gone back downstairs, the boards creaking beneath her weight. After the rigours of the journey and the effects of the hangover, Bridget felt like breaking down and crying.

‘I feel so ill and now . . . this! I almost wish we hadn’t come at all.’

‘Oh, shut up! Just wait until I write and tell Ma about this!’

‘And what good will that do any of us, Gina? She’ll send Matty over to drag us all back!’

‘Do we have to stay here?’ Bridget pleaded.

‘We’ve no choice. It was the only reason they both let us come at all and we’ve no jobs and less than twenty-two shillings between us.’

‘Do you always have to be so practical? Sometimes, Mary-Kate, I could scream at you, that I could!’

‘Oh, don’t you start, Gina, or I’ll slap you, so help me I will!’

Gina sat down gingerly on the faded patchwork quilt that covered the one double bed, with its old, rusted bedstead and lumpy mattress. She fingered the quilt with distaste. ‘And I suppose we’ve all got to share this one bed?’

Mary-Kate had taken off her hat and coat. ‘If she thinks she’s getting fifteen shillings for this . . . this hovel, she’s mistaken! And when Uncle Bart draws his Panel money – whatever that is – he can buy a single bed and I’ll go with him if I have to, but until then we’ll have to make the best of it. First things first, we’ll clean up this room. Gina, take your coat off and find an old dress.’

‘I didn’t bring any,’ came the bitter reply.

‘Then you’ll have to get that one dirty. Get your sleeves rolled up, she must have soap and water . . .’

‘Our privy at home was cleaner than this,’ Bridget said with a sob in her voice.

‘Oh, God! What must the privy be like?’ Gina groaned.

Gina had never been any good in situations like this,  Mary-Kate thought grimly. ‘I’ll go down and see her and, if necessary, I’ll threaten her with telegraphing Ma to come over and see the state of the place for herself!’

‘And you can tell her that all she’s going to get out of us is five shillings and we’ll buy our own food and cook it, too, when she’s cleaned up that kitchen. Don’t they have a Public Health Board or something? How does she get away with it, surely the landlord must get complaints from the neighbours? Every other house looked spotless. Oh, this is a fine start this is!’ Gina paced up and down the room, still fuming.

Bridget had begun to cry softly as Mary-Kate left the room. ‘Oh, Gina, what are we going to do? I feel so sick . . .’

Gina sat down beside her and put her arm around her. ‘Oh, come on now, hush! We’ll manage. Haven’t Mary-Kate and I always taken care of things? Hush now, Mary-Kate and I will clean it up, we’ll sort it out.’ She patted Bridget’s shaking shoulders with more confidence than she felt. But there was no going back, her pride wouldn’t let her even think about it. She could hear raised voices from below and she stood up. ‘I think I’d better go down. Mary-Kate sounds as though she’s getting the worst of it.’

As she opened the kitchen door, Gina quickly took in the scene. Uncle Bart was still sitting in his chair but he was scowling blackly. Aunt Maura, her hands on her hips, her face an ugly shade of puce, stood confronting a white-faced, tight-lipped Mary-Kate.

‘She’s told you then?’

‘Fifteen shillings your Ma said we was to have for keeping you!’ Uncle Bart growled.

‘And five is all you’re going to get and be thankful for  that! Now we both intend to turn this house upside down. It’s worse than a pigsty and is probably hopping with fleas.’

Aunt Maura took a step towards her. ‘This is my house! Mine, do you hear me!’

‘The whole street can hear you I don’t wonder. You’re a disgrace to the family, Aunt Maura,’ Gina flung back at her.

Maura lunged at her, but Gina side-stepped neatly. ‘You lay a finger on me and I’ll telegraph Ma and Matty and see what they have to say!’

‘Oh, you as well. I’ve just had that from her!’ Maura yelled.

‘If we’re going to stay here, and you should be thankful we haven’t walked out and reported you to the Public Health Office, then we’re going to have to come to some agreement. You can provide the soap and bleach and cloths and we’ll do the work. And if either of you touch a single thing belonging to us, then I’ll be straight down to the Police Station or bring the Priest down here to see how you live.’ Mary-Kate’s controlled iciness had far more effect than Gina’s heated insults.

Aunt Maura backed off and tried a different approach. ‘Where am I going to get the money from? Bart’s not fit to work. It’s not our fault, things cost money,’ she whined.

‘He doesn’t look that bad to me!’ Gina snapped. ‘There must be something he can do. He needn’t think we’re all going to work to keep him in beer and cigarettes!’

‘Hard-faced little bitch!’ Bart snarled, getting to his feet with an agility that belied his affliction.

‘Well, you can get out of that chair quick enough when you want to,’ Gina scoffed. ‘Bad back my foot! You should be reported to the head of this “Panel” for malingering and obtaining money under false pretences. Holy Mother! What have we come to!’

Uncle Bart went pale and sat down suddenly, staring shiftily at Gina.

‘Just where is the nearest church and who is the parish priest?’ Mary-Kate demanded.

They looked at one another and Aunt Maura ran her tongue over her bottom lip.

Gina turned, her hand on the door latch. ‘I’ll go and knock next door and ask.’

‘It’s Father Morley at Saint Francis de Salles, Hale Road,’ her aunt muttered.

Gina smiled to herself. They’d won that round. Things could only get better, but she didn’t trust the pair of them and knew there would be other rows.

Mary-Kate had followed Aunt Maura into a tiny, dark scullery that led off the kitchen. Ignoring the clutter of dirty dishes and pans, she instructed her aunt to fill the biggest pans she had and heat them on the fire while she searched for soap, rags and a scrubbing brush. Eventually, Mary-Kate found a brush with worn-down bristles under the sink. Her aunt was muttering under her breath but she ignored her. Obviously Gina’s threat of informing the mysterious ‘Panel’ about Uncle Bart’s non-existent ailment had had more effect than Gina had realized.

They would start by stripping off that bed, then they could air the mattress by hanging it over the windowsill and then she’d scrub the floor while Gina washed the bed linen. Aunt Maura could make some effort with that  kitchen and get a meal cooked. If Bridget felt up to it she could clean the window and wash out the wardrobe and chest of drawers. The sooner they all got jobs in Liverpool the better, she thought grimly, but Aunt Maura, Uncle Bart and number eighteen, Lancaster Street were obstacles they would soon sort out.
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