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Chapter One
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‘DO YOU THINK THE weather will hold?’ Maddy Brennan peered up at the April sky, a frown creasing her forehead.

‘Oh, Mam, stop worrying, you’re almost as bad as Aunt Jo! To say nothing of Aideen - she’s had everyone in a state of nerves all morning!’

Maddy smiled at her daughter Jessica. Jess, as she was called in the family, was so like her. Of course she herself was a middle-aged woman now, but Jess’s dark hair and eyes reminded her of the young Maddy Kiernan who had come to Liverpool from Ireland all those years ago. And she seemed to have inherited all her father’s good points too.

‘I wish Da was here,’ Jess said wistfully, her eyes straying from the gardens to the wide expanse of the Mersey estuary beyond.

‘So do I, but business is business,’ Maddy replied firmly, patting the brim of her hat. Of course she missed Martin  too but she had grown accustomed to his long trips away. As Captain and owner of the Brennan Line, the sea was his life: she’d known that from the day they had first met.

‘You do look lovely, Jess. I wasn’t sure about that colour, especially the way Aideen described it, but you were both right.’

Jess smiled. There had been a couple of arguments over the yellow bridesmaid’s dress and matching bonnet. She really hadn’t minded what colour her cousin picked, it was Aideen’s day after all.

Maddy sighed and her thoughts turned to her own outfit. ‘I’m not at all sure about the feathers on this hat. There seem to be too many of them.’

Jess was mildly exasperated. ‘Oh, Mam, it’s the fashion! Everyone is wearing feathers on everything.’

‘Then there must be desperate numbers of dead birds around the place!’ Maddy replied, but with a smile. Both Jess and Aideen had always been followers of fashion and both, in their own different ways, were beautiful girls. She was so pleased, for Johanna’s sake, that Aideen was marrying so well.

‘What is Arthur like? You seem to know him quite well.’

‘Not really, Mam. It’s only since all the arrangements started to be made that I’ve had much to do with him. He seems quite nice. You know he’s rich, of course, and from a well-connected Liverpool family, but what’s good is that he really does seem to idolise Aideen. I gather,  though, that his mother doesn’t think Aideen is such a good catch.’

‘From what I’ve seen of his mother she wouldn’t think  anyone is good enough for her two sons. Look at Edward, he’s older than Arthur and not yet married or even engaged. Aideen will have trouble with that one, you mark my words.’

Jess looked quickly around. ‘Oh, Mam! Don’t let anyone hear you saying things like that!’

Maddy shrugged. ‘I think we’d both better go in and see how the preparations are going before this wind does irreparable damage to my hat.’

A scene of chaos greeted them in the wide, airy hall with its black-and-white-tiled floor, pastel-painted walls and impressive staircase.

‘Oh, Maddy, I’ve been looking everywhere for you!’ Johanna Kiernan exclaimed, clutching her sister-in-law’s arm.

‘You look very smart, Jo, but what’s the matter?’

With a wave of her hand Johanna dismissed her russet taffeta dress with its lavish trimmings and the matching hat that had cost a small fortune. ‘They’ve sent the wrong flowers and she’s almost hysterical!’

Maddy glanced at the floral arrangements dotted around the hall. ‘But they did all these last night.’

‘It’s not the arrangements, it’s the personal flowers. I ordered roses and lilies at a cost that Tom nearly had a  heart attack over, and you should see what they’ve sent! Oh, what am I going to do with her, Maddy? She’s getting into a terrible state. I’m at my wits’ end!’

A look of determination crossed Maddy’s face. ‘Leave her to me, Jo. Jess, go and see if you can find a glass of sherry for your aunt, she needs it.’

‘And keep Tom away from the whiskey, he’s had enough already!’ Johanna called after her niece.

‘I’m only the bridesmaid, how can I do that?’ Jess answered with spirit, thinking that she didn’t really blame her uncle. The whole affair was degenerating into something resembling a three-ringed circus.

‘Oh, God! You gave me a fright!’ she cried as she hurried into her uncle’s study in search of the decanter and glasses. A tall figure had risen from the depths of a deeply buttoned leather armchair.

Patrick Brennan grinned. ‘Have you decided to hide too?’

Jess smiled back at her elder brother, marvelling yet again at how unlike each other they were. Two years older than herself, Patrick was tall, thin, fair-haired and blue-eyed.

‘No, I came looking for the sherry for Aunt Jo, Mam says she needs one. Aideen is having hysterics.’

‘When isn’t she?’ Patrick sighed, resuming his seat.

Jess poured a generous measure of sherry into a crystal glass. ‘Well, don’t just sit there, go and find Uncle Tom and try and keep him sober.’

Patrick frowned. ‘I would have thought that was Ronan’s job, not mine. He’s his son, I’m only a nephew.’

‘If Ronan’s got any sense he’ll have locked himself in his room! Oh, please, Patrick, try and be of some help!’

Reluctantly he got to his feet. ‘All right, but I’m only doing it for Aunt Jo and Mother. Da should be here.’

Jess was exasperated. ‘Yes, well, he isn’t, so just go! Make some sort of an effort to be useful!’

With a very bad grace Patrick left. He was not looking forward to the rest of the day. It was typical of his uncle to spend so much money on Aideen, for whom he had little time. In his opinion she was totally selfish and as much a social climber as her father. Nor had he any liking for Arthur Dempsey and his brother Edward who was to be best man. But - he shrugged - it was Aideen’s life, not his.

 



‘Ah, sure, don’t you start giving out to me, Maddy!’ Tom Kiernan exclaimed on seeing his sister approaching and noting the expression on her face.

‘Your daughter has your poor wife demented and she doesn’t need you adding to her worries.’

‘Don’t be such a killjoy, Maddy! Haven’t I something to celebrate? I’ve got her married off to a decent young feller from a very good family. Not bad for a lad from the bogs of Ireland.’

Maddy smiled. ‘I’ll agree with that, but for God’s sake,  Tom, don’t ruin it for the girl. Her future mother-in-law has a tongue that would cut the horns off a cow!’

‘And you’d be an expert on that, having put up with old Mrs Buckley for all those years.’

‘Don’t you say a wrong word about that woman. She was the making of both of us and you know it.’

They both fell silent, thinking of the eccentric, imperious old lady who had taken them both in all those years ago. Maddy remembered the day vividly. She had been at her wits’ end: destitute and without even a roof over their heads. She had once acted with kindness to the old woman’s elderly butler and it had brought her the position of lady’s maid, a comfortable home and ultimately the love of her life: Martin Brennan. When Mrs Buckley died she had left Maddy her house, her money and the two ships that were all that was left of a once thriving shipping line. A line that with hard work, self-sacrifice and dedication Martin and Maddy Brennan and Tom Kiernan had built up into a now prosperous business. The huge, crumbling house in Faulkner Square had been sold and both families now lived in smaller but well-appointed houses in the suburb of Crosby where the gardens overlooked the shores of the river.

Tom raised his glass and drained the contents. ‘To old Mrs Buckley, God bless her!’

‘Amen to that - and that’s your last, Tom Kiernan, until after the church service. Where’s Ronan?’ Maddy asked, to change the subject.

‘He went for a walk by the river. I should have gone with him, is what I’m thinking. There he is now.’

Maddy looked out of the window to where her nephew was making his way across the garden towards the house.

‘He’s a fine lad,’ Tom said proudly.

‘He is so,’ Maddy agreed.

‘Now, if I could get him married off to some heiress . . .’

‘Leave him alone. He’ll marry when he’s ready. That’s the answer I get from Jess. That and she hasn’t met anyone yet that she would consider walking out with, let alone marry.’

‘They make a fine pair. The same stubbornness, the same trite answers. Ronan, lad, will you take a drink? You look to be in the need of it.’

‘No thanks, Da. It’s a bit early for me.’

‘That was a nice try, Tom, but you’ve had your last for now.’ Maddy laughed and her nephew smiled. He felt sorry for his father; all this fuss and palaver had driven Tom mad - to say nothing of the expense. He himself had nothing against Arthur Dempsey. Sometimes he almost pitied the lad, not only did he have his battleaxe of a mother to contend with, now he was getting a wife who had been spoiled and petted all her life and who would expect the best of everything.

‘Is there any word from Uncle Martin?’

Maddy shook her head. ‘He should be back within the month though.’

Tom looked uneasy. There was so much riding on the return of Martin Brennan. Much more than anyone, including Maddy, realised. Money was tight and this wedding had cost him more than he could afford; but he had become carried away with Aideen and Johanna’s plans and with the fact that she was marrying far above her station. The Dempseys were old money. The Kiernans, on the other hand, were new money, and from a background little better than that of a peasant farmer, which was what his father had been, back in King’s County (as Offaly was called then). Tom’s father had been struck down in the cholera epidemic, leaving Tom at nineteen the guardian and breadwinner for his sisters Maddy and Carmel.

They had been hard days, but they’d been lucky, having been taken in as servants by James Mitchell, the Agent for the Grand Canal Company. Tom had always had ambition, and he’d aspired to marry the daughter of the house but Maddy had put paid to that and he’d left to start a new life in Liverpool. His sisters had followed him soon after. He pushed away the thoughts; it was all a long time ago. He didn’t want to admit to himself that uncertainty and financial worries were once again staring him in the face, just as they had when he’d left Offaly.

‘Cheer up, Da, it’s not that bad,’ Ronan interrupted.

Tom smiled, a tight movement of the lips that never reached his eyes. ‘It’s not, but I’ll be glad when it’s all over, Ronan.’

‘Won’t we all,’ Maddy agreed heartily.

‘Well, I wouldn’t mind a honeymoon in Italy,’ Ronan joked.

‘You have to find a wife first,’ his aunt commented drily.

Ronan laughed. ‘Oh, please, don’t you start!’

‘Your da was just saying, you make a pair, you and Jess. I despair of ever getting her married. Sometimes she’s too independent for her own good. Too much the “modern miss”.’

‘Well, just think how much she’s saving you, isn’t she, Da?’

Tom looked serious. ‘I don’t even want to think about the cost of all this, never mind calculate it.’

‘Well, that’s something you can look forward to, Tom!’ Maddy quipped. ‘But it shouldn’t ruin you.’

Tom wanted another drink. Oh, if only she knew how matters really stood.

Jess came towards them, holding up her skirts so as not to trip. ‘Uncle Tom, you’re wanted above,’ she informed them.

‘Is it time already?’

‘It must be, nearly everyone has gone. I’m going to look for Patrick and then we’ll go. Jess, go with your uncle,’ Maddy instructed, gathering up the train of her own dress and looking around for her gloves.

‘You look lovely, Jess. I mean it.’

Jess smiled up at Ronan. She was fond of her cousin. He was quite a handsome man with his father’s dark eyes and  hair and Aunt Jo’s softer features. He’d never seemed to bother with girls and she wondered if there was anyone special in his life.

‘The colour of the dress is a bit . . . bright but . . .’ he ventured.

Jess laughed. ‘Oh Lord! Don’t you start! We’ve had war already over this outfit.’ She dropped her voice. ‘Have they been trying to marry you off too?’

‘They hinted.’

‘Mam more than hints to me.’

‘We must be two of a kind. Maybe we’ll end up the old bachelor and old spinster.’

‘Stop that! It makes me sound dreadful! “Spinster of this Parish”. It almost makes me want to rush out and find a husband!’ Jess pealed with laughter at the idea. ‘If I can find a man like Da, I might just do that!’

‘You’ll have a hard job to find someone like him.’

‘I know. It might take a long time, but I’ll keep looking.’

‘It might take for ever.’

She looked up at him, knowing how fond he was of her da. ‘It will be worth it, Ronan.’

Suddenly he was serious. ‘It will, Jess.’

She smiled, touched. Then she said, ‘I’d better go before there are more hysterics.’

He watched her as she went upstairs. She was so like her mother to look at, but her character was that of her father. She had inherited the best while Patrick, her brother,  seemed to be like neither of them. He’d often heard his mother say that Patrick was very like their tragic Aunt Carmel, who had been, in his opinion, a rather pathetic figure. She’d been a sensitive, almost child-like girl who had never been able to cope with what destiny had planned for her. He sighed, pushing the thoughts away. Today was for rejoicing, not dwelling on the dark tragedies of the past.

 



‘Thank God everything went so well.’ Johanna was relieved.

‘Well, she’s his responsibility now. He can pay all the bills she manages to run up,’ Tom answered.

‘Tom! Hush, for heaven’s sake, someone might hear.’

‘Oh, you know what I mean, Jo.’

‘Is there anything wrong?’

‘No, I was just thinking of the cost of all this.’

‘Oh, sometimes you exasperate me, Tom Kiernan! It was you who wanted to give her a “grand send-off ”.’

He smiled down at his wife a little ruefully. ‘And we gave her one, didn’t we?’

‘You did her proud, Tom.’

Again there was the rueful smile. ‘Well, we’d better mix and mingle, be the perfect host and hostess.’

‘I don’t think any fault could be found with the meal or the wine and they certainly couldn’t look down their noses at the champagne. It was the best that money can buy.’  Johanna sighed. ‘I do hope she’ll be happy.’

‘Why wouldn’t she be? He’s a decent lad.’

Johanna shook off the mood. ‘I’m going to rescue Maddy from Arthur’s mother. Poor Maddy, her eyes have a sort of glazed look about them.’

 



‘Miss Brennan, I believe your glass is empty. Would you like me to get you another drink?’

Jess looked up and found Edward Dempsey smiling at her. She smiled back.

‘Thank you, Mr Dempsey. I’d like another glass of champagne.’

She watched him as he threaded his way through the throng of smartly dressed men and women in dresses of every colour imaginable, bedecked with jewellery and vying with each other in the style, size and heavy trimmings of their hats. He must be well over thirty. He wasn’t bad-looking, with neatly brushed-back light-brown hair, grey-green eyes and strong features. She’d not had a proper conversation with him yet though; perhaps he was an almighty bore. She raised her hand to tuck a few tendrils of hair back under her bonnet, wishing she could take it off now the ceremonies were over, but convention decreed she must wear it until the last guest had departed. She caught sight of her mother being propelled across the drawing room by her aunt. Mam at least had escaped from the awful-looking Mrs Dempsey.

‘Your uncle certainly knows his wines. Everything we’ve had today has been of excellent vintage.’ Edward Dempsey handed her a tall crystal flute.

‘He spent a great deal of time choosing them, I know that much. He usually only drinks whiskey himself.’

‘Well, here’s to the bride and groom - again!’

She looked up quickly and saw a flash of amusement in his eyes. ‘You’re not like your brother, Mr Dempsey.’

‘I don’t look much like him, I’ll give you that.’

‘I don’t look a bit like my brother Patrick - and he’s not like me in nature either.’

‘I suppose it’s not absolutely essential that siblings look alike, Miss Brennan.’

‘Oh, please, call me Jess. You make me sound like a maiden aunt!’

He smiled at her and she thought how different it made him look. ‘I don’t think anyone would make that assumption, Jess, and please call me Edward. I suppose we’re related now. My brother and I are also dissimilar in temperament, although, contrary to what some people think, I am capable of enjoying life.’ He smiled ruefully and his gaze rested on his brother.

She smiled back. Despite his rather formal way of speaking she liked him. ‘What do you do, Edward?’

‘I work for my father. In fact I seem to do most of the work these days.’

‘Doesn’t Arthur work with you?’

‘Yes, but his mind hasn’t been on his work lately and neither has Father’s.’

‘Well, that’s understandable. Everyone’s mind has been on this wedding and now it’s over perhaps we’ll all get some peace.’

She was a very pleasant girl, he thought. Quite beautiful too, in a very different way to his new sister-in-law, although she obviously didn’t realise it - whereas Aideen did.

‘Your father is away at sea, so I hear.’

‘Yes, he’s due home towards the end of the month and I’ll be terribly glad to see him. He seems to have been away for so long.’

Her expression had softened, he thought. She obviously was very fond of her father. ‘Where is he coming from?’

‘America. Charleston, to be exact.’

‘He owns the line, doesn’t he?’

‘In partnership with my mother and, since last year, Uncle Tom.’

‘How many ships are there?’

‘Three and a fourth is being built across the water at Cammell Laird’s shipyard.’

He nodded, impressed and a little surprised that a woman was a partner in the business. It was unusual.

Jess sipped her drink, thinking of the row there had been over the fourth ship. Her father had said it was too soon to be buying another one; they hadn’t finished paying  for the third. Nor did he approve of having one built. It was terribly expensive and there were plenty of good, sound ships for sale. But Uncle Tom had won the day, backed up by her mother.

‘You’re looking very serious and concerned all of a sudden, Jess.’

She smiled. ‘It’s nothing. I’ll just be grateful when he gets home and I know Mam will be too. Even after all these years she’s not used to the separations.’

The strains of the small hired ensemble drifted in from the dining room. ‘Ah, I believe the dancing is about to commence. May I, Jess?’

‘Thank you, Edward. I must warn you though I’m not terribly good at it, despite all the money Mam spent on lessons.’

He laughed. ‘I’m sure you don’t mean that.’

‘Oh, but I do, Edward!’




Chapter Two
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MAM, WHAT ARE YOU doing?’ Jess asked, finding her mother standing gazing through the circular window on the landing.

‘Oh, Jess, I’m so worried. There’s not a sign of your da’s ship.’

Jess slipped her arm around Maddy’s waist and peered out of the window that overlooked the gardens and gave a clear view right out over the Mersey estuary. It was possible to watch the movements of all the shipping coming in and going out of Liverpool from here.

‘Maybe they’ll come in at night.’ She hated to see her mother look so anxious. In the darkness it wasn’t possible to pick out individual ships. Only their navigation lights were visible, although it was possible to tell how large the ship was. Brennan’s Pride, Brennan’s Promise and Brennan’s Enterprise would all come home together. They sailed in a sort of convoy, and they all carried the same cargo to the  same destination: cotton for the thriving mills in Lancashire’s small industrial towns. Cotton had made the Brennans wealthy; it had made the Dempseys very wealthy indeed, they having being cotton brokers for many years.

‘I always hate the thought of them crossing the Atlantic. It can be treacherous at any time of year. I feel so . . . helpless!’ Maddy banged her fist on the window frame. ‘Oh, I wish I’d never had this window put in! Both your da and Aunt Jo tried to persuade me against it but I wouldn’t listen to them. I thought it was such a good idea. I’d be able to see Martin’s ship when it came into the estuary, which would give me some extra time to prepare a decent homecoming. I wish now I’d stuck to the old way.’

‘Going down to the docks to stand and wait. We’d be there for hours on end, in all weathers, and you’d never move an inch. I remember those days very well. By the time we got to see Da Patrick and I were tired out and often cold and wet.’

Maddy looked stricken. ‘Oh, Jess, is that truly how you look back on those days? I never meant you to . . . suffer. I just wanted you to see as much of your da as was possible. That makes me feel so guilty!’

‘Mam, don’t talk like that! I should never have mentioned it. You did it for the best. You’ve always tried to do your best for us.’

‘I felt I had to be mother and father to you both.’

‘Mam, you were. Stop worrying and come away from that damned window.’

‘Jess, I know something is wrong. I just know it!’

‘Don’t worry, Mam. They’re not that late.’

Maddy nodded slowly. It was true they were only a few days late. That could be due to a variety of circumstances. Delays in the cargo being transported to the docks. Delays in loading the cargo. Delays caused by the weather. Too much wind or not enough of it, although these days they no longer relied on sail alone. The ships could be steam driven when the need arose, not like the old days when they risked being becalmed. She had always been so close to Martin, so close that she often knew what was in his mind before he had even uttered a word. And she felt instinctively that there was a problem.

She twisted her hands together helplessly. ‘I wish now I’d never agreed with Tom over the new ship. I feel as though I’ve let your da down.’

‘Of course you haven’t. It made sense. Trade is booming. Liverpool is the second port of the Empire, only London handles more tonnage, you know that, Mam. He was just being . . . cautious. He didn’t want you to stretch yourselves too far. But sometimes you can be too cautious. Strike when the iron is hot as Uncle Tom says.’

‘Sometimes your uncle has too much to say altogether,’ Maddy replied shortly.

‘Mam, come away. It’s a fine day; we’ll have tea in the garden.’

Reluctantly Maddy let herself be guided out into the garden she had planned. As she waited for Minnie, the maid of all work, to bring out the tea, she relaxed a little. A few minutes in the garden always had this effect on her. It was a beautiful garden and it had been a labour of love. She’d come from Irish farming stock so she supposed that was where she’d got her love of the land, and it kept her busy while Martin was away. They always joked about it.

‘And what new botanical delights have you in store for me this time, Mrs Brennan?’ he would say very formally, but the amusement in his eyes gave the lie to his tone of voice. The garden looked wonderful in spring, everything so fresh and green. She had a new rhododendron bush covered in magenta flowers that she wanted to show him  when he came home, she told herself firmly.

 



That night she awoke with beads of perspiration on her forehead and the bedclothes in a terrible tangle. She’d been having a dream, a bad dream, but she couldn’t remember exactly what it had all been about. She pulled on her dressing gown and went quietly down the stairs as far as the landing, her gaze automatically turning to the window. She peered into the inky darkness. She could just make out lights on the horizon. Oh, please God, let it be Martin!  Please, let it be him! she prayed. The ship was too far away to judge its size; she’d go down and have a cup of tea while she waited for it to draw closer.

Oh, how the time dragged by, she thought as she sat at the kitchen table, holding the cup with both hands. A few minutes later she was startled to hear the back door open. Her heart leaped and she jumped to her feet. He was home! Martin was home! He was coming in the back way so as not to disturb her! He was always so thoughtful.

‘Martin? Martin, is it you?’ she called softly.

Her heart dropped like a stone and disappointment washed over her as Patrick came through the door. ‘I’m sorry, Mam. I forgot my front-door key and I didn’t want to disturb you.’

Maddy bit her lip. ‘I thought it was your father. I’m getting very worried about him.’

‘Oh, he’ll be all right, Mam. He’s been late before. When we were children he was always late.’

‘I know, Jess said that this afternoon. Perhaps I’m just being an eejit.’ She managed a wry smile at her use of what Martin always called her ‘Irishisms’.

‘It’s late, Mam. Go back to bed, you must be cold.’

‘I know it’s late! And just where have you been until this hour?’

‘At my new club. There are some very interesting people there. It’s much livelier than Da’s, that’s full of old bores. Tonight I got chatting to a fellow who’s made a fortune out  of stocks and bonds, and he’s only a few years older than myself. He wants me to give it a try.’

Maddy looked sceptical. ‘Really, and with what? You know money is tight.’

‘It’s only tight because you and Uncle Tom insisted Da buy a new ship. I don’t know why Uncle Tom was so keen on that seeing he’s had to dig deep into his pockets for that circus of a wedding.’

Maddy rose and rinsed out her cup. ‘Patrick, let’s not start on that again. What was this young man’s name?’ she asked to change the subject.

‘Terence Shay. I liked him from the moment we were introduced. A very pleasant person indeed.’

‘Good. You don’t have many friends, Patrick. But let’s wait until your da gets home and discuss stocks and bonds with him.’

Patrick nodded moodily. It was always ‘wait and ask your father’ with Maddy. It made him feel like a schoolboy who knew nothing about business. To be truthful, he wasn’t in the least bit interested in shipping or cotton or corn or any other commodity that came into the docks, so he spent as little time in his father’s offices as was possible. Stocks and bonds seemed to be far more intriguing. It entailed taking a risk. Gambling on the future. His new friend had made it all sound so exciting and his gambling had paid off, or so he had said. It would be great to have an income of his own, Patrick thought. Great not to have to ask for  everything that he couldn’t afford on his wages, which were hardly adequate to support his lifestyle. Three times over the last few months he’d had to ask his mother for money and he’d hated it. He also knew the fact would be passed on to his father who would lecture him about being wasteful and extravagant. To become a man of means appealed to him greatly, and his mood brightened at the thought. Then, just as quickly, some of his good humour left him. His father was a cautious, careful man. Patrick doubted there would be much use asking him about investments in stocks and bonds, but he’d try.

‘Well, I’ll go up, Mam. Don’t you stay down here all night, it’s cold.’

Maddy nodded. She wished her only son were more like his father or even more like Ronan. She knew he hated working in the shipping office. It was tedious and repetitive but he’d shown no inclination to take up any other kind of employment and that had angered Martin. It had been her idea that Patrick work in the offices of the Brennan Line. Just as it had been Johanna’s idea that Ronan should not  work with his father in his professional capacity, that of an accountant.

She poured herself another cup of tea and resumed her seat. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep and the range was still in, banked up for the night by the efficient Minnie. She moved her chair across to it and placed her feet on the hearth. Oh, she knew Patrick was unlike herself, Martin or  Jess but he was very like Carmel. Carmel had been very beautiful but very quiet, sensitive and shy. She had never really grown up; she had remained child-like even when married. She had certainly been no match for Elizabeth Murgatroyd, her poisonous mother-in-law, although she’d been adored by her young husband, Charlie. Maybe Carmel’s naïvety had been partly her fault? She would never get over the guilt she felt at neglecting to explain fully to Carmel what was expected of her in the physical side of marriage, which had been so repulsive to Carmel that her poor young sister had taken her own life. Never, if she lived to be a hundred, would she forget the sight of that pale lifeless figure in the bed, covered demurely by the bedclothes which when pulled back had revealed the slashed wrists and the scarlet, blood-soaked sheet. Patrick had been born the year her sister had died so tragically and he undoubtedly resembled Carmel in looks and also in certain traits of character. Maddy shook herself mentally; she was being superstitious, but she supposed that went with being born and brought up in Ireland.

She stretched. She was stiff and she was cold, but that ship would be near enough by now to judge its tonnage. As she peered into the darkness she could see the red port light clearly and a glimmer from the wheelhouse and the saloon. She could almost taste the disappointment. No, it wasn’t one of theirs. It was too small. Probably one of the night ferries from either Dublin or Belfast. The nagging  doubts and fears came back as she wearily climbed the stairs. Her head was aching but there would be precious little sleep for her tonight.

 



It was Jess who woke her and she rubbed her eyes sleepily as her daughter drew back the curtains and the early May sunlight streamed into the room.

‘Jess, what time is it?’

‘A quarter to ten.’

Maddy threw back the bedclothes. ‘Good God! Why didn’t you wake me sooner?’

‘Minnie said that when she brought up your tea you looked so peaceful she didn’t have the heart to disturb you.’

‘I couldn’t get off to sleep last night. I tossed and turned for hours but then I must have gone into a deep sleep.’

‘Uncle Tom is downstairs, Mam, and he . . . he doesn’t look very happy. In fact he looks terrible. I think he’s ill.’ Jess couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes as she passed her her dressing gown. Her uncle did look terrible. He looked old, very old, but he wouldn’t tell her what was the matter.

‘Go back down, Jess. Give him some tea and I’ll be down as quickly as I can.’

Maddy dragged on her clothes, brushed her hair and swept it off her face with two tortoiseshell combs. Oh, God! What was it that had Tom down here at this hour of the morning, instead of at the offices?

‘Tom, what’s the matter? Is it . . . is it Martin?’ she faltered as she entered the drawing room.

Slowly Tom nodded and tried to gather his wits, which had been completely scattered since he’d received the news. ‘I’ve had word that . . . that there has been a huge disaster off the coast of Newfoundland.’

‘Newfoundland! That’s Canada! It’s miles off course! What happened, Tom? For God’s sake, tell me!’

‘There was a terrible storm. Dozens of ships were blown off course. Some were swamped, breached . . .’ He shook his head again, trying to clear his mind of the mists of shock and disbelief that enveloped it.

‘Oh, Holy Mother of God,’ Maddy cried.

Jess went and put her arms around her mother, her eyes pleading with her uncle to get on with it, terrible as the news appeared to be.

Tom swallowed hard. ‘We . . . we’ve . . . lost them all, Maddy. All three have gone down, God help us! And God have mercy on all their souls.’ He dropped his head in his hands.

Maddy couldn’t speak. She felt as though a hand had gripped her throat and was squeezing it tightly. It couldn’t be true! Martin! Martin wasn’t coming home! He was never coming home!

Jess buried her head on her stricken mother’s shoulder and the tears filled her eyes. Her da! Her wonderful, laughing, loving da wasn’t coming home! She’d never see  him again. She’d never be able to throw her arms around him as she’d always done when he walked through the door after each voyage. Deep sobs racked her.

‘Tom, go . . . go and tell . . . Patrick.’ Maddy’s arm was around Jess’s waist as she forced herself to be calm. There would be so many days and weeks and months ahead for her to weep; now, this minute, she had to be strong for her children. She stood up and disentangled herself from Jess.

‘Jess, he wouldn’t have wanted you to be so terribly upset.’

Jess held tightly to the back of the chair, feeling almost faint. ‘I know, Mam, but I . . . can’t help it. I can’t believe I’ll never see him again! Why? Oh, why Da?’

‘There are so many wives and mothers and daughters who will be asking the same question this morning. All three ships! Nearly a hundred men! Oh, but Jess, I know how you feel.’ Mother and daughter clung together, bowed down with grief.

Tom came back, followed by a pale-faced, stricken Patrick. He was unable to take it in.

Maddy caught her brother’s hand. ‘Tom, are there any more details?’ she begged.

‘Not yet, but it’s a major disaster not only for us, but for the city, the port—’

‘Oh, I don’t care about the city, the port! It’s us . . . and the families of the men . . .’ Maddy choked.

‘Mam, sit down, you look terrible,’ Patrick urged.

‘We all look terrible. We all feel terrible. Look, I have to go. I have to try to find out more. Patrick, get dressed and come with me, lad.’ Tom’s voice was heavy.

Patrick frowned. ‘Surely you don’t need me today?’

Tom was in no mood for prevarication. ‘Of course I’ll damn well need you! Get dressed.’

Reluctantly Patrick left the room. He was terribly shocked and upset. He needed time to himself. He didn’t want to go into those stuffy offices and be surrounded by people who wouldn’t know the right thing to say or the right way to act in the face of such a disaster.

Tom turned to Maddy. ‘Jo said to bring you both over to our house.’

Maddy nodded. She needed the comfort her sister-in-law could give. They had been close from the day they had first met. ‘Jess, fetch our coats, luv.’ She managed to keep her voice steady.

Maddy and Tom sat in stunned silence as Patrick dressed and Jess went for coats and hats.

Suddenly there was a crash followed by the shattering sound of breaking glass.

‘My God! Now what?’ Tom yelled, jerking to his feet.

Maddy ran to the door and through into the hall. Jess was standing on the landing with shards of glass all around her, a gnarled old walking stick in her hand and a trickle of blood running down her arm.

‘Jess! Jess!’ Maddy cried in fright.

‘In God’s name what possessed you to break the bloody window?’ Tom shouted.

Jess was shaking. ‘I hate it! I hate it! Now we’ll never have to look through it again! The Widow’s Window has gone!’ she cried, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Tom turned away. He hadn’t known what those circular windows were called.

Maddy took the stick from Jess’s hands and drew her distraught daughter into her arms. The ‘Widow’s Window’ was an apt name. How could she have forgotten it? Shaped like a porthole and set in the right position to look out to sea, its purpose was to enlighten the watcher of her status: wife, or - if the ship never returned - widow. Martin would never again sail across the Mersey bar and she, now a widow, would never look through that window again. Jess had done the right thing.




Chapter Three
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JOHANNA LOOKED PALE AND shocked, her pallor increased by the black high-necked dress she had changed into when Tom had informed her of the disaster. Tearfully she hugged Maddy and then Jess.

‘Oh, Maddy, I’m so sorry, so very sorry. I can’t believe it!’

Maddy grasped her hand tightly. ‘Neither can I, Jo. Everything seems so unreal. Like a bad dream. Something I’m going to wake up from.’

‘Tom is in a dreadful state. He looks so old and ill and, bad as this is, I’m sure there’s something else he’s not telling me.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know, Maddy, but I think it’s something to do with money.’

Maddy groaned. ‘Oh, it’s that damned ship! I should never have agreed to it.’

‘Mam, there’s no use thinking like that.’

‘I know, Jess, but I can’t help it.’ Maddy turned to Johanna. ‘We shouldn’t think of just ourselves, Jo. There are other wives who will be just as distraught and disbelieving.’

Johanna eased Maddy into an armchair. ‘I know. Tom has gone to the offices to try to get names and addresses and see if there is any more news.’

Maddy shook her head slowly. ‘All three! Jo, I can’t take it in! Three! Martin was a good captain, he had years and years of experience and he hand-picked the other captains and officers. The crews were all well disciplined, good workers and many had years of sailing experience behind them.’

‘The storm, the conditions . . . they must have been terrible, Maddy. They’d have all done their best, but we can’t possibly imagine what it must have been like. People are saying it’s the worst for fifty years.’

‘Would it have been . . . quick?’

‘I don’t know. I honestly don’t know, Maddy,’ Johanna replied sadly.

Maddy jumped to her feet. ‘That’s what I can’t bear, Jo, that we don’t know! But Martin would have tried desperately to save his ship.’

‘Oh, Mam, don’t!’ Jess cried, trying to dispel from her mind the terrifying images of her father battling the wind and the waves to save his ship and the lives of his men.

Johanna dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. She felt so helpless. She wished she could be of more use to Maddy. ‘I’ll send for some tea. I think we all need a cup and I’ve also sent for Ronan to come home. Tom . . . we all need him here.’

Maddy dashed away more tears with the back of her hand. It was as though a huge black void faced her now; she prayed for the strength to cope with the rest of the day that lay ahead. She could think no further than that.

They were all sitting in dazed silence when Patrick and Ronan arrived, followed by Tom clutching a piece of paper.

‘Tom, what news?’ Maddy exclaimed as Johanna looked with concern at her husband. She’d never seen him look so ill. She knew he had been worrying about something - she’d thought it was the expense of Aideen’s wedding - but as soon as he’d finished reading the note in his hand the colour drained from his face, leaving his lips bloodless and his eyes full of stunned disbelief. This was more than just the loss of Martin and the crews.

‘Not much, Maddy,’ he managed to croak.

‘Tom, sit down, I’ll get you a drop of brandy, you look as though you need it.’

Ronan looked around at the white, drawn faces of his aunt and cousins. ‘I’ll get it, Mother. And I think we should all have one for medicinal purposes.’ He too was stunned.  It defied belief. How could this happen to someone like his Uncle Martin?

‘For God’s sake, Tom, tell us what you do know,’ Maddy pleaded.

Tom took the glass his son offered and drained the contents in one gulp. He twisted the glass around in his hands. A stark future lay ahead. He was facing ruin: how was he to tell them that?

‘Six ships have been lost in all; four more are badly damaged but have made St John’s, Newfoundland.’

‘Oh, God have mercy on them all!’ Johanna whispered, the glass in her hand shaking.

‘The waves were fifty feet high, the wind hurricane force. Martin . . . Martin was a good seaman but . . .’

‘With conditions like that, all he could do was trust in God and hope for the best,’ Ronan said quietly, almost reflectively.

Maddy choked on a sob and Jess put her arm around her. It was tearing her apart to see her mother suffering like this. Her own sorrow was pushed into the background at the sight of Maddy’s overwhelming grief.

‘We’ve got all the names and addresses of the crews,’ Patrick said awkwardly, wishing something would change the terrible atmosphere.

‘Then I suggest we do something to alleviate their worry and fears,’ Ronan said. ‘I gather no one has informed them officially?

‘Right then, Patrick and I will go and . . . talk to the families.’ He felt he had to do something. He just couldn’t sit here all day and witness such heartache. His father was in a state of shock and obviously not yet fit to do anything positive. But this wasn’t their tragedy alone and as employers they had responsibilities.

Patrick looked up. Having to listen to the mumbled words of sympathy, having to look at the stricken faces of the clerks in the offices had been bad enough, but he’d made no protest. He’d just wanted to go home. To go to his room and try to take in his own loss and look to a future that had changed so dramatically.

‘I . . . I don’t think I can . . . face that,’ he ventured.

Ronan glared at him. The useless, weak-willed, selfish sod! It was typical of Patrick. ‘It’s not a matter of being able to face it, it has to be done.’

‘You can’t do it all by yourself, lad. There’re . . . there’re so many of them,’ Tom said woodenly.

Johanna got to her feet. ‘I’ll go too.’

Tom looked at her with concern. ‘Jo, it’s no place for you.’

‘I’ll come with you. I . . . I know how they’ll be feeling. It might help. A few words of comfort from me,’ Maddy offered. If she could just do something, she might feel better. If she had to sit here all day she’d go mad.

‘Mam, if you’re going, then so am I,’ Jess stated firmly. It wasn’t going to be easy but Ronan was right, someone  had to do it. All those poor women would have heard would have been rumours, nothing official. She could only guess at their bewilderment and fear.

‘At least you two are brave enough and concerned enough,’ Ronan said quietly, looking pointedly at his cousin Patrick.

‘Oh, I’ll go with you, Ronan,’ Patrick said with a bad grace. It was just typical of Ronan to make him appear heartless and selfish.

‘Jo, I don’t think any of you should go,’ Tom interrupted.

‘For God’s sake, Tom Kiernan, what are we supposed to do? Sit here lost in our own grief!’ Maddy exclaimed with some of her former spirit.

Tom shrugged. ‘Oh, go then, Maddy! I’m too ill to argue with you.’ This was typical of Maddy: always going out of her way to be of use to others. Well, she’d not be welcome in those homes when the news got out about their financial position.

Johanna put her arm around her sister-in-law. ‘Maddy, are you sure you feel up to this? It’s going to be very hard.’

Maddy nodded. ‘It’s better than just sitting here brooding. There’ll be so much time for that in the future and I feel it’s my responsibility.’

Johanna nodded sadly.

With a very bad grace and beneath the hostile gaze of his cousin, Patrick got to his feet. Oh, would this terrible day never end?
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It was a question echoed by Maddy, Jess and Johanna at the end of a long, harrowing afternoon. In a way her mother had been right, Jess thought. Because Maddy too was now a widow, the women to whom she had to break the devastating news drew some comfort from her presence. The homes they’d visited were nearly all poor and the families large, but one in particular stuck in her memory. The room had been very sparsely furnished but it was clean, as were the numerous children. The two youngest had clung to their mother’s skirt while she nursed a baby in her arms. She’d taken the news well. At least there had been no screams of disbelief or hysterical sobbing. With heart-rending simplicity and with tears in her eyes, she’d asked, ‘How am I to feed them all now, Mrs Brennan?’ Jess’d watched her mother fight to control herself and then Maddy had taken out her purse.

‘Take this, Mrs Cleary, it’s all I have now but I . . . I’ll find a way to make sure you can feed them. That’s a promise.’

As they’d left, she had said, ‘Oh, Jess, what else could I do? She was so brave.’

It was something that was weighing heavily on Maddy’s mind when they all returned to Jo’s house that evening. She’d made a promise and she’d do her best to see she kept it. She felt exhausted and drained and yet thankful that she’d gone personally. She was glad she had been able to  reach out with understanding and pity to those women: women who already bore the cares and anxieties of their harsh lives etched on their faces.

‘You did well, Jess,’ Ronan said as he helped her off with her coat.

‘It was terrible but I think it helped Mam. I couldn’t let her go alone, and it was best that I was with her and not Patrick.’

‘Patrick is a coward. He has no spirit, unlike you, Jess.’

‘It did take . . . courage and Patrick is sensitive.’

‘Don’t try to defend him, Jess.’

She shook her head. Ronan’s vehemence had surprised her, but she knew what her da would have thought and said about Patrick’s unwillingness to help.

Johanna had sent for tea and sandwiches, for they were all utterly worn out. When Maddy took the teacup from Johanna, she returned to the subject of the Clearys. She was determined: ‘We have to do something for them.’

‘But what can we do?’ Tom asked irritably.

‘We can try to give them a bit of money in compensation. They have no other means of support. Some have seven or eight children. What are they to do?’

Tom wasn’t interested. He had too much on his mind. More fool them for having all those kids they couldn’t hope to feed and clothe properly. ‘Maddy, don’t you understand? We’re not in a position to give them anything.  Unfortunate as it is, if they can’t manage it will be the Workhouse for them.’

Maddy’s temper flared and for a second she forgot her own loss. ‘ “The Workhouse”! “Unfortunate”! How can you be so callous? They’ve lost their men! They’ve lost more than just a husband and father, they’ve lost their breadwinner!’

Tom’s own temper rose. ‘Maddy, there is no bloody money! Can’t you understand that? We’ve nothing to be giving to them. We could be facing the Workhouse ourselves!’

‘What in the name of heaven do you mean?’ Johanna cried.

All eyes were focused on him and Tom knew he’d have to tell them now, this very minute. It could be postponed no longer. The day and the hour he had dreaded had arrived.

‘We’ve lost three ships and three cargoes. We haven’t finished paying for the third and then . . . then there’s the fourth.’

‘What about the fourth? Oh, I should never have let you persuade me, Tom! I must have been mad!’ Maddy cried.

‘Does that matter now?’ Ronan said quietly. He’d been watching his father closely and he knew something was desperately wrong.

‘To pay for the fourth, we . . . I . . . had to raise money—’

‘We know that!’ Maddy interrupted.

‘I had to have some collateral for the bank, and the shipyard wanted a large sum before they began work . . .’

‘Tom, what have you done?’ Johanna implored.

Tom covered his face with his hands. He almost wished he too was lying at the bottom of the cold northern ocean, like Martin Brennan. He couldn’t look at either his wife or his sister.

Maddy was on her feet. ‘Tom Kiernan, what have you done?’ she repeated Johanna’s question. When she had been a young girl living in Ireland he had deserted her and she had the distinct feeling that somehow he was doing it again.

‘I mortgaged this house, and yours, Maddy. Now, with Martin and . . . everything gone we’ll have to cancel the order with Laird’s and they won’t refund the money, the keel has been laid. They’ll have to cut their losses by finishing the work and then try to sell the ship.’

‘And so the bank will foreclose,’ Ronan finished.

‘Mother of God! Tom, what . . . what does that mean?’ Johanna cried.

‘It means that we’ll all be thrown out! You, me, Aunt Maddy, Jess and Patrick! For Christ’s sake, what did you think you were doing?’ Ronan demanded, rounding on his stricken father.

‘Did Martin know about this?’ Maddy snapped.

Tom shook his head. ‘God help me, I glossed over the true cost of the ship.’

Maddy sat down. Suddenly she felt faint. This just wasn’t true! It wasn’t happening to her. After losing Martin it looked as if she was losing her home too. It was just too enormous a realisation for her numbed mind to take in.

‘I wanted to expand and Martin was so . . . cautious,’ Tom tried to explain.

Ronan exploded. ‘And he had every right to be!’ He had loved, respected and admired his uncle.

Slumped in a chair, Patrick couldn’t take it in either. The events of the day had been harrowing enough but now was destitution really staring him in the face?

Johanna pulled herself together. ‘And you went ahead with Aideen’s wedding knowing we could lose the roof over our heads?’

‘I didn’t bloody know this disaster would happen! I’ve enough on my plate, Johanna, without—’

Jess was on her feet. ‘Enough on your plate! You’ve got enough on your plate! What’s going to happen to us, Uncle Tom? Haven’t we suffered enough today?’

Tom didn’t answer and Johanna looked pleadingly at Ronan but he turned away and poured himself a drink.

He was fuming. How could his father have been so stupid and irresponsible? Had he not thought it through? Why, oh why had he been so adamant that they needed a new ship? And knowing the risks he had gone ahead with that bloody wedding! It defied belief.
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