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For our beautiful furry baby, Muffin. You were infinitely precious and unique, little man, and we loved you beyond words. Your passing has left us broken-hearted, and with a Muffin-shaped hole in our lives that can never be filled.










Acknowledgements



The research needed for this book was quite intensive, and although the internet was as helpful as ever, the following books deserve a special mention:


The Gilded Age in New York, 1870–1910, by Esther Crain


Immigrant Women in the Land of Dollars: Life and Culture on the Lower East Side, 1890–1925, by Elizabeth Ewen


Picturing New York: Photographs from the Museum of Modern Art, curated by Sarah Hermanson Meister


Island of Hope: The Story of Ellis Island and the Journey to America, by Martin W. Sandler


Immigration to New York, edited by William Pencak, Selma Berrol and Randall M. Miller










PART ONE



Toby


1890










Chapter One



‘Now remember what I said and be careful, hinny, all right? Keep to the streets where the gas lamps are and no taking shortcuts through them dark alleys.’


Josie Gray smiled at her mother, nodding her head. ‘Don’t worry, Mam, I never do. Toby said he’d meet me out tonight and walk me home, by the way.’


Maggie patted her daughter’s arm. ‘Did he? That’s good,’ she said, but the worried expression didn’t lift. Her eldest daughter was such a beauty, that was the thing, with her great green eyes and mass of curly chestnut hair. Josie was a good girl, no doubt about that, but in Sunderland’s labyrinth of passageways and back lanes there were plenty of dark corners where things were known to go on. The East End was bad enough in daylight but once night fell it was no place for a young girl on her own. However, Ralph said Josie had to work at the Fiddler’s Elbow and that was that.


‘I’ll be fine, Mam.’ Josie touched her mother’s lined cheek before she pulled on her coat and hat. Not for the world would she worry her mother more by admitting she always scurried along with her heart in her mouth until she reached the public house where her father had arranged for her to sing each night. She hated to be out on the streets after dark. The dockside dollies would be plying their trade and drunken sailors thought nothing of making a grab for you as you walked past. Her two older brothers, Toby and Joe, had shown her some moves to defend herself if she was accosted, but had emphasized that the first thing to do if she was attacked was to scream her head off.


‘Bite and kick and try to bring your knee up into their privates,’ Toby had said, ‘but scream too. Whatever you do, don’t freeze in fright, lass. They’ll likely panic and let you go if you make enough racket.’


Dear Toby, Josie thought, as she left the house in Long Bank close to the docks. The Bank joined High Street and Low Street and the stink from the kipper-curing factory coloured the air summer and winter. She knew her brothers worried about her like their mam, but her da couldn’t care less. He’d had her singing in the East End pubs since she was knee high to a grasshopper, and now, at fifteen, she could earn more money than Toby and Joe did working at the docks. Money was all that mattered to her father but like Toby said, it didn’t matter enough for their da to go out to work himself. He was forever complaining of a bad back, but if it suited him he was as sprightly as the next fellow.


It was sleeting in the raw wind as she made her way towards the Fiddler’s Elbow and the November night was miserable. For once there were no bairns playing or women gossiping on their doorsteps. Years ago the old river-mouth settlement of Sunderland’s East End had been the place where the wealthy and influential residents of the town had built their fine houses, but when they’d left the busy commercial area to reside in the more fashionable and quieter Bishopwearmouth, the working class had taken over. Beautiful three-storey houses built for wealthy merchants and shipbuilders had fallen into rat-infested slums where whole families lived in one room and the outside privy and tap was used by twenty or thirty folk. Now the smell of poverty and decay was the order of the day.


It only took Josie a few minutes to reach the Fiddler’s Elbow. It was one of many notorious public houses in the East End and a frequent haunt of the dockside dollies. Most evenings she had to sing there from seven o’clock until after midnight. Her father had come to an agreement with the landlord – George Mullen – some years ago and had told her she should count herself lucky to have regular employment when she hadn’t even left school. On the first night she had made the mistake of slipping outside into the pub’s courtyard for a breath of fresh air and had found several women obliging their customers. She’d scampered back inside, shocked to the core. It had been then she’d understood why the Fiddler’s Elbow and some of the other pubs were called whore markets, but overall she didn’t mind working there. George Mullen might be rough and ready but he looked out for her and wouldn’t tolerate any of his customers taking any liberties with her; neither would his wife, Ada, who was big and blowsy and could put the fear of God into even the most awkward drunkard.


When she pushed open the heavy studded front door of the pub the noise hit her. The enormous interior was dimly lit by flickering gas lights and the smell of beer and smoke hung in the air. There was the normal crowd of folk inside, a good number of them sailors and dock workers, and the level of conversation was deafening. The only time the din died down was when she sang and then the regulars would make sure she could be heard.


She made her way through the tables and chairs towards the bar where George and Ada, along with their two daughters, who were younger versions of their mother, were busy serving customers. The Fiddler’s Elbow was a popular pub with the locals and George and Ada turned a blind eye to the goings-on in the courtyard and other nefarious activities that took place in dark corners. If smuggled goods or drugs changed hands it was nothing to do with them; they had a living to earn after all.


A couple of the young local lads called out to Josie as she passed but she just smiled in reply and kept walking. She had never had a beau and wasn’t in any hurry to acquire one, and the thought of marriage held no appeal whatsoever. From what she’d seen, it seemed that once a lass got wed it meant having one bairn after another as regular as clockwork and living in fear of the rent man for the rest of your life, like her mam and everyone else she knew. It didn’t appeal.


Ada Mullen smiled at the girl she thought of as pretty as a picture. She had a soft spot for Josie; the lass was reliable and not mouthy like some of the types they got in the pub. Furthermore, she felt sorry for her having a father like Ralph Gray; as far as she knew the man had never done a day’s honest work and would sell his own grandmother if the price was right.


‘There’s a fresh pot of tea in the back,’ she said as Josie reached her. ‘Go an’ have a cup before you start, lass, an’ warm yourself up. I’ve left a couple of teacakes out an’ all an’ a slab of butter.’


‘Aw, thank you, Mrs Mullen.’ Josie’s mouth was already watering; she was always hungry. It was rare her brothers got a full week each at the docks – often it was just three or four shifts and even with what she brought in money was always tight. Her mother could stretch a penny to two but with her three younger sisters to feed besides the rest of them and the rent to pay each week they were forever robbing Peter to pay Paul. She had never spoken of what it was like at home to Mrs Mullen but she felt the publican’s wife knew anyway. There were no secrets in the East End.


Ada shook her head to herself as Josie disappeared into the corridor behind the bar. Poor little beggar, she thought for the umpteenth time. The lass was as thin as a lath and always looked half-starved, but at least she could make sure the bairn filled her stomach when she was here of a night, which was something.


She caught her husband’s eye and he, reading her mind, shook his head too before turning back to his customers. He knew his wife was fond of Josie and she was a nice little lass after all, but the bairn was one of many such undernourished youngsters hereabouts. At least Josie was lucky inasmuch as she had something special that might set her apart in the future. Her voice was exceptional; with a bit of training from someone who knew about such things she could go far. He’d said as much to Ada, hoping to comfort her when she was worrying about the girl, but his wife had merely shaken her head and said sourly, ‘With a da like Ralph Gray? He’d never let her pay out a penny to better herself as long as she’s keeping him in beer and baccy money. The man’s a parasite, a leech, an’ you know it. And his poor wife – Maggie must have given birth to thirteen or fourteen bairns in her time and only six of ’em alive, and I’m amazed she’s managed to rear that many with a ne’er-do-well of a husband like him. For two pins I’d refuse to serve him when he comes in here an’ tell him to clear off home an’ give the money to his wife.’


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ George had replied, faintly alarmed. Where would they be if his wife started getting a conscience about such things? ‘His money is as good as the next man’s and it’s up to him an’ Maggie to sort out their own going-on.’


That conversation had been a few weeks ago when the weather hadn’t been so bad, but it had curbed his tongue when Ada had come back from the market earlier today with a thick winter coat for Josie. Instead of objecting as he might have done, he’d nodded when his wife had said, ‘That coat Josie’s wearing is threadbare and the sleeves are halfway up her arms; she’ll be no good for custom if she gets a chill and loses her voice. I saw this going cheap on Hutton’s stall at the market. It can do for an early Christmas present for the lass.’


Reginald Hutton’s stall had a reputation for being more expensive than most; he dealt in better-quality second-hand clothing and his prices reflected this. Cheap wasn’t a word George would have associated with Hutton. He hadn’t pointed this out to his wife, however, neither had he remarked that to his knowledge they weren’t in the habit of giving Christmas presents to their staff apart from a few extra pennies in their wage packets. If buying the bairn a coat kept Ada happy and stopped any further talk about turning paying customers away then he was all for it.


When after a few moments he looked to where his wife had been standing and saw she was gone, he smiled to himself. Ada had been itching to give the coat to the lass and he’d had a private bet with himself that she wouldn’t be able to wait until closing time.


In the pub’s big kitchen, Josie was staring in wonder at the olive-green coat with a white fur collar that Ada had just presented her with. She found herself stammering as she said, ‘But I – I can’t accept th-this, Mrs Mullen.’


‘Of course you can, hinny.’ Ada was highly gratified at the girl’s reaction. ‘It’s your Christmas present from Mr Mullen and myself like I said. All right? There’s snow forecast so I thought you might as well have it now been’s I’d got it. Try it on and make sure it fits.’


In a daze, Josie slipped off the old brown coat that had already been somewhat the worse for wear when her mother had picked it up at the market three years ago and put on the new one. It felt as though she was being enfolded in a warm blanket and she stroked the soft collar as she said huskily, ‘I don’t know how to thank you, Mrs Mullen. It’s beautiful, just beautiful.’


Ada beamed. ‘My pleasure, lass. You look right bonny, I must say.’ In truth, she was taken aback at just how much the coat had transformed the girl. She’d always thought that Josie was a pretty little thing but now she realized the lass was a child no longer and she was going to be a stunningly lovely woman. Of course, she told herself in the next breath, Josie’s beauty would be wasted round these parts. Girls got old before their time and even the bonniest of lassies ended up haggard and work-worn. It would be a shame in this case, a crying shame.


‘Take it off and have a sup tea and finish your teacakes,’ she said briskly, her face betraying none of the disquiet her thoughts had produced. ‘Come through when you’re ready but there’s no rush, hinny. Fred’s not here yet.’


Josie nodded. Fred was an ancient, gnarled little gnome of a man who accompanied her on the pub’s battered piano in return for as much beer as he could drink, the occasional packet of baccy for his beloved pipe and a spot of food now and again. This arrangement meant he was often three sheets to the wind by the end of an evening but as it didn’t affect his playing no one cared.


Once Ada bustled off, Josie sat in the relative peace of the kitchen. The hubbub from the main room of the pub filtered through now and again – laughter and voices and the occasional shouting – but she loved her moments in the kitchen. It was always as warm as toast courtesy of the huge black range that was kept going winter and summer, and Ada and her daughters – Dora and May – kept it as clean as a new pin. The pub’s cat, a fat tabby with golden eyes, was curled up on the thick clippy mat in front of the fire, and Josie stroked it for a moment or two. It purred contentedly before dozing off again as she reached for her mug of tea.


The cat was a bone of contention between the publican and his wife. Ada had acquired it as a kitten when the little scrap of nothing had turned up in the courtyard one winter’s night, soaked and shivering. She’d insisted on bringing it into the warm, saying it would pay its way by keeping the mice down once it grew, but when it had become obvious it was no mouser she’d refused to get rid of the animal, telling her husband that she’d as soon kick him out as the cat.


Ada’s ‘couple’ of teacakes had been a plateful, and Josie ate the lot before making her way into the big smoke-filled room in which she sang. She felt comfortably full for once. Fred had arrived and was sitting at the piano supping his first tankard of ale. He smiled at her as she joined him, revealing his brown rotting teeth. ‘How do, lass?’


It was his normal greeting and as he put the empty tankard on the top of the shabby piano and set about lighting his pipe, Josie smiled at him. She liked Fred. He’d lost his wife to the fever some years before and lived with one of his daughters but she didn’t like having him underfoot. The Fiddler’s Elbow was the old man’s refuge.


She climbed onto the upturned box next to the piano and immediately the room quietened a little. Even the dockside dollies sitting at tables or on sailors’ laps lowered their voices, and if they didn’t George’s regulars would make sure they did. Some of the inns and licensed premises in the better part of Sunderland would charge ‘wet money’ if any entertainment was offered. This was so called because the fee charged on admission was returnable by drink. When George had made the decision to employ Josie he’d known such a charge wouldn’t wash with his rough-and-ready clientele in the East End, so he had agreed to pay her a very small fee each week but have a hat on the piano into which his customers could throw coins to show their appreciation. Within a few weeks his gamble to take the girl on six nights a week had proved a success. Word had spread and his customers had nearly doubled; furthermore being close to the docks brought in the sailors and they were the ones with money in their pockets. The sight of a young girl singing about true love or mother love, or idyllic villages with thatched cottages and roses at the door, seemed to appeal more to men far away from home than the suggestive, risqué songs, although Josie was adept at both. ‘Silver Threads Among the Gold’ always brought a good response, along with ‘A Flower from Mother’s Grave’ and ‘My Dearest Heart’.


As always happened when she began to sing, Josie forgot about her surroundings. The room reeking of smoke and beer and unwashed humanity, the buzz of noise and the fact that she was being stared at by umpteen pairs of eyes faded away as she started the evening with ‘Rescue the Perishing’, a hymn the sailors always seemed to like. Her voice rose pure and unfaltering with a sweetness made more poignant by her faded old dress and lovely face. Even George and Ada and their daughters stopped what they were doing for a minute or two, leaning on the counter and listening quietly.


She sang another hymn before going into a rendition of ‘Grandfather’s Clock’ and then a couple of rousing Irish songs that had the customers’ feet tapping, before the slower ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’. She normally had a break and a drink of water after half a dozen or so songs – the heavy smoky air made her throat dry.


Walking across to the bar she stood with Ada and the others, sipping the glass of water as she watched the publican’s daughters laugh and joke with the customers. The two girls were younger editions of their gregarious mother and she found herself envying their confidence and quick repartee. Shy by nature, when she wasn’t singing and lost in that other world, she felt too self-conscious to engage in banter, although there were one or two regulars she felt comfortable with.


One was in tonight. Hans was a sea captain from Norway, a tall dark-haired man with vivid blue eyes. She knew he had a wife whom he missed when he was away and that they had seven children, the oldest a young man who accompanied him on his voyages. She had been surprised when he’d first told her he was from Norway. She had always assumed that men from that part of the world were fair-skinned with blonde hair – certainly the ones who drank in the Fiddler’s Elbow tended to be – but as she had got to know Hans better he’d told her that although his father was Norwegian his mother was from Italy.


She smiled at him now as he came to get drinks from the bar and he winked at her, leaning further over the counter as he said in his heavy accent, ‘And how is my little songbird this evening?’


Jules, Hans’s son, had joined his father and before she could reply, Jules said proudly, ‘It was a boy, Joo-see.’ His wife had been expecting their first child on the previous visit.


‘Oh, that’s wonderful, Jules. Congratulations.’


‘Not so wonderful. This makes me a grandfather, yes? An old man.’ Hans wrinkled his nose but his grin conveyed the pride he felt in his firstborn. He had once confided to Josie that Jules was the most like him of all his children, both in looks and temperament, and it would have been clear to a blind man that the young man was the apple of his father’s eye.


‘You’re far from an old man, Hans.’


‘You think so? That is good. I like this.’ His teeth gleamed white in his olive-skinned face as he smiled. ‘It is true I was just a – how do you say in your English? – whippersnipper when Jules was born.’


‘It’s whippersnapper,’ said Josie, laughing.


‘Yes, whippersnapper.’ Hans paid for the drinks he had bought for his men, who were sitting at a large table at the back of the room, and as Jules carried them over, he said in a lower voice, ‘He misses Kristina, his wife, and the boy, and this trip will be a long one as another cargo was waiting for us when we unloaded yesterday which is bound for America. So’ – he shrugged in a way that betrayed his Italian roots – ‘there we must go. Jules is not happy about this.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Hans.’


‘I tell him this is the life of a sailor, the life you have chosen, and he shakes his head.’ Hans’s blue eyes narrowed. ‘But the sea is in his blood, like it is in mine. You cannot escape your destiny, Joo-see. You remember this, yes? If you try it will find you.’


‘I’ll remember.’


They talked for a few moments more before she walked back to the piano. There were already a number of coins in the hat which Fred always kept an eye on if she took a break. She had tried many times to get the old man to take a share of the money but he always refused, insisting that the beer and baccy and bags of chitterlings that Ada kept him supplied with were all he wanted. As she resumed her position on the box, someone called out, ‘How about “Sweet Mary Ann”, lass?’


She nodded, but for once her mind was only half on what she was singing as she began the song. Hans’s talk of destiny had left her feeling strangely unsettled. She knew full well that if she didn’t marry in the future, as a spinster she’d be expected to live with her parents and care for them in their dotage. She would happily look after her mother, but the thought of doing the same for her father in his old age was as unattractive as marriage. According to Hans, your destiny would always find you, which meant in effect you couldn’t break free from it.


Did she believe that? she asked herself as she finished the song. She wasn’t sure. If it was true then it was terribly unfair. If whatever a man or woman did to better themselves or strive for a new life was pointless, then it was all useless. It took free choice away and she didn’t think God was like that. And then she put the matter to one side. It was only Hans’s opinion, after all, and as such not necessarily true.


The evening progressed the same as any other. When Hans and his party left, the Norwegian came up to the piano and placed a number of coins into the hat. He was always generous for the short time he was in port, but tonight he must have given her ten shillings or more. She had just finished a rendition of ‘My Dearest Heart’, which she knew he liked, and he smiled at her as he said, ‘Beautiful, my little songbird. I would like you to get something for yourself tomorrow, yes? I do not like to think that all that you earn is taken by your father.’


‘Thank you, Hans,’ she said softly, but she knew her earnings would disappear as soon as she got home – her da would be waiting with his hand out. ‘When do you leave for America?’


‘First light.’


She nodded. Most of the sailors from the big ships and cargo boats only stayed in port for two or three days.


‘Take care, Joo-see,’ he said in his broken English, patting her cheek before turning away and joining Jules and the others.


Her eyes followed him as he left the pub and it was then that she noticed a man sitting at a table at the side of the room. His chair was leaning against the wall, tilted in such a way that he had his boots on the table in a relaxed pose, but his eyes were fixed on her with unnerving intensity. In the brief moments before turning away she saw he was very good-looking and dressed like a gentleman. This was unusual in the Fiddler’s Elbow. It wasn’t the sort of place that gentlemen frequented.


Now that she had become aware of him she had to restrain the desire to glance his way again as she began to sing, but as the song ended she let herself look quickly for a moment and saw that his eyes were still on her. Flushing, she said to Fred she was having a break and walked over to the bar.


‘Here, hinny.’ Ada had her drink of water ready as she joined the others behind the counter.


She waited a minute or two till there was a lull in serving customers, and then took Ada aside. ‘Who’s that man? The one sitting by the wall who’s dressed so well?’


She didn’t look his way as she spoke but Ada seemed to know who she meant because she said straight away, ‘That’s Adam McGuigan, lass. He’s the youngest of the McGuigan brothers and you don’t want anything to do with them.’


‘The McGuigans?’ Josie’s eyes opened wider. Everyone in the East End knew the name. The family had acquired their considerable wealth by dubious means – extortion, gambling dens, smuggling and other criminal activities. They owned a good number of run-down tenement properties in the East End and beyond, and had a reputation for being ruthless landlords. No one was foolish enough to cross the McGuigans, not unless they wanted to end up in a back alley somewhere with their throats cut.


‘They don’t often come in here,’ Ada continued quietly, ‘although a couple of the older brothers might occasionally but I haven’t seen Adam for years. His mam sent him to a private school by all accounts and he thinks he’s a cut above the rest of us.’ She smiled sourly. The McGuigans lived in the better part of Sunderland in fine houses and drove about in carriages but to her mind they were still scum. Not that she would dare to express such an opinion – you never knew who was listening and walls had ears. She’d got nothing against folk bettering themselves, she told herself as she resumed her position serving customers at the bar, but to do so by trampling your fellow man into the mire didn’t sit right. The grandfather, Edgar McGuigan, had been a wrong un’ all right but not in the same way as his son and now the brothers.


Josie took her time drinking the glass of water. When she joined Fred again she could feel Adam McGuigan’s gaze although she didn’t look in his direction. It was after George called closing time and she finished her last song that Adam walked over to her, his companions remaining at their table. He was tall and even more handsome close to, his wavy black hair and deep brown eyes making her heart race.


‘Hello,’ he said softly. ‘You’re Josie, aren’t you.’


She nodded, unable to speak, partly through fear of the family’s reputation but mostly because his good looks had taken her breath away. As she stared at him he reached in his pocket and took out a gold sovereign, dropping it into the hat. ‘You sing beautifully.’ His voice was deep and although his accent was strongly North-East he used his words like the middle-class would, she thought dazedly. She had never received a sovereign before and this, combined with the sheer presence of him, had her tongue-tied.


‘How old are you, Josie?’ he said even more softly.


Somehow she managed to stammer, ‘Fif-fifteen.’


He nodded, his gaze wandering over her chestnut curls and creamy skin before resting on her mouth for a moment. When his eyes met hers again they were smiling. ‘I thought you might be even younger.’


Her wits were returning and with them the knowledge that there was something too intimate about their conversation. She straightened, and now her voice was cool when she said, ‘Thank you for the sovereign but you shouldn’t have given so much.’


His smile widened. ‘I think I should. I have had the most enjoyable evening, thanks to you.’


When in the next moment Toby appeared at her elbow Josie didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed. Her brother’s face was straight and his voice was cold as he nodded at Adam McGuigan before saying, ‘Are you ready, lass?’


Adam’s eyes had narrowed and now she said hastily, perhaps too hastily she realized afterwards, ‘This is my brother Toby,’ before turning from him and saying to Toby, ‘I’ll just get my coat from the kitchen,’ as she lifted the hat off the piano.


Adam McGuigan had gone when she returned and Toby was standing talking to Ada and George. She didn’t let herself acknowledge that the feeling that swept over her was disappointment that Adam wouldn’t see her in the beautiful new coat. The sovereign he had given her along with Hans’s money and the normal contributions from other customers meant her takings for the night were more than she had ever earned before, and as she had counted the coins in the kitchen her mind had been racing. Dare she give her mother the bulk of the money without her father knowing? she’d asked herself. She could give him the rest in line with what he’d be expecting. It would mean her mam could pay the back rent off – they were always weeks in arrears – and perhaps stock up the cupboard with food for once. It would help her mam but her da would knock her into next weekend if he found out. She just didn’t know what to do. Nevertheless, the coins jingling in her pocket made her face bright as she joined her brother, smiling as she said, ‘Look what Mr and Mrs Mullen bought me for Christmas, Toby. A new coat.’


There had been an expression on Toby’s face that she couldn’t put a name to when he had seen her walking towards him, but it cleared as he turned to the Mullens, saying, ‘That’s right kind of you both. It’s grand, bonny.’


‘Our pleasure, lad.’ Ada’s voice was warm. ‘She deserves it and she looks a picture, doesn’t she.’


‘Aye, aye, she does that.’


Josie stared at her brother. What was wrong? He’d said the right thing but something was amiss. Surely he didn’t mind about the coat? Not only would it mean she’d be warm and snug for once but Ellen could have her old one.


The weather had cleared while she’d been in the pub and the black night was high and star-filled as they walked outside. It was bitterly cold. She pulled the fur collar closely round her neck as she said, ‘What’s the matter, Toby? You don’t object to Mr and Mrs Mullen buying me a Christmas present, do you?’


He’d taken her arm because the earlier sleet had frozen on the pavements and they were like glass in places. Now he stopped, turning her to face him. ‘Of course I don’t. I’m pleased for you.’


Josie lifted up the old coat she’d got over one arm. ‘Ellen can have this and that’ll help things and—’


‘I told you, it’s not about the coat.’


‘So there is something? Tell me.’


‘It’s him, McGuigan. What were you doing talking to him?’


‘What do you mean? I have to talk to the customers if they talk to me and give me money.’


‘And McGuigan? What did he give you?’


In spite of herself she flushed as she said, ‘A sovereign as it happens and Hans was in and he gave me ten shillings or more so—’


‘A sovereign?’ They had begun walking again but now Toby stopped again, drawing her to a halt. ‘A sovereign? And you accepted it?’


‘Of course I accepted it.’ She pulled her arm away, nettled at his tone. ‘It’s why I’m in there singing every night, isn’t it? To earn money.’


‘Aye, and I’ve never liked that as you know, but I thought with the Mullens keeping an eye on you it’d be all right.’


‘It is all right.’ Her momentary irritation had faded at the sight of his concerned face. Of all her siblings she was the closest to Toby. There was over four years between them and Joe was the second eldest at seventeen, but she’d never had the bond with him that she had with Toby. ‘Really, it is.’ She slipped her arm through his again. ‘It was the first time that Adam McGuigan has been in – ask Mrs Mullen if you don’t believe me – and he’ll probably never come in again.’


Toby didn’t look convinced. ‘What did he say to you?’


‘Just that he’d had a nice evening and liked the songs I’d sung, that’s all.’ She didn’t think it wise to mention the conversation about her age.


They walked on a few steps in silence before Toby said, ‘Look, lass, you know me an’ Joe work at the docks and the McGuigans have got their fingers in the pie there same as other places. He might look as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth with his fine clothes an’ all but the whole family’s bad. Bruce, the eldest brother, he walks about as though he owns the town and maybe he does in a way. Anyway, what I’m saying is they’re all tarred with the same brush and they’re dangerous.’


She nodded. ‘I still couldn’t not take the sovereign,’ she said in small voice.


‘Oh, I know, I know.’ He hugged her to him for a moment. ‘I’m sorry but seeing him talking to you like that . . .’


He didn’t go on and she didn’t want him to; he was spoiling what had been a special night and not just because she had been given the coat. Adam McGuigan had looked nice, not like Toby was saying. His brothers might be bad but he’d just looked— She couldn’t find a word to describe how he had looked and gave up trying. ‘Anyway, you like my coat then?’ she said, forcing a smile.


Not for the world would he reveal the shock he had felt when he had first seen her in it and thought McGuigan had bought it. She was so bonny, that was the thing. Too bonny to be singing in the Fiddler’s Elbow with the types you got in there, although he had to admit he’d never thought of one of the McGuigans being interested in her. And Adam McGuigan was interested. He’d seen it in the man’s face in the moment before the pair of them had known he was there. ‘You look lovely, lass, and it’s a grand coat,’ he said with as much enthusiasm as he could muster, and as her face relaxed and her smile widened, his worry increased. Aye, she was too bonny by half and the coat made her look different, older. Something in his guts told him there was trouble ahead.










Chapter Two



Adam McGuigan was without his cronies when he pushed open the door of the Fiddler’s Elbow the following evening. He hadn’t wanted company. His eyes immediately searched for the young girl who had occupied his every waking moment and when he saw her talking to the old pianist he let out his breath in a silent sigh. She was as beautiful as he remembered, more so if anything. That Titian hair, it was as though light radiated from it.


He stood for a moment before walking over to the table he’d occupied the night before, which happened to be free even though the pub was crowded. He caught the eye of one of the barmaids and when she came to his side he ordered a bottle of whisky. He knew by the girl’s manner she had recognized who he was – she was edgy, nervous – and he smiled as she scurried off. He liked the power the McGuigan name afforded him.


His gaze went back to the girl at the piano. He knew a great deal more about her than he had the night before. He’d had one of Bruce’s lackeys make some enquiries; Larry was a dab hand at finding out information and he had a way with him that made people trust him, often to their cost.


Her name was Josie Gray and according to Larry she really was as shy and innocent as she appeared, despite working in this dive. Not that that would bother him normally. He’d had his fair share of women since the age of fourteen, ten years ago, when his brother Bruce had arranged for him to be ‘broken in’, as Bruce had put it, as his birthday present.


His eyes narrowed. The girl had only been a couple of years older than him but she’d been on the game since she was a child. She’d known everything there was about pleasing a customer. But although women of that type were good for one thing, he wouldn’t want to be seen with them in daylight. And he had a fancy to court Miss Josie Gray. Properly.


The barmaid returned with his whisky and a glass and he paid her, throwing in a good tip without taking his eyes off the girl at the piano. Everything about her enthralled him. According to Larry the family lived in Long Bank and he’d been amazed when he’d found that out. It seemed impossible that anything so lovely could come from that quarter. The rent men they employed always had trouble collecting from the streets near the docks; the scum of the earth lived there. He rarely ventured into the East End himself, although Bruce and a couple of his other brothers who had business that was best done under the cover of darkness were familiar with the area. If it hadn’t been for the fact that one of his pals had suggested slumming it for a laugh, he would never have seen Josie.


He poured himself a drink and knocked it back in one before filling his glass again, noticing how when the piano struck the first note the noise died down considerably. She began to sing, but her voice gripped him less than the sheer beauty of her. Despite her faded frock and lack of adornment she was the epitome of loveliness, he thought, unaware that he was holding his breath until he let it out in a shuddering sigh. He wanted her, but not like one of his usual dalliances. Josie Gray was special.


The brother hadn’t liked him though. His eyes narrowed. But he could be dealt with. Larry had told him her two older brothers worked at the docks and Bruce could see to it they toed the line. The risk of finding themselves blacklisted should bring them to heel, along with making it clear that if they played ball with the McGuigans they’d suddenly find they worked a full week at good money.


He settled back in his chair, emptying his glass. As Josie finished the song – a plaintive melody about lost love – she glanced in his direction. Their eyes met for a moment before she broke the contact, but not before he had registered how the colour rose in her cheeks and how flustered she appeared as she began to sing again.


She liked him, he told himself. He’d seen it in her face before she’d dropped her gaze. He was used to the female sex finding him attractive; some because of his looks or wealth or perhaps a combination of both, and others because they were intrigued by the influence and weight of the McGuigan name. He had noticed the night before that Josie took a break now and again, and he wondered if she would come across to his table when she stopped singing. Perversely, a part of him would be disappointed if she did. It would relegate her to being like all the others and he felt she was different.


He waited, more het up than he would have thought possible, and when after a few more songs she bent and said something to the old man at the piano and then walked towards the bar, he relaxed back in his chair. He continued to watch her as she talked to the publican’s wife and the barmaids for a few minutes. She didn’t look his way, nor did she glance at him when she resumed singing, but he knew she was just as aware of him as he was of her.


He’d had a few more glasses of whisky when Bruce slid into the seat beside him some time later. ‘Thought I might find you in here after Larry had a word in my ear. What the hell are you about, man?’


‘If Larry’s been shooting his mouth off you’ve probably got a good idea,’ Adam snapped angrily, annoyed the man had reported back to Bruce and even more put out that his brother had seen fit to turn up here. He was a grown man for crying out loud, not a youth still wet behind the ears. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, I might add.’


Ignoring that, Bruce looked across the smoky room. ‘Is that her?’


‘Now look, Bruce—’


‘Is that her?’


‘Aye, that’s her. Josie Gray.’


‘And Larry said she’s a bit lass from Long Bank. Have you gone out of your mind? Mam’d have a fit if she got wind of this. She’s got that councillor’s daughter in mind for you, you know that, and you can’t afford to be seen messing about with anyone else. Are you as gone on her as Larry thinks?’


‘I’ve never had any intention of getting involved with Bernice Chapman. I can’t stand her or her toadying father.’ Bruce had got half the local council in the palm of his hand, and especially Eustace Chapman, who regularly pocketed the generous bribes Bruce gave him to look the other way on dodgy business dealings. His daughter was a pretty, simpering young lass and had made it clear she carried a torch for Adam; their mother had been delighted about this. She thought the Chapmans were a cut above and had a fancy for her favourite son to marry well.


‘Aye, well, Bernice Chapman aside, a lass from Long Bank?’


‘Our grandfather was born not far from there.’


‘And he got out when he could an’ all and wiped the stink off his boots.’


‘Oh, come on, Bruce. Do you seriously think that the folk round here are fooled by the fact that we live in big houses and could buy and sell them a thousand times over? They know where we came from sure enough even if they wouldn’t dare point it out.’ Adam loved his eldest brother, perhaps more than anyone in his life thus far, and he respected him too as head of the McGuigan clan. However, he wasn’t frightened of Bruce like everyone else was. At forty-four years of age Bruce was twenty years older than him and had always been more of a father figure since their da had died umpteen years before. His other brothers – David, who was forty, Philip a year younger, and the twins, Mick and Rory, who were thirty-seven – were a tough bunch, but Bruce was tougher. His authority was never questioned, not even by their mother.


Adam himself had been what his mother fondly called a ‘late surprise’. She’d fallen for him long after she’d imagined her childbearing days were over, but after the initial shock she had apparently been over the moon. When he’d arrived with a shock of dark curls and great brown eyes she had pampered and spoiled him as she had never done with her other sons, but funnily enough there’d been no resentment from them. Bruce in particular had indulged his youngest brother from when Adam could toddle.


Bruce poured a good measure of whisky into Adam’s glass and knocked it back before saying, ‘Aye, well, Mam doesn’t think like that and don’t you ever suggest it to her either.’


‘Of course I wouldn’t.’ His mother’s ability to see life through rose-coloured glasses had always amazed him, however. From an early age he had been aware that the ‘family business’ as she called it was one of varied and mostly illegal enterprises. True, the houses they owned and rented out were above board, but little else was. And he knew there was good reason for folk to be frightened of the McGuigans, and of Bruce especially. He had been about sixteen when he’d seen his brother beat the manager of one of their gambling dens to a pulp over missing cash. When, white-faced and feeling queasy, he had asked Bruce why he’d reacted so violently over a few pounds, his brother had taken him aside and told him that the beating was in the form of a warning to others who might be under the illusion that they could cheat the McGuigans.


‘Give ’em an inch and they’ll take a mile,’ Bruce had said unemotionally as two of his men had carried the unfortunate individual out into the street and dumped him there. ‘It’s human nature, lad. And no one makes a monkey out of a McGuigan.’


Adam looked at his brother now. In appearance Bruce took after their father – all the brothers did apart from him. His dark good looks came from his mother whereas Bruce and the others were big, thickset men with solid muscled bodies and rough-hewn faces. Adam had been the only one of them to go to a small select school in Newcastle where he had received a good education which included a smattering of Latin, and after he had left school at eighteen there had been talk of him going to university but here he’d put his foot down. He didn’t want further years of studying, he wanted to be with his family. His mother and Bruce had tried to persuade him to go but he had been adamant, so he and Bruce had reached a compromise. He would be inducted into the family business but not involved in all of it. His strong points were more on the academic side and he’d excelled in all things mathematical. Therefore the running of the property side could be his, along with checking that their accountant – a foxy little man – didn’t cheat them and their accounts could stand inspection from the law if necessary. It had worked fine.


‘Bruce, I like her.’ He reached for his glass which Bruce had seconded and filled it. ‘And by all accounts she’s a nice lass, an innocent.’


‘Growing up in Long Bank?’ Bruce shook his head.


‘You know what I mean. She might be worldly wise in some ways but she’s never had a lad.’


‘You can’t be sure of even that.’


‘I’d bet my life on it.’


Bruce swore softly under his breath. He had never seen Adam like this over a lass. Their mam would throw a blue fit. She’d had high hopes of him marrying into the upper echelons of Sunderland society. Not only was Adam her blue-eyed boy but he gave an air of respectability to the McGuigan name which he knew she craved. She was a funny mixture, was their mam – hard as nails at times and possessed of an iron will which even he found intimidating, but where Adam was concerned she was as soft as clarts. And she wanted him to rise in the world.


‘Bruce, stand with me on this. It’ll make all the difference with Mam if you back me. Anyway, I haven’t even asked Josie out yet. She might say no. Certainly her brother was none too keen on me.’


‘Her brother?’


‘Aye, he came to collect her last night when I was talking to her and if looks could kill I’d be six foot under. Larry found out he works at the docks with another brother and he knew who I was for sure.’


Bruce’s eyes narrowed. It was one thing for him to object to Adam’s interest in the lass; quite another for the disapproval to come from her family. ‘Is that so?’ he said softly. ‘Well, maybe a word in his shell-like wouldn’t go amiss.’


‘Leave it. Don’t do anything for now,’ Adam said hastily. He knew what his brother’s ‘little words’ could lead to and he didn’t want the man to end up at the bottom of the river with his throat cut. Not yet anyway. He might not be a problem. After all, everyone had their price.


Bruce took the glass of whisky Adam handed him and drank it in two gulps before he stood up, flexing his broad shoulders. He was dressed well – all the McGuigans bought their clothes in the best establishments – but his tweed suit and pearl-buttoned waistcoat only accentuated his bullet-shaped head and craggy features.


He looked across to where Josie was singing. She was a beauty all right, he thought to himself. Dressed in the right clothes she could look the part. His own wife and the wives of his brothers were working-class lassies too, but even when they were dressed up to the nines on a night out their roots showed. Course, none of them were stunners, not like this girl. She’d have to stop this singing lark if Adam took up with her though; their mam wouldn’t tolerate that.


‘Just take it nice and slow, lad,’ he said flatly, ‘and keep it from Mam for the time being. You don’t know the lass and this could be something or nothing.’


Adam nodded eagerly. If he had Bruce onside everything would be a whole lot easier because this was going to be something for sure. ‘Aye, thanks, man.’


He grinned up at his brother and Bruce returned a reluctant smile, shaking his head. ‘Remember, you’re the one holding all the cards, not her. Act like a McGuigan rather than a lovelorn puppy.’


Adam’s grin widened. ‘I can’t help it.’


Bruce groaned softly. Whichever way this went it wouldn’t be plain sailing and for once he felt it was something outside of his control. That didn’t sit well. He’d been hoping that Adam would have been content to have this girl on the side; he could have arranged that. According to Larry, the father was scum, the kind of seedy little individual who could easily be bought and who’d be open to a deal for his daughter. Now he realized that wasn’t what Adam had in mind at all. ‘Aye, well, like I said, go easy till you know what you’re letting yourself in for, man. Some lassies are not what they seem.’


Even as Bruce spoke he knew he was preaching to the converted – if anyone knew about lassies it was their Adam, he thought ruefully. From a young lad he’d noticed them and the girls had certainly fallen over themselves to get noticed too.


He slapped his brother on the back before making his way out of the pub. A couple of his henchmen were kicking their heels waiting for him. He rarely went anywhere alone; he had far too many enemies and in the East End it would be asking for trouble. That was why he’d come here tonight; he didn’t like the idea of Adam hanging around this girl without backup.


He called to one of the men, who was built like a brick outhouse. ‘Go in the pub and keep an eye on Adam,’ he said quietly, slipping him a few bob. ‘But make sure he doesn’t clock you. Don’t leave him till he’s home, all right?’ It was one thing for Adam to slum it in the company of some of his pals, quite another for him to be in this quarter without protection.


He had been interested to see this girl who’d got his brother so hot under the collar, but having seen her he felt more disturbed than ever. A common floozy with an eye to the main chance was one thing, but Josie Gray didn’t fit that description. Of course, she could be cleverer than most of her type, and with a father like she’d got . . .


‘Right you are, boss.’ Bruce’s bodyguard’s eyes lit up. Sitting drinking a few glasses of beer and a spot of babysitting was a darn sight more agreeable than most of the jobs he was called upon to do by Bruce McGuigan.


It was nigh on closing time when Adam sought Josie out. Despite the whisky he’d poured down his throat he was steady on his feet. He had been drinking since he was a lad; all his brothers were heavy drinkers and his tolerance to alcohol was high. In a repeat of the previous evening he dropped a sovereign into the hat as he said softly, ‘Hello again.’


‘Hello.’ She felt painfully shy. She had been vitally aware of him all night but hadn’t dared to look his way.


‘I’m Adam. Adam McGuigan.’ He knew someone would have told her who he was but he wanted to set the ball rolling. ‘And you are Josie Gray. I confess I’ve asked about you. Do you mind?’


She stared at him, pink staining her cheeks. He was so handsome, she thought breathlessly. ‘No, I – I suppose not.’


‘Good.’ He smiled, showing perfect white teeth. ‘In that case may I walk you home?’


‘My brother’s coming for me.’ That made her sound like a child and she added, her blush deepening, ‘He – he worries about me walking back late at night.’


‘Very commendable.’ He nodded approvingly. ‘If I had a sister I would be exactly the same. The streets are no place for a young woman once darkness falls.’


He had a lovely voice, Josie thought through her hot embarrassment. It was deep and warm and gentle. Yes, gentle. It belied all the bad things she’d heard about him – well, not him exactly, she corrected herself. More the McGuigans in general. She didn’t believe he was like his brothers. She liked his voice and she liked him in spite of what Toby would say. Nevertheless, the thought of her brother made her gather the hat from the piano and say hurriedly, ‘I – I need to go and get my things from the kitchen.’


‘Of course.’ Adam sensed her discomfiture and the reason for it; her brother had made it very plain the night before how he felt about him and no doubt he had warned her off. Keeping the annoyance from showing in his voice, he said quietly, ‘I’ll say goodnight then.’


‘Goodnight.’ Had she offended him? she asked herself wretchedly as she turned away. He probably wouldn’t come in again.


By the time she reached the kitchen she almost felt like crying and she told herself not to be so soft. A man like him – and he was a man, he must be a good few years older than her – wouldn’t be really interested in someone like her anyway. Adam McGuigan must be able to pick and choose his lassies, after all; he was so good-looking and wealthy too. She had picked May’s brains about him when Ada was otherwise occupied, and the girl had told her that although all the other brothers were married with houses of their own, Adam still lived with his mother in a big house overlooking Barnes Park. ‘They all live close to each other in lovely great properties,’ May had whispered. ‘Like mansions they are. Don’t let anyone tell you that crime doesn’t pay, lass.’ She’d dug Josie in the ribs with a knowing wink. ‘Rolling in it, they are. You’d be in clover if you reeled in Adam McGuigan.’ Like her mother she had noticed Adam’s interest the night before.


‘He wouldn’t want me,’ Josie had said quickly.


May hadn’t contradicted this, saying instead, and somewhat wistfully, ‘He’s so good-looking, isn’t he. Not like most men hereabouts. Half of ’em have got faces like battered plucks, my Wilf included.’ She’d giggled. May was courting a beefy docker who supplemented his income by taking part in organized fist fights, most of which he lost.


Josie sighed as she pulled on her coat, tipping the contents of the hat into her pocket before leaving the kitchen. George had called for the last reluctant customers to drink up some minutes before and the pub was almost empty. Ada and her daughters were bustling about clearing used glasses and wiping tables and George was standing talking to Toby who’d arrived while she was in the kitchen. There was no sign of Adam McGuigan and she hoped he’d gone before Toby had seen him.


The two men stopped talking as she approached and Toby nodded goodbye to the landlord before taking her arm. ‘Let’s away,’ he said flatly.


Immediately her heart sank. He’d either seen Adam or Mr Mullen had told him Adam had been in.


Once outside in the bitterly cold night they walked in silence for a few yards before Toby said tersely, ‘So McGuigan’s still sniffing around, is he?’


‘He wasn’t sniffing,’ she said indignantly. It made Adam sound like a dog. ‘He came in for a drink, I suppose, like lots of others.’


‘Don’t be naive. He came in to see you and you know it. George said he didn’t take his eyes off you all night. Did he give you money again?’


He made it seem as though she was no better than one of the dock dollies and now she pulled her arm from his, rounding on him with a mixture of hurt and anger in her voice as she said, ‘We had this out last night. I’m there to sing for money, Toby, whether you like it or not.’


‘I don’t like it, I never have.’


‘Well, take that up with Da, not me.’


‘I have, more than once.’


‘And you got short shrift no doubt so what’s the point in discussing it? What I earn keeps us all going, you know it does. I’m not saying you and Joe don’t do your bit but you can’t always get shifts and when you do you never know from one week to the next how many. If I worked in a factory or a laundry or in service I wouldn’t get half of what I earn now, and Mam can barely manage as it is. She lives her life worrying about putting food on the table and the three little ones can’t help yet, apart from going to the tip and getting cinders for the fire now and again and you don’t like them doing that either.’


‘The tip’s no place for bairns, same as the Fiddler’s Elbow is no place for you.’


Irritated now as well as angry, Josie said sharply, ‘Needs must and while we’re talking like this you make everything ten times harder acting the way you do.’


She flounced off, nearly going headlong on the icy pavement, and when Toby took her arm again saying gruffly, ‘Calm down, calm down, you’ll break your neck,’ she ignored him.


They had gone a few steps before he said, his tone appeasing now, ‘I’m sorry, lass. I didn’t mean you’d done anything wrong if that’s how it sounded but I’m sick of Da’s skiving and sitting on his backside all day long. And Mam doesn’t say anything, she lets him get away with blue murder.’


‘She’s worn out, Toby. Can’t you see that? She’s got no fight left, only blind acceptance.’ She turned to look at him under the flickering light of a gas lamp and what she saw in his face made her voice soft as she said, ‘I know you worry about us all but it is what it is. And the littl’uns love going to the tip with the other bairns and coming home with bucketfuls of cinders. They think it’s a game.’


‘And what about you? Do you think it’s a game having to sing for a pub full of drunken sailors and having blokes like Adam McGuigan giving you the eye? Don’t tell me you enjoy that because I know how shy you’ve been from a little bairn.’


‘It’s not as bad as you’re painting.’ She reached up and touched his face. ‘It’s really not, Toby. Mr and Mrs Mullen look out for me and most of the customers are nice. You get a few of the other sort but that’s the same anywhere. And to be honest, when I’m singing I sort of forget about where I am.’


‘Aye, well, that’s as maybe, but I’d rather you not be there and I can’t help that.’


‘I know.’


She was feeling tender towards him now but this feeling evaporated when he said, ‘I saw Adam McGuigan leaving as I walked in and told him I didn’t want him pestering you.’


‘You didn’t!’


‘Aye, I did. You’re fifteen, Josie, and he’s a grown man of twenty-odd.’


She was about to let fly at him but then she asked herself what was the point? Toby saw things in black and white and as far as he was concerned all the McGuigans were tarred with the same brush. So instead of raising her voice she said quietly, ‘He didn’t pester me, as you put it – in fact, he only said two words as he was leaving.’ She didn’t mention the sovereign. She had already decided she would give that straight to her mam and tell her to keep quiet about it. ‘And now can we talk about something else other than me singing and Adam McGuigan and the rest of it?’


‘Aye, all right.’ Truth be told, he was relieved she had taken him warning McGuigan off as well as she had. Lassies of her age were susceptible to a handsome face and silver tongue. ‘Well, how about this? Teresa’s mam’s invited me round for Sunday tea.’


‘No.’ Josie stared at him in amazement, Adam temporarily forgotten. Toby had been courting Teresa O’Leary for over six months but with her family being staunch Catholics and them being Chapel, Teresa’s mam had said that Toby would never set foot in their house. This was a turn-up for the books. The barrier between a Catholic and a Chapelite was greater than any social divide, but the pair were fair gone on each other and despite pressure from her family Teresa had refused to give Toby up.


‘Aye.’ Toby grinned at her. ‘Teresa reckons her mam’s hoping I’ll convert.’


‘And would you?’


‘Not a chance. Teresa knows that. And between us, she’s fed up with her mam and the church and the priests in particular. She says Father Owen and Father O’Brien have scarcely been off the doorstep since she took up with me and her mam’s scared to death of them – they all are except Teresa. The power them priests have over folk is diabolical if you ask me.’


‘Well, just don’t say that on Sunday.’


‘No fear.’ He chuckled. ‘I value me kneecaps and you know what nasty bits of work her da and brothers are. No, if the subject of church comes up I’ll be – what’s the word? – oh aye, non-committal.’


‘Just make sure you are.’ Josie was really worried now. The O’Leary menfolk were known for two things – one, being as thick as two short planks, and the second, being a mite too handy with their fists. One of the brothers had been sent down the line for putting a man in hospital some years ago, a fact the rest of the family were proud of. Teresa despaired of them. ‘Are you sure you have to go?’ This felt as though Toby would be walking into the lion’s den.


‘Aye, I do. Teresa’d be upset if I didn’t, but don’t concern yourself, lass. I’ve already said the same to Mam. I can be as tactful as the next bloke if I put my mind to it.’


Josie thought her mam would have doubted this and she did too. Her brother didn’t have a subtle bone in his body.


They had reached Long Bank, and turned off into the back lane. The once prestige houses were no more. In Josie’s building a family of eight lived in the two attic rooms and below them in what had once been three bedrooms were the Turner clan. Mr and Mrs Turner lived in one room and their two married sons and their families in the other two. Josie had often wondered what the house had been like in its heyday with just one family occupying it; lovely, she supposed.


They occupied the ground floor. The front room had been divided by a ceiling-to-floor curtain, and her parents slept on a mattress in one half and she and her sisters top-and-tailing on another mattress in the other half. Her brothers slept on a pallet bed in the kitchen which was propped against one wall in the daytime. She’d always envied them – at least the kitchen was warm.


The old kitchen table and bench seats took up a considerable amount of room and when they were all together it was a squeeze. Nevertheless, Josie counted herself fortunate to live downstairs. Not only did it mean that they didn’t have to haul buckets of water from the tap in the yard up the steep stairs, but the kitchen boasted a big blackleaded range which was far superior to a small fire or paraffin stoves.


Josie could put up with the bugs under the wallpaper against which her mother fought a constant battle, along with the resident mice which sometimes ran across their bedding in the middle of the night; she could even tolerate the cold and being hungry most of the time, but it was the privy in the yard she really hated. The lavatory was shared by all the occupants of the house and although her mother did her best to keep it clean, the other housewives weren’t so particular. Sometimes the contents would practically reach the top of the seat by the time the scavengers came with their long shovels to empty it. Flies abounded in the summer when the stench was at its worst and even in the winter months it could stink to high heaven.


Josie had been tremendously grateful when Ada Mullen had had a word with her after she had begun singing at the Fiddler’s Elbow and told her she was welcome to use the family’s private lavatory that was situated just outside the kitchen in its own small walled yard, as opposed to the one for customers in the pub’s courtyard. The scrubbed bricks on the floor, the whitewashed walls and the white wooden seat extending across the breadth were always clean, and the privy rarely smelled – Mrs Mullen saw to that with fresh ashes down the hole daily. There was always plenty of newspaper cut into squares and the bolt on the door was sound and strong.


As Toby now opened the door of the house they could hear the wail of a baby. The Turners’ fifth grandchild was a sickly child and cried all day and night. Toby heaved a sigh. ‘Why can’t they shut it up, it drives me barmy,’ he grumbled to Josie with a marked lack of sympathy. ‘Five nights on the trot it’s been screaming.’


‘Perhaps the poor little thing is hungry?’ The child’s mother was a thin scrap of a woman with big eyes in a shrunken skull of a face.


‘I don’t care. I just want some sleep.’ Still grumbling to himself, Toby made off for the kitchen.


Josie opened the door to the front room quietly. Her parents and sisters were asleep. She undressed quickly in the freezing air, keeping her underclothes on. She had separated the sovereign from the other coins before entering the room and now she slid it inside the bodice of her shift between her breasts before wriggling under the covers beside Ellen, trying to avoid Kate and Nelly’s feet. She knew her father would go through her coat pockets in the morning and take every penny of her earnings.


Once she was lying in bed she began to warm up a little. That was the good part of sharing a mattress with her three sisters – they were rarely cold. She shut her eyes and in the blackness against her lids she saw pictured in vivid detail Adam’s face when he had talked to her. He had been so nice, she thought wretchedly, and Toby had been so horrible to him by all accounts. Whatever had he thought when her brother had told him to stay away from her? Would he assume she’d told Toby to say something? She squirmed in mortification and then became still as Ellen stirred at the side of her.


Well, she had known it could come to nothing, hadn’t she? Not because of Toby but with Adam being so handsome and rich and everything. What would he think if he came here? The answer made her screw up her eyes as though in pain. So perhaps Toby’s intervention was all for the best.


She bit down hard on her bottom lip, telling herself she was daft. She had only spoken to him twice and here she was feeling as though she had lost something when it had never been hers in the first place. Yet he had asked to walk her home and the way he had looked at her . . .


It took her a long while before she fell asleep and even then she awoke every hour or so before falling into another uneasy slumber, the sound of the Turner infant far less disturbing than her thoughts.










Chapter Three



Across on the other side of town – which could have been another world, so far removed was it from the squalid area close to the docks – Adam McGuigan was also awake. His bedroom was big enough to have swallowed the downstairs of the house in Long Bank whole, and the glowing fire in the ornate fireplace meant the room was as warm as toast. Although his bed was a large four-poster, it didn’t dwarf the beautifully decorated surroundings. A custom-made wardrobe filled almost one entire wall and two big leather armchairs and a small table stood in the bay of the window with bookcases filled with volumes either side. A bathroom and a dressing room completed the suite.


The luxury of his surroundings rarely registered on Adam; he had been born into it and couldn’t imagine anything else. He dressed as a man of means and their excellent cook and two maids meant he lived and ate in comfort. He was well aware of the McGuigan crime empire that financed their wealth even though Bruce made sure he had little to do with it, but running the property side of the family’s interests satisfied his desire to be part of the organization. He had never been denied anything in his life which was why Toby Gray’s warning to stay away from his sister had him beside himself with rage.


He was sitting in one of the armchairs staring out into the blackness of the night which mirrored his thoughts, a glass of brandy from the half-empty bottle on the table in his hand.


Who the hell did Gray think he was, talking to him like that? He knocked back the brandy and poured himself another glass. The man was just a docker, a nobody, damn him. He ground his teeth, remembering the way Josie’s brother had looked at him – as though he was muck under his boots. Well, no one told him what to do, least of all East End scum.


Slamming the glass onto the table he stood up and began to pace the room, the nasty temper that rarely surfaced, for the simple reason that he was hardly ever thwarted, making his face livid with anger.


He’d show Toby Gray who was boss. He’d have a word with Bruce tomorrow and let his brother set his dogs on the man. He should have let him do it the other day when Bruce had suggested it. It would have to be a permanent solution; he didn’t want Gray being able to suggest to his sister that he was responsible because one thing was certain, he was going to have her and he wouldn’t let hell or high water stand in his way.


The decision made, he walked back to the table and finished the glass of brandy before falling into bed, there to sleep like a baby.


Bruce McGuigan settled back in his chair in his book-lined study. He had never read any of the leather-bound volumes but they created the kind of impression he liked to make if any of his business associates came to the house. The residence was in the same gracious, quiet street as his mother’s house and two of his brothers, and the other two only lived a short distance away. He believed in keeping the family tight.


He stared at Adam, who was sprawled in an armchair to one side of the beautifully inlaid walnut desk, kicking his foot moodily against the wood.


‘Stop that,’ he said mildly, and as his brother straightened, he added, ‘Consider Gray dealt with.’ Adam had just explained the events of the night before.


‘You understand it can’t be traced back to me?’


‘Perfectly.’


‘I thought an accident at the docks maybe?’


‘Leave the details to me – the less you know the better. I take it you are still set on this girl?’ Bruce loved his brother, perhaps more than his own children whom he considered had a lot of his wife’s side of the family in them, but unlike their mother he wasn’t blind to Adam’s faults. This lass hadn’t fallen at his feet like the others and not only that but the brother had fuelled the flames of Adam’s desire by warning him off her.
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