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  She passed the church of St Aloysius Gonzaga and moved north along Scotland Road, heart beating like a sledgehammer, feet weighted by fear, her whole body slowed as if she

  had entered a nightmare.




  This was no dream, though. This was not the work of the eventide goblins whose task seemed to be to trigger a tormented mind into further terrors. Liverpool was burning. Cables from a barrage

  balloon had claimed an already crippled and falling Heinkel, had sent it crashing and roaring into the Mersey. Other invaders were taking advantage of the doomed craft’s colourful death

  throes. Using light provided by the exploded bomber, a huge force homed in on the port of Liverpool and vomited weighty loads onto cranes, ships, trains and buildings. While the bombers did the

  biggest damage, cheeky fighters dived to strafe the biggest port in England. Tonight, Liverpool might die. To the woman’s left, the docklands breathed fire into a heaving sky, long tongues of

  orange flame whose exhalations plumed before disappearing into dense, oily smoke.




  She stopped to ease a stitch in her side, raised her eyes, saw the parachute. At its base, a landmine floated almost gracefully towards the ground. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ she

  muttered. ‘I’ll give him up, I will, I will. Let my innocent daughter survive this night, then I’ll see him no more.’ How many times had she promised God and herself that

  she would put an end to her relationship? The Almighty had probably covered His ears against all Bridie Bell’s lies.




  Bombs crashed into warehouses; incendiaries landed on roofs and in the middle of the road. Somewhere, a gas main exploded and shook the foundations of every structure in the neighbourhood.

  Beneath her feet, the ground trembled, sending its ague right through to her soul. She wept, not only for herself and for her endangered child. She cried also for the city she had hated and grown

  to love, for the community in whose robust heart she had been sheltered for more than ten years.




  The parachute mine landed in a side street, blew wide open and threw her against a wall. The draught created by its blast stretched the skin of her face until she felt it would surely burst

  at any second. Heat seared her lungs, forbade her to breathe. Was this to be her punishment, then? Oh yes, yes, she would go gladly into the next world if only Shauna could survive. Aunt Edith

  might relent, might take pity on a motherless child. But Aunt Edith disliked Shauna with a passion and . . . and . . .




  Tainted air invaded her chest at last, and she coughed until the contents of her stomach were evacuated. She was going to live. The only other punishment that fitted her crime was . . . no!

  The good Lord would surely leave Shauna off His list tonight? He would not take a fourteen-year-old child just because her mother was worthless . . .




  A warden grabbed her arm. ‘Mrs Bell? What the hell are you doing stood out here? This isn’t a bloody fireworks show.’




  She stared at him, past him and into a crater between two rows of shattered houses in what used to be a street. ‘Diddy was right, you know,’ she managed. ‘This place will

  disappear altogether, no houses, no shops. And the Germans are helping the corporation and the government, aren’t they?’




  He scratched his head and tutted impatiently. ‘We’ve no time for hanging round here jangling about politics, love. There’s a war on, you know.’




  She turned and looked at the steel-helmeted man. His face changed colour as various lights danced across his skin. ‘They want rid of Scotland Road. Big Diddy has always said that. By

  fair means or foul, the community will be broken up.’




  The warden’s tongue clicked again. ‘They’ve not started a war just to knock your houses down, girl. There’s a bit more to it than that. London’s getting it as

  well as us.’




  ‘All the same, it’s another excuse for the government to . . .’ Bridie Bell pulled herself together. ‘Ah well,’ she sighed. ‘I’ll get back to the

  shop.’




  The man pondered for a moment. ‘Have you been injured?’ he asked. Perhaps something had hit her on the head . . . No. She had always been a great ponderer, this one. She was

  usually worrying about something or other. ‘You all right now?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes.’ She would not tell him about the figure that lurked around the corner. Wardens had enough to do without chasing a shadow, a spectre that had reappeared as if by magic after

  an absence that spanned a decade.




  ‘Come on, then. Let’s get you in a shelter. The buggers up there mean business this time.’




  She shook her head, felt grit pouring from her hair and down her face. ‘I’ll go with Shauna. She’s in the Morrison under my table.’




  The man frowned. ‘There’s a few been flattened in them indoor contraptions.’




  ‘And a few in the public shelters, too,’ she reminded him. ‘Did you pass our shop?’




  He nodded, lifted his voice against a new wave of bombers. ‘Bell’s Pledges is still there. Come on, let’s have you home, queen.’




  She allowed herself to be dragged along until she reached the place in which she had lived for eleven years.




  As she stretched out beneath the kitchen table between Tildy and Shauna, Bridie mouthed a few words to God. ‘This house is no more important than any other,’ she advised her

  Maker. ‘But thank You all the same for saving us so far.’ She would try to be good.




  During a short, dream-ravaged sleep, the man stood before her, long arms outstretched to receive her, laughter lines curling from his eyes until they almost touched that shock of dark, unruly

  hair. ‘Hello,’ he whispered. ‘Did you miss me, Bridie?’




  She would not go to him. Fiercely, she clung to her younger daughter. Shauna must come first. Cathy was fine, she told herself. Cathy was living the life of Riley on a farm in Lancashire.

  Where Cathy stayed, there were no bombs, no incendiaries, no warehouses to attract the wrath of Germany’s airborne armada.




  He called to her softly. ‘Come here,’ he mouthed.




  ‘No. I promised God. For Shauna’s sake, I cannot be with you, because we are not married. And we cannot marry. I told God, I told Him that I—’




  ‘Don’t bargain with God, Bridget,’ the man snapped.




  He had changed, yet he remained the same. The eyes were still brown and the hair was black, but laughter lines had shifted to the forehead, had become a deep, accusing frown. ‘Go

  away,’ she screamed. ‘Go and tend your business.’




  ‘You are my business,’ roared the dark-clad enemy.




  Bridie woke, heard Shauna weeping. ‘You held me too tight, Mammy,’ sobbed the girl. ‘And the noise is loud. When will it stop? When will the war finish?’




  ‘Ah, there’s no-one but God has the answer to that question, my love.’ Bridget Bell smoothed her daughter’s hair and listened to Tildy Costigan’s quiet snores.

  Tildy-Anne always slept, however bad the raids. When Shauna settled, Bridie plucked at a rosary, counted the decades and begged to be relieved of the terrible weight of her sins. She would see him

  no more, would love him no more. And poor old Liverpool continued to burn.




  







  One




  Bridget O’Brien stepped off an alarmingly unsteady gangplank and planted grateful feet on firm ground. At last, it was over. Never again would she go willingly within a

  mile of choppy waters. Even now, the angry waves could be heard among the sounds of a hundred voices, some alien, others as Irish as her own.




  For many years, Bridie’s compatriots had left home to settle here. The exodus was supposed to be abating, yet the boat had been crammed with emigrants sailing hopefully into the start of a

  new decade. Hopeful? she wondered. What on earth would she find here in this grim, dark place? No fields, that was certain. No fresh air, no cold, clear water gathered from a sweet mountain stream.

  This was 1930, and England’s northern counties continued to embody the glory and the gloom of industrial revolution.




  She inhaled through her mouth to settle the queasiness, wrapped the shawl more firmly round the sleeping Shauna, then gripped the hand of her older daughter. ‘We’re there, Cathy. And

  thanks be to God for that, too.’ The three-year-old in her arms moaned, sneezed, settled again to sleep. Cathy, her eyes rounded in shock and wonder, clung to her mother’s side. This

  was England. It was dark, smelly and very noisy.




  Thomas Murphy was not far behind his daughter and grandchildren. The trip had been a bad one, even for a seasoned traveller like himself. Two or three times a year he made this voyage in the

  company of well-bred horseflesh. The animals, he thought now, were easier company than his daughter had been. She had begun to moan and vomit long before the coast of Ireland had slipped away

  behind grey curtains of November sleet. ‘Come, now, Bridie,’ he ordered, pulling her away from the water and across a square of cobbles. ‘Sit yourself down on the case till I find

  the rest of your belongings.’ He strode away in search of luggage.




  Bridget lowered herself onto the case and took in the sights. Dusk had fallen heavily, was weighted down by black clouds that promised to spill their tears at any moment. Groups of travellers

  huddled together for comfort, the children crying, the women white-faced with exhaustion. Sailors passed by, canvas bags slung across broad shoulders, skins browned and roughened by sun and saline.

  Across the rough-hewn surface of New Quay, revellers spilled from a dockside public house to watch two men who fought over some imagined slight. Befuddled by drink, this pair of heroes fell into an

  untidy and comatose embrace while the audience, deprived of a spectacle, drifted back into the pub. ‘This is a terrible town,’ Bridget mumbled to herself. ‘And I can never go

  home, for I could not bear the journey. As for putting space between myself and boats – well – we’re stuck here, almost on top of the docks.’




  Cathy touched her mother’s knee. ‘Liverpool?’ she asked.




  Bridget nodded. ‘Aye, ‘tis Liverpool, child. We shall be living right next door to all these boats and ships, though I’d dearly love to put many an acre between us and them.

  Still. We must make the best we can of life, Caitlin.’




  Caitlin, usually Cathy, was too young to understand her mother’s words. The crossing had terrified the child to the point of numbness. Mammy had been too ill to speak, while Granda’s

  temperament had not been improved by the boat’s lurchings. Granda Murphy was not fond of children. During her seven years on earth, Cathy had learned to be quiet when Granda Murphy was about.

  ‘Will we stay here, Mammy?’ the little girl managed, the short sentence forced between ice-cold lips. It was a frightening place, the child thought. People were running back and forth,

  many of them boys of eight or nine, some barefooted, others in heavy, iron-tipped boots. Newspapers, hot potatoes and chestnuts were being advertised by folk whose voices seemed to cut a swathe

  through the air, so shrill and piercing were the tones. The river was quieter, appearing to concede defeat in the face of humankind’s cacophonies. ‘Will we stay here, Mammy?’

  repeated Cathy.




  ‘Aye, we must,’ sighed Bridget.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Your stepfather lives in Liverpool.’




  Cathy crept closer to her mother and resented Shauna yet again. Since the supposedly frail child’s arrival, Cathy had been denied some of the maternal attention she had learned to expect.

  Her three-year-old sister was not thriving and she needed everything doing for her. Mammy was always saying, ‘Cathy, you have to be the big girl, for I’ve all to do for Shauna.’

  Cathy didn’t feel big. Seven was a grand age according to Mammy, yet the little girl knew she needed her one remaining parent more than ever. ‘Why did Daddy die?’




  ‘Not again,’ replied Bridget. ‘Please don’t be starting all of that, Cathy. Didn’t we explain to you about the accident?’ She shivered all the more, a new ice

  in her bones owing something to the weather, much to the fact that she had not been allowed time to grieve. Eugene was only six months buried, yet here she was among foreigners and on her way to an

  English altar.




  Cathy bit her lip, felt no pain because of the merciless cold. Daddy was a great man who had gone to stay in another place called heaven. Why hadn’t he come to Liverpool instead of going

  off with Jesus like that? He would have held her, comforted her. He would have played games like cat’s cradle and guess which hand is the sweetie in. But he’d gone away and he

  wouldn’t be coming back and Cathy’s stomach was empty.




  ‘And poor Shauna misses her daddy, too. At least you knew him for a long time, child,’ said Bridget quietly.




  ‘Poor Shauna’ was warm and as cosy as a newborn against Mammy’s shoulder. Cathy shuddered again, wished that she, too, could be wrapped in a plaid shawl and held close to the

  body of her mother.




  Granda returned, his brow still furrowed by ill-temper. ‘Boy?’ he yelled at a passing urchin.




  The lad ground to a halt, drew a wrist across his nose to dislodge a dewdrop. ‘Yes, sir?’




  Mollified slightly by the child’s respectful tone, Thomas Murphy drew himself to full height before placing a hand in his pocket. ‘A threepence for you if you find a cart to carry us

  and our trunks and cases, lad. No fancy vehicles, mind.’ He sniffed and glowered at the boy. ‘If you’re quick, there’ll be a further payment when we reach Scotland Road. Do

  you know Bell’s?’




  The barefoot child nodded eagerly. ‘Bell’s Pledges? We live near there, mister. I can get a lend of a cart for a few pennies if you hang on here a minute. Will there be a name on

  your things?’




  ‘’Tis Murphy. Thomas James Murphy. Can you remember that?’




  ‘I can, sir.’ The boy nodded so vigorously that his rain-damped hair sent forth droplets that landed on Cathy’s face. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. ‘It was an

  accident, girl.’ The ‘girl’ came out as ‘gairl’. ‘See you after, then,’ he added before running off towards the ship.




  Cathy watched the lad, saw him wending his way past passengers, sailors, a crate containing live hens. His feet were filthy and bare, yet he ran as easily as the wind across ground that must

  have proved painful.




  ‘Come away with you, now, Bridie,’ chided Thomas Murphy. ‘We’ve a wedding in half an hour.’




  Bridget O’Brien swallowed a foul-tasting liquid that had settled in her throat. Her stomach groaned cavernously, yet she could not have eaten to save her life. Oh, what was she doing here?

  She was a grown woman of twenty-seven years, the mother of two daughters. She had organized the running of a sizeable farm since Eugene’s death, had kept books, paid wages, bought and sold

  stock. Yet here she stood, a lamb prepared for slaughter, a displaced person in a strange land . . .




  ‘Bridget?’ The two syllables were coated with steel.




  ‘Yes, Father.’ She rose, lifted the dozing Shauna, dragged Cathy to stand alongside the grandfather who had wrenched them all out of Galway. ‘I still think there was no need

  for this,’ she mumbled. There was need, an inner voice told her. Da was older and even more cantankerous than he had been during her own childhood. Twice, he had raised his strap to Cathy.

  Twice, Bridie had intervened, had placed herself between the man and his granddaughter. But she couldn’t be in the house all the time. He might slap Cathy when Bridie was out shopping or

  seeing to the horses. On the one hand, she was being forced to leave home. But, at the same time, Bridie needed space between her father and her little family. She should have run away, she told

  herself for the umpteenth time. She should have fled from the county and into wherever. Wherever – Thomas Murphy would have found her.




  Thomas Murphy glowered. He was a tall man with thick, iron-grey hair and bushy eyebrows that seemed to bristle with anger above clear blue eyes. Even when he wasn’t annoyed, he looked

  dangerous, thought Bridie. Now, with his temper rising, he had pulled those eyebrows south until they overhung his features like the edge of an untidy thatched roof. ‘It had to be

  done,’ he snapped.




  ‘Eugene’s parents were quite resigned to the—’




  ‘Nonsense,’ he roared. ‘They bided their time and no more, that’s the truth. Do you think I wanted my grandchildren whisked away to the Church of Ireland as soon as my

  back was turned? Heaven forbid that such a thing would ever happen.’




  Bridie sat on her temper. For how many years had she kept herself damped down? she wondered. Oh, such a lovely girl, she was. She had been a model daughter, a diligent worker on the farm, a

  loving and sensible spouse, a good mother. At what price, though? Since babyhood, she had feared the man who had frightened her mother. Thomas Murphy had never lashed out in earlier days, had never

  beaten his wife. The long-ago cruelties had been verbal and, it had seemed, eternal. Philomena Murphy had produced just one live child, and that child had been a sore disappointment. A girl? What

  use was a girl? ‘You’re not even half a woman,’ Thomas had screamed at his fading spouse.




  Bridie stared into her father’s steely eyes. Just once, she had defied him. She had got herself pregnant and had married ‘out’, had taken a non-Catholic husband whose family

  had cut him off for mating with a Roman. Now, with Eugene dead and the farm newly tenanted, Bridie was left with few choices. She and her daughters could have moved in with Thomas Murphy or with

  the O’Briens. The only other prospect might have been to take a cottage and trust to luck where money was concerned. Instead of opting for any of those unpalatable possibilities, Bridie had

  agreed to a fresh start well away from her da and her in-laws. ‘Where is he?’ she asked.




  ‘Who would that be, now?’




  Bridie counted to ten. ‘The bridegroom, of course.’




  He arched an eyebrow, curled his lip. ‘He is preparing for your arrival, no doubt. We shall go now. The service cannot begin without you.’ In Thomas Murphy’s book, a priest

  should not be kept waiting, particularly when the church was being used for a specially arranged evening service. ‘Will you move?’ he bellowed. ‘Or will you get back on that boat

  and live with me in my house? We can go home when the tide turns. But if you do return, you will keep my grandchildren away from the O’Briens and their God-forsaken excuse for a

  religion.’




  Bridie inclined her head. The ‘you wills’ and the ‘you will nots’ formed a litany that tripped loudly and often from her father’s acerbic tongue. Even the landing

  stage had become a quieter place during Thomas Murphy’s rantings. People stood and stared at the wild-looking man who raved at his quiet daughter.




  Bridget heaved Shauna into a more manageable position and followed her father, noticing that a knot of men simply melted away to make a path for her furious parent. Sailors, dock workers,

  sellers of hot cocoa and tea backed off when they saw the towering figure.




  On the cobbled square, Thomas Murphy stopped and grabbed his daughter’s arm so tightly that she flinched. ‘When I’m dead, who’s to save these two mites from Protestantism

  and perdition?’ he asked.




  ‘I am,’ she replied, her face twisted with pain.




  ‘You? You’re just a woman, a woman who was too weak and stupid to wait and marry a man of her own kind. Oh no, you had to have it all your own way, Bridget. Your mother must have

  spun in her grave the day you gave yourself before marriage to that heathen. May God have mercy on that good lady’s soul.’




  Bridie, who remembered only too well how her mammy had suffered at the whim of Thomas Murphy, merely sighed with relief when her arm was freed. She would be rid of him, at least. No matter what

  kind of a creature Sam Bell turned out to be, he could not possibly be as wicked as this man she called Father.




  There were ponies and traps ready for passengers, but the tall Irishman strode past them. ‘We’ll wait here for the boy,’ he told his daughter. ‘No point in paying out

  good money for a fancy carriage when there’s a cart we can use.’




  Cathy stood on the cobbles, her face lifted upward. ‘Look, Mammy,’ she cried. ‘A train in the sky.’




  Bridie glanced at the overhead engine, listened to the noise of it. A tram rattled past, then a ship’s horn blared into the heavy clouds of winter. She had never heard such a racket. The

  lowing of cattle, the frantic snortings of an unbroken horse, the boom when quarry-men mined the Galway stone – all those things were nothing compared to the hellish din of Liverpool’s

  docks. Home? Should she go back now? Should she take Shauna and Cathy back to sweet pastures and soft, kindly voices?




  ‘Move, woman!’ roared Thomas Murphy. ‘See, the boy’s coming just now with the cart. Or is this where you want to stay, in the middle of a busy road, while a priest waits

  on your whim for the starting of a wedding?’




  Bridie put her head on one side and looked quizzically at the man who had fathered her. For a moment or two, she felt a stab of terror, but it passed over as quickly as the overhead carriages.

  ‘I was thinking just now, Father, of the lovely people in Ballinasloe. I was conjuring up the sound of their voices at mass, remembering how gentle they are.’ She straightened, shook

  her head. ‘But you roar like a bull. I cannot raise my children near a man who screams all the time.’ A corner of her mouth twitched when she saw his astonishment. ‘I will not

  come back, Father. We shall stay here and make the best we can, so. If I never see you again, I’m sure I won’t care.’




  The tall man closed his mouth with an audible snap. This bold upstart of a daughter was daring to upbraid him in a public place. He opened his mouth again, found no words. The expression on her

  face reflected no anger, no emotion of any kind. He looked around, wondered if anyone had heard Bridie’s speech. But his daughter’s words had been spoken so softly. It was the softness

  that made the brief soliloquy all the more meaningful.




  Bridie pulled at Cathy’s hand, guided her towards a slow-moving cart on which the boy sat with a grim-faced driver and the luggage. ‘Right, Cathy,’ said Bridie, a determined

  edge to her tone, ‘let’s go and find out what the future holds, shall we?’




  Cathy’s shorter legs worked double time to keep up with her mother’s pace. When her hand slipped out of her mother’s grasp, she howled piteously, panic almost choking her as

  she imagined being lost in such a noisy town. Children ran about in the gloom, dresses, coats and shawls hanging from slender shoulders, trousers torn, bare feet slapping wet cobblestones. Cathy

  remembered bare feet, remembered the feel of grass against her toes, the smell of new-cut hay drying in the sun. She breathed deeply, sent forth another howl.




  ‘That is enough, now,’ said Thomas Murphy. He placed the case on the ground, bent over the child. ‘Look, I’ve had to come back for you. Mammy is tired. See –

  she’s leaning on the cart over there waiting for you. You must behave yourself, Caitlin O’Brien.’




  She sniffed, stared at him. ‘Don’t want to be here,’ she announced.




  A few children stopped running, watched the scene with undisguised interest.




  ‘You will do exactly as I say,’ spat the impatient man. ‘Now, come along while your mother gets married.’




  Cathy wasn’t completely sure about what ‘married’ was, but she had a vague idea that it might be connected to somebody called Sam who had a shop in Liverpool. Sam was supposed

  to be her new daddy. ‘Don’t want to,’ she whimpered. This wasn’t her place. Her place was on a farm on the outskirts of town. Her place was the market and the castle

  overlooking the river Suck and the quarrymen walking home at night and waving to her. ‘I don’t want to,’ she repeated angrily.




  ‘She doesn’t want to,’ echoed a girl in a filthy dress. ‘She wants to stop here and play alley-o.’




  Thomas, whose dignity was important, ignored the dirt-spattered urchin. ‘Come along,’ he urged his granddaughter. ‘Or you’ll have everybody late.’




  No-one spoke, yet Cathy could feel the support of those around her, as if they were reaching out to give her strength. They understood. Without knowing her, these comrades sensed her trouble.

  ‘I want to go home,’ she told her grandfather.




  Thomas glared at the small gathering. ‘This is home.’




  ‘Don’t want here,’ she answered boldly. ‘Want my garden and Chucky and Bob.’ And she did miss the chicken she had helped to rear from a ball of yellow fluff into a

  big, brave producer of eggs. ‘Want Bob,’ she declared, her feet planted apart. Bob was a sheepdog who could speak. His language was difficult to decode, but he had a special word for

  dinner, a guttural howl that announced his hunger. And Bob had always guarded her, had always—The smack sent her reeling into the arms of a girl.




  ‘You shouldn’t do that, mister,’ advised the nearest young stranger, placing her thin body between the large man and the dumbstruck Cathy. ‘My dad’ll kill you if he

  sees you hitting her like that.’




  Thomas froze, his hand stopping mid-air. ‘And who asked you the time of day, miss? Shouldn’t you be inside the house cleaning the dirt off your face? Isn’t it past your

  bedtime?’




  The streetwise waif gave Thomas Murphy the onceover. She wasn’t afraid of him. He was big and ugly, but her dad was bigger and uglier than anybody the length and breadth of

  Liverpool’s docks. ‘Me ma shouts me when she’s ready,’ she replied smartly. ‘I’m going back to Scottie now, and I’ll hear me ma shouting.’




  ‘And what does she shout?’ There was a mocking edge to the Irishman’s words.




  ‘She shouts me name, and me name’s Tildy Costigan.’




  ‘Then mind your business, Tildy Costigan.’




  Tildy placed a dirt-streaked hand on Cathy’s shoulder. ‘If you ever need me, girl, just send somebody for Tildy Costigan. Everybody knows me, even the Mary Ellens. I’ll be

  there in a flash,’ she added. ‘With me brothers, me dad and half our street.’ She stuck out her tongue, satisfied that the little girl’s grandfather had seen the full length

  of it. It was nice and black, too, as the result of two spanishes for a halfpenny from Dolly Hanson’s shop.




  After an uncomfortable second, Thomas grabbed the case, then pulled Cathy along behind him. ‘Such foolishness,’ he told his daughter. ‘Did you see the cut of that? The only

  clean bits were where the child had been rained on. You must be careful, Bridie. Keep Cathy away from these ragamuffins.’




  Bridie, who felt that she might as well hang for the full sheep, allowed a few raw words to slip from her tongue. ‘She would have been as well at home in Ballinasloe,’ she informed

  her father. ‘As I told you before, I could have rented a cottage and found some work.’ She raised her chin. ‘Also, I allow no-one to smack my daughters. They will not be hit.

  Ever.’




  Thomas’s patience was wearing to a state of transparency. ‘We shall not stand here and discuss family business in the open,’ he snarled. ‘And you’re here for a

  reason, Bridie. There’s not many a man would take on a young widow with two daughters. We were fortunate to find a good Catholic widower to step into the shoes of their Protestant

  father.’




  Bridie heaved the sleeping Shauna into a more comfortable position. ‘Aye,’ she replied, amazed at her own continued audacity, ‘and I’ve never even seen the man. Why

  didn’t he come to meet us? Could he not have made an effort to pick us up from the boat? What sort of a creature leaves small girls out in wind and weather?’ She bit her tongue, told

  herself to hush. It was panic that had forced her to speak up. She had a reputation for forbearance, but she was scared out of her wits. This was a strange city in a strange country and she was

  going to marry a stranger this very evening.




  Thomas gritted his teeth, wished that Cathy would stop snivelling. He yanked at the child’s hand, felt the resistance in her fingers. ‘Sam Bell is a busy man,’ he pronounced.

  ‘He’s a business to run. In this day and age, shop hours are long. He’ll have been up and about since daybreak, at the beck and call of customers. There’s no time for

  meeting boats, not when there’s a community wants serving.’




  ‘He could have sent someone in his place,’ breathed the fatigued woman.




  ‘Huh,’ spat her father. ‘He’s not a man to waste hard-earned money on foolishness. Come away now,’ he insisted. ‘We’re expected at St Aloysius

  Gonzaga’s. You must be married before you spend the night in Sam’s house. We have not come all this way to start a scandal.’




  Bridie bit her lip. Her father was a man beyond reproach, a pillar of the Church and of the community. He was also a disgrace, though few at home in Galway would ever know his secrets. The cold

  and subtle cruelties of Thomas Murphy had always been discreet, hidden behind the door of his house. ‘As you wish, Father,’ she replied before passing Shauna to the boy on the cart. She

  turned, helped Cathy to climb aboard. ‘We’ll be on the pig’s back,’ she whispered to the hysterical girl. ‘And, as well you know, there’s plenty of meat on the

  back of a pig.’ For a split second, Bridie heard her own mother’s voice. ‘We’ll be great, Bridget. We’ll be on the pig’s back when himself sells a couple of

  horses.’ Bridie glanced at ‘himself’, then gave her attention to Cathy. ‘We shall have a grand house and plenty to eat.’




  Cathy placed herself next to the boy. Sobs continued to rack her body, but they slowed when the lad started to talk. ‘That was me sister,’ he announced, jerking a thumb in the

  direction of Tildy Costigan’s angry face. ‘I’m Cozzer. The whole family gets called the Cozzers, like, only I’m the real Cozzer. Our Charlie’s older than me, so he

  should be Cozzer, only he’s special – different, like. Clever in his own way, but still different. Me ma’s called Big Diddy. She’s the boss of our street, me ma. She does

  all the laying-outs and brings babies. Me dad’s a docker.’ The words were spat out like rapid gunfire, no pause for thought or breath.




  Cathy sniffed back the last of her tears, tried to make sense of her first encounter with this new language. ‘We’re going to live with Mr Bell,’ she ventured.




  Cozzer shook his head. ‘Could be worse,’ he informed her. ‘Me ma says he’s a miserable bugger, but he’s not much of a drinker. He’s tight with his money,

  like. Still, you’ll be all right,’ he added by way of comfort. ‘Come and meet our ma. She’ll look after yous all.’




  The cart stank of mouldy vegetables and fish. Under different circumstances, Bridget O’Brien might have worried about going to church in a smelly, travel-creased dress, but she was beyond

  such trivial concerns. She listened numbly while the boy pointed out St Nicholas’s ‘Proddy’ church, Exchange Station, shops, public houses. There were more people on Chapel Street

  than in the whole of her home town.




  Bridie held onto her younger child, heard Cathy’s diminishing sobs, tried not to notice Thomas Murphy’s curled lip. Fish scales and vegetable matter would not sit well on da’s

  best clothes. Still, he should have paid for proper transport, should have insisted on Sam Bell’s attendance at the landing stage.




  ‘This is Scotland Road,’ the boy announced proudly.




  Bridie allowed her eyes to wander past horses and carts until they rested on a larger than average corner shop in the near distance. BELL’S PLEDGES was emblazoned

  in a curling script above three brass orbs. Lights inside the shop announced that trade continued in spite of the imminent wedding. Resolutely, Bridie attempted to concentrate on the building, but

  the distractions proved too much for her. ‘What kind of a place is this?’ she muttered to herself.




  ‘ ’Tis a city,’ replied her father. ‘With all kinds of creatures in it. No place for weaklings.’ His mouth widened into a mocking grin. ‘Still, you’ll

  make the best you can, so – isn’t that what you said earlier?’




  Cathy clung to her mother’s arm. ‘Will it kill us?’ she asked, her eyes glued to a monster that clattered along beside their hired cart.




  ‘It’s just a tram,’ said Bridie. She watched while children cavorted along in front of the menacing vehicle. ‘Give us a penny,’ shouted a boy after walking on his

  hands just inches from death. A girl ran out into the road and began to play leapfrog with several more daredevils. Each time a child bent over in the foolish game, the tram got nearer.




  ‘They’ll be flattened,’ breathed Bridie.




  Cozzer Costigan laughed. ‘No, they won’t.’ He pointed to the open upper deck. ‘See them up there? They’re posh men from Seaforth Sands and Waterloo. They’ll

  throw some money in a minute. Nobody gets hurt, missus.’




  A barrel organ groaned, its owner red-faced as he stirred the ageing mechanism to some semblance of life. On his shoulder, a monkey yawned and picked at his master’s thinning hair. Women

  scuttered along with shopping baskets, babies, older children in their wake. A youth emerged at speed from a side street, the tails of his ragged coat flapping behind him as a gang of ruffians

  chased him.




  Bridie shuddered. Perhaps they should have stayed with Da after all. She didn’t want to be married, least of all to a total stranger. And this place was so wild, so alien. She clenched her

  teeth, hung on to her resolve. In Ireland, Thomas Murphy would have made their lives a misery. And although Eugene’s parents had paid lip-service, she feared that they might have stepped into

  the arena at some later date to quarrel with their daughter-in-law on the subject of religion. There were no choices, Bridie told herself. None at all. She was here and she must just get on with

  it.




  A gypsy caravan idled past, its wooden frame painted gaudily in yellow, blue and red, the horse almost comatose between the shafts. Romany infants danced along the pavement, sun-browned hands

  reaching out to beg for money. Two policemen raced after the gang of lads who had disappeared into a picture house, while some men scuffled and cursed outside a public house called the

  Throstle’s Nest.




  ‘I want to go home,’ wailed Cathy.




  ‘Shush now.’ Bridie’s heart heaved as if trying to escape from her body in order to find a separate and more acceptable way of life. ‘You’ll be used to it in no

  time at all,’ she told her daughter. Really, Bridie herself needed reassurance. Children, she thought, adapted more easily than adults. Then Shauna began to wail. Dear God, would this filthy

  English city be a fit place in which to rear a sickly three-year-old?




  The shabby vehicle stopped opposite Bell’s Pledges. Cozzer jumped down and began to remove luggage from the cart. Shauna, fully awake now, screamed piteously.




  ‘Now or never,’ spat Thomas Murphy. ‘Will you stay or come home?’




  Bridie listened to her sobbing children, looked into the devilish eyes of her father. ‘We stay,’ she said. Anything, anything at all would surely be better than living in the same

  country as himself?




  ‘Right.’ He strode across the road and threw open the door of Sam Bell’s pawnshop.




  Bridie stepped onto the cobbles, lifted her children down and took their hands. For better or worse, they were here to stay.




  Elizabeth Costigan, commonly known as Big Diddy, stood arms akimbo and with her back to the fire. ‘You look like the dog’s dinner after next door’s

  cat’s been at it,’ she informed her victim. ‘Stand up straight. It’s supposed to be a wedding, not a bloody wake.’




  Sam Bell sighed, shrugged narrow shoulders. The huge woman seemed to fill the room – and not just physically. There was so much energy about her person that it almost shone around her like

  a colourful aura. ‘It’s not as if this is my first,’ he told her. ‘I have been married before.’




  Big Diddy Costigan fixed a gimlet eye on Sam Bell. He was about as much use as a rubber penknife when it came to the niceties of life. The Costigans might be poor, but they knew about dressing

  up for an occasion, even if all the clothes had to be borrowed or bought on the club card. She’d washed and ironed many frocks and shirts to be returned to the shops as unworn and unsuitable.

  ‘You could have got a suit with a cheque,’ she informed him. ‘I’d have sponged it to send back.’




  ‘I don’t buy from clubs,’ he answered.




  Big Diddy bristled slightly. He didn’t need cheques. He had enough money salted away to retire and live off the interest for several hundred years. ‘Scrooge,’ she muttered,

  though there was little malice in her tone. Sam Bell was a mild-mannered fellow who elicited no strong emotion from anyone in the district. He was fair, uncaring and honest. He was also the most

  boring chap Diddy had ever encountered in all her thirty-eight years. ‘You could have bought a new suit, Sam. And some proper shoes.’




  Sam glanced down at his mirror-finished boots. ‘They’re clean,’ he ventured.




  ‘So’s your shirt. The collar’s frayed, though.’




  The man heaved another sigh. ‘I’m too busy for all this panic,’ he grumbled. ‘There’s a lot of customers for your Charlie to see to. I should be round at the shop

  to give him a hand.’




  Did glowered at him. ‘Our Charlie could run Bell’s with both arms in plaster and his legs broke. He’s been with you six years. Every time you go fishing, he takes over. Stand

  straight while I brush your jacket.’




  The man shrugged and gave himself to the untender mercies of Elizabeth Costigan. He didn’t want to get married, didn’t relish the idea of young children poking about all over his

  shop, getting under his feet, asking for pennies. But a bargain was a bargain, and Thomas Murphy was not a man to be trifled with.




  ‘Did you shave?’ asked Diddy.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What with? A bloody butter knife? You look like a flaming hedgehog, Sam. Still, too late to worry now, I suppose.’




  Sam Bell glanced round the Costigans’ spanking clean front parlour. This was a fortunate family. Their luck lay in the fact that both parents were energetic workers who refused to lie down

  in the face of that grim thief called poverty. ‘Is Billy coming?’ he enquired of his hostess.




  ‘Course he is. I got him ready and shoved him in the Holy House. One pint’s his ration, and one pint’s what he’ll have.’




  The pawnbroker jangled some coins in a pocket, pulled out a wedding band. He wasn’t a great drinker, but he wished with all his heart that he could get out of here and anaesthetize himself

  at the Holy House bar. The ring was dull, so he rubbed it on his sleeve to brighten it up a bit.




  Diddy gasped. ‘You’re never getting wed with a secondhand ring?’




  Sam stopped polishing. ‘It’s twenty-two carat, only one previous owner. I’ll have you know this was Eileen Heslop’s.’




  ‘And she’s dead.’




  He shook his head in disbelief. ‘I know she’s dead. Tom Heslop sold me the ring after the funeral. How else do you think I got hold of it?’ He waved the yellow band under

  Diddy’s rather large nose. ‘She only pawned this twice, you know. Once to pay for her mam’s headstone and then when she put the spread on for her daughter’s

  wedding.’




  Diddy scowled. ‘A new one would have been better,’ she insisted. ‘Even a nine carat ring or a cheap silver one like the nuns have.’




  ‘This one’s got history,’ he announced.




  ‘And scratches. It’s served its time at the wash-house scrubbing boards, that ring.’ Diddy rammed an unbecoming hat onto her over-tight brown curls, then stabbed a nine-inch

  hatpin through her felt and hair. Gripping a missal, she stalked off towards the door. ‘Stop here,’ she ordered. ‘Till I send your best man.’




  Sam peered through the window and watched Diddy stamping off in the direction of a pub near St Aloysius’s church. The hostelry’s original name was seldom used since its re-baptism as

  the Holy House. After masses, funerals, benedictions and confessions, the Holy House was a favourite meeting place for many among the church’s congregation.




  The shopkeeper glanced at his watch, hoped that Charlie Costigan was doing a good job. The oldest of the Costigan brood was an odd lad, stiffened down one side of his body by birth damage, not

  much to say for himself, a wizard with numbers. Yes, Charlie would no doubt be coping. Nicky Costigan was at the shop, too. Diddy had briefed her daughter carefully. ‘Make sure there’s

  plenty of hot water for Mrs O’Brien. You help her with the two little girls.’




  Two little girls. Sam paced, stopped in front of the fire, studied a sepia picture of Diddy and Billy on their wedding day. Above the photograph hung the papal blessing and a dried cross from

  last Palm Sunday. Two little girls. All that noise and running about. They would need clothes, shoes, food, playthings. Still.




  Sam examined the wedding ring once more before stuffing it into his pocket to jangle against pennies and sixpences. Oh well, he had made a pact and, as Big Diddy had said earlier, it was a bit

  late to start worrying now. Bridie, she was called. Bridget, really. She’d been married to some Protestant over in Ireland, a big chap called Eugene. The kiddies were Caitlin and Shauna. He

  wondered what Muth would make of that lot—




  ‘Sam?’




  ‘Oh. Hello, Billy.’




  Billy Costigan was a big man, tall, hefty and prematurely bald. His weather-reddened face was almost split in two by a wide grin. ‘Ready for it, are you?’




  To his amazement, Sam felt his own cheeks heating up. ‘I’m too old for all this,’ he grumbled. ‘And I hope she’s not counting on a big legacy when I’m gone.

  I’m leaving a lot to Liam.’




  ‘And what about your ma? She’ll see us all out, I bet.’ Billy knew better than to enquire about Liam’s twin. Although there had been no overt arguments of late, everyone

  knew that Liam and Anthony didn’t get on.




  Sam thought about Muth, a saint of a woman, who had been bedridden since 1926. The new Mrs Bell would save a few coppers by looking after the ageing Theresa Bell. There’d be no need for

  minders, no need for folk to carry washing to and fro. ‘She can’t go on for ever,’ he said finally. ‘Come on, Billy. Let’s get it over with.’




  Bridie had managed to change during five stolen minutes. She wore a dove-grey coat and skirt with a matching hat, dark blue shoes and some smart gloves of navy kid. The house

  was terrible. She didn’t want to live here, couldn’t bear the thought of spending her life in such a desperate place. There had been no time to go upstairs. She stood in the

  luggage-cluttered kitchen-cum-living room and righted her hat in a dirty, pock-marked mirror. ‘Come on, Cathy,’ she said softly. ‘We must go to church now.’




  Cathy fixed an eye on Nicky Costigan. Nicky Costigan had scrubbed Cathy’s neck with a rough cloth and smelly red soap. ‘I don’t like you,’ announced the child.




  Nicky grinned, displaying gappy teeth and a bright red tongue.




  ‘Don’t be rude, Cathy,’ chided Bridie absently. Would that slopstone in the tiny scullery ever come clean? Would any number of scrubbings get through to the actual surface of

  Sam Bell’s kitchen table?




  Nicky wagged a finger at Cathy. ‘You’d better behave in St Aloysius’s. Father Bell’s coming down from Blackburn specially. He’ll be your big brother. How do you

  fancy having a priest in the family?’




  The girl’s words cut through Bridie’s rambling thoughts. ‘Is he . . . is he Mr Bell’s son?’




  Nicky nodded vigorously. ‘There’s Liam and Anthony. Twins. Anthony’s nice, but Father Liam, well . . .’ She wet a forefinger and drew it across her throat. ‘All

  hell’s flames and misery, me mam says.’




  Bridie swallowed. How old was this Sam Bell? Da had informed her that the bridegroom was ‘slightly older’ than Bridie, but priests? Surely priests went to college for ever and a day?

  Weren’t they well into their twenties before being qualified? ‘How old are Anthony and Liam?’ she managed finally.




  The eldest of Big Diddy’s daughters sucked her teeth for a second. ‘About thirty, I think. Me mam says they were born the year the queen died.’




  So Sam Bell, the father of these two, must be at least fifty. She was going to the altar to fasten herself to an old man. No wonder Da had been grinning like a clown these past weeks. Several

  times, Bridie had caught him smiling secretly to himself. She took a deep breath, tried to wipe from her mind those pictures of home. Mammy’s sewing basket sitting in the hearth, peat glowing

  beneath a hanging kettle, soft snow clinging to a window-sill. Her mother’s home was Da’s house now. She would not go back, could never go back.




  ‘Are you ready, then, missus?’




  Bridie stared hard at Nicky Costigan, thought she saw something akin to mockery in those pale grey-blue eyes. Could a girl of this age see straight into the soul of a grown woman? Surely

  not.




  ‘You’d better go and see Mrs Bell first,’ advised Nicky, pausing for a few seconds when she saw Bridie’s confusion. Had this bride been told about the old woman?

  ‘She’s Mr Bell’s mam and she lives in the back bedroom.’




  Bridie’s left hand climbed of its own accord to her throat.




  ‘She’s in bed. She’s always in bed. Mr Bell’s had to pay to get her looked after. I suppose you’ll be doing it now.’




  Bridget O’Brien swallowed bile and temper. She would not go upstairs. She would not do anything that might persuade her to run back to Galway in the company of Thomas Murphy. ‘Time

  enough for me to meet Mrs Bell later,’ she told the girl. ‘After all, we must not keep the gentlemen waiting.’




  The children followed their mother through the shop. Cathy stared at the strange young man behind the counter. He had a large head, a twisted arm and very strange eyes.




  ‘That’s our Charlie,’ volunteered Nicky. ‘He’s a cripple, but a clever one. Aren’t you a clever boy, Charlie?’




  Bridie shuddered. The mischievous young woman might have been talking to a colourful member of the feathered kingdom. ‘Hello, Charlie,’ said Bridie. ‘I’m pleased to meet

  you.’




  Charlie’s mouth spread itself into a huge grin.




  ‘He likes you,’ pronounced Nicky. ‘Well, you must be all right, ’cos our Charlie only smiles at nice people.’ She rubbed a hand on her apron and touched

  Bridie’s shoulder. ‘I hope you’ll be happy, missus,’ she mumbled. ‘And our Charlie hopes so too.’




  Bridie strode forth into the din of Scotland Road with a child on each side of her and a lead weight in her heart. Da was outside the shop talking to a man in a black coat. ‘Here she

  comes,’ shouted Thomas Murphy. ‘Bridie, come away now and meet your stepson.’




  The man turned and looked at his father’s bride-to-be. Such a little thing, she was, no more than five feet two, blonde and quite beautiful. His heart leapt about in his chest, because he

  understood what it was to lose someone who was meant to be a partner for life. This girl had lost a husband, while Anthony had been deprived suddenly, cruelly, of the woman he had loved. And Bridie

  was so young, so lovely. ‘I’m Anthony,’ he told her. Could he go into that church? Could he? There was fear in her face. Yes, he must attend the wedding. His stepmother-to-be

  would be needing friends, he felt sure.




  She could scarcely meet his gaze. What on earth must he think of her? Here she was, a usurper from another country trying to fill his mother’s shoes. Perhaps this young man thought she was

  after Sam Bell’s money. ‘I’m Bridget – usually Bridie.’ In, out, said her inner voice. Just breathe slowly, don’t panic, don’t let the fear spill out into

  the street.




  Thomas Murphy cleared his throat. ‘Anthony’s brother will officiate at the wedding.’




  Bridie gave her father a brilliant smile. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it great to have a priest in the family?’




  An expression of shock and disappointment paid a brief visit to Thomas Murphy’s face. She ought to have been perplexed, should have been unhappy to realize that her husband-to-be had a

  grown-up family. But she was so cool, as if she had known all along that Sam Bell was middle-aged. ‘Right,’ he mumbled. ‘Off we go, then.’




  Bridie took her father’s arm, suppressed a shudder that tried to invade her body. This wedding would be done properly, right down to the last tiny detail. Fiercely, she clung to the words

  she had read some weeks earlier. Only once had Sam Bell communicated with his intended bride. ‘I will not trouble you much except to have you help in the business . . .’ He had made no

  mention of a bedridden mother and twin sons of thirty years.




  For a split second, she lent the false smile to Anthony. ‘Would you bring the children, please?’ she asked the young man.




  Anthony took the hands of Cathy and Shauna. ‘Off we go,’ he told them, ‘into the prettiest church in Liverpool.’




  







  Two




  It was a beautiful church. Despite her misery and bewilderment, Bridie noticed how lovely it was. Perhaps the interest in her surroundings was a defence mechanism, a way of

  ignoring the panic beating in her breast.




  Narrow windows in stained glass alternated with stations of the cross along the walls. The pews were old, some with little doors leading in from the middle aisle, every piece of moulding

  polished to perfection. Three altars were spread with fine linen, the central and main table displaying the purple of Advent. There would be no high mass, as this arranged marriage was taking place

  with special permission during a forbidden time. Bridie shivered slightly as she stood on the threshold of a new life and in the doorway of an unfamiliar place of worship. Lent and Advent weddings

  brought bad luck, didn’t they?




  The organ struck a dissonant chord the second she appeared on her father’s arm. Bridie had not expected music, partly because of the church calendar and partly because music needed paying

  for. But the celebrant priest was the bridegroom’s son, so the organist was probably playing for free. The hymns would not be joyful, not during Advent, but perhaps the music would serve to

  muffle the loud beating of the bride’s heart.




  Anthony Bell and his two young charges sat yards ahead on her side of the church, while everyone else was positioned to the right. A large man rose as soon as the organist played the first bar

  of ‘Faith of our Fathers’. Bridie removed her gaze from a particularly ornate carving of Veronica wiping the face of Jesus, and gave a corner of her attention to the occasion in hand.

  No wedding march, of course, not during Advent. The chunky fellow seemed to be best man; a smaller figure rose and stood with him. The short man coughed noisily and fiddled with a handkerchief. Sam

  Bell, she supposed.




  ‘Are you ready for this?’ whispered Thomas Murphy.




  Bridie stopped mid-stride and wondered whether she had heard correctly. ‘What?’ she murmured.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Is this the right time for such a question? They’re ready to start the second verse.’ She could feel the heat of embarrassment settling in her cheeks. Heads were swivelling in

  the direction of bride and bride’s father, and the singing was beginning to straggle somewhat.




  The small congregation of St Aloysius Gonzaga looked quizzically at the grey-haired Irishman and his petite daughter, then were brought to book by the priest’s loud singing. Everyone faced

  the front and attacked anew the famous hymn of battle that curdled Orange blood on Catholic walking days. ‘We will be true to thee ’til death,’ they droned.




  ‘He’s old for you.’




  ‘You already knew that.’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  Bridie clicked her tongue. ‘We can’t stand here talking. Weren’t you the one with the brilliant idea? Weren’t you the one who shifted us here away from the

  O’Briens?’ She lifted her head and dragged her father the rest of the distance. There was no going back, she told herself doggedly. Here in Liverpool there would be filth and noise, but

  there would be no animosity between the O’Briens and this tyrannical patriarch.




  Sam Bell positioned himself next to Billy Costigan. He pulled the ring from his pocket, tried not to cringe as two halfpennies tumbled and clattered their way across the floor. She was so young.

  Determinedly, he faced the front and pushed the deceased Mrs Heslop’s ring into the sweaty palm of Billy Costigan, his best man. The children were very young, too. One of them was beginning

  to cry . . . Another cough bubbled in his chest, and he squashed it determinedly. The little girl was making enough noise without Sam adding to it.




  Bridie stopped alongside the pew that contained Anthony Bell, Cathy and Shauna. ‘Shush, now,’ she told the mewling three-year-old. ‘See – play with my rosary.’ She

  thrust the beads into Anthony Bell’s hands. This was her mother’s rosary. But she would not think about her mother or about Ireland; she would not even look at the man to whom she must

  shortly be joined in this celebration of holy wedlock. Holy?




  She returned to her father and stared at him full in the face. Although she feared the future, Bridie O’Brien smiled sweetly before giving her consideration to the altar. Father could go

  home now. He could look after himself, because no-one would cook or clean or sew for him. Perhaps one of the local girls might come in for an hour or two, but an arrangement of that sort would

  involve money. Whatever, with his wife long dead and his daughter in England, Thomas Murphy was about to find himself without unpaid servants. Even during her marriage, Bridie had given one full

  day each week to her father. So. Himself was alone now. The grim prospect of total isolation had given birth to Father’s sudden dismay – of that Bridie felt certain.




  ‘Deus Israeli conjungat vos . . .’ intoned the priest.




  Bridie found herself gazing at the celebrant. At twenty-seven years of age, Bridie was about to become stepmother to a man of God whose facial expression reflected precious little inner charity.

  Thirty, if a day, she thought. The features matched those of the other fellow . . . the man who was minding the girls. Now, what was his name? Anthony. So this was Liam, then. These were identical

  twins, yet . . . Furtively, she cast a quick glance over her shoulder, saw Shauna playing prettily with Anthony.




  The priest cleared his throat, waited until the bride got her mind on the sacrament of marriage. ‘Brethren,’ he said, ‘let wives be subject to their husbands.’




  Bridie bit her lip. Though she had avoided looking to her right, she knew that the person standing next to her was Sam Bell. He was not big, but he was real. He was flesh and blood and she could

  hear him breathing. The man had a troublesome chest, she thought. Would Shauna catch more colds here? Would the poor child suffer that dreadful croup again?




  The bride swallowed painfully against a rising sob. Eugene . . . That had been a hurried marriage, too. With Cathy in her belly, Bridie had stood before a priest and had taken vows in the

  presence of two witnesses. Her first husband had been graceful when it had come to the signing over of all his unborn children to the Church of Rome. Eugene’s voice popped into her mind.

  ‘Does it matter, really?’ he had asked. ‘As long as they’re strong and healthy, our babies can find their own way to God.’




  ‘Beati omnes qui timen . . .’




  ‘Forgive me,’ Bridie mouthed to God and to her dead husband. ‘I need to get away. He will hit our children. Eugene, your family hates my Church.’




  The priest saw the bride’s lips moving. So she knew how to pray? Did she know how to get money out of an old fool? Ah surely not. Dad’s will was made . . .




  Liam Bell had cold eyes, Bridie decided. That was the difference. His brother had the same colouring, the same build, yet these two were north and south poles apart.




  At last, she was forced to look upon her bridegroom. He was slight, with thinning hair and a frayed edge to his collar. When all responses had been made, a ring was produced. The priest leaned

  forward. ‘You must take off your other ring first,’ he whispered, the quiet words seasoned with mockery.




  Bridie glanced into the cleric’s unfeeling eyes, then down at her hand. Eugene’s ring still circled her finger. It had been there for over seven years. Well, she’d removed it

  when her hands had swollen towards the end of her second pregnancy, but apart from that . . . She spoke silently to the man she had loved for eight years, the man whose memory remained sacred.

  ‘It’s for the girls,’ she told him. ‘It’s for Cathy and Shauna, not for me.’




  ‘You can’t wear two,’ warned Father Liam Bell.




  She lowered her eyes once more, took off Eugene’s wedding band and placed it on the ring finger of her right hand. Did nuns wear their bride of Christ rings on their right hands? she

  wondered. Or was it married women from other countries who—? Something made her look up sharply. The priest had folded his arms. Disapproval crackled in the starch of his alb, in the set of

  his chin. Clearly, he was not amused by the fact that the bold Irish upstart seemed unwilling to cast aside this one small symbol of an earlier union. Bridie’s face was heating up again.




  Sam Bell placed the badge of ownership on his new wife’s hand, then they both knelt at the altar rail while Father Liam prayed over them. He prayed endlessly, first in Latin, then in

  English. Bridie’s knees were aching; wasn’t this meant to be a low-key wedding because of the time of year? It should be over by now, surely? After being tossed about on the wayward

  Irish Sea for half the day, Bridie was miserable, cold and weary. Shauna was adding her own touch to the proceedings by singing ‘When Irish Eyes Are Smiling’, and a few giggles had

  begun to spread like influenza throughout the sparsely occupied pews.




  The priest paused. ‘Would you take that child outside, please?’ he asked eventually.




  No movement followed this request.




  Bridie raised her eyes, saw that the priest in charge of this unhappy service had fixed his nasty eyes on someone on her left. That someone was his brother, the man who was caring for her

  children. There was hatred and . . . something else in Liam’s expression. Was it jealousy? Was the expression sprinkled with a pinch of reluctant admiration? Whatever, it almost exploded in

  the air like lightning, yet Anthony plainly intended to remain exactly where he was.




  The hand of God’s intermediary raised itself. ‘Dominus vobiscum,’ he said softly.




  ‘Et cum spiritu tuo,’ responded the solitary altar boy.




  With painful slowness, the priest removed his stole, kissed the embroidered cross and folded the length of silk. Without stopping to dismiss the churchgoers, he left the altar and strode away

  into the sacristy.




  Sam Bell touched the shoulder of his young bride. ‘We have to go and sign now . . . er . . . Bridie.’




  Meek as a lamb, she followed where her husband led. Two other people joined them. One was the best man; the other was a large, round-faced female with a big nose and a terrible hat.




  ‘Where’s your Liam gone?’ asked the bulky woman.




  ‘God knows,’ answered Sam. ‘You know what he’s like, Diddy. Always on the move, that one.’




  Bridie, who preferred not to dwell too closely on her husband’s face, spoke to the female witness. ‘I’m Bridie O’Bri – I mean Bell, of course.’




  ‘Elizabeth Costigan. Big Diddy, they call me. It was our Charlie who christened me—’




  ‘I’ve met him,’ said Bridie, anxious to make an ally in this strange city. ‘In the shop.’




  Diddy beamed. ‘They say he’s an idiot, but we know better – don’t we, Billy?’




  Billy nodded his agreement.




  ‘If we were all as thick as our Charlie, we’d be experts. Anyway, Diddy was what he called me, and Diddy’s been me handle ever since. Hasn’t it, Billy?’




  Billy nodded again.




  Sam rattled the coins in his pocket. ‘We should be signing the certificate. If our Liam’s gone on one of his rambles, what shall we do?’




  ‘We’ll do just fine, so we will,’ boomed a new voice. A short, almost spherical figure thrust itself into the room. ‘Michael Brennan,’ he announced.




  Bridie found herself smiling properly for the first time in ages. Father Michael Brennan was as Irish as she was. His clerical collar hung loose like a fairground hoop circling a prize, and he

  was not much taller than Bridie. ‘Good evening, Father,’ she said. He had a speck of gravy on his chin, as if he had risen in haste from his supper. Quick, dark-blue eyes twinkled above

  fat, red cheeks, and he was struggling to fasten the belt around his protruding middle.




  ‘Hello, Father Brennan,’ said Big Diddy Costigan. ‘Where’s Father Liam dashed off to? Is he in a sulk because Anthony didn’t take the baby outside?’




  Father Brennan shrugged. ‘He’ll be rushing about trying to get back to Blackburn,’ he said.




  ‘Away from his brother, more like,’ Big Diddy stage-whispered in Bridie’s ear. ‘Wants his own way. Always did. Holy Orders didn’t improve him and—’




  ‘Elizabeth?’ Father Brennan beamed upon one of the more troublesome among his parishioners. ‘Charitable thoughts, my dear. Remember to have charitable thoughts.’




  Diddy winked at her old friend and adversary. ‘My charity goes where it’s needed, Father.’




  The priest laughed. ‘And sure we’ve heard about that, too. You and Billy will be in hot water if you don’t watch out.’ He opened the registration book, got Sam and Bridie

  to sign, helped Billy Costigan to clean a blot of ink from the table. ‘Well, that’s you all done and dusted,’ announced Father Brennan. ‘You can away now to all the

  shenanigans.’




  Mr and Mrs Costigan pushed the bride and groom towards the door. ‘Go on, then,’ she urged. ‘Down the aisle and off to our house. We’ve a fiddler booked and some ale to

  shift.’




  On her way out of the church, Bridie Bell saw little, because her eyes became wet when she heard Shauna’s reed-like voice delivering ‘Danny Boy’ to the amused gathering. Mammy

  used to sing that. Mammy, whose hair had been prematurely grey, whose hands had reddened from scrubbing, had hung on to her sweet, girlish singing voice—




  ‘Mrs Bell? Mrs Bell?’




  Bridie stopped, stared blankly at yet another new face. ‘Yes?’




  The man smiled, pushed something into her hand. ‘Your wedding ring,’ he said apologetically. ‘It fell off.’




  She nodded and took the band of gold from him. All in all, this marriage was off to a bad start.




  The do had been arranged by no less a person than Big Diddy Costigan herself. In the very room where Sam Bell had been tortured into readiness for the service, table and

  dresser were swathed in white sheeting and spread with food, plates, assorted cutlery and a dozen pint glasses on loan from the Holy House.




  ‘Our Maureen and our Monica’s got this lot ready,’ beamed Big Diddy. ‘And there’s a barrel in the back kitchen – neighbours chipped in for that.’




  Our Maureen stood talking to Monica. Bridie recognized the latter as Nicky, the one who had helped earlier, and she sent a quick, grateful smile to the girl. But our Maureen was a different

  kettle of fish altogether. Never in her life had Bridie come across a person of such startling beauty. Ravenblack hair was folded in deep waves around a perfect, heart-shaped face. A creamy

  complexion did more than justice to eyes that sparkled like twin sapphires. Dark eyebrows, unnecessarily long, thick lashes and a pretty mouth completed the breathtaking picture. Maureen posed and

  pouted, was clearly aware of her appearance.




  Big Diddy nudged the bride. ‘We don’t know where she came from, our Maureen. She’s only thirteen, but she’s like a film-star.’ She removed her hatpin, threw the

  unbecoming headgear under the dresser-cum-sideboard. ‘That hat needs a decent burial,’ she remarked. ‘I’ve had it fifteen years.’




  ‘Hello, Maureen,’ said Bridie. ‘Good to see you again, Monica.’ She pitied Maureen’s plain sister. Although she was clearly the older of the two, she looked so

  vulnerable with her pale-grey eyes, nondescript hair and wide-spaced teeth.




  Nicky straightened her shoulders. ‘There’s only me ma calls me Monica. I usually get called Nicky. Graham’ll be coming, I think. We’ve been walking out, me and him.

  I’m fifteen now, see. So I can walk out.’ She glanced sideways at Maureen, jerked a thumb in her direction. ‘Our Maureen gets plagued with being nice-looking. But she’s only

  thirteen. Anyway, she’s saving herself for the stage, aren’t you? She’s Fairy Mary’s star turn.’ The ‘Fairy Mary’ came out as ‘Furry Mury’.




  Before Bridie could elicit an explanation, she was whisked away by the hostess. ‘This is me husband,’ pronounced the large lady. ‘You can meet him proper now, not like in

  church. Best man in more ways than one, my Billy.’




  Billy stuck out his chest, grinned broadly, then crushed Bridie’s fingers between hard, calloused hands. ‘Welcome to Scottie,’ he boomed. ‘We’ve not much to offer,

  but you just enjoy yourself.’ He released the bride’s aching digits and swept his arm across the room. ‘Sit down and grab something before our Charlie comes home. He eats like a

  carthorse, you know.’




  Bridie placed herself in a corner next to the fire and studied the ongoings. Charlie gangled in, mumbled a word or two into Sam Bell’s ear, handed over a bunch of keys. The pawnbroker

  nodded before digging out a few coins as wages. Bridie took the opportunity to study her husband while he was unaware of her scrutiny. The groom was a man of moderate size, about five feet and six

  inches in height, with fading hair that threatened to become a monk’s tonsure within the foreseeable future. Despite his slender frame, he owned a little paunch, an area of slackness that

  protruded slightly now that his waistcoat was unbuttoned.




  She shifted her attention to Anthony Bell. He had entered by a rear door, was still in the company of Bridie’s daughters. Shauna was laughing. ‘Pigeons, Mammy,’ she shouted.

  ‘In the yard.’




  Cathy came to stand by her mother. ‘Anthony showed us the birds. They’re in cages, but they fly miles and run races and always come home.’ The child was smiling, but Bridie

  could see that the tears were just a fraction of an inch away. Cathy would take a bit of time to settle, that was certain.




  Bridie’s eyes felt as if they were filled with grit. More than anything, she wanted to sleep. Food did not interest her at all, yet she wished not to offend her hosts, so she toyed with

  what Big Diddy had told her was a wet nelly, discovered the ample plateful to be a delicious concoction of cake and treacle.




  More people arrived. There was Tildy whom Bridie had already seen near the landing stage, then the boy called Cozzer, some of his friends, a drunken fiddler in a battered hat. Fortunately, the

  inept violinist broke a string and was forced to stop torturing the battle-scarred instrument. Father Brennan, his collar straightened, joined the throng for a nip of Irish and a couple of

  salmon-paste sandwiches. Bridie’s eyes would not stay open . . .




  Someone was tapping on her shoulder. ‘Bridie?’ the voice said.




  She opened her eyes. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I must have fallen asleep for a moment or two.’




  ‘An hour, you mean.’




  Bridie heard a smile in the words. ‘I am so sorry,’ she repeated lamely.




  Anthony Bell lowered himself into a squatting position. ‘I took the little girls to my father’s house. They settled down quite quickly. Tildy stayed with them. I think she crowbarred

  herself into bed with your little one.’ This lovely young woman was easy to talk to. Would Dad appreciate her, look after her? His heart skipped a beat. She was beyond lovely; she was

  beautiful.




  Bridie gazed round the room. ‘Where’s everyone else?’




  Anthony shrugged. ‘In the Holy House, I expect. That’s the pub next to the church. Big Diddy has gone off to round them all up.’ He could have kicked his dad. Bridie and the

  children had travelled all this way, yet the groom was off in the company of others. Her eyes were so blue, so wide . . .




  ‘My father?’ She hadn’t had sight or sound of Thomas Murphy since the wedding.




  ‘At the stables,’ he told her. ‘In Newsham Street, opposite St Aloysius’s school. I think he has some animals there.’ He swallowed, turned his head. Did she know

  that her father had a lady friend on Scotland Road, that he had been sleeping with Dolly Hanson for many years? The owner of Hanson’s news, sweets and tobacco was head over heels in love with

  Thomas Murphy. Rumour had it that she confessed her sin every time Murphy returned to Ireland, only to reoffend the minute the man set foot on English soil.




  Bridie pulled herself upright, wondered fleetingly where her bridegroom had gone. ‘Tell me about the Costigans,’ she begged when her head cleared. Big Diddy could well turn out to be

  a friend in this strange new city. And, in spite of her weariness, Bridie had been touched by the warmth of the Costigan household.




  ‘Do you have a week?’ Anthony stood up and placed himself in front of the fire. He could scarcely bear to look at her. Sam Bell was such a cold fish. And that, thought Anthony, was a

  suitable metaphor to apply to a man who sat for hours dangling a line into rivers and streams.




  ‘They seem to be good people,’ said Bridie expectantly.




  Anthony nodded. ‘The Costigan story goes on and on, something new every day – usually a drama or a crisis. Diddy is really Elizabeth. Billy’s a docker. They’ve five

  children. Charlie’s the oldest – he’s seventeen—’




  ‘God bless him, poor soul.’




  He looked at her now. ‘Don’t pity him. His body is twisted and his speech is slow, but the brain’s a good one. Then there’s Monica. I think she’ll be fifteen.

  She’s often called Mouth Organ, but she answers to Nicky and she’s a good girl—’




  ‘Mouth organ?’




  Anthony laughed. ‘’Ar Monica,’ he said. ‘Diddy gave all her daughters a name beginning with M – there’s Monica, Maureen and Mathilda-Anne. Maureen’s the

  only one who hung on to her name. She’s the beauty. Tildy’s ten and Jimmy – Cozzer – is nine. I could go on for ever about the Costigans, but you must be very tired after

  your journey.’




  ‘A good family,’ said Bridie. ‘They treated me so well.’ Anthony glanced over his shoulder at the mantel clock. He had to get away. He could not imagine this poor girl

  being happy in the company of a dried-up pawnbroker. She wanted fields, hills, freedom. ‘I must be going soon,’ he said at last. ‘I’m up with the lark in the

  morning.’




  She rose to her feet, smoothed the crumpled jacket. ‘Don’t worry about me,’ she told him. ‘As long as my girls are safe, I’ll just stay here till . . . your father

  comes back.’ She waited for a reply, received none. ‘Do you live over the shop on Scotland Road, too?’ she asked.




  He shook his head. ‘No. I’ve a house here in Dryden Street.’




  The clock grumbled, spat eleven times.




  Was he married? she wondered. He had come alone to the church, had mentioned no wife. ‘Do you work, Anthony?’




  He nodded. ‘I teach.’




  ‘Ah.’ Bridie paused in the hope of further explanation, was disappointed again. He seemed such a pleasant man, so much nicer than his brother. ‘Well, you go off and get your

  beauty sleep, then.’




  The door flew inward. ‘It’s like trying to scrape barnacles off the bottom of a boat,’ Diddy Costigan announced by way of greeting. ‘They’re all round the stables

  looking at Sam’s new horses. Every one of my lot except Tildy’s sitting down in the gypsies’ parlour drinking cocoa. As for Billy and Sam and your dad,’ she waved a hand in

  Bridie’s direction, ‘the three of them’s up to their eyes in hay and horse droppings.’




  ‘I didn’t know my father had an interest in horses,’ replied Anthony. As far as he knew, Sam Bell’s single and very passionless passion was for angling.




  ‘Well, he has now,’ snapped Diddy. ‘A very big interest and it’s all over his shoes. Fine bloody bridegroom he turned out to be. Sorry.’ She took a deep breath,

  shook her head. ‘It’s not your fault, lad. Go home and have a rest. I’ll see to Bridie.’




  Anthony made his goodbyes and left the house.




  ‘Right.’ Big Diddy eased herself into a fireside chair. ‘Sam said he’d come for you soon and walk you home. God, I can’t wait to get these corsets off and have a

  good scratch. I hope you know what you’re taking on, girl. Me shoes are killing me.’ She kicked away the offending articles. ‘Some start you’ve had, eh? Your ring falls off

  before you get out of church, then the bridegroom buggers off to see the gypsies. And I’m telling you now in case you haven’t heard – his mother’s a tartar.’




  Bridie said nothing.




  ‘Did he write to you? He said he would.’




  ‘I had a letter, yes.’




  Diddy’s eyebrows shot skyward. ‘One? One bloody letter? Was Theresa Bell mentioned?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Or his sons?’




  ‘No.’




  Diddy frowned. ‘Still, I suppose your dad put you in the picture. I mean, Sam’s a lot older than you, and his mother’s nearly as old as God.’ For several seconds, she

  stared hard at the visitor. ‘You weren’t told any of it, were you, love? You’ve married a man you don’t even know.’




  Bridie shook her head in dismay.




  With the air of a conspirator, Big Diddy looked over her shoulder as if reassuring herself about the room’s emptiness, then dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘What the bloody hell were

  you thinking of, girl? I mean, Scottie Road’s all right and I wouldn’t let anybody say different, but you’ve left the countryside for this? For him?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Whose idea?’




  ‘My father’s.’ That was not the complete truth, Bridie told herself. Lately, she had wanted to put the sea between herself and him. The O’Briens, too, needed removing

  from the horizon of her life.




  Diddy wriggled and plucked absently at her clothing in a vain effort to ease a particularly troublesome length of whalebone in the hated corset. ‘You’ll be just a skivvy for him and

  his mother.’




  ‘That’s all I was at home once our farm was re-tenanted. When we had to move out, we lived for a while with my father, so I did all the chores for him. Anyway, Da was worried about

  my dead husband’s family. They’re Church of Ireland and Da thought they might try to influence Cathy and Shauna.’ She sighed deeply. ‘I’d had enough of Da. He was

  desperate when I married Eugene and he never forgave me. So I had to get away.’




  Diddy nodded but kept her counsel. She knew a thing or two about Thomas Murphy and a certain female shopkeeper not a stone’s throw away. Dolly Hanson had been ‘looking after’

  Bridie’s father for donkey’s years . . . ‘You’ve gone from one slavery to another. You won’t even have a field for your children to play in, Bridie. Young ones round

  here are wise before their time. It’s a pity you came. It’s a pity I didn’t get the chance to warn you.’




  Panic paid another brief visit to Bridie’s chest, but she dismissed it. For better or worse, she was a wife once more. ‘’Tis done now,’ she told her hostess. ‘No

  use looking back and dwelling on what might have been. If my mother had lived, if Da had been a better man, if you had written to me . . . We can’t live while we keep looking back all the

  time.’




  Diddy dropped her head in tacit agreement, chewed on her thoughts for a few moments. ‘Sam Bell’s not a bad man,’ she pronounced eventually. ‘And he’s not a good

  one, neither. Like the rest of us, he’s got his faults.’ Light was beginning to break in the rear of her mind. Horses. Some snippets of conversation were weaving themselves into the

  thin curtain that separates the conscious from the subconscious. ‘The horses came about a month ago,’ she volunteered thoughtfully.




  Bridie half smiled. ‘Ah, yes. They would be ferried across in good weather and on quieter tides. He takes great care of his beasts. Da’s famous for his horses.’




  ‘Some were sold on.’ Diddy clasped her hands tightly in her lap, as if trying to restrain herself. Given a chance, she would have clobbered Sam Bell and Thomas Murphy there and then.

  ‘Two were kept with the gypsies. There’s a stallion and a mare. The gypsies have been walking them miles and paying rent for fields where they could run about a bit. They’re

  frisky, like. Specially the grey stallion.’




  ‘Racers,’ said Bridie. She ignored a flutter of excitement in her breast. Were Quicksilver and Sorrel here? Would she see them again?




  ‘What?’




  ‘They’ll be racehorses. Arab–Irish are the best.’




  Diddy eased herself out of the chair. ‘Would you like a drop of ale?’




  ‘No, thank you.’ Bridie had never tasted strong drink.




  ‘Cup of tea, then?’




  ‘It’s late. I must go and see to my children.’




  The older woman laughed. ‘Our Tildy’s the best baby-minder in Liverpool, queen.’




  ‘All the same, I’d rather—’




  ‘Come on then.’ Big Diddy Costigan forced her size seven feet into the size six shoes picked up from St Aloysius’s rummage sale. ‘We’ll walk round to the stables

  and get your so-called husband to take you home.’




  Bridie hesitated, forced herself to remember the letter. Sam Bell had promised not to trouble her except where the shop was concerned. She didn’t really want to think about bed, could not

  encompass the idea of close contact with a man she had only just met. And he was old, with a terrible cough and thinning hair and a very dirty kitchen table.




  Of course, there would be the cleaning, shopping, cooking, washing and ironing; there would also be his mother to tend and the girls to mind. Those things were a woman’s lot, part and

  parcel of the institution called marriage. Compared to all those chores, the part-time running of a shop promised to be easy. If only he would give her a room of her own. She clenched her fists

  into tight knots and prayed that he would not touch her.




  Bridie sat slumped in the midst of disaster and wondered whether she would ever be sane again. The walk from Dryden Street to Newsham Street Stables and thence to Bell’s

  Pledges had been interesting, to say the least. The actual stables had been closed for the night, so Bridie had been denied the chance to see the two horses. She and Diddy had spoken to the gypsy

  whose husband owned the business, had been told that Sam and his companions had left some time earlier.




  Flashes of what Bridie had seen outside kept leaping before her mind’s eye like cinema film that jerked its way over sticky spools. She had brought her children into a place of perpetual

  motion and constant bustle, it seemed.




  She leaned back, allowed her eyelids to droop. Noises from the road continued – people shouting, running, singing. It was plain that every shop in the neighbourhood intended to trade until

  midnight. Bridie was frightened, scared almost to death of the Scotland Road folk. They were loud and emotional, as if their feelings dwelt just a fraction of an inch below the skin’s

  surface. How easily they laughed, argued, fought. How quick were their eyes and movements, how rushed was their speech.




  On hearing that Sam Bell and Thomas Murphy had left the stables before the arrival of Bridie and Big Diddy, the latter had shooed home her own offspring before dragging Bridie from Newsham

  Street into the Holy House, then had forced the new immigrant to face the crammed bar with its thick blanket of tobacco smoke and its stench of stale beer.




  Bridie closed her eyes and allowed herself a little smile. As long as she lived, she would never forget that moment. Diddy had strode into the hostelry, had pushed aside anything and anyone in

  her path. ‘Billy Costigan?’ she had roared. ‘Sam Bell? If you’re in there, get out here. That goes for Thomas Murphy, too.’ For several seconds, silence had visited

  the bar.




  Bridie’s grin widened. Perhaps the tendency to express sentiments so vigorously might even be fun? Perhaps the people hereabouts were all like Diddy – strong, kind and given to bouts

  of laughter? Oh, she hoped with all her heart that she might feel for others what she felt for this first friend.




  Well. She tapped the arm of the chair. Here sat Bridie Bell, recently O’Brien, née Murphy, in a room filled with the clutter of travel, in the house of a man whose property she had

  just become. The ring was in her pocket. She could not wear it, because it was too big by a mile. If he touched her, she would surely die. If he touched her, she would run away.




  Big Diddy Costigan was doubtless a trustworthy soul, as she had produced a key to the back door of Bell’s Pledges. ‘I keep this in case of emergencies,’ she had said. Had the

  good woman been unable to gain access to Bell’s, Bridie would have been spending her wedding night elsewhere. Wedding night. She would find her way upstairs in a minute, would seek out her

  daughters and her own bedroom and . . . and the old woman. How many rooms? One for Mrs Bell, one for the girls, one for . . . Would she be forced to sleep in the same room, in the same bed as a man

  old enough to be her father?




  A key turned. Bridie froze, her ears straining towards the shop.




  ‘Come in, Tom.’ The voice belonged to Sam Bell. ‘Sit on this stool while I find you a drop of good Irish.’ Although the Liverpool accent was present in his language, the

  man spoke clearly, was easy to understand.




  Bottle and glasses clinked faintly.




  ‘I hope you’re satisfied.’ These words came from Thomas Murphy. ‘You drive a hard bargain, Sam Bell. After all, she’s young and healthy, strong and able. She works

  hard and doesn’t complain. You should be paying me, man—’




  ‘You wanted her settled,’ replied Bridie’s husband. ‘I mean, it’s not my fault if her husband’s family’s Protestant. And she’s not on her own, is

  she? There are two children who’ll want feeding and clothing.’




  ‘Cathy can help in the shop. She’s a bright enough girl, though she needs a firm hand.’




  Bridie’s heart beat feverishly. A firm hand? If anyone lifted as much as a finger, she would surely leave this place and take the children far away.




  ‘I was all right,’ said Sam. ‘I’d no intention of getting married again. In fact, nothing was further from my mind. I’m set in my ways, you know, getting a bit long

  in the tooth for fresh starts.’




  ‘Too late,’ chortled the Irishman. ‘The bargain’s made and the wedding’s over. You’ve two fine horses out of it, haven’t you? Silver will fetch a pretty

  penny once he’s broken properly. And the mare’s as solid as a rock.’




  Another drink was poured. Bridie leaned forward in her chair. Da had paid this pawnbroker to marry her. Her flesh crawled as if she had suddenly become infested by some particularly virulent

  parasite. Surely to God a father didn’t go about trying to get rid of his only child?




  ‘John Baker knows all there is to know about horseflesh,’ grumbled Sam Bell. ‘He’s not interested in either of the animals, says there’s no call for them at the

  moment.’




  ‘What?’ roared Thomas Murphy. ‘Of course he’s interested. He’s just acting the part in the hope of a better bargain. I’m telling you, man, Silver will be a

  good runner. It’s all in the breeding. And, if you manage to race him without gelding, you’ll have a pension from the stud fees.’




  ‘I’m not so sure of that.’




  The two men continued to talk. Bridie, shocked to the core, realized that her father had sunk to depths even lower than she had ever imagined. She had been sold. No, that was not the case, she

  told herself. In fact, if she had been sold, then she might have had some idea of her own value. Da hadn’t even managed to give her away; he had paid someone to relieve him of his burden.




  With her eyes adjusting to the dimness, she managed to make out the shape of a sofa. The reason behind Da’s moment of hesitation in the church was now as clear as day. He had parted with

  two valuable horses, had been reluctant to give away so much. She was worthless in the eyes of her own father, simply because she brought no money in. Horses were, of course, a great deal more

  important than blood relatives.




  Quietly, she rose and tiptoed across the room. A small case hung open. Little Tildy-Anne Costigan had probably raided this piece of luggage to find the girls’ nightwear. Bridie lifted

  boxes and packages, placed them quietly on the floor. The wedding night problem was solved. She would sleep here on the sofa with her coat acting as a blanket. Tears threatened, but she blinked

  them back. Da could continue his journey towards hell, but she intended to make the best of an appalling situation.




  Sleep did not come easily. When she finally dozed off, she was back in Ballinasloe. The old castle oversaw the ongoings, kept its many eyes on river, market and church. Cattle straggled along

  lazily, birds sang, Mrs O’Hara stood outside the forge while her husband laboured and sweated over horses’ shoes. Brendan Gallagher rested against a wall, a glass of dark stout in his

  hand.




  Mammy came along the street, her black skirt sweeping the dust, the snow-white apron starched and ironed, a shawl about her shoulders. She waved at Bridie before disappearing into the

  churchyard. Even in the dream, Bridie remembered that her mother was dead. But look, Eugene was coming along on that terrible, bone-shaking bicycle. His blond hair was sticking out in all

  directions, and his face was pink after toiling in the fields. Eugene had come back to her!




  Bridie ran to him, touched his shoulder, breathed in the scents of the earth that always seemed to cling to his clothing. They would be married tomorrow.




  Eugene kissed her, lifted her off her feet and onto the handlebars, took her along the bumpy street and struggled to keep the balance for both of them. She was so happy. She could hear him

  laughing, could feel the wind in her face.




  She woke, looked around her. Sweet Jesus, what was she doing here? What would Eugene have said about this terrible business? No, no, she wouldn’t cry. From the next room, the room that was

  a shop, Thomas Murphy’s voice continued to drone. Wondering what Eugene might have thought and said was a waste of time. Had he lived, she would never have come here.




  Sam Bell lit the gas, allowed the flame to glow for a few seconds before turning it down. Bridie was asleep on the sofa, had been here all the time, then. Had she heard? Did

  she know that her father had persuaded, cajoled and bribed in order to get someone to take her off his hands?




  Big Diddy Costigan breathed down Sam’s neck. ‘You shouldn’t have gone off like that after the wedding,’ she whispered. ‘And I’ve worked out what you and

  Thomas Murphy have been up to. Why, Sam? What possessed you?’




  The pawnbroker lifted his shoulders a fraction. ‘He wanted rid of her, I suppose. If anything had ever happened to him, her in-laws might have taken charge.’




  ‘He didn’t plan this out of love, you know.’




  Sam nodded.




  ‘You shouldn’t have done it. It’s bloody evil. I mean, look at her. That girl could have got herself a younger man—’




  ‘He wanted her away from Ireland.’




  Big Diddy dragged the shopkeeper out of the living room and into the small, lean-to scullery. ‘He wanted?’ she hissed through clenched teeth. ‘What the hell does it matter?

  It’s her life, not his. She must have been desperate to get away – desperate enough to fasten herself to somebody she’d never even clapped eyes on. Well,’ she spat, ‘I

  hope you get what you deserve, Sam Bell. I hope your horses never break into so much as a bloody trot.’




  He pulled away from her. Diddy was not the sort of woman he wanted to cross. She was universally loved and respected. ‘I’ll look after her,’ he muttered lamely.




  ‘See that you do. Because you’ll have me and Billy to answer to if any harm comes to her or the children. Your card’s marked. We’ll be watching you.’ Her hand

  raised itself and the index finger jabbed in his direction. ‘That dad of hers is a rotten bugger. He’s been warming Dolly Hanson’s bed for years – even before his wife died,

  I’m sure. This poor girl’s not got a father – he’s more of an excuse. So you make her a good husband or I’ll break your puny little neck. And that, Sam, is a

  promise.’ She flung open the door and marched out.




  Sam returned to the kitchen-cum-living room. For several minutes, he lingered in his chair next to the range, watched the pretty young woman sleeping. This was his wife. He thought about Maria,

  who had given him twin boys before slipping away quietly with pneumonia brought on by the exhausting confinement. He thought about Muth, who had stepped in immediately to raise the motherless Liam

  and Anthony.




  Sam Bell fixed his eyes on the dampened fire, wondered what the hell he was going to do with a child bride, two female youngsters and a couple of mad, scarcely broken racehorses. He

  shouldn’t have listened to Thomas Murphy. The idea of taking on a resident nurse for Muth was sound enough, but marriage was a frightening step. As for horses – well – they had a

  leg at each corner. Four-legged furniture was something he understood, but valuable animals were not his forte.




  Bridie shivered, muttered something in her sleep. A tear made its way down her cheek. He hoped she wasn’t going to be a moaner. She had been advertised by her father as biddable, strong

  and good-natured. The concept of a colleen wailing all over the house was not a happy one.




  Silently, he crossed the room and turned off the gaslight. Bed was the best place for a man as exhausted and confused as he was. He checked that all was well in the shop, made sure that every

  bolt was fixed. Muth would be asleep by now. A young woman from Wilbraham Street had been instructed to feed and settle the old lady.




  Bridie opened her eyes and listened while the man climbed his stairs. She had felt his scrutiny. A proper wife would have followed him to the upper storey, would have been glad to spend the

  night next to her husband. But Bridie was not a proper wife. Two horses had entered the bargaining arena. Mr Bell had required a great deal of persuasion, because he hadn’t really wanted to

  remarry.




  She struggled to her feet, dragged the coat about chilled shoulders. Tomorrow, her new life must begin. But for the rest of this night, she must remain in limbo.




  







  Three




  Cathy woke, discovered an elbow in her face. Where was she? Ah yes, they had come on a boat to Liverpool, everyone except Granda had felt sick, then Mammy had been married last

  night. The man Mammy had married was very, very old, because a lot of his hair had gone. It was all very frightening. It would have been so much nicer if they could have stayed at home. Cathy

  missed her own bed, her dog, her chicken and all the horses. Even living with Granda would have been better than Liverpool, though she had little love for her mother’s father. But she must

  try to be a big girl, because Mammy had all to do for Shauna, who was not thriving.




  Although a pall of darkness hung in the air, Cathy sensed that this was morning. She kicked out at the other person, who was extremely knobbly and sharp. ‘Take your arm away,

  please,’ she implored.




  Tildy rolled to one side, hit the floor with a none too quiet bump. ‘Jesus,’ she muttered angrily. ‘You’re worse than our Nicky, you are. No need to throw me across the

  bloody room. After I looked after you, too.’




  Cathy sat up. ‘What are you doing here? And you shouldn’t be blaspheming. You shouldn’t say Jesus except when you’re praying, and you should bow your head when you say

  it.’




  ‘I’ll say what I bloody want,’ replied Tildy smartly. ‘You’ve hurt me.’




  ‘Is this your bed?’




  ‘No, it’s yours. But even if it is your bed, you shouldn’t be kicking me out of it. I stayed with you, didn’t I? Mr Anthony Bell told me to look after you and your sister

  – remember?’




  Cathy remembered some of it. Mammy had gone to sleep in a corner. The pigeons had been asleep, too. There had been loads of food called spiceballs and ribs, and she had eaten two slices of

  something described as bunloaf. A man called Anthony had carried Cathy through the streets. ‘Did you carry my sister Shauna here?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes. I got in bed with her at first, but she’s a wriggler. So I climbed in with you.’ She shivered. There had been a fire in the corner of the bedroom, but that had gone out

  hours earlier. ‘Let’s get dressed,’ she suggested. ‘And I’ll show you round Mr Bell’s shop. Our Charlie works here, you know. He’s me brother and

  he’s a clever lad. He looks a bit funny, but he’s all right. Then our Nicky – that’s Monica – runs a stall on Paddy’s Market. She sells the stuff what gets left

  over downstairs – stuff what’s not worth much. Me and our Cozzer help out after school, like, if she’s busy.’




  Cathy struggled into her clothes. She had often heard people saying that Galway was on the chilly side of Ireland, but this place was surely the coldest in the world. ‘I don’t like

  Liverpool,’ she grumbled.




  ‘That’s all right,’ answered Tildy. ‘Liverpool might not like you. Me mam’s always saying that. They say funny things, don’t they?’




  On that score, Cathy was forced to agree. She nodded swiftly, then rubbed her numbed fingers together.




  They crept out onto the dark landing. Tildy, who seemed accustomed to the place, took a box of matches from a small table and lit a gas lamp. ‘There’s the new electric

  downstairs,’ she informed her companion. Tildy pointed out the doors on the opposite wall. ‘Old Mrs Bell’s in there,’ she whispered. ‘You have to go through her room

  for a bath. There’s a real bath with taps. I stop with old Mrs Bell sometimes when Mr Bell goes off fishing.’ She sniffed. ‘Me mam says fishermen are the most boring people in the

  whole world. He is a bit boring.’




  Cathy, who was trying hard not to be even more scared, spoke up. ‘Your mammy says a lot of things.’




  ‘Well, she’s always right. Me dad says she’s always right.’




  ‘My mammy’s clever too.’




  ‘Good,’ beamed Tildy. ‘They’ll be fit for one another, then.’ She pointed out Mr Bell’s room, which was next to his mother’s, then gave her attention to

  another pair of doors alongside the room in which Shauna still slept. ‘Used to be two houses. That’s why there’s a lot of rooms. Me mam says Mr Bell’s minted. Anyway,

  that’s a storeroom and that’s another storeroom.’




  ‘What’s minted?’ asked Cathy.




  ‘Got a lot of money. No rent book. He bought this place outright. He’s got millions of stuff, millions and millions. There’s these bedrooms packed to the ceiling, things in the

  roof,’ she pointed to a trapdoor above her head, ‘a storeroom in the back yard, one next to the kitchen and another under the stairs. Some people pawn things, and some people sell them

  to Mr Bell.’




  ‘What’s pawn?’




  Tildy sighed in the face of such stupidity. ‘On a Monday when there’s no money, you take stuff to the pawnshop – clothes and boots and wedding rings. Then, on a Friday when you

  get paid, you redeem the things. Don’t ask me what redeem is – it’s a word for getting your clothes back.’




  Cathy pondered for a moment. This girl was very, very quick-mouthed. It might be best not to mention that the nuns at home talked about redeeming souls by the grace of the Holy Ghost. It was all

  very bewildering, but she did not wish to appear stupid, so she bit back a comment about the pledging of an individual’s inner spirit.




  They creaked their way downstairs and into the shop. Tildy had been right – the shop did have electric light. Cathy wondered briefly about this miracle, spent a few seconds clicking the

  power on and off. Then, finding herself in an Aladdin’s cave, she followed Tildy round Sam Bell’s kingdom. There were bicycles and bicycle lamps that worked when the pedals turned.

  There was a wigwam, a box of lead soldiers, a set of drums and a box of football rattles.




  ‘This is the music department,’ Tildy pointed to a dusty corner. ‘That’s a cornet, trumpet, mandolin, guitar, zither.’ She stabbed a bitten, black-rimmed fingernail

  at the exhibits. ‘He’d have pianos, only they won’t come through the door. He had bagpipes once and our Cozzer borrowed them. Sounded like a load of cats getting

  tortured.’




  Cathy wandered about looking at rugs, tin baths, bedsteads, chamber pots, butter dishes, hair clippers, gramophones, stock pots and fish kettles. At the front of the shop there was a huge window

  filled with all kinds of booty from sewing machines to cricket bats.




  Tildy joined Cathy at the window. ‘That’s Scotland Road out there.’ There was a kind of pride in her tone. ‘The other window on the side looks out at Penrhyn Street. He

  keeps smaller things on show there, and new buckets and all that. The stuff with tickets stuck on,’ she swept a hand around the shelf-filled walls, ‘they’re all pledges and

  they’re kept away from the rest. Nobody can buy them while there’s a ticket stuck on. But when your ticket runs out, he can sell your pledge.’




  Cathy nodded thoughtfully. ‘If you have no money when the Friday comes.’




  Tildy grinned. At last, her attempt to educate Cathy seemed to be paying off. ‘The dockers’ll be walking past in a minute. They work on the ships, loading and unloading. Me

  dad’s a docker. It’s Friday, so this shop’ll be busy tonight when people start picking their pledges up. They’ll want their best suits and shoes for mass on Sunday. Mr

  Mellor’s teeth’ll be under the counter somewhere. He only has teeth at weekends.’




  Cathy’s stomach rolled cavernously as she thought about the poor, toothless Mr Mellor. ‘I’m starving,’ she decided. ‘The boat made me feel so sick, I thought

  I’d never be hungry again. But I am.’ As if underlining her words, Cathy’s stomach rolled again magnificently.




  Tildy knew all about hunger, though she had seldom appreciated it first hand. ‘Come round to ours,’ she said. ‘Me mam’ll have the porridge ready.’




  The younger girl hesitated. ‘What about Mammy? She won’t know where I’ve gone.’




  ‘Don’t be worrying. Your mam’ll still be in bed.’




  ‘Where? There was no bed for her in our room.’ At Granda’s, Mammy had shared a room with her daughters.




  ‘With Mr Bell, of course. Married people stay in the same room. Did you not know that?’




  Cathy shrugged, blushed, hated her own ignorance. ‘I know, I know. I’d just forgotten, that’s all.’




  ‘Never mind.’ Tildy was the eternal optimist. ‘You’ll get used to it, girl. Come on, let’s go for some breakfast.’




  Bridie was beside herself. During the night, she had made her way upstairs, had managed to get about by lighting her path with a candle. The girls and Tildy Costigan had been

  fast asleep, so she had returned to the comfortless sofa to rest her travel-wearied bones. And now, at seven o’clock in the morning, one of her daughters seemed to have disappeared into thin

  air.




  Shauna moaned in her mother’s arms. ‘Want Cathy. Where she gone?’




  Bridie tutted, threw open a door, peered into a room filled with bulky shapes. The next bedroom was the same – piled high with junk, no sign of occupation. ‘Are you hiding in

  there?’ she asked fruitlessly. Then, in a room opposite the one assigned to Cathy and Shauna, Bridie finally found humanity of a kind. ‘Who’s there?’ croaked a rusty

  voice.




  Bridie hesitated, placed Shauna on her feet and advanced, the candle held before her like a very frail defence. ‘I’m Bridie,’ she said. ‘And Cathy’s gone missing,

  so I’m—’




  ‘Hold the light up. Let’s have a look at you.’ The tone was imperious, and the accent announced a person whose origins were not hereabouts. ‘So you’re the new wife.

  Hmmph. Not much flesh on you. Will you be able to lift me? I need turning a few times so I won’t have bedsores. It gets uncomfortable being stuck in bed all the while.’




  Bridie couldn’t have cared less about anything – including this rude old woman’s various disorders. ‘Look, can we talk about that later? My daughter is missing.’

  She pondered for a second. ‘And there’s another one gone, too, one called Tildy.’




  Theresa Bell sucked briefly on her few remaining teeth. ‘Go to Dryden Street after,’ she advised. ‘That’s where they’ll be, in Elizabeth Costigan’s house. But

  first, I’ll have my cup of tea, two sugars and no milk.’




  Bridie stood her ground. ‘I must find Cathy first,’ she insisted.




  ‘Then wake Sam,’ snapped the old woman. ‘He’s always got my breakfast up to now, so once more won’t hurt.’ She sniffed. ‘He’s not a lot of use to

  me, but he makes a good brew.’




  Bridie turned, dragged her younger child back to the landing. There was only one door left. She knew he was behind it, because she had peeped in there a few hours ago when looking for the

  girls’ room. ‘Wait here for Mammy,’ she told Shauna. After taking a deep breath, she approached the door.




  He was awake and seated on the edge of his double bed. The remaining hair stuck out round his head like a slipped halo. ‘Morning,’ he mumbled. ‘Have you seen to Muth?’ He

  sneezed, coughed, fumbled with a handkerchief.
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