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From the poverty of postwar England and Ireland to the glitz and glamour of Hollywood’s golden age, a beautiful, sweeping family drama that illustrates that the bonds between a mother and daughter can never be broken


An unwanted child: San Francisco, 1958. On a dark December night, a baby girl is left at the Sisters of Charity Orphanage on Telegraph Hill.


A mysterious suicide: One year later, movie star Frances Fitzgerald takes her own life. Her husband, wealthy businessman Maximilian Stanhope, is rumored to know more about her death than he’s letting on, but nothing is ever proved.


A terrible secret: What is the connection between these two events? That’s what Frances’s daughter, Cara, wants to find out. Abandoned by her mother when she was just seven years old, her childhood is filled with hardship and loss. As a young woman she finds professional success as a journalist, but on a personal level she still struggles to trust those around her. Soon Cara becomes convinced that uncovering the secret behind her mother’s death is the only way to lay her demons to rest, but learning the truth may end up tearing her apart.
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SAN FRANCISCO, DECEMBER 1958


Sister Marie scurried along the dark corridor as fast as her pudgy little legs would carry her. Even though she would never admit it to the other nuns, alone in the cloisters at night she often got scared. This evening was worse than usual. A storm had knocked the electricity out again, and the flame from her candle cast eerie silhouettes on the stone walls, as though shadow demons lined the path on either side, lying in wait for her to pass.


“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want,” she murmured under her breath, trying to draw courage from the words. “He makes me lie down in green pastures.”


As she continued to recite the psalm, Sister Marie shivered, this time from cold rather than fear. Even the heavy wool habit couldn’t keep her warm at this time of year. Just before Thanksgiving last week, the weather had finally turned. The cold, bright sun set earlier these days, and then the infamous San Francisco fog rose up from the sea, covering the thick legs of the Golden Gate Bridge before rolling in toward the shore, the white mist creeping across the city and snaking its way up here to the Sisters of Charity Orphanage on Telegraph Hill. Sometimes, lying awake in her eight-by-ten-foot cell, Sister Marie imagined the fog oozing in through the keyholes and under the doors, like something from one of those monster movies her younger brother liked to watch.


Stop that, she scolded herself. It was this overactive imagination that had led the canoness at her last convent to suggest that she might not be suited to life as a nun. But even though she had struggled through her postulancy—the six-month period to determine whether she should take the veil—Sister Marie hadn’t wanted to give up. It had finally been agreed that she should be allowed to continue with her novitiate—the training to take vows—but on the condition that she go outside of the closed order. Moving to the orphanage had seemed like the best option. She adored children and had always known that motherhood would be the hardest aspect of secular life to renounce. Now she wouldn’t have to.


The orphanage had been founded by the Sisters of Charity back in the nineteenth century, funded with donations from the city’s upper-class Catholics. At present there were ninety-seven children in the institute’s care—and tonight there was about to be one more. A call had come through late that evening, just as the nuns were about to retire, asking if they had room for another child. It was a baby, apparently only a few days old. Apart from that, no details had been imparted about the new arrival: not its sex, nor the reason for it being abandoned here. It was most curious.


Sister Marie had been assigned to stay up with Mother Superior while she waited for the child. But as the hours dragged on, she’d begun to grow bored. Tired of her fidgeting, the reverend mother had eventually sent her to fix them both a late-night supper. It had been bad enough getting down to the kitchen in this creepy building. Now, on the return journey, the nun’s progress was slower, as she was carrying a tray laden with mugs of cocoa and a plate of thickly sliced bread, spread with butter and jam. It would have been slower still if a gust of wind hadn’t blown through the corridor at that moment, extinguishing her candle and plunging the cloisters into blackness. With a little squeal of fright, Sister Marie let go of the tray. The crash of metal and china on the floor echoed around the vast walls, sending her scuttling the last hundred yards to Mother Superior’s office.


She burst through the door without knocking. “Reverend Mother,” she panted, hardly able to get the words out, “you’ll never guess what happened …” Without pausing for breath, she launched into an explanation of her adventure. It was only as she started to calm down that she took in the scene properly: Mother Superior was on her knees, clutching a string of rosary beads, and had been in the midst of praying. “Oh, my goodness!” A hand fluttered to her chest. “I interrupted you! I’m sorry, really I am. About supper, too.”


“Enough of your apologies, my child.” Mother Superior’s voice was low and calm. “I have no need for refreshment. Just, in future, perhaps, you could make your entrance a little less dramatic. My old heart can’t take the excitement.”


There was the barest hint of amusement in the rheumy eyes—the novice was renowned throughout the order for her histrionics. Using the desk, the old nun hauled herself up, her joints creaking as she stood. She winced.


“Are you all right, Mother?” Sister Marie rushed over to take her elbow.


“’Tis nothing.” She waved the younger woman away. “The cold brings out my arthritis.” She lowered herself slowly and painfully into the wooden chair and then nodded at the seat opposite. “Sit yourself, child. We still have a long wait ahead of us, I fear.”


With that, Mother Superior bowed her head and fell into a contemplative silence. Sister Marie opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again, knowing she ought to resist the urge to talk. That was something else she found hard to deal with—speaking only when she had something worthwhile to say. As she was a natural chatterer, these periods of quiet went against her nature. It was so much easier for the reverend mother, she thought enviously. There was a stillness about her, a sense of serenity that the novice was certain she would never possess, no matter how many years she was here.


In the dim candlelight, Sister Marie studied the older woman’s face, soft and lined, as fragile as crepe paper. She was well over seventy now and still going strong. She spoke little about herself, although there were rumors of a decade spent in the missions in Africa, her time cut short after contracting a disease that had weakened her heart. But despite her physical fragility, there was still an unmistakable inner strength about her.


Sister Marie sensed that, like the abbess at her last convent, Mother Superior had doubts about her suitability to take the veil. Secretly she did, too. Life as a nun was even harder than she had imagined. The tiny cell, starkly furnished with only a wooden bed, writing desk, and dresser; rising every morning at 5:30 to go to chapel for an hour of prayer. But although the superior was free to dismiss a novice at any time, Sister Marie guessed that the decision of whether to continue would ultimately be left to herself. The reverend mother was one of those rare people who did not sit in judgment and truly believed the words “Let him who is without sin cast the first stone.”


The two women continued to sit in silence, with the younger nun trying hard not to fidget, alternately wishing for the visitors to hurry up and arrive so that she could go to bed and feeling guilty for the thought crossing her mind. Eventually, she must have nodded off in the chair, but the sound of a car drawing up on the street outside jerked her awake.


Sister Marie jumped to her feet. “That must be them.” She couldn’t keep the relief out of her voice.


A moment later the bell rang, confirming that she was right. Only then did Mother Superior stand, too.


Outside, whoever had rung the doorbell had retreated to the warmth of the car. It was a fancy car, too, Sister Marie noted. Black and sleek, a Lincoln Capri, and this year’s model, 1958. That the car was expensive surprised her. Usually when a newborn came to the orphanage, the mother was an unmarried girl who’d gotten herself in trouble and the baby would simply be left on the doorstep. But this was clearly a very different situation. Sister Marie wondered if Mother Superior knew any of the details; unfortunately, even if she did, she was unlikely to divulge them to her gossipy underling.


Sister Marie looked on with undisguised curiosity as the driver stepped out of the car. He was a tall, distinguished man in his late forties, with dark hair, dark eyes, and a navy cashmere coat that must have cost more than it did to feed the entire orphanage for a year. The collar was pulled up, as though he wished to disguise his identity—or maybe she was just being fanciful again. He walked around to the back of the car and opened the rear door, reaching in as though to retrieve a bag. From her position on the stone steps, Sister Marie couldn’t see inside, but she thought she heard a woman weeping softly. Perhaps she was mistaken and it was just the newborn, though, because a moment later the man emerged carrying a small bundle of blankets, which promptly started to howl.


Without making any attempt to soothe the crying child, he crossed the drive to where the reverend mother stood. His face was blank, and he didn’t say a word, leaving Sister Marie to assume that all relevant information had been imparted over the telephone earlier. Mother Superior took the child from the man’s arms. The baby was obscured by the blanket it had been wrapped in, so the older nun pushed the material back. As she caught her first view of the child’s face, she frowned, as though something wasn’t quite right, and then a moment later her expression softened.


“God love you,” Mother Superior murmured tenderly. Her composure recovered, she looked up at the man and said, “You can be sure that the child will be raised as a good Christian.”


The man nodded once to acknowledge her words, then headed back to the car.


Sister Marie followed the elderly nun inside. Goose bumps covered her arms, and the hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. She still hadn’t laid eyes on the baby, but she sensed that something was amiss with the child. Whatever was wrong, it had been enough to unsettle the normally unflappable Mother Superior. And that knowledge disturbed her more than anything else.








PART 1
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1946–54


Small Beginnings


Mighty things from small beginnings grow.


—JOHN DRYDEN, BRITISH POET, 1631-1700
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COUNTY CORK, IRELAND, JULY 1946


“Stop! Not here—someone might see!”


Franny broke from the man’s embrace, struggling to sit up in the long grass. Her breaths were coming short and fast, although it wasn’t all due to the fear of being caught. Wanting was written across the girl’s flushed cheeks. But she was determined not to give in to her desire. Before marriage, it was a mortal sin, and while she liked to think she was too sophisticated to believe the Church’s teachings, it was hard to ignore seventeen years of sermons.


Still lying on his back, Sean reached up with one large, callused hand and brushed a lock of auburn hair from her face. The rich red color reminded him of the glossy coat of the sika deer that roamed the Irish countryside, he was always telling her. He had a way with words, did Sean.


“Ah, come on now, my pretty little colleen. There’s nothing wrong with what we’re doing.”


That was easy for him to say. If her parents found out about them, there would be hell to pay. Canoodling with a boy from the neighboring farms would have been bad enough, but Sean was a laborer, a hired hand toiling on her father’s land. To the snobbish minds of those reared in small-town Ireland, that would be the worst crime of all.


Sensing her fears, Sean gave her the hangdog look she had grown to know so well over the past few weeks. “All I’m wanting is a bit of a kiss and a cuddle. You wouldn’t deny a hardworking man like me a little peck on the lips now, would you?”


Franny felt her resolve weakening—as it always did when it came to Sean Gallagher. With his impish grin, black hair, and blue eyes, he reminded her of Clark Gable in Gone with the Wind. Like Rhett Butler, Sean was a free spirit, unconcerned by social conventions. He had grown up in Limerick but hadn’t been back for years. Instead he liked to travel, going wherever there was work. When England had needed extra laborers to work in the munitions factories during the war, he had been one of those to go over. Her parents looked down on his wandering spirit, but to Franny, desperate to escape her hometown and see the world, there was nothing more attractive. Until four weeks ago, she hadn’t thought that someone so exciting would ever come to sleepy Glen Vale.


He’d arrived from Cork at the beginning of June, to help with the fruit-picking. The first time Franny had seen him, Sean had been standing on a stepladder, thinning out the apple trees, his bare back glistening in the late-afternoon sun. While her sister had stood by giggling, Franny had bravely gone over to speak to him. Of course Maggie—the nasty little snitch—had told their mammy all about it later, and she’d gotten the strap. But it had been worth it to get Sean’s attention.


“Just stay five more minutes,” he pleaded, reaching up to lace his fingers through hers. As he tugged her toward him, she caught his scent. He smelled of his day working in the fields: a strong, manly odor. “Look, there’s no one close.”


Franny glanced around. He was right, of course. The meadow was fallow and far from the farmhouse. No one ever came out here. But still …


“No,” she insisted, getting to her feet. “It’s late and Mam will be wanting help with the tea. If I don’t get back soon, she’ll tan my backside.”


“I wouldn’t mind doing that meself,” Sean said, reaching up to playfully slap her on the bottom.


“Ouch!” Pretending to be offended by the overfamiliar gesture, Franny drew herself up. “You, sir, are no gentleman.” It was a line from Gone with the Wind, said in a perfect imitation of Vivien Leigh’s southern drawl. Franny had a talent for impersonations and within a few minutes of meeting someone could mimic his accent and mannerisms perfectly.


It took Sean a moment to get the reference. “And you, miss, are no lady,” he returned in a somewhat stilted impression of Clark Gable.


They grinned at each other for a moment, enjoying the shared joke. Sean took her hand. “Meet me later, will you?”


Franny hesitated. It was never easy for her to get away.


“Oh, come on, sweetheart,” her beau chided. “Otherwise I might have to take a trip into Cork and find meself a new woman.”


He said it in jest, but to Franny the words were like a threat. It was her greatest fear: that Sean would lose interest in her if she didn’t do what he wanted. He’d probably met all manner of sophisticated women in England; how was she, a little farm girl, to compete?


But drawing on all her acting skills, she managed to hide her anxiety. Keeping him guessing was the best way to keep him interested, she’d decided long ago. “Maybe I’ll meet with you,” she said, with a touch of haughtiness. “And then again, maybe I won’t.” Without another word, she picked up her skirts and started to run back toward the farmhouse, her golden-red hair flowing out like flames behind her.


As she ran through the cornfields, the long sheaves scratching at her bare legs, Franny knew she would be in trouble again. Not that that was anything new. She was always being told off, usually for skiving from her chores to go to the cinema in the neighboring town.


“What are you doing, wasting your time at the pictures?” her father would grumble.


But Franny couldn’t get enough of the Hollywood films, which allowed her to escape from her dull life for a couple of hours. She went to the movies whenever she could, and she dreamed of one day being a star like Rita Hayworth, Betty Grable, and Jane Russell—of living in glamorous Los Angeles rather than boring Glen Vale.


Franny hated the rural area where she’d grown up. Located about forty miles outside of Cork, the village and surrounding countryside housed no more than three hundred souls. It was an impoverished, gray place, where the men either worked or drank their lives away and the women were given to religion and childbearing—and raised their daughters to expect nothing more from life.


But Franny did want more. She had been born to stand out. At seventeen, she looked exactly as Irish girls were meant to, in a world where Maureen O’Hara set the standard. Along with her vibrant auburn hair, she had large, mischievous green eyes, skin like freshly churned butter cream, and a small, upturned nose sprinkled with pretty freckles. Her soft, voluptuous body would have given Lana Turner a run for her money, and her flame-red hair was matched by a passionate nature, her personality as vibrant as her looks. It was as though she had been recorded in Technicolor, while the rest of the county languished in black and white. Her big plan was to escape Glen Vale as soon as possible. And today, she was one step closer to getting what she wanted.


Slipping a hand into her pocket, she was relieved to find that the letter was still there. It had arrived that morning, informing her that she had been accepted to train as a nurse in London. She was thrilled. Not because she particularly wanted to be a nurse but because it was her chance to leave Ireland. Once in England, she would find some way to do what she really wanted—become a movie star.


But first there was one large hurdle to cross: getting her father’s blessing. She knew he wouldn’t want her to go. He couldn’t see beyond Glen Vale, had never been farther than Cork, in fact. He wasn’t an adventurer like Sean, who was already talking of going back to London. “The city’s in ruins after all the bombing. They’ll be needing builders, mark my words,” he’d told her. Franny often daydreamed about the two of them living in England together.


As she neared home, Franny felt her spirits deflate a little. The farmhouse and surrounding outbuildings were low, uninspired brick structures, built for function rather than aesthetics. Outside, she used the water pump to cool the heat from her face. It wouldn’t do for anyone to suspect where she’d been. The kitchen windows were steamed up, meaning she was late for dinner. Cursing, she quickly dried her hands on her apron and hurried inside.


Flinging the kitchen door open, Franny was greeted by the wet, salty smell of boiled bacon and cabbage. She pulled a face. It was always this or stew—why couldn’t they eat something different for a change?


Her mother was bent over the stove, using a fork to test whether the potatoes were cooked. Seeing Franny, she automatically tsked with disapproval. “Where’ve you been, child?” Theresa Healey was typical of Glen Vale women. Once she had been a beauty like Franny, but years of childbearing and poverty had worn her down. Franny’s greatest fear was ending up like her mother.


“With Sean Gallagher, no doubt.” This was from Franny’s elder sister, Maggie. It was said nastily rather than as a joke. Maggie liked to cause trouble, especially for Franny. At twenty, she was a plain, dour girl who envied her younger sister’s pretty face and buoyant nature.


Their mother looked over sharply. “I hope there’s no truth in that, my girl.”


Franny said nothing, just contented herself with a scowl at her sister, who poked her tongue out in reply. Unlike Franny, Maggie had no interest in anything other than getting married. Skeletally thin, she had a mean mouth and cold eyes, and the permanent look of someone who felt she’d been handed a raw deal in life. “It’s not fair,” she would moan. “If I had only half Franny’s looks I’d be wedded by now.” But privately Franny thought the lack of suitors had less to do with her sister’s appearance and more to do with her constant bellyaching.


Theresa sighed wearily—something she did a lot—and said, “Supper’s about ready, so best get setting that table, girls.”


“Yes, Mam,” Franny and Maggie chorused.


They studiously ignored each other as they began laying cutlery and plates. The crockery was mismatched, and apart from the basics, it was a bare table: flowers and napkins were a luxury the household couldn’t afford. At six on the dot, Theresa started to serve up. The men didn’t need to be called in from the field—the daily routine never altered.


Franny sat on one side of the table, and Maggie took a seat opposite—the better to glare at me, Franny thought—with their mother between them at one end. Sean came in next, greeting the women warmly. Franny had warned him early on not to sit next to her, afraid that they might give themselves away, so he seated himself beside Maggie, winking at Franny as he did so. Franny’s father, Michael, arrived last. As he took his place at the head of the table, a hush fell over the room. They all bowed their heads for grace.


“For what we are about to receive,” Theresa said, as she did every night, “may the Lord make us truly thankful.”


With that, they all opened their eyes and began to eat. Theresa had already doled out the meat, making sure the men had the lion’s share, and now they passed dishes of boiled potatoes and cabbage around the table. This was all done with the minimum of words. There was never much chatter at mealtimes. Michael Healey was a silent man, and, as the head of the house, his preference filtered down to the others.


“So how’s the work going?” Theresa asked.


Michael shrugged and made a noncommittal noise. It was up to Sean to say, “We should be finished soon.”


“And have you made any decision about what you’ll be doing after that?”


Everyone tensed as Michael asked the question that came up at least once a week. It was no secret that once the fruit was collected he wanted to keep Sean on to help with the harvest. The farm was getting too much for him lately, and, as he was fond of complaining, it wasn’t as if he had any sons to help him out. Of the six children Theresa had borne, there had been only one boy, Patrick. A strong, strapping lad, he should have taken over the farm one day. But, like Franny, he had been eager to see the world. While her father, a Unionist man who hated the English, had agreed with Prime Minister Eamon de Valera’s policy of keeping Ireland out of the war, Patrick had seen it as his chance for adventure. On the day of his eighteenth birthday, he’d gone to England to volunteer. Less than a year later, he had died on the beaches of Normandy. Now Michael’s only reference to his son was to complain that the English had robbed him of his help on the farm.


Other than Patrick, Maggie, and Franny, there had been three stillbirths, and after the last, the doctor had warned Theresa against trying for more children. That meant Michael had no natural heir to the farm. It was because of this he wanted Sean to stay on to help bring in the wheat, but the young man had always been typically noncommittal. As before, the farmhand said now, “I’ve no idea what I’ll be doing, sir. I’ll see when the time comes.”


The older man shook his head in disapproval. “It’s a strange way you live, going from place to place, with no security or roots.”


“Da!” Franny chided, hating the way her father took every opportunity to put the boot in with Sean.


“Well, it’s true. He lives like a tinker.”


There was an awkward silence, but Sean didn’t seem upset. “It suits me that way. And it’d be a strange world if we were all the same, wouldn’t it?”


Franny beamed at him. He was well able for her father, and that was something she admired.


Now Sean patted his belly and burped loudly. “As usual, that was delicious, ladies. I’ve never eaten so well as I have since coming here. You’ll be hard pressed to get rid of me.”


He winked at Mrs. Healey, who scowled back. She knew Sean Gallagher’s type. A lovable rogue: charming and entertaining, but not someone you’d want near your daughters. Seeing the enraptured look on Franny’s face, she felt a twinge of unease. She’d have to keep a close eye on that one. Her youngest child was a romantic and far too pretty for her own good.


“There’s no need to thank Franny for the meal,” Maggie piped up. “She didn’t help a bit.”


Their father seized on the information. “Is this true, Franny? You’ve been shirking your duties again?”


Franny glared at her elder sister, longing to wipe the smug smile from her face.


“Yes, Da,” she said, trying to look contrite.


“And where were you this time?”


Studiously avoiding looking at Sean, she said, “Out walking. I didn’t realize how late it had got.”


Her father snorted. “You’ve got to learn some responsibility, my girl.”


“Yes, Da.”


But he ignored her and continued talking. “In fact, I think it’s about time you started helping out a bit more around here. Your mother’s slowing down. From tomorrow, you’ll take over looking after the small livestock. That should keep you out of mischief.”


Franny was horrified. She couldn’t think of anything worse than being around those filthy, smelly pigs or the goat that always seemed to find a way to chew her hair.


“But what’s the point? I’ll be off to England in a few weeks.” It was more of a question than a statement. No one rushed to agree with her. “Da?” she prompted.


“What?”


Franny felt a flicker of fear, knowing how easily he could get into a temper. But she couldn’t back down now. “I said, I’ll be in London soon. We talked about this, me going to train as a nurse. Well, the letter came today. I’ve been accepted,” she told him proudly.


She took out the crumpled envelope to show him. She’d read it so many times that it was already well worn. He ignored her outstretched hand and continued eating.


“Michael,” Theresa chided gently. “The child’s trying to show you something.” Franny flashed her mother a grateful look. She was more sympathetic than her husband to her daughter’s wandering spirit. She knew there was no point trying to clip their youngest’s wings.


With a grunt, Michael threw down his fork and snatched the letter from Franny. He quickly scanned the contents and then tossed it onto the table. “What would you be wanting to go over there for?”


“Because there’s nothing for me here!”


“Now’s not a good time. Maybe next year.”


Franny had heard this before. It would be the same every year, until she was too old or too worn down to have her dreams anymore. She looked desperately at her mother for help, but Theresa dropped her eyes to the table. Michael wasn’t a violent man, not like some, but he still wasn’t above the odd whack when the mood took him. Franny was on her own.


“But, Da—”


He banged his fist on the hard wooden table, cutting her off. “Will you ever shut it, girl!” His eyes flashed dark and angry, and instinctively she recoiled. “I’ll hear no more on the subject.”


He grabbed a hunk of bread and mopped up the meat and gravy on his plate, shoving the makeshift sandwich into his mouth, brown juice spilling out and down the sides of his face. Franny looked at him in disgust. Her gaze moved to Sean, and she saw sympathy in his eyes. At least he understood how she felt, that she couldn’t stand to be trapped in this place, never having the chance to live.


Sean got up then. “I’d best see to the livestock before dark.” He carried his plate to the sink and washed it. As he let himself out, he gave a backward glance at Franny. She saw the invitation in his eyes as he left.


Up until then, she still hadn’t decided whether to see Sean that night. But in that moment, Franny made up her mind. She would go to him, after all. She would prove to him, and to herself, that she was meant for more than this dump. And to hell with the consequences. Who knew? Maybe then he would take her with him when he left Glen Vale.





2



[image: Images]


“Her eyes, they shone like diamonds,” Franny sang out, swaying jauntily as she did so. “I thought her the queen of the land …”


It was Saturday night, and the Healeys were hosting a ceili in their cramped parlor. About twenty people were there, from nursing babies to elderly grandparents, and they had spent the evening storytelling and singing, everyone taking a turn. These weekly gatherings of friends and neighbors had been a part of Franny’s life ever since she could remember. As a child, she had been raised on the folk songs, and as soon as she’d been old enough, she’d started singing them herself. She loved having the opportunity to perform.


As everyone in the room joined in with the chorus, Franny couldn’t help wishing that Sean was here to watch her sing. But he hated the ceilis, calling them old-fashioned, and preferred to go out drinking poteen with the other young farmhands. So instead, they’d secretly arranged to meet later, and Franny couldn’t wait.


It was another hour before the evening finally came to an end. By then Franny was itching for everyone to leave so she could sneak out to see her lover. As she stood waiting impatiently with her mother and older sister, Conrad Walsh approached. A bashful young man, good-looking in a conventional way, he wore a brown suit that was shabby but neat: a little like him.


“You played well tonight,” her mother told him. He’d accompanied the singers with his accordion. She nudged Maggie. “Weren’t we saying that earlier, love?”


Maggie could only nod at Conrad—she was always struck dumb around him.


“Well, thank you, Mrs. Healey, and you too, Margaret.” He looked past her to where Franny hung back. “But I think the real star tonight was Franny.” He smiled shyly at her. “I haven’t seen you around much lately, how’ve you been?”


“I’m grand, as always, Con,” she returned jauntily. Unlike Maggie, she found it easy to talk to boys, especially Conrad Walsh. Having grown up on the neighboring farm, he was almost like a brother to her. A quiet, studious young man, he had more finesse than the rest of the lads in the area. The priest had wanted him to go on to the university, and he’d talked at one point about becoming a doctor. But after his father had died of a heart attack the previous year he’d been forced to take over the farm. Now he was supporting his mother and five siblings, and from all accounts doing a fine job of it. “He’ll be the making of that place,” her father was fond of saying.


Still looking at Franny, Conrad said, “Are you going to the dance on Friday?”


“What else would I be doing?” she teased.


He was referring to the annual summer social, held in the local town hall. Franny was hoping Sean would take her.


“Well, er …” Conrad hesitated, clearly wanting to ask her to go with him. But as he looked between Maggie and Theresa, he chickened out. “Save a dance for me, will you?”


Ignoring the furious look on her sister’s face, Franny smiled up at him. “It’ll be my pleasure.”


Conrad blushed deep red. Then, after mumbling good-bye, he hurried back to his elderly mother.


Later, after everyone had left, Michael said to his wife, “I saw you talking to Conrad Walsh.”


“He’s a good lad,” Theresa acknowledged.


“Aye,” her husband agreed. “No doubt he’ll be coming to ask me the question about Maggie soon.”


Consolidation of smallholdings like the Healeys’ and the Walshes’ was becoming more widespread. It was common knowledge that Michael Healey favored a tie-up between the two farms, through the marriage of his eldest daughter to Conrad.


“Humph,” Maggie snorted. “Conrad’s never going to notice me with her”—she glared at Franny—“flaunting herself in front of him.”


“Oh, give over.” Franny had heard the same accusation many times before. Her easy way with men was seen by the small minds of Glen Vale as evidence that she was forward. But though she liked flirting with boys, Sean was the only one who meant anything to her. Conventional Conrad couldn’t measure up to the dangerously handsome laborer. “If you want Conrad to notice you, it might help if you opened your mouth when he speaks to you.”


Unable to think up a smart retort, Maggie turned to their father. “Mark my words, Da. There’ll be no marriage between me and Conrad while she’s around.”


If she’d been hoping to gain some sympathy, she’d picked the wrong person to appeal to. Michael simply shrugged. “Well, if he’s not keen on you, Maggie, then our Franny will do just as well.”


“Michael!” his wife scolded.


But it was too late. Maggie let out a cry of distress and raced up the stairs to her room.


“What?” Michael looked around in bewilderment. To him, this was business; female sensitivities had no place here. “What did I say?”


Franny ran after her sister. She found her in the tiny bedroom that the two girls shared, lying facedown on the bed, crying. Franny went to sit beside her, putting a comforting hand on the other girl’s shoulder.


“Ah, come on with you,” she said, trying to jolly her elder sister along. “It’s not like I want Conrad. He’s all yours, sis, I promise.”


The words were meant to be comforting, but Maggie rounded on her, red eyes flashing. “Oh well, thank you kindly.” She pretended to touch her forelock. “How very generous of you to let me have your castoffs!”


Franny was immediately contrite. “Oh Maggie, you know I didn’t mean it like that.”


But her sister didn’t want to hear it. “Get away from me, you little hussy,” she hissed. “Go to that gypsy you’re so willing to open your legs for.” Seeing the shocked expression on Franny’s face, she smiled nastily. “You think I don’t hear you sneaking out at night to see that Sean? I know exactly what you’re up to with him, and I’d have told Mam by now if I wasn’t sure you were going to get into trouble all on your own. So go to him and leave me alone, dear sister. I want nothing to do with the likes of you.”


Maggie turned away then, burying her head into the pillow. Franny sat there for a moment, speechless. The venom in her sister’s voice had shaken her. It frightened her more than discovering that Maggie knew about Sean. She wanted to make things right with her elder sister but didn’t know how, so instead she got up and left the room. She would let Maggie calm down and try to reason with her later.


It was hard for Franny to forget her sister’s vicious words. Even much later, when she was lying in Sean’s arms, she couldn’t stop thinking about them.


“She must really hate me,” Franny mused.


Sean, busy grazing her neck with his lips, raised his head briefly. “Ah, forget about her. She’s just a dried-up old cow.”


“Sean!” It was one thing for Franny to criticize her sister, but she didn’t like to hear it from others, even her lover. However much Maggie irritated her, they were still blood and he was the outsider.


Sean was immediately contrite. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just we have so little time together, and I don’t want to waste it talking about your feckin’ sister.”


It was a good point. There were precious few opportunities for her to sneak out to meet him. Why bother taking the risk if they weren’t going to enjoy themselves?


“As always, you’re right,” she conceded. Then, to show she was sorry, she tilted her head back and kissed him. After a moment, Sean groaned deep in the back of his throat and pulled her on top of him.


It was a month since that first night she’d come to him, and by now they had the routine down pat. The first time hadn’t exactly been pleasant for Franny. It had been more awkward and embarrassing, really, and she remembered quite a bit of pain. She had bled on and off for a few days afterward, and at first she’d wondered if something was very badly wrong; she’d even sworn to herself that if it cleared up she’d never do the same thing again. But once everything was back to normal, it was easier to forget her fears than refuse Sean.


Sometimes Franny wished they could go somewhere other than the small, hard bed in his one-room cottage. It wasn’t exactly the most romantic setting. He’d promised that once he had some money together he would take her to a hotel in Cork. They’d spent hours planning the occasion; concocting the lie she would tell her parents so she could stay away overnight. But, like a lot of Sean’s promises, the longed-for treat had yet to materialize.


Now he turned Franny onto her back, kneeling between her legs. It was only then that she realized he had forgotten something.


“Wait!” she said. “What about the—?”


He looked confused for a moment, and she hoped he wouldn’t make her say it out loud. She didn’t particularly like the French letters that he’d gotten off a soldier while he was in England—“the army gave them out to all the men”—but if they stopped her getting pregnant, she was happy to use them.


“I’ve run out again,” he said, sitting back on his haunches. She averted her eyes, wishing he’d cover himself up. However intimate they had been together, she couldn’t get used to his unashamed nakedness.


“Could we not do … the other stuff, then?” she asked, as delicately as possibly. This had happened once before, a few weeks earlier. They’d gotten around the problem then by Sean showing her other ways to pleasure him. Unfortunately, this time he didn’t seem interested.


“It’s not the same,” he said, moving back across the bed toward her. “I want to be inside you.”


An image of her worn-down mother popped unbidden into Franny’s mind, and she shrank away from him.


“But I don’t want a baby!” She made no effort to keep the alarm out of her voice. She wasn’t sure what worried her more—eternal damnation or getting pregnant. Before, her monthlies had always been something to dread. But now seeing the reassuring stain on her knickers was a cause for celebration.


Sean burst out laughing, and she felt more of a fool than before. “Is that what’s worrying you? Well, you’ve got nothing to fear on that count.” Then, to her embarrassment, he began to explain how she would be safe if he didn’t spill his seed inside her.


“But why haven’t we done it that way before?” She wasn’t willing to give in quite yet.


“I didn’t think you’d believe me.”


Franny bit her lip and said nothing.


“Don’t you trust me?” It was the hurt look on his face that did it for her.


“Of course I do.” It was always so hard to win an argument with Sean, even when Franny thought she was in the right. Somehow she always ended up giving in to him. “I just don’t want anything to go wrong, that’s all.”


He grinned down at her. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. I swear.”


Afterward, Franny lay in Sean’s arms. Usually the cuddling was her favorite part, but today she couldn’t relax. Birth control was illegal in Ireland, so it wasn’t easy to get hold of the French letters. Luckily Sean knew somebody who worked down at Cork docks, and he smuggled them in from England. The black-market price was exorbitant but worth it for the peace of mind.


“Are you going to see that friend of yours soon?” Franny asked now.


Before he fell off to sleep, Sean promised drowsily that the next time he went into town he would sort something out.


But a week later, he came back from Cork empty-handed. Apparently his contact hadn’t been around, but he swore that he would go back the following week to see him.


Unfortunately, when the next weekend arrived, the docker still wasn’t anywhere to be found. Franny worried about continuing to lie together without taking any precautions. But she had no one to discuss her fears with, no one to ask whether it was normal or not—apart from Sean. And he kept assuring her that it was perfectly safe and that he was being careful. And after she’d given in that first time, it was hard to justify why they should stop.
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“Are you planning on stirring that anytime today, missy? Or are you hoping that if you stare at it long enough it will make itself?”


The sharp tone in her mother’s voice jolted Franny out of her daydream. The women were in the kitchen, baking a barmbrack for Halloween that evening. Looking down at the mixing bowl in her hands, she saw that the yeast mixture was no closer to being folded into the flour than when she had started twenty minutes ago. The girl sighed then, and it was as though she had all the troubles of the world on her shoulders.


“Sorry, Mam. I’m not feeling too good.”


Theresa peered at her daughter. Franny was a good little actress and certainly not above feigning sickness to get out of work. But the girl’s pale face and listless demeanor told her that this time she wasn’t faking.


“If you’re not well, then why don’t you go upstairs and lie down?”


Franny considered this for a moment, and then said, “Thanks, Mam, but I think I’ll get some air instead. That’ll help clear my head.”


Theresa gave a brief nod. “Go on with you now. Maggie can do your chores instead.”


“That’s not fair!” Maggie burst out. “Why does she get out of working?”


“Because she’s sick,” their mother said firmly. “She’d do the same for you if you were poorly.”


Maggie snorted her disbelief. “The only bug she’s got is laziness,” she muttered. Franny had already taken off her apron and was on her way out of the door, but hearing her sister’s words she turned back.


“Will you ever give over, Maggie?” Her green eyes flashed with anger. “No wonder no man wants you. Your moaning is enough to make anyone with sense run a mile!” With that she flounced out of the kitchen, banging the door behind her.


Maggie stared after her, open-mouthed.


“What’s up with her?” Theresa was genuinely confused by her younger daughter’s behavior. Franny was the good-natured one in the family. She usually brushed off Maggie’s little jibes with a laugh. It was unlike her to be cruel.


Maggie, recovering quickly, said, “Mooning over her man, no doubt.”


“What man?” Theresa looked over at her sharply. “That Sean, you mean?”


Her elder daughter hesitated for a moment, as though she was about to say something, and then seemed to change her mind. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m just guessing. Forget I said anything.”


Theresa didn’t press her daughter further, but as she began to knead the dough, her thoughts were on Franny. She had a bad feeling she knew exactly what was up with her youngest. And if she was right, it would mean trouble for them all.


“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been a week since my last confession.”


Franny felt the same prickle of nerves that she experienced every time she knelt in the confessional box. It didn’t matter that the priest was behind a curtain and couldn’t see her face, he knew precisely who she was from the moment she opened her mouth. She wasn’t even sure why she’d come here today. But after escaping the farmhouse she hadn’t known where else to go, and the tranquillity of the old stone church at least provided a quiet place to think. It had just been a coincidence that the priest was holding confession that afternoon, and she certainly had her share of sins to confess. But now she was here, her courage had deserted her.


“Go on, child,” the priest prompted.


The girl opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t form the words. After all, what was it she meant to say—that she had fornicated, not once but several times, over the past few months and that her actions had resulted in what she had feared most: a baby, a bastard child, conceived out of wedlock and likely to be born that way unless she did something quickly?


Franny’s suspicions about her condition had been there for a while now. She’d kept her worries to herself for as long as possible, praying for a miracle, but when nothing happened she had finally plucked up the courage to tell Sean the previous day.


“Are you sure?” he had asked immediately.


It was a question she had put to herself a million times. Sometimes at night, lying on her back in bed, she would place a hand on her flat stomach and feel sure that no child could be growing inside. But however hard she tried to convince herself, she knew it wasn’t true. It had been four months since she’d started sleeping with Sean and two months now since she had bled.


“Yes, I’m sure,” she said quietly.


It was admitting it out loud that set the tears off. Up until then, she hadn’t cried—she’d been in too much shock. But now she let her fears out. Needing the money, Sean had given in to her father and stayed on to help bring in the harvest, but with the winter closing in, he would have to move off soon in search of other work. She needed to sort this out with him before that happened.


Sean put his arms around her. “Hush, don’t cry, my pretty colleen. There’s nothing broke that can’t be fixed.”


Franny let him hold her as she wept. He continued to whisper reassurances, until her sobbing finally slowed. “Oh, Sean,” she sighed despairingly, resting her head on his shoulder. “What are we going to do?”


There was a moment of silence, and then Sean said, “I have an idea.”


Franny tipped her head up to look at him. “Tell me.”


“There’s a woman I know of, back where I lived in London,” he began carefully. “She’s a midwife, as good as any doctor. She helped a couple of girls I knew when they were in a similar situation.”


It took Franny a moment to understand what he was saying. She pulled back from his arms. “What do you mean?” she said warily. “You’re not suggesting getting rid of it?”


He spread his hands in surrender. It was a gesture she was used to seeing. Initially she had liked Sean’s carefree approach to everything, but lately she had also begun to realize the other side to this: he wasn’t keen on responsibility.


“But I thought we’d get wed.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself. She watched his face blanch.


“Married?” He choked over the word. He stood up abruptly, and she fell back on the bed. “Ah, now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” He said it with an air of forced jollity, even attempting the cheeky grin that she’d come to know so well, trying to charm her. “You know I’m not the marrying kind.”


“Well, maybe you should have thought about that before you invited me into your bed,” Franny said crossly.


They stared at each other for a long moment. Franny held Sean’s gaze, determined to shame him. Her heart was beating so fast that she feared it would explode. Was he going to let her down? But then something in his expression changed; his face grew serious.


“You’re right, my darlin’,” he said gravely. “’Tis time I started taking my responsibilities seriously.” He went over and took her hand. “We’ll find a way through this—together. I promise.”


Hearing that, she’d felt relief flood through her: he was going to stand by her after all. And, she reasoned to herself, was it any wonder he’d reacted badly to begin with? Finding out that he was going to be a father was bound to be a shock to him. It had hit her hard enough.


After their conversation, Franny had found it impossible to sleep, as she thought about everything that had been said. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but they could still make this work. They would have to get married straightaway, and of course they would need to stay here on the farm for a little while, at least until the baby was born. But after that they could go somewhere else, just the three of them. To England or America, and start a new life. It didn’t have to be the end. Not as long as they had each other.


Franny had been so eager that morning to tell Sean about her plans that she had gotten up while it was still dark and hurried over to his little cottage. When he didn’t answer the door, she tried the handle. Inside, it took her a moment to register the scene: the stripped mattress, the empty wardrobe. Sean wasn’t there. Nor were any of his things. He had left her.


She was so shocked that at first she didn’t notice that there was an envelope on the bed with her name on it. Seeing it, she felt hope rise within her. Perhaps he’d left instructions for her to meet him later, she thought wildly as she tore it open; maybe he wanted them to elope and he had gone to sort out the arrangements. But inside, all she found was a note with the address of the English abortionist he’d spoken about, along with two pounds—the equivalent of two weeks’ wages. Was that all she was worth?


For one moment she thought quite seriously about not taking the money. But then good sense overrode her pride. Maybe if she could have thrown the money into his face it would have been worth it, but Sean wasn’t around to witness her grand gesture, so she might as well keep it. After all, whatever happened now, she had a feeling she would need every penny in the future. So she tucked the letter into the front pocket of her skirt and left the cottage for the last time, her troubles weighing heavily on her.


Franny couldn’t bring herself to tell Father Brian the full extent of her sins. So after she’d made her penance for what she had confessed—ten Hail Marys, four Our Fathers, and an Act of Contrition—she headed back to the house. It was Friday, which meant fish for supper. As soon as she entered the hallway, the smell of boiled haddock struck her. It was bad enough at the best of times, but in her present condition she felt even worse than usual. That meant it was easy enough to plead illness still, so she didn’t have to eat any food or make conversation. She just sat quietly, eating a piece of dry bread and sipping weak tea as the rest of the family discussed their day.


Sean’s absence hadn’t registered on them yet. It was his day off, and often he took himself into Cork. When he hadn’t turned up for dinner that night, they had simply assumed he was still there. Franny made no effort to correct them. If they started asking questions about why he’d disappeared so abruptly, she’d probably break down and tell them, and she couldn’t face that yet. As it grew dark, Maggie announced that she was going off to bed. Franny would have loved to lie down quietly, too, and have some time to reflect on the day’s events, but, unable to face her sister’s taunts, she opted to stay up instead.


Franny and her parents spent the next hour together in the small parlor, listening to the wireless. By the time the program ended, the fire was almost out, too, the soft red embers flickering and dying in the hearth.


Michael got to his feet. “I’m off up.” He didn’t pause to give his wife a kiss good night, simply headed out the door.


Hearing his retreating footsteps on the stairs, Franny stretched. “I think I’ll be heading up myself, Mam.”


Theresa didn’t look up from her knitting as she said, “Not so fast, my girl. Now we’re alone, I think it’s about time we had a little chat about what’s been going on between you and Sean Gallagher.”


Franny froze, her mind racing. Had Maggie told on her? It seemed unlikely. Which meant her mother was just guessing and she could still brazen this out.


Trying to keep her voice steady, Franny asked, “Whatever do you mean?”


At that Theresa’s lips tightened. She put the ball of wool and knitting needles down and leaned forward in her armchair, her eyes flashing with anger.


“Oh, don’t play me for a fool, my girl,” she hissed. Her voice was low—anything above a whisper could be heard by the whole house—but she still managed to convey her fury. “I’ve known for weeks what’s been going on, but I turned a blind eye to it—more fool me.” She shook her head, as though unable to comprehend her own stupidity. “I thought you were just fooling around out there with that … that tinker. But seeing you sick today …”


Theresa closed her eyes for a moment, as though hoping this would all go away. But when she looked up at Franny again, her expression was hard. “Well?” she demanded. “He’s got you in the family way, hasn’t he?”


Franny hesitated for a moment and then slowly began to nod.


“And he’s done a bunk, has he?”


Again Franny nodded.


Now that the full extent of the situation was known, Theresa looked at her beautiful, willful child, who had always been so troublesome, and wanted to cry.


Seeing the disappointment on her mother’s face, Franny’s composure deserted her. “I’m sorry, Mam—really sorry. But I love him, and I thought he loved me, too. I know it was wrong to go to bed with him, but he said we’d be married.”


Theresa snorted dismissively. She couldn’t stand to hear her daughter trying to justify herself. “Do you not have a brain in your head? He’d tell you anything to get you in the sack with him.”


“It wasn’t like that!” Franny insisted, desperate to make her mother understand. “We made plans together. He was going to help me get out of Glen Vale. Maybe he’ll still come back for me—”


“Don’t tell me you actually thought he’d stick around?” Theresa said in disgust. “Men like that are after one thing. And once they’ve got it, they’re off. You can’t rely on them.”


“And who wants a reliable man?” Franny demanded. Suddenly everything she felt was pouring out. “Was it so wrong of me to want some passion in my life? Because that’s what Sean gave me. I don’t want to live out my days in Glen Vale, never seeing anything of the world. I don’t want to slave away on a farm for years, with some brute of a husband expecting me to stay in the kitchen or the bedroom. I want more than what you’ve got.”


Hearing her life being criticized, something in Theresa snapped. Without warning, she struck her daughter hard across the face. “How dare you, you stupid little slut!”


There was a stunned silence. It was the first time Franny could ever remember her mother striking her. She’d had her fair share of beatings over the years, but they’d always been from her father. Finally the enormity of the situation struck home. All Franny’s bravado deserted her. Suddenly she was a child again, needing comfort from the woman she usually scorned. Burying her head in her mother’s lap, she started to cry. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I wish I hadn’t done it. Oh God, how I wish I hadn’t.”


Hearing her daughter in pain, something broke in Theresa, too. She hadn’t meant to react like that—it was just that she was upset and disappointed, too. But now she couldn’t scold Franny any longer.


“Hush. Don’t cry,” she soothed, stroking the girl’s hair. “It doesn’t have to be the end of the world. We’ll sort something out, a leanbh.”


Hearing her mother calling her “my child,” Franny immediately felt better. It meant she had been forgiven. Franny raised her head. “Really?” she said hopefully.


“That’s right.” Theresa smiled reassuringly, pleased to have brought some comfort. “I’ll tell your father what’s happened. Then first thing in the morning he’ll go down to Father Brian. The priest will speak to Conrad Walsh and his mother.”


For a moment, Franny was confused. What did Conrad and Mrs. Walsh have to do with anything?


“Conrad’s a good boy,” her mother went on. “He’ll do right by you.”


Suddenly grasping what Theresa meant, Franny felt another wave of sickness wash over her—and this time it had nothing to do with being pregnant. Marrying Conrad might seem like a solution to her parents, but to her it was a life sentence. She would turn into her mother—condemned to childbearing and rearing. She would rather live with the shame and stigma than face that.


She wanted to tell her mother how she felt, but Theresa would never understand.


“Now go on up to bed with you,” the older woman said, overly bright. “We’ll have this all sorted by tomorrow night, you see if we don’t.”


In a daze, Franny mounted the stairs to her room. Luckily Maggie was already asleep, snoring loudly, dead to the world. Lying on her bed, Franny made herself face facts. She couldn’t marry Conrad, of that she was certain. He was a nice enough lad, and his prospects were better than her parents’ had been—there was talk of him getting electricity and running water out to his farmhouse—but those additional comforts wouldn’t compensate her for a life without passion or excitement. She didn’t want to eke out an existence in Glen Vale. There was far too much still to experience. But how could she tell that to her parents? How could she tell them that she rejected their choices, everything that they toiled for every day? And what alternative did she have?


Instinctively, her hand slipped into her front pocket. She took out the note with the address that Sean had scribbled down.


England. She could go to England.


No, the sensible side of her said; there was no way she could go. It would be better to stay here, where she had family to support her. She didn’t dare go out into the world, not in her condition, not on her own …


But Franny had never been one to listen to her sensible side, and desperation made her even more ready to act. She had the money that Sean had left her, and she had an address—a place to go. Maybe if she headed there, she might be able to find him and convince him to do right by her.


Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Franny got up. Tiptoeing across the floor, she eased open the chest of drawers. Hastily, she threw a few items into a bag. She needed to go now, before her courage deserted her.
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WHITECHAPEL, LONDON, NOVEMBER 1946


“Are youse gonna do something about that racket,” Kevin Casey demanded, “or should I sort it meself?”


Annie Connolly looked up at the ruddy-faced giant standing in her kitchen and sighed. She could have done without this grief. The kids were finally asleep, and she’d been sitting at the kitchen table having a well-deserved cuppa and a rare moment of peace. Now that was blown out of the water.


She didn’t need to ask what Kevin’s beef was—she could hear it for herself. The girl was crying again. Given that she had the attic room, you’d think she’d be out of hearing, but the noise filtered down through the thin floors, uneven walls, and badly fitted doors. The crying itself didn’t bother Annie—she’d seen so many tears over the past few years that she’d become immune—but the other lodgers were beginning to complain. Kevin wasn’t the first. She didn’t blame the big man for being annoyed. He worked long, hard days on the docks to send money back to his family in Ireland. The last thing he needed was some wailing girl disturbing his precious kip.


Annie got to her feet. “Go on back to bed with you, Casey. I’ll sort this.” Much as she’d like to leave it to him, it was her duty as landlady to make sure everything ran smoothly. It was one of the many crosses she had to bear these days.


Before the war, Annie had been doing all right. She’d come over on the boat in the early 1930s, and met her husband, Devlin, in one of the Irish clubs. Like Kevin, he’d been a docker, and after getting promoted to overseer, his increased wages had allowed them to buy a place of their own in Whitechapel. A redbrick Georgian house on Cannon Street Road, it was in the heart of the Irish quarter, built up by the influx of immigrants in the mid–nineteenth century who’d come seeking work on the nearby docks. The Connollys had made a good life for themselves there. Annie had given birth to two girls, Bronagh in 1937 followed by Maureen the year after, and the little family had been living happily and prosperously in the East End.


But then the war had hit.


Devlin hadn’t been the brave sort. As soon as conscription had been introduced, he’d headed back to Ireland to hide out with relatives for the duration of the war. The irony was, a week before D-Day, he’d gotten into a bar brawl in Dublin and ended up with a broken bottle through his jugular. He’d bled out right there on the dirty pub floor, leaving Annie alone at thirty-five years old, with three small children—the third, a boy named Daniel, conceived during a weeklong trip over to see Devlin in 1943—and without even the war widow’s pension to keep her going.


Luckily, she’d had the house. It wasn’t much—at four stories high, it was tall and narrow, with two rooms on each floor and an outdoor lav—but it was her only asset. Mercifully, the building was on one of the few streets that had remained untouched by the nightly bombings, and so Annie had moved herself and the kids into the basement and started renting out the rest of the bedrooms. Kevin Casey was typical of the type who lodged there. A casual laborer, he followed the work, moving from place to place. He’d been here for a couple of months now, bedding down on a mattress in a room with two other men in a similar situation.


For people like Annie, postwar London was a grim, gray place. Once the initial D-Day celebrations were over, it had become apparent that other than an end to the bombing, nothing much else had changed. Rationing remained in place; rebuilding was slow. The likes of Annie still had nothing. She tried to treat her boarders fairly. A lot of her compatriots who had gone up in the world exploited their position, offering disgusting rooms to those who had no choice but to put up with it. Annie wasn’t like that. But even though she strived to be fair-minded, she was no soft touch, as her newest tenant was just about to find out.


Along with making noise, the girl up in the attic had committed what was to Annie an unforgivable crime: she was behind in the rent. Annie had been planning to have a word with her the following day, in case the girl was planning a moonlight flit, but the crying incident had brought the confrontation forward. As she mounted the stairs, Annie prepared herself for a blowup. It wasn’t as if she was running a charity. She had her own mouths to feed. And that was something she’d need to remember now when dealing with this one.


Thump-thump-thump. Franny slunk down further on the bed, as though that would protect her from the person outside.


“Come on, now. Open up. I know you’re in there.” Franny recognized the voice—a woman’s, with a strong Galway accent. It was the landlady whom she’d met when she first arrived here a month ago. A tall, large-boned woman in her midthirties, she’d looked as though she was a force to be reckoned with. When she was booking in, Franny had heard her telling off one of the navvies for the state he’d left the outside privy in and had decided then that she never wanted to get on the wrong side of Annie Connolly. But now she was.


It was only four weeks since she’d left home, but to Franny, alone and lonely, it felt like forever. It had been easy enough to get a boat over. There had been plenty of women traveling on their own, most of them heading to Kilburn or Cricklewood, places in north London that were bursting with factories and employment opportunities for newly arriving immigrants. Franny had envied them, wishing she were young and carefree, coming to England to start a new life. But pregnant and ruined, she had other concerns.


After arriving in London, everything had gotten harder. Armed with Sean’s hastily scribbled directions, Franny had headed over to the East End. She’d gotten off the tube at Whitechapel with the intention of finding somewhere to stay for the night before starting to search for him the next day. But once outside, she’d quickly become lost in the overcrowded, filthy warren of streets that ran from the station down to the Commercial Road. It had been an eye-opener. They might not have had much money back home, but this was a different kind of poverty: an ingrained acceptance of being bottom of the heap. A country girl, used to wide-open spaces and green fields, she’d found the noise and dirt disorientating.


Finding somewhere to stay hadn’t been easy. NO BLACKS, IRISH, OR DOGS: it was an all-too-familiar sign in the windows of boarding houses. In the end, a tall, thin man with a dark beard and funny cap had taken pity on her. She was in the Jewish area, he’d explained before kindly pointing her down toward the Thames and Annie Connolly’s place, saying “She’s an Irish, too; she’ll find a place for you if you’ve got the money.” After that, it hadn’t taken long to find the lodging house. It hadn’t seemed like much, but Franny had felt relieved to be able to afford a room of her own; she’d heard plenty of stories of overcrowding on the way over.


But once she’d seen the little attic, she’d realized that she wasn’t as fortunate as she’d imagined. It was at best eight by eight feet, and the ceiling sloped so steeply that the only place where Franny could fully stand up was in the middle of the room. Sometimes she preferred to wander the freezing streets than face coming back to such a depressing place—especially as it wasn’t exactly warm inside. It was almost December now and so cold that she would wake in the mornings to find icicles hanging down inside the window as well as outside. Franny couldn’t remember the last time she’d been warm. She had on all her clothes now, but still she was freezing.


And what was worse, it had all been for nothing. She hadn’t been able to find Sean—she’d asked around, but no one had heard of him, and no one was interested in helping; they were all too busy with their own problems. So now she was stuck. Her money was running low, and she had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. She couldn’t go back home, not in her present condition …


Thump-thump-thump. The knocking came again, interrupting her thoughts, the thin door rattling under the strength of the landlady’s fist.


“Just so’s you know,” the voice broke through the door, “I ain’t leaving until you get out here.”


Something in the woman’s tone warned Franny not to test the threat. Reluctantly, she got up and went to let the landlady in.


When the girl opened the door, Annie was shocked by her appearance. The last time she’d seen Frances Healey was a month earlier, when she’d first arrived. Tenants came and went so frequently that the landlady hardly noticed them anymore, but the pretty little Irish girl had stood out, with her rich auburn hair and large green eyes. Annie knew the girl had been avoiding her since then; in her two years of letting out rooms she’d seen every trick in the book. She’d let it go, thinking the younger woman might sort herself out, but seeing her now, Annie realized that whatever was going on with this girl couldn’t be good. Her lovely face looked strained, and she seemed to have lost weight. She could do with a good meal inside her.


Not that it was Annie’s problem. If this Frances Healey didn’t have the rent, the landlady had no intention of letting her stay another night.


“You’re a week behind.” Annie didn’t mince her words. “I imagine, since you’ve been avoiding me, that you don’t have the cash?”


As Annie spoke, the girl moved forward a little into the dim landing light. Her eyes were red and tearful, reminding the landlady of why she’d come up here in the first place.


“You’re right, I don’t have the money,” the girl answered in her soft Cork brogue. “But give me another week, and I’ll get it to you.”


“Sorry,” Annie said curtly. “I told you at the beginning—you don’t pay up, you’re out. You’ve got half an hour.” Annie made to turn away, but the girl put her small hand on the woman’s arm, stopping her.


“But I don’t have anywhere else to go.”


“Well, that ain’t my problem.” The older woman made her voice deliberately harsh. She’d heard too many hard-luck stories in her time. If she’d listened to them all, she wouldn’t have this house still. “If it weren’t for you messing me round, I could’ve let that room to someone else this past week. I’ve got bills to pay and all, missy. My kids have got to eat, too, you know.”


At that, the girl looked devastated. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. Look, I’ve got a pound here.” She rifled through her coat pockets and held out her hand to show the note, as though to prove she was telling the truth. “But I need it,” she said quickly, closing her fist and sticking it back inside her pocket, as though she was afraid that Annie was going to whip it clean away from her.


The young woman’s remorse seemed so genuine that Annie felt her heart soften a little. She was used to people trying it on, but this girl seemed different. Despite her better judgment, the older woman suddenly wanted to know more about this Miss Healey and why she was here.


“So what do you need the money for?” the landlady asked.


Franny’s face closed up. “I—I just need it, that’s all,” she said evasively.


It was the girl’s guarded expression that finally told Annie exactly why she was there. Suddenly it all made sense—the crying; the desperation to stay. There was a woman two streets away, Mrs. Riley, who served as an unofficial midwife in the area, and she was known to provide other services, too. Annie hated the old bag.


“So you’re up the duff then?” Annie was matter-of-fact. “And you’re here to get it seen to?”


The girl looked horrified. “No, that’s not it,” she protested weakly, but Annie was already shaking her head.


“Look, it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. And trust me, I won’t go blabbing to the police.” There was a pause, and then, before the Galway woman could stop herself, she asked, “When’re you getting it done?”


For a moment Annie thought the girl was going to deny it again, but then her shoulders sagged and her eyes filled with shame and misery. “Tomorrow morning,” she whispered.


Annie sighed heavily. It wasn’t that she was opposed to what the girl was planning to do. For someone young and alone like her, it might well be the best decision. But it was the thought of this pretty little thing being at the mercy of that old butcher, Mrs. Riley, that bothered her. A couple of months earlier, Annie’s neighbor and friend Evelyn Dunne had fallen pregnant. Struggling to feed six children already, she hadn’t been able to face having a seventh. She’d kept the news from her husband and secretly saved up the money to go to Mrs. Riley. “With any luck she’ll mess me up enough so that this don’t happen again,” she’d joked to Annie beforehand.


But it hadn’t seemed so funny afterward when, white-faced, Evelyn had described how she’d lain for an hour on the filthy kitchen table while old Mother Riley had poked at her first with a knitting needle and then used a crochet hook to scrape the fetus away. Seeing her friend doubled over in pain, Annie had urged her to go to the Royal London Hospital, just a five-minute walk up the road, but Evelyn had insisted she was fine. Later that day, the woman’s twelve-year-old daughter had found her dead in bed, the mattress soaked through with blood. The trail had led the coppers back to old Mother Riley, but no one was speaking up, so she hadn’t been charged. It wasn’t the first time she’d gotten away with something like that.


“Look.” This time when Annie spoke her tone was softer. “Maybe I was a bit hasty before. Why don’t we head downstairs for a brew, see if we can’t sort something out, eh?”


The girl’s gratitude was so palpable that it was almost enough to convince Annie that she’d made the right decision.


Over a pot of tea in the cramped kitchen, Franny told the woman everything that had happened to her over the past few months. It was a relief to have someone to talk to. She’d always complained about the constraints of the farm, being beholden to her parents. But alone in London, she’d had to grow up fast, and it wasn’t easy or pleasant. She hadn’t realized how lonely she was until now. For the first time in a while, she felt as if someone cared. And it was nice to be out of that cold, damp room. The kitchen might be old and worn, but it was spotlessly clean, and the landlady wasn’t as fierce as she’d first seemed.


Annie listened patiently to the girl’s story, sympathetic if a little scornful. The girl was breathtakingly naïve. Imagine! Expecting to come to London and find this Sean Gallagher! And even if she had found him, she was as likely to get him down the aisle as Annie was to meet the king.


“So how far along are you?” she asked now.


The girl dropped her eyes, clearly embarrassed to be talking about something so personal. “Three months,” she mumbled. “Maybe four.”


“Well, it’s probably too late to get rid of it anyway,” Annie said.


The girl looked devastated. “Then what am I going to do?”


There was real fear in her voice. Annie realized that the younger woman was looking to her not only for an answer but a solution. And although it went against every instinct of self-preservation, she was inclined to break her cardinal rule and take pity on the girl. An idea had been forming in her head as Franny told her story, and now she decided to share it.


“Look, maybe I can help you out. You could stay here until you get yourself sorted. Not for free, of course,” she added quickly, not wanting the girl to get the wrong idea. “This ain’t no charity—you’ll have to pay your way like everyone else. But I’d give you a good rate. I need a bit of help around here, and in exchange you could keep that room you’re in. And I know of a few cleaning jobs that could bring in some extra cash. That’ll allow you a bit of breathing space. You can have the baby and then decide what you want to do from there.”


Franny looked at the landlady in astonishment. This was the last thing she’d been expecting when the formidable woman came hammering on her door earlier. “You’d do that for me?” She sounded almost confused, as though she couldn’t believe her luck. “But why?”


Annie shrugged, as though it were no big deal. “You seem like a nice girl, and that bloke of yours sounds like a right so-and-so.” She snorted her disapproval, showing exactly what she thought of the man in question. “You ain’t the first to get caught, and you won’t be the last. We’ve all been there, love, and I reckon we women have got to stick together, right?”


At that Franny threw her arms around the woman’s neck. “Thank you, thank you!”


Embarrassed by the display, Annie pushed the girl gently away. “Hey, there’s no need for that,” she said gruffly. “You might not be thanking me after you’ve spent a day on your hands and knees scrubbing some snotty cow’s floor!”


But despite the harshness of her words, Annie Connolly was secretly feeling happy about the arrangement. It would be nice, she decided, to have another woman around the place.
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Mrs. Simpson ran her index finger along the mantelpiece, checking for dust. Franny stood nervously by. This was always the worst part. She could just about handle cleaning the house, but she hated the way the old bag then went around painstakingly checking everything she’d done. Having worked there for the best part of two years, she was hardly likely to start cutting corners now.


“And did you polish the good silver?” The upper-class accent was affected, the snotty disdain was not. Maybe it would have been easier for Franny to swallow if she’d been cleaning at one of those big white townhouses in Mayfair or Belgravia, but they all had their own live-in staff. So she was stuck with snobs like Mrs. Simpson, middle-class women who lived in newly built semis in Islington and Hampstead and were married to men with white-collar jobs—the kind who only recently could afford their own help and liked to look down on their cleaner as a way of asserting their social status.


Franny struggled to hide her impatience. She was itching to get out of there. “Yes, ma’am. And dusted the crystal,” she added, preempting the next question. She hated the cut-glass animals that the lady collected and couldn’t understand why she took such pride in the ugly ornaments. It had been made clear to Franny that if she dropped one, it would be deducted from her wages. “Is that everything?”


Unable to think of anything else to pick on, the older woman went to her large leather handbag. She made a big show of keeping it on her whenever Franny was in the house—as though she expected the younger woman to steal from her. Counting out the money from her purse, Mrs. Simpson handed it over reluctantly, clearly resentful of having to pay her cleaner.


“Thank you very much.” Franny pocketed the cash quickly. She didn’t bother to count it: there was never a tip, never a little extra, even at Christmas. But she made sure to sound grateful every time, aware of how much she needed to keep the woman sweet. Mrs. Simpson was always making little digs about how expensive Franny was, threatening to find someone else. So far Franny had stood firm, mainly because Annie had told her to. “You’re charging less than you should be already,” she’d insisted. “She’s just trying it on.” Franny knew this was true, but she was also aware of how precarious her position was. As a cash-in-hand employee, she had no rights, and she wasn’t sure how easy it would be to find new work.


Mrs. Simpson saw her to the door—again, Franny suspected, to check she wasn’t taking anything with her, rather than out of any sense of good manners. It was only half past four, but outside it was already winter dark. The air was so cold that Franny could see her breath forming clouds of condensation. Buttoning her coat with icy fingers, she jammed her hands into the pockets and hurried to the tube station to begin the forty-minute journey back to Whitechapel. It would have been easier to go straight to the club where she worked in the evenings, but that would have meant not seeing Cara, and she hated when that happened. Franny had promised her daughter that she would be back to put her to bed, and she was determined not to let her child down.


Motherhood had brought out the best in Franny. Cara, her daughter, made all the hardships worthwhile. And over the past two and a half years, there had been many hardships. The East End slums could get you down. Overcrowded tenements, unemployment, the constant poverty …


The birth itself hadn’t been easy. Cara had been a big baby, and although Franny had full hips, her pelvis was small. Annie, experienced in these matters, had acted as midwife, mostly because they couldn’t afford a real one. To Franny’s shame, she hadn’t been very brave. Afterward, Annie had joked that they’d been able to hear her screams five streets away, but at the time it hadn’t been funny. Thirty hours of labor in that airless room—because the attic might be cold in the winter, but that couldn’t even begin to compare to the stuffy heat of the summer, when not even the faintest breeze seemed to filter through the tiny window.


Worst of all, she’d gotten an infection afterward. She’d been sick and feverish for days, until Annie had finally been forced to get the doctor round. He’d given her some antibiotics, which had cleared up the blood poisoning, but he’d also said that she might struggle to conceive again. Frankly, after everything she’d been through, Franny wasn’t sure she cared. She loved her daughter more than anything, but she wasn’t sure there was enough money in the world to make her go through that again.


On the way back from the tube station, Franny bumped into a neighbor and got caught up talking, so it was nearly six by the time she reached the lodging house. Cara must have been listening out for her, because as Franny stepped into the hall, her daughter came waddling out to greet her. At twenty-one months old, she had the soft roundness of a toddler and was all rosy cheeks and big green eyes. It was those eyes that were her only gift from her mother. Even at this age, Franny could see more of Sean in her, and the crop of dark hair on her head was all her father.


“Mama home! Mama home!” Cara tugged at her mother’s skirt as she spoke in her pidgin English. Turning her attention to her daughter, Franny felt the tiredness melt away. It was times like this when she remembered why the constant struggle was worthwhile.


“Come here, sweetheart.” She scooped the child up for a cuddle. “Oh, you’re getting heavy, aren’t you?” she teased, pretending to buckle under her daughter’s weight. “What have you been putting in here?” As she began to tickle Cara’s tummy, the child laughed delightedly, and Franny felt the instinctive pull of love for her daughter that still took her by surprise.


At first, when she’d started living with Annie, she’d thought about having her child adopted. It would have been the easiest solution, to give her baby to a well-to-do family, where she’d be guaranteed a good upbringing while also allowing Franny to get on with her life, her mistake left firmly in the past. But as the months had gone by and she’d started to get bigger and become attached to the child growing within her, she’d realized it wouldn’t be that easy. It helped that there were a lot of women in the area bringing up children on their own, their men either lost in battle or demobbed and departed back to where they’d come from. Franny was just one more, her situation hardly worth dwelling on.


“All right, Auntie Fran?”


Annie’s eldest, twelve-year-old Bronagh, came out into the hall. Along with her ten-year-old sister, Maureen, they took turns watching Cara when they weren’t at school. The two girls doted on Franny’s child and were like little mothers to her. Franny knew how fortunate she was to have found Annie. Her lodging house might not be much, but she was ruthless about keeping it clean; a lot of the other tenements were overrun with rats and mice. But best of all, the Connollys were like one big extended family to her and Cara. Annie’s children, even five-year-old Danny, treated Cara like one of their own. Cara had already formed an attachment to him. Now that she could walk, she toddled around after him, trying to call his name like he’d taught her: “Da-nee, Da-nee.”
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