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Christmas morning, 1964

Waterloo Street, Liverpool

The cold woke Fionnuala long before the alarm.

During the night, her da’s old army coat had gradually fallen from the bed on to the floor, allowing the cold to slip deep inside her thin bones. The snow had begun to fall the night before Christmas Eve and had barely stopped since. It filled the bedroom with an eerie whiteness, stillness and quiet. Deathly quiet.

Lifting her arm out from under the blanket, she reached down and, with one tug, heaved up the heavy old army coat, which weighed almost as much as she did, and tucked it in as she curled up into a ball to make herself warm once again.

Moments later, Fionnuala’s da, Fred, popped his head around her bedroom door. His braces hung loosely over his vest, the top buttons of his baggy trousers were yet to be fastened and he wore his cap low on his brow. As with most dockers, his cap was the last item of clothing to be removed at night and the first back on in the morning.

‘Are you awake, queen?’

‘Aye, I am, Da,’ Fionnuala whispered back, careful not to rouse her sisters, sleeping in the double bed next to her own.

‘I’ll light the fire and make it nice and warm downstairs, before you come down. Just give me ten, now.’

Fred pointed his finger into the air, as if to nail his words to the ceiling, then he turned and trotted on tiptoe down the stairs, but not before Fionnuala had rewarded him with a sleepy smile.

‘Thanks, Da, you’re the best,’ she whispered, as she scratched her neck. The woollen coat itched, but she was determined not to let it move again, as she snuggled down and savoured the prospect of another ten minutes’ sleep.

Shall I tell him now? Dare I tell him now? It was the first thought that had entered her consciousness the second she woke.

Fionnuala concentrated on her father’s footsteps descending the wooden stairs and silently counted until, with meticulous care, he avoided the steps known to creak and groan under his considerable frame. She thought how lucky she was that she had a da like Fred. The docks were closed on Christmas Day, a rare day of rest. He usually worked a full six days, sometimes seven when money was tight. But so proud was he of his daughter, Fionnuala, the nurse, that he would do anything to support her. To forfeit his one morning in bed and to be the first up in a freezing cold house to light the fire, was a duty of joy. Nothing was too much for Fred when it came to his daughters, especially Fionnuala.

Now she looked over at the double bed with its tidy row of sleeping sibling redheads and smiled. She was the only one of eight daughters to have inherited her mother’s dark auburn hair and almost black eyes. Her da had brought home a bed for her to have as her very own when she began her nurse training, and now this single bed was wedged in between the wall and the double, where her sisters slept. It left a gap so small that she had to scramble to the end of the bed, in order to place her feet on the floor.

Fionnuala would never let her da know, but now that the snow had arrived, she would have been much warmer sleeping in the big bed, with her sisters for hot water bottles. She would have had no need of the old coat on top of her blankets.

As she closed her eyes and drifted back to sleep, down in the yard she heard the familiar sound of a shovel, scuffing against the yard cobbles, and the tumble of coal on metal as the coke hit the sides of the bucket. In just a couple of hours, the bedroom would fill with screams and squeals of delight, but by then she would be striding in through the hospital entrance, to begin her long twelve-hour shift.

It felt as though she had been asleep for much more than ten minutes, when she heard her da sneak back into the room. With one hand he clutched seven soft pink, blue and lilac-striped flannelette pillowcases over his shoulder, and in the other he balanced a cup of tea, which slopped generously into the saucer upon which it precariously sat.

‘Here’s your tea, love, sup the slops out of the saucer first.’ Her da looked sheepish as he handed the tea to Fionnuala and then placed the pillow-cases gently onto the floor at the end of the double bed, winking at her as he did so.

‘Merciful God,’ Fionnuala whispered. ‘Does this mean that there is no Father Christmas? Was it you all along, Da?’

Fred put a finger to his lips as he grinned. ‘Shh, we don’t want to wake our Mary, she will have the street up, she will, if she wakes before the others.’

Fionnuala pushed herself up off the bed with one hand and balanced the cup and saucer in the other. ‘What’s that yellow thing sticking out of the corner of Mary’s pillowcase?’ she whispered back.

‘It’s an LP by Bobby Vee.’

Fred had lowered himself gently onto the end of his daughter’s bed while she drank her tea.

‘But, Da!’ Fionnuala was stunned at this surprise Christmas gift. ‘We don’t have a record player, she won’t be able to listen to it.’

‘I know, queen, but she’s mad about Bobby Vee, isn’t she? And this fella came down to the dock gates selling them for next to nothing. What could I do? I couldn’t say no, now, could I? Knowing that he’s all our Mary talks about. She can look at the picture and read the words on the songs and who knows, if I drop a word in Callum O’Prey’s ear, we might have one of those radiogram thingies soon. When I get a bit of cash together. Anyway, that fire’ll be nice and warm now. I’ll go and get yer breakfast ready. Bacon butty, queen?’

Fred suddenly felt foolish and wanted to retreat to the kitchen. Maggie had already given him hell about buying a record for their Mary, when there was nothing for her to play it on. He was now anxious that Mary might not be as pleased with the purchase as he was.

Fred was second generation Irish and had himself been born and raised on the streets. He had quickly picked up the accent of the dockers and spoke in that lilting, nasal mix which was Irish scouse. Now he stepped back and, reaching across the bed, planted a kiss on the top of Fionnuala’s head.

‘Your present will be waiting for you, when you get back tonight, along with your Christmas dinner,’ he whispered.

Fionnuala knew what he meant. Her ma would keep her Christmas dinner on a pan of simmering water, with a lid over the top.

‘Best way to keep a dinner warm. Never dries out, so it doesn’t,’ Maggie would say, each time she served a dinner from on top of the pan.

Fionnuala had never returned late at night from a shift, without there being a hot dinner on a simmering pan waiting for her, even if everyone was in bed. She swore the dinners tasted nicer for having sat those few extra hours, waiting to be eaten.

As she stepped into the kitchen now, she saw that her da had taken her black wool cape, with its blood-red lining, down from the hook and hung it across the back of one of the kitchen chairs in front of the fire, to warm, ready for when Fionnuala stepped out into the freezing cold morning. He had screwed the hook into the wall, the first day she arrived home wearing the heavy cape. One of his last jobs of the day, before he damped down the fire each night, was to take down Fionnuala’s cape and brush away imaginary dust. Fionnuala, always in bed and long asleep by this time, had no idea.

‘Ah, you are such a good da to me,’ she said, rubbing her hand across the top of the cape. ‘’Tis as warm as toast already and that’s a grand fire, Da, thanks.’

Fred blushed as he placed a warm plate, with Fionnuala’s sandwich, on the table. Two slices of yesterday’s bread, fried in the bacon fat to freshen it up, with what looked like half a pig compressed between two doorsteps.

‘Isn’t it funny, how it feels so special on Christmas morning,’ Fionnuala said, giving Fred a peck on the cheek. ‘Merry Christmas.’

Fred looked at his daughter, his eyes brimming with pride and affection. ‘Aye, Merry Christmas, queen. Although you are working, it should be a nice and quiet one for you today, as you sent half of the patients home yesterday.’

As Fionnuala tucked into her breakfast and chatted to her da, she looked up at the crepe paper decorations, crafted by the girls under her mother’s careful supervision and draped across the ceiling. The light from the fire had banished the damp and the chilled grey light of just half an hour earlier.

‘It’s so warm in here Da, I don’t want to leave now,’ Fionnuala said, wrinkling her nose in an exaggerated manner, as she smelt the turkey she had helped to stuff the previous evening, now slowly roasting in the range oven, at the side of the fire.

‘Will you tell Mammy, before she starts giving out, that I’ll pop into mass in town, on the way to the hospital? There’s only one bus an hour today and I can’t miss it and be late.’

‘All right, love, you have a good day and we will all be waiting here for you now, when you get home. Your ma has a letter from Aunty Joanna in Australia. She has kept it to open tonight, as a special treat, and we can all sit together while she reads the news from Brisbane. You know what your ma’s like, there’ll be enough tears to mop the floor. I’ll have me hankie ready, though.’

Shall I tell him now? The thought wandered through Fionnuala’s mind, as she listened to her da rabbiting on, and watched as he poured more scalding dark brown tea into her enamel mug. Shall I wait back a minute and tell him, while we are on our own? The steam was clearly visible, as it rose in front of him and for a moment, her da’s face, snake-charmer-like, danced and swayed in the blur. Her nostrils filled with the smell of freshly brewed leaves; another Christmas treat for Fionnuala, to have been served the first fresh mash of the day. It was normally reserved for her ma.

Fred fussed around her, picking up her black shoes and spitting on the leather. For the second time that morning, he buffed them with the rag he kept especially for her work shoes. As she continued to eat, she asked herself again, shall I tell him now? Shall I?

Fred lifted up the birdcage cover, which Fionnuala had adapted to fit over the wicker basket she used for work. It had been split down the middle, and the elastic of the two patterned halves of soft plastic now covered both sides of the basket, to keep the contents inside dry.

He carefully put her work shoes into the pink gingham shoe-bag, which her mother had stitched by hand, complete with her initials embroidered in white cotton, and laid them in the basket. For the first time that morning, there was a silence between them, while Fred fiddled with the corners of the cover on the basket.

Now.

Fionnuala leaned forward, preparing to speak…

‘You’re all set,’ Fred announced brightly. ‘Have ye got two pairs of stockings on? You will need them, there’s no sign of a thaw.’

As quickly as ‘just the right moment’ had entered the kitchen, it took flight and left. Fionnuala, realizing the precious opportunity had passed, now hastily stuffed the last crumbs of fried bread into her mouth.

‘Mary and Joseph, I forgot to put the satsumas in the pillowcases,’ said Fred, slapping his forehead with the flat of his palm.

‘I’ll take yer mam her cuppa and slip them in, maybe she can have her tea in peace, before the rumpus begins.’

‘I’ll be gone when you come back down, Da,’ said Fionnuala, flicking the breadcrumbs from her lap into the hearth.

‘OK, love, I’ll wait for you at the bus stop at the end of the road tonight. Try and have a good day.’

Fionnuala felt her colour begin to rise, as the first butterflies of panic settled in her stomach.

‘But, Da, the buses aren’t reliable on Christmas Day. I’ve no idea whether I will make the twenty past eight, and I may even be the lucky one and get away for the seven o’clock. If we are quiet and everything’s done, Sister Joyce will let one of us leave, and if I’m lucky, it might be me.’

‘Well, in that case, I will be at the bus stop from a quarter to eight until you arrive home, whatever bus ye may be on. No daughter of mine is walking home in the dark, after a long day at work, when there has been a murder not yards from here, what kind of man do ye think I am?’

‘The best,’ Fionnuala said, making Fred blush yet again.

They exchanged smiles as her da slipped through the door and up the stairs, struggling to carry the satsumas and her ma’s tea.

Fionnuala looked up at the statue of Our Lady on the press, blessed herself and whispered, ‘I bottled it again, didn’t I?’

*

Fionnuala ran down Waterloo Street towards the bus stop and, as always, she glanced down Nelson Street towards the house of Annie O’Prey, then up at the windows, where she knew the secret that burnt in her heart lay sleeping. Within those soot-blackened, terraced walls, lay Annie’s son, Callum, home from prison these last few months. Like the good boy he now was, he would escort his mother to mass this morning and stand dutifully by her side, whilst she lit a penny candle for her late husband and for her best friend and neighbour, who had recently met the bloodiest of ends during a moment of privacy, sitting on the lavvy in her own outhouse. This was the reason Fred would not allow his daughter to walk home from the bus stop alone. If a woman could be murdered whilst sat on her lavvy, it could happen to anyone, anywhere.

If Fionnuala had fallen for any other boy on the Four Streets, telling her parents would not have presented such a problem, but Callum was bad news. In and out of prison, the O’Prey boys had a reputation for being prolific local thieves and, at the same time, local heroes. But Fionnuala was well aware that with Callum, it was all bravado. He loved to help people; well, really, what he actually loved was being needed and appreciated. Fionnuala knew he basked in the praise and gratitude heaped upon him, in a way unique to those with Irish blood in their veins, and never was this more obvious than when he managed to do something for one of the families he had grown up with and known since birth.

All it took was a request, dropped into his ear down the Anchor, and off Callum went, without a second thought. That, really, was Callum’s problem: he never considered the consequence of his actions beyond his need to feel valued and important. It was all that mattered to him. There was no doubt of the worth of the O’Prey boys to the community, but every mother on the streets was glad they were Annie’s boys, and not their own. Fionnuala’s own mother, Maggie, had even made excuses for Callum, until the day he stole a car and knocked out the girls from Nelson Street.

‘As God is true, if I was Annie O’Prey, I would be in an early grave, so I would, with the worry of that Callum,’ she had said.

‘Sure, he means no harm,’ her da had interjected.

‘Aye, I know that, soft lad.’

Fionnuala’s mother had a tongue as sharp as any knife in the drawer and took no prisoners, but what she lacked in maternal affection she made up for in domestic efficiency, and Fred was more than happy to be the ‘soft lad’ in the house, when it came to his children, often winking at his daughters behind Maggie’s back. With relief, they would grin back. They took no offence at their mother’s brusqueness, but when she snapped at Fred, it was as though her words pierced their own hearts and the pain lingered, until Fred slipped them a sign that he was unwounded.

Now, Maggie said, ‘He’s helped us out often enough, but the lad really needs to settle down. The police have them panda cars all over the place, it’s more dangerous now altogether. He’s been in jail twice already and if he’s not careful, he will end up serving years like his brother and what use can either of those lads be to their mother from behind bars? Sure, Annie’s not getting any younger now.’

‘Well, we have no worries there, queen,’ Fred said, as his chest puffed out with pride. ‘Our Fionnuala’s off to train to be a nurse and God willing, the others will follow. You can’t get better than that.’

‘Aye, isn’t that the truth. God forbid we should ever have a child turn out like one of the O’Prey lads. What, in the name of God, did Annie do wrong? She took those boys to mass with her every week and never missed a beat, once their da died.’

‘That accident was a bit of bad luck.’ Fred became morose whenever the name of a man who had died in a dock accident was mentioned. ‘Two seconds later and that rope would never have hit him.’

Maggie had been standing at the sink and at the memory of the accident which had claimed the life of Benjamin O’Prey, took her hands out of the washing up water and blessed herself with dripping dishwater. ‘God rest his soul,’ she said, and quickly added, ‘Well, let’s hope none of our girls ever take up with one of the O’Preys. I want better than a jailbird for all of them. I’m not sure what would be worse, one of them in the family way, or marrying an O’Prey.’

‘Holy Mary mother of God, no! Are ye serious, woman? There is only our Fionnuala anywhere near their age and she has standards, does our Fionnuala. She would never look twice at an O’Prey boy, the cut of him, are ye mad? She’s better sense than that.’

And for months, it had been those words which Fionnuala replayed, every night in the moments before sleep.

She’s better sense than that.

*

Fionnuala and Callum had turned their childhood friendship around an entirely unexpected corner, on the night before she began her nurse training. There had been a bit of a do in the Anchor, to send Fionnuala off in style.

The residents of the Four Streets seized any excuse for a party. Each one, man, woman and child, worked long, hard hours to keep body and soul together and they liked to play as hard as they worked. Saturday night was spent in the Irish Centre, the Grafton or the Anchor pub on the Dock Road.

Bill, the landlord of the Anchor, had laid on plates of sandwiches and pork pies, along with the free first drink of the night. Bill and Fred had both grown up in Liverpool during the war. They had survived the Blitz on the same street and both knew many who hadn’t. From the same town in Co Clare, neither had returned home to Ireland, the country of their ancestors and yet, they were still connected across the water, to families and friends who knew both men well. There was no question of Fionnuala’s leaving party being held anywhere other than in the Anchor.

The residents of the Four Streets, young and old, made their way to the pub straight from evening mass. Hairnets and curlers bobbed up and down in the smoke-filled room. The bar stood four deep and the church was entirely empty, before the priest had had time to remove his vestments. The prospect of a free pint and a butty had created a minor, if dignified, stampede, straight out of the back of the church.

It wasn’t just Fionnuala’s family who were proud of her. Everyone in the pub patted her on the back and scooped her into their arms with congratulatory hugs, delighted that of one of their own had brought respectability to the community. And God knows, after a double murder on the streets, they needed it. If Fionnuala could become a nurse, born as she was into a family that shared the poverty and faced the same struggles as they all had, then any one of their children could do it, too. With God’s blessing and strict attendance at mass, twice a day, of course.

‘Well done, Fionnuala. God, ’tis such a relief to know there is medical help on our own streets, with my hip being so bad now.’

Nana Kathleen, from Nelson Street, had both of Fionnuala’s hands clasped in her own and Fionnuala felt the familiar sensation of a bank note being slipped into her palm.

‘Didn’t I tell yer mammy, when I read her tea leaves, I could see someone in the family putting on a uniform? Did I not?’

‘Sure, Nana Kathleen, she hasn’t stopped talking about it since I got the news from the Director of Nursing at the hospital. Her first words, when I handed her the letter, were, “Holy Mary Mother of God, Kathleen told me this was happening and I thought it was our Cathy’s lad joining the army.” I think the fact that she had it completely wrong sent her into more of a tizzy than the news that I had a place in the nursing school. That and the fact she had to run straight to the pub and ask Bill if she could use the phone, to ring Aunty Cathy in Clare and tell her that her lad Pat most probably wasn’t running away to join the army, after all.’

Nana Kathleen laughed as she walked away to join her son and Mrs Keating pressed half a crown into her hand, as Fionnuala went in search of Mary, the only one of her sisters allowed anywhere near the pub. Her da would have Mary glued to his side, while his eyes, narrowed and as sharp and dangerous as a Stanley knife, would be on the lookout for any young lad who dared to speak to her.

As Fionnuala shuffled through the crowd, Mrs Green, a widow for as long as anyone could remember, slipped a shilling into her coat pocket. Fionnuala was overcome with gratitude. Her pockets felt heavy and weighed down with silver coins. Not for the first time, she thought how much she loved being Irish and, familiar as it all was to her, she understood that the generosity of her neighbours, poor though they might be, was unique and unlike that to be found anywhere else.

Now, suddenly, as she was squeezing her way past some of the younger men, she heard Bill, the landlord, begin to shout. ‘Quiet please, QUIET! Fred has asked Tommy Doherty to make a little speech for our Fionnuala, here. QUIET! Fionnuala, where are you?’

Everyone in the room turned to look, as Bill thumped the base of a pewter pot on the bar, and slowly silence fell. Fionnuala felt the blood slowly creep upwards and flush her face. She was unused to being the centre of attention. As the eldest of eight, she was often the one looking after others. Maggie’s regimental domestic routine guaranteed that Fionnuala always had her share of housework and younger sisters to look after. Even Fionnuala knew it had been a miracle that she had passed the entry exam for nursing, so disturbed and fragmented had her studies been by the demands of family life. Now, Fionnuala stood, in shock, as Tommy Doherty began speaking.

‘I remember the day you were born, Fionnuala.’

‘So do I,’ her ma’s voice shouted out, from somewhere in the crowd. Everyone began to laugh.

‘I don’t.’ Fred’s voice.

‘No Fred, you wouldn’t. You were in here, until four o’clock in the morning with the rest of us, wetting the baby’s head and unable to manage your way the entire thirty yards along to your own back door. You somehow found yourself in the wrong house that night. ’Twas a right shock for Mrs Green the next morning, when she found you asleep in her outhouse,’ said Tommy.

‘Aye, ’tis true,’ said Mrs Green, who was five foot nothing and weighed around sixteen stone. She grinned at the thought of a fading memory, a night she hadn’t talked about for a very long time. As everyone turned to look at her, she took a sip of her Guinness, squinted as she primly adjusted her horn-rimmed spectacles and continued, ‘I only had me pink baby doll nightie on. Felt ashamed I did.’

Fred put his hand over his face, shame-faced in his turn.

Fionnuala looked around her as everyone rocked with laughter. She had to be up at six the next morning and report into the school of nursing at eight thirty. Her stomach did a somersault with nerves at the very thought. As the laughter died, Tommy presented Fionnuala with a gift she had never, in a million years, expected. The neighbours had clubbed together and bought her a suitcase and an engraved fob watch, along with a silver hairbrush set. The words Nurse Fionnuala Kennedy shone out at her from the back of the engraved Timex. She was holding in her hand the thing she could not afford to have bought and had dared not asked her parents for as she knew how tight money was, even though it had been on the list of essentials sent to her by the hospital. The worry of arriving at the nursing school unequipped had eaten away at her happiness for weeks and now, here she was, with the one thing she needed more than anything, the polished glass glimmering in her hand. She thought for the first time she may cry, but there was more. Fionnuala gasped when she saw the hairbrushes. They were so heavy and beautiful. She had never touched or seen anything like them in her life, and neither had anyone else. Not even Deirdre, who had organized the collection and had been in charge of buying the gifts for Fionnuala, and who now looked in astonishment at the silver hairbrushes.

Tommy continued. ‘It was Aunty Maura here who bought you a nurse’s outfit on St John’s market when you were just three, and so we feel partly to blame.’

At that exact moment, just as all eyes were on Tommy, Callum O’Prey slipped a glass into Fionnuala’s hand.

‘It’s a gin and orange squash,’ he whispered. ‘You look like you need it.’

Fionnuala mouthed a thank you, lifted the glass up to her nose to inhale the intoxicating perfume and turned back to face Uncle Tommy. When she looked back round, Callum was nowhere to be seen.

‘And so, we send ye on yer way, Fionnuala, with our blessing. Every family on these streets is behind ye, and sure aren’t we the ones who are delighted that we can bring all our medical problems to ye, and if ye don’t mind, can we start with my—’

‘Shush now, will ye.’ Everyone burst out laughing again, as Maura put her hand over Tommy’s mouth.

Tommy roared, as he raised his pint of Guinness and called for everyone to join him. ‘To our Fionnuala from the streets, and to her proud ma and da.’

As everyone raised a glass, Fionnuala gazed around the room and felt as happy as she ever had in her life. And she knew this also had something to do with the warm feeling which had washed over her when Callum O’Prey had slipped the glass of gin and orange into her hand.

‘Boo,’ Callum said as, once again, he appeared from seemingly nowhere behind her.

‘God, you scared me, I never heard you.’

‘Ah, one of the tricks of the trade,’ said Callum, tapping the side of his nose.

‘And what trade would that be, Callum O’Prey?’ asked Fionnuala, tartly.

‘The trade that made sure ye had a nice set of brushes to commemorate setting away on yer nurse training.’

Fionnuala’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘I can’t take them, then,’ she said indignantly.

‘Oh, for the love of Jesus,’ said Callum. ‘I should have kept me big gob shut. Fionnuala, don’t go getting all pious on me, now. Ye can’t give them back, so ye can’t, not without sending me back to Walton jail anyway, and you also can’t let everyone know what I just told you about the brushes. The bizzies would run me off the street. They will all be thinking Deirdre got them and Deirdre will be thinking someone slipped them in, which they did.’ Callum grinned. ‘Ye know how it works. Jesus, isn’t it me who keeps the street in tea leaves?’

Fionnuala knew this was true and she was also aware that to be prissy about the brushes, when she knew for a fact that the new Eubank in their outhouse had mysteriously appeared courtesy of Callum, was hypocritical.

‘Where did they come from, Callum?’ she asked him in a serious voice. ‘I have to know.’

‘Not from a house,’ he said, looking sheepish. ‘It was from a delivery to Lewis’s. No one will know.’

‘Promise me you will stop this and find a job,’ Fionnuala said earnestly. ‘It’s the only way to stay out of Walton jail, Callum.’

She had placed her hand over his and, as he looked up at her, for the first time it struck him that he had found a way to make someone like him and it didn’t involve thieving. In fact, just the opposite. Fionnuala’s reaction to the brushes had not been at all what he expected. If he had done that for any other person in this pub, they would have been beside themselves with delight. There wasn’t a single family on the Four Streets could afford to buy a set of silver brushes and even if they could, wild horses wouldn’t make these people, who had known hunger, throw money away on something so frivolous.

Fionnuala looked directly at him and her dark brown eyes owned him. All he had to do to please her was to agree not to thieve, and he realized that having Fionnuala proud of him for doing that would be worth foregoing the approval of every other family on the Four Streets.

‘Will you promise me, now?’ Fionnuala had some of her mother’s ways and like a dog with a rag, would not give up once she sunk her teeth into something.

‘I promise to stop the thieving, if ye give me a tail home?’ Callum said cheekily, catching Fionnuala off her guard and taking huge pleasure in watching her blush furiously.

For a split second, Callum thought he had blown it and that she was about to walk away, but then she smiled.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘if you want, but you keep yer hands to yerself, Callum O’Prey. I will not be fighting for my honour in the entry.’

‘I promise,’ he replied, with a grin on his face.

Fionnuala looked around and saw that her friends were calling her over. ‘I have to go and join Angela Keating and the others. Don’t tell anyone. Me mam and da wouldn’t be happy.’

‘I promise you that as well, Fionnuala.’ Callum grinned and doffed his cap.

The grin quickly slipped from his face as she disappeared into the blue haze of cigarette smoke. He had no idea how to take Fionnuala’s honour. Callum had spent his entire life thieving for his neighbours. He was sweet seventeen and had never been kissed. Despite her boldness, neither had Fionnuala.

Callum’s pal, Michael, came and stood at his side. Michael worked at the repair garage and every day he mixed with men of the world, men who had enough money to own cars. Michael was also from Dublin, unlike Callum’s family and most of the people on the Four Streets, who had originated from Mayo, Cork and every village in between.

Callum looked Michael up and down. ‘Michael you must know things about girls, do ye? If I kiss a girl, am I taking her honour, now?’

Michael furrowed his brow, lifted his cap, rubbed his Swarfega-coated, greasy hair and put his cap back down again. Michael did that every time he was asked a question, regardless of the depth or seriousness.

‘I would say it was now, to be sure. Once a girl has been kissed, that’s it. She’s not a virgin any more, is she, and there’s plenty more goes on. I hear about it all the time from the lads at the garage. There’s not much I don’t know about that kind of stuff now, so I’m sure that’s right.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Callum. ‘I never knew that. I’m still a virgin and I’m seventeen. I had better put an end to that soon, had I, Michael. Are ye a virgin still?’

‘Feck, no,’ said Michael with a note of disgust in his voice. ‘I’ve kissed loads of girls, so I have.’ And with that, off they both walked to the bar to refill their Guinness pots.

Fionnuala left the do, whilst most people were on to ordering their fourth round. Bill wasn’t daft, she thought. Putting everyone in a good mood with free food made sure that their merriment emptied pockets and purses over his bar. Fionnuala had been so full of yawns and excuses that she must away to bed, because she had to be up and report to the nursing school early, that no one complained when she slipped out of the snug door and down the pub steps.

The road was full of the Mersey mist that lay on the glistening damp streets and clung to the cobbles in the centre of the road, diffusing as it met doorways and windows and slipped in, under and into the cracks.

She hadn’t caught Callum’s eye and deliberately didn’t look for him as she left. If he wasn’t watching her keenly enough to see when she left, then it wasn’t worth him having her tail home.

She had no sooner turned into the entry than she heard his faint footsteps behind her.

‘Boo,’ he said again, for the second time that night, and this time Fionnuala laughed.

‘Away with you,’ she screamed. ‘May the cat eat you and the devil eat the cat!’

Callum laughed, too. ‘Why do you think my nickname’s Dixie Dean?’ he said, smiling. ‘No one ever knows where I am. You shouldn’t walk out here on yer own, after all that’s happened around here lately,’ he said in a voice that was suddenly serious, a voice that made Fionnuala’s heart leap.

‘It’s nice that you are so concerned,’ she replied. ‘I will admit, I did feel a bit wobbly. I told my da I was walking with someone, so I’m glad you caught me up.’

‘I couldn’t get out of the pub fast enough, when I saw ye go. Ye know what my ma’s like. I had to let her know chapter and verse where I was off to, or she panics that I’m off robbing again. She’s really clingy now that I am the only one at home. She will be mighty upset if ever I end up back in jail. It doesn’t bear thinking about.’

‘Well, there’s another reason, then, why you have to give up the thieving, Callum, for yer mam’s sake. You are all she has. Now that her best friend has gone, she needs ye to be at home with her and help her. You know she thinks the sun shines out of your backside, don’t you?’

Fionnuala and Callum both laughed at the thought of his mother. No matter what anyone had to say or wherever it was, Annie O’Prey was renowned for turning any conversation around to her wonderful boys.

‘You don’t need to please anyone, you know, Callum,’ said Fionnuala. ‘Everyone thinks ye are just great, anyway.’

Now Callum’s stomach flipped over. Fionnuala had just said that everyone thought he was great. Not a living soul in his life had ever told him that before. His mother may have said so to others, but she had never said so to Callum. Unless, of course, she was passing on thanks for his latest thieving effort.

‘In fact,’ she carried on, ‘I’m not sure how many a family would have managed on this street, without yer help. It may not have been legal, but God, I have heard so many people say, “Thank God for Callum O’Prey”.’

Callum stood still in the entry and Fionnuala, who had walked on a little, stopped and looked back. The words she had just spoken were words he had never before heard. Callum was always the wrong ’un. He had spent his life being told by the nuns how he was stupid and no good for anything. He had upset his mam with his holidays in jail, along with his adored big brother.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘Fionnuala, is that so? Is that what you have heard people say about me?’

‘Sure, of course I have, they say it all the time. Every time they place another order and you miraculously provide whatever it is they want, with absolutely no risk whatsoever to their own. Jesus, my mother canonizes you every time she runs the Eubank around the kitchen. But it doesn’t matter, Callum, it’s all praise built on sand, as it’s false and sinful and you have to stop now. People may praise you when they sweep their floors, but that doesn’t hand you self-respect and they don’t respect you for it. You put yourself at risk for the benefit of others and what do you get out of it? A criminal record, that’s what. Does it really bring you comfort in jail, knowing my mam is finding it easier to keep the kitchen clean?’

Callum had been full of pride at the thought that his neighbours didn’t regard him as a complete idiot, but now Fionnuala’s words were dripping into his consciousness one at a time, and for the first time in his life, they were seeping through. Fionnuala was right. She was about to become someone, a decent person. People were already looking up to her and she was only seventeen. He wanted that too. The neighbours would never throw a party in the street for him. Callum realized this, with a sinking heart. He looked at Fionnuala and knew his life was about to change.

‘I have said to you that I promise – and I will keep that promise, Fionnuala. Ye see them stars, in the sky, they are my witness and I say this, that I will stop the thieving, on one condition, if ye let me have a kiss, right now.’

Fionnuala had stopped talking. She looked down at the new suitcase in her hand and didn’t know what to say. She was only sure of one thing: she didn’t want to say no.

Callum took a step towards her. Putting both his hands on her shoulders, he pulled her towards him and kissed her on the lips. It was a short peck to begin with, but then, after he had pulled away, with his cheeky smile and gleaming eyes, and announced, ‘Well that was nice,’ he kissed her again, slowly and for a much longer time.

Fionnuala had no idea how long they stood there for. It was only the sound of old Mr Keating, stepping into the outhouse, just over the back yard wall from where they were standing, that brought her to her senses.

Fionnuala wobbled backwards for a moment, as if she were in shock and Callum reached out and took hold of her hand. He felt as if he had changed from boy to man, in just a few moments.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered in her ear.

‘Sorry for what?’ she asked, looking back at him.

‘For taking your honour,’ he said.

He had no idea why Fionnuala began to laugh.

‘You are a case, Callum O’Prey,’ she said, before she slipped away in through her back gate.

Callum stood and watched her go, unable to move, and as the gate closed behind her, Callum looked up to the sky and a thousand stars winked back at him.

*

They had seen each other as often as was possible over the next few months, always in secret. Callum had been taken on the night shift at the English Electric factory and sometimes Fionnuala worked nights too, which suited them well. She slept at the nurses’ home when she was in class or on her shift, and only returned back home on days off.

Men weren’t allowed in the nurses’ home, and if they rang the bell they had to wait outside on the steps, until the nurse they were calling for stepped outside. Fionnuala had heard stories of nurses entertaining in the common room and more risqué tales of boyfriends being slipped into beds, but that was not for her.

‘Sneak him upstairs,’ her friend Helen had said, after Callum had delivered her to the door of the nurses’ home for the third or fourth time.

‘I have no intention of inviting Callum into my room, or my bed, until there is an engagement ring on my finger, Helen. I know it’s the Sixties, but I’m not stupid altogether.’

Fionnuala did wish they had a little more freedom to be alone together, though. As it was, they took walks along the shore and trips out on the rowing boats on Sefton Park lake.

It was on one sunny day, whilst Callum rowed Fionnuala across the lake, that he declared his love for her and she, fully aware it was something of which her parents would never approve, told him she loved him back.

The truth was, she did want to love him back, and not just in words alone.

‘I never thought anyone would turn me around the way you have,’ Callum said.

Fionnuala let her hand trail in the water, as the ducks swam close to the boat, pecking towards her hand for bread she had brought.

‘Are you happy, though?’ Fionnuala asked. ‘Do you not feel better for working in the factory and living an honest life?’

‘I do, aye, but that’s because I have you now. If I was still on my own, I’m not sure I would be able to resist the temptation. After all, I’ve been robbing since I was a kid with me da. They used to take me and my brother down to the docks at night to wait by the perimeter fence and then run back up the steps to the street with the knock off goods, and hide them in outhouses, depending on who wanted stuff. I’ve left stuff in your outhouse, for yer da from mine, on many a night, Fionnuala, I can’t see why yer da would disapprove of me.’

Fionnuala’s heart bled for him, he was so innocent. She couldn’t put into words why she knew her father would disapprove, other than to say it was one thing to fence stolen goods and place an order, like many on the streets had done with the O’Prey boys, it was quite another when it came to your daughter taking up romantically with the street villain.

But now that she was in love with Callum, it was a dilemma she faced each day and she knew she would have to tell her ma and da very soon what she was up to. She couldn’t go on lying to her parents, like she was, any longer.

That night, as Callum walked her back to the home, she made a pact with him.

‘Now that you are at the English Electric, just get the word out that you don’t thieve anymore and then we will tell me da about us.’

Fionnuala had yet to admit to Callum that the silver brushes were still wrapped in tissue paper in her drawer, hidden under newspaper, and she knew that, never in her lifetime, would she use them.

‘Do you mean that?’ said Callum, putting his arms around Fionnuala’s shoulders.

‘See the stars up in that sky?’ she said, reminding Callum of their first night. ‘That’s not stars, them’s my judge and jury.’

*

That night seemed like an age ago to Fionnuala, as she ran for the bus on Christmas morning. In the time which had passed since, she had struggled to keep the hugest secret from everyone, in a family where every piece of information was shared, and it weighed heavily, but for now, she had other things to think about. She just wished she were to see her Callum today. The few moments they had planned at the bus stop might not now happen after all, if Fred was waiting for her. How nice it would have been, if she could have invited him into their kitchen tonight, as they all gathered around to listen to the letter from Aunty Joanna in Australia, or if she could have walked down the road to see Annie and sat awhile with her and Callum.

They had both made a promise that tomorrow morning they would spend the day wandering around the sales in Church Street and take tea in Blacklers. She would make this Christmas more special than Callum had guessed it would be. Over tea, she would suggest that they visit her mam and da and tell them together, on the night of Boxing Day.

*

Helen waited in the changing room at the end of ward two for Fionnuala to arrive. She could hear her footsteps running down the long corridor, but before she had the chance to open the door and warn her that Matron was already on the ward, she heard the words ring out.

‘Nurse Kennedy, do not run.’

Helen knew if it hadn’t been Christmas morning, the reprimand would have been far worse than that.

Fionnuala’s cheeks were bright red with the cold, as she bustled in through the door and took her ward shoes out, before sliding the basket under the wooden bench.

Helen took the clean uniform, that the laundry porter had delivered the night before, down from her peg and began to undo the white linen-covered buttons down the back, to help Fionnuala save time.

‘What took you so long?’ she asked, as Fionnuala gratefully stepped into the pale pink and white striped dress.

‘I had to be at mass and God, the priest was so slow, he took for flaming ever.’

‘You Catholics, the world won’t cave in if you miss a day, you know,’ said Helen, a touch reprovingly.

Fionnuala raised her eyebrows, ‘I know, Helen, but sure, I wouldn’t enjoy Christmas Day, now, if I hadn’t been to communion, and would you want to have to work with a miserable sinner?’

Helen grinned back. ‘Who says I don’t, anyway. What would be different, I would like to know?’

Fionnuala looked dismayed. ‘God, truly, am I miserable? Have you a spare clip for my hat?’

Fionnuala struggled to tuck her auburn hair under the starched lined cap. She never seemed to have enough hair clips. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if I was. I cannot go on any longer with this guilt about me and Callum. I’m going to tell Mammy and Daddy tomorrow night, let them have a nice Christmas before I drop the bomb.’

‘God, are you sure that’s the right thing? I thought you said they were dead set against him and that is even before they know he’s been dating their daughter for months.’

Fionnuala groaned. ‘You should have seen Daddy this morning. He’s so proud of me, Helen. It crucifies me that I might be letting him down, but I have decided, if my seeing Callum is a bad thing, then seeing him in secret is worse. It has to be done, he has to know.’

‘Well, on your own head be it. What will you do if he says that he forbids you to see Callum anymore?’

‘Da won’t say that, Ma might, but not Da.’

‘Fionnuala, it’s Christmas Day. Merry Christmas is the normal thing to say!’ Helen prised a clip out of her own cap and passed it to her friend.

‘Oh, God, I’m sorry, Helen, Merry Christmas.’ Fionnuala grinned at her reflection in the mirror, as Helen picked up the hairspray and coated the back of her hair.

‘Do you know, Fionnuala, I’m sure it’s because you are the eldest, that you can’t dress yourself without help.’

One corner of Fionnuala’s linen apron hung down almost to her waist, as she struggled to extract the fob watch from her purse and with the clasp, pin her apron to the dress.

‘Do you know, Helen, I think you could be right,’ she said, before they both marched out of the changing room and through the swing doors onto the long Florence Nightingale ward, into the little office at the end, to take report.

Fionnuala might not have been able to fold her starched linen hat, but she was a professional through and through. She was a nurse because she loved her job with a passion. It was a love born from the pride instilled in her by everyone who knew her, pride in a girl who had broken the spell which hovered over the Irish immigrant community – where a job at Woolworth’s was considered an impressive achievement and one that paid good money.

The night staff looked sombre as they filed into the office, ready to hand over the night report to the day staff. Fionnuala noted the familiar sick, white and exhausted expression on the face of the nurse about to hand over the night report. She almost dragged herself in through the office door. A stark change from the previous evening, when she had bounced in, looking forward to a quiet Christmas Eve and the hospital choir which visited each ward to sing for the patients. She had been on her feet and mostly alone, for a full twelve hours, with no break.

Fionnuala’s earlier concern about breaking the news to her da about Callum faded, as the night nurse in charge read out her report for each patient on the ward, from the Kardex patient file. Apart from the night nurse, Sister Joyce was the only person who sat down during this ritual. Now she took her place on the leather chair behind her desk. Her dark navy blue dress was immaculate and proud against her frilled, starched linen hat. The silver buckle on her Petersham belt gleamed and reflected the lights from the small Christmas tree in the corner of her office.

‘This Christmas tree is surely an indulgence, is it not?’ She said this at least once a day, in her soft Southern Irish accent. ‘Given that we have an enormous tree in the bay window, at the end of the ward, do you not think we have been a little greedy?’

But the nurses on the ward knew perfectly well that it was Sister Joyce herself who had insisted on having a small tree in her office. She was fiercely competitive with the other ward sisters. Her ward had to be the tidiest, the cleanest and the smartest and when it came to Christmas, she had to outshine the others, literally.

Helen winked at Fionnuala and inclined her head slightly, as she looked out through the office window and watched the morning tea trolley rumble down the ward. It was being trundled along by Joe, one of the walking wounded patients, who had been kept in by Sister Joyce for a few extra days over Christmas, rather than be discharged home to an empty bedsit.

Fionnuala and Helen both noticed that Joe’s pyjama pants had slipped halfway down his backside, while he was serving the hot drinks. Joe was also helping out on the ladies’ ward opposite and Fionnuala knew that was where he would be heading next.

‘Excuse me, Sister,’ said Fionnuala quietly, as she slipped out of the office.

‘Joe, pull your pants up,’ she whispered in his ear, then she put one hand on each side of his pyjamas and pulled them up, before tying the thick woven white cord securely.

‘There you go, Merry Christmas, Joe,’ she said.

Sister Joyce had noticed and raised her hand slightly for the night nurse to wait, until Fionnuala was back in the office.

‘Well done, Nurse Kennedy,’ she said.

The night nurse gave Fionnuala a glance which screamed, ‘Couldn’t that have waited?’ Fionnuala instantly felt embarrassed as she remembered that this nurse had three young children at home and probably couldn’t get there fast enough, with it being Christmas morning.

‘Dignity, respect, compassion and reassurance, there are no words more important or worth remembering when dealing with patients.’ Sister Joyce continued.

Everyone in the office replied in unison, ‘Yes, Sister.’

With a work-weary voice, the night nurse continued. ‘In bay three, we have a very poorly young man. He was brought in last night, from the new housing estate, out at Speke. He’s a young Irish boy and works on one of the scaffolding gangs. The scaffolding was frozen, but he was still sent up, for some reason, and slipped on a frozen plank. He has serious concussion, and the tibia and fibula in both legs are broken. In fact, there are eleven major fractures which I have listed here. Apparently, he hit the bars quite hard on the way down. To be honest, he’s not that good. The doctors only left an hour ago and will be back shortly. Nurse Sands is with him now and has been all night, which has left only two of us on the ward. His parents have been informed. Fortunately, they live near the port in Dublin and they are trying their best to board a crossing this morning. If they do, they said they should be here by ten. I think we will be lucky if he holds out until then. His blood pressure is down in his boots and despite the atropine and adrenaline the doctors have given him, there isn’t much improvement. He has a drip up, obviously. Unless he stabilizes, there is no way the doctors can operate yet. Thankfully, he was saved from hitting his head too badly and there is no obvious concussion. His pupil reactions are normal but he had almost no pulse or blood pressure when he arrived with us.’

‘How old is he?’ Helen asked for the one piece of information the night nurse had forgotten to tell them.

‘He is sixteen, Nurse Windsor, and his name is Jack. When he arrived he was still conscious, but not for long. He cried like a babby for his mammy, screaming for her, he was, he was in so much pain. Despite the fact that there is no obvious concussion, he has been unconscious since, which could just be the amount of pain killers he’s been given to try and stop the shock setting in. I have just checked his blood pressure with the nurse as I walked past, it is still only 95 over 60 and his pulse is now rapid and thready.’

The nurse provided every detail of the medication and care Jack had been given, when suddenly, they all heard the sound of the night nurse who had given one to one care to Jack running up the corridor. Instantly, Fionnuala felt a shiver run down her spine. There was only one reason why it was acceptable for a nurse to run at full pelt down a hospital ward and they all knew what it was. Fionnuala threw open the office door, as Nurse Sands’ voice screamed, ‘Get the crash team, he’s arrested!’

‘Holy Mother,’ said Sister Joyce under her breath. ‘A sixteen-year-old lad on Christmas morning,’ and within seconds she was on the telephone and dialling 111, the shortest dial and the emergency number of the hospital switchboard.

‘Send the on-call doctors,’ she said, in a voice which betrayed not a shred of her dismay or concern. ‘It’s a cardiac arrest on ward two.’

Fionnuala and Helen ran down the ward and bustled Joe and the tea trolley to one side, then Sister Joyce opened and fastened back the ward doors wide, to make room for the on-call medical team and to clear a straight run through and down the ward to the one little room which was used for the sickest of patients.

Fionnuala was the first in to join the exhausted night nurse. It was only her second cardiac arrest since beginning her nurse training. The first had been on a post-operative man in his late seventies. The fact that this was such a young boy made her more nervous than she otherwise would have been.

‘Get the foot of the bed off,’ barked the night nurse, as she removed the pillows from under the young boy’s head and threw them outside the curtains.

Helen had both hands on the footboard and now she lifted it clear with one tug, and carefully manoeuvred her way out through the curtains with it.

‘Here, help me,’ the nurse said to Fionnuala, as she climbed onto the bed with one knee and placed her hands under the heavy bed head. Fionnuala copied her and did the same on the other side, but the bed head refused to move.

‘Just what we need now,’ said Nurse Sands. ‘Let’s do it together. Are you ready? On three – one… two… three.’

And with that combined effort, the bed head lifted clear from the frame and banged against the wall, the weight of it almost pulling both of them off the end of the bed. In a second, both Fionnuala and Nurse Sands were on the floor at the side of the bed.

‘Ready, Nurse Windsor, brake off.’

‘Yes, Nurse Sands,’ Helen replied. ‘Right, let’s go.’

The three of them moved the bed into the middle of the room, so as to give the doctors some space at the head of the bed when they arrived, and as Helen slammed the brake on at the foot of the bed, Nurse Sands said to Fionnuala, ‘You start, I’ll do mouth to mouth.’

Fionnuala immediately lifted her raised fist, gave one hard thump on the young boy’s sternum and began to compress his chest up and down. The three nurses counted out loud together.

‘Where the hell are the doctors?’ Nurse Sands said out loud, after her second bout of mouth to mouth.

Then they heard the crashing of metal trolleys against walls and the familiar sound of heavy feet running towards them.

*

When it was all over, Fionnuala found it hard not to cry. The sixteen-year-old boy, who had been sent up a frozen scaffold on Christmas Eve, had died.

Joe was in the kitchen and had made a large metal jug of milky coffee and placed it on the desk in Sister Joyce’s office, with six regulation issue, pale green cups and saucers.

Sister Joyce looked at him in amazement.

‘Ah, away wi’ ye, Sister, ’tis Christmas Day now, the wee girls are upset, so they are. Let them have a coffee. The few patients we have on the ward are upset, too. They are all in the day room, having a ciggie, and the women on the other side are coming over to visit; they know now, as well.’

‘And who told them, Joe?’ Sister Joyce stood upright and stretched every inch of her five feet and two inches. She fixed her withering gaze on Joe, who looked sheepish.

‘Ah sure, news flies round these wards, does it not?’

Sister Joyce relented. ‘Thank you for the coffee, Joe. You’re right, it is Christmas and the nurses will be upset.’

As Joe looked at her in shock, she gave him a smile. A rare event in itself and one certainly never witnessed before by Joe, who had been a patient on the ward for almost two months.

‘Thank you, Sister,’ he said, grinning back, before he left to join the others in the day room.

*

Fionnuala and Helen were still at Jack’s bedside.

‘Open the window to let his spirit out,’ Fionnuala whispered to Helen.

Helen did not regard herself as religious, but it was a routine followed by every single nurse in the hospital after the death of a patient. There were enough ghost stories flying around the hospital as it was, and there were certain wards which every student nurse dreaded being sent on to for a night shift.

‘Isn’t he just gorgeous?’ Helen turned back from the window and stroked the young boy’s hair away from his face and his cheek with her finger. ‘He’s like a young James Dean.’

Fionnuala was busy washing the dirt of the building site from Jack’s body, dirt which the night nurses had had no time to deal with.

‘The poor, poor love,’ Helen said. ‘He’s the same age as my little brother. God only knows what it would be like at our house, if this happened to our Steven. I don’t think my mother would ever get out of bed again. I can’t imagine any of us would.’

Fionnuala dried Jack’s limbs with the towel and pulled the sheet up and over his many broken bones.

‘Will you close his eyes?’ she asked Helen.

‘Aye,’ Helen replied, as she gently coaxed Jack’s eyelids, with the long dark eyelashes, down and, for the last time, closed his film star brown eyes.

Fionnuala and Helen stood still for a moment, at his side. Fionnuala wanted to pray, but she felt this might make Helen uncomfortable.

Helen looked up at Fionnuala, ‘God rest his soul,’ she said, as a tear slipped down her cheek.

Fionnuala took her handkerchief out of her own pocket. ‘God rest his soul,’ she responded and with a sob between them, they slipped out from behind the curtains to head to the office for further instructions. As Helen passed the window, and despite the cold, she pushed it even further, opening it onto the widest setting.

When they reached the office, the doctors were still there. One was filling out the death certificate and the ward register, while the other was talking to Sister Joyce.

‘Would you like me to talk to the relatives?’

‘Well, I would, if I knew where they were,’ she replied. ‘I tried to phone, as soon as he arrested. The number we have from the work mates who brought him in, is for a shop near to where they live. They have just called back, to say his parents left the house last night and are on their way to Liverpool.’

‘What shall we do with the lad then? If his parents aren’t here to see him, we should send him straight to the morgue.’

‘Let’s give them an hour,’ Sister Joyce replied. ‘They won’t be allowed into the morgue and it seems a bit harsh, if they travel all this way and then don’t even get to say goodbye to their son.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ said the doctor. ‘It’s a shame it’s Christmas morning.’

Fionnuala had noticed that doctors in the hospital varied in their attitude towards the nurses. Some were friendly and spoke to them as equals. These were mostly the very junior doctors, however; the vast majority treated the nurses as handmaidens, barking out their orders with an air of superiority and importance. One such doctor had made Fionnuala cry on her very first day, something she was determined would never happen again. The consultants were regarded as mini gods and only Sister Joyce was allowed to speak to them, unless they asked a nurse a direct question.

Sister Joyce took in the girls’ tear-streaked faces at a glance.

‘It’s Christmas morning, nurses,’ she said, ‘and it hasn’t been the best start to the day. Have a coffee, courtesy of Joe, and let’s work out how we are going to manage the rest of the day. There is one thing we know: it can only get better.’

Fionnuala wasn’t happy drinking coffee in the office, with the doctors present. It made her feel uncomfortable. However, the staff canteen was closed, because it was Christmas and she now discovered it was quite usual for the nurses to eat with the patients on the ward on Christmas Day, just as though they were a family.

‘I have managed to purchase plenty of treats for the ward, with the donations we have had over the year,’ Sister Joyce said. ‘Let’s start with this one, shall we?’

Out of the cardboard box on her desk, which appeared to be full of chocolates, she extracted a bottle of Scotch whisky and, without further ado, poured a small measure into each coffee cup.

Fionnuala dared not speak. She had never even tasted whisky, but she did want to look as though she had. Then, to her surprise, she noticed something quite unexpected. Helen and the junior Doctor Brookes were smiling at each other over their coffee cups, and Helen was blushing. Fionnuala wasn’t surprised. Helen was the prettiest and most glamorous nurse in the hospital, with a personality to match.

‘We have the consultants arriving, with their wives and families, at twelve,’ said Sister Joyce. ‘They will take a sherry with us all, including the patients, in the day room. We will then take the sherry in to those who cannot leave their beds. The consultants and their wives will visit the patients at their bedsides, to wish them Merry Christmas. When they have left, we will serve lunch on the table in the centre of the ward for us all. It should be an easy day from here on in, nurses.’

Sister Joyce had probably never got anything quite so wrong in her thirty years as a ward sister.

*

The hospital choir had returned to the wards, to sing to the patients, while they ate their lunch. They sang two carols on each ward, which meant they could cover most of the adult wards in an hour and a half. The nurses in the hospital choir were those on duty. Making Christmas Day a better one, for patients who needed to remain in hospital, was their calling and they had all been slipped on to their ward rota as extras, to ensure the tradition survived.

Fionnuala and Helen had finished serving lunch to the patients, with Joe’s help, and had just sat down to tuck into their own, when the choir singers began to arrive through the ward door. It was only two thirty in the afternoon, but it was already becoming dark outside. The sky was heavy with yet more snow-filled clouds and the wind lifting up from the river was fierce.

The end of the ward looked out onto the front of the hospital through large glass windows, and they all noticed as an ambulance, with blue lights flashing, hurtled up the drive.

‘Let’s hope it’s not one for us,’ said Sister Joyce. ‘Let’s say grace, shall we, before the carol singers begin. Doctor Brookes, if you would be so kind.’

They all bowed their heads and closed their eyes, as the sonorous voice of Doctor Brookes boomed out the grace. Fionnuala opened her eyes to look around her. Everyone was sitting around the table, with hands clasped before them and eyes tightly shut. The Christmas turkey was steaming on the table, along with hospital kitchen aluminium tubs, filled with roast potatoes, vegetables and as many trimmings as could fit onto the regulation white and bottle-green trimmed plates.

Fionnuala noticed she wasn’t the only person with her eyes open. Helen was staring dreamily at Dr Brookes and what was more, as he spoke the grace, he was looking equally dreamily at Helen. Helen caught Fionnuala’s eye and they both grinned. Well, well, well, thought Fionnuala, and I spotted it first.

As the choir singers began, the pager in Dr Brookes’ pocket beeped. He jumped up from the table and ran to the office to pick up the telephone.

‘I’m needed in casualty,’ he said, and ran out of the ward doors without a backward glance.

‘Poor man,’ said Sister Joyce, ‘he hasn’t slept in over forty-eight hours. Bon appetite everyone.’ She picked up her knife and fork, the signal for everyone else to do the same.

As the choir sang, Fionnuala looked out of the window. The snow was beginning to fall once again. Helen lived in the nurses’ home and wouldn’t be travelling home until she was officially off duty in two days’ time. Fionnuala prayed that the buses would keep running, so that she could return home tonight.

She had no way of letting Callum know he had the same idea as her da, to meet her at the bus stop, and wished now she had asked him to come to the hospital gates, so that he could catch the bus home with her. She knew that as soon as Callum saw Fred Kennedy, he would realize what was happening and would slip back home. Fionnuala felt both sad and angry. She had truly wanted to see Callum on their first Christmas Day. Watching Helen and Doctor Brookes had made her feel melancholy and lonely.

Helen came and sat next to her. ‘What’s up? It’s Christmas and you look really miserable.’

‘What’s up with me?’ said Fionnuala, smiling. ‘Well, I was just thinking now that, if I didn’t have my Callum, how useful it would be to take a few lessons in flirting from you. As you seem to be such an expert.’

‘He is a bit special, isn’t he?’ Helen whispered.

‘He is, I’m sure. He’s certainly nicer than most of the others, but I’ll tell you what, it has made me absolutely certain that come hell or high water, I am telling my mam and dad about Callum. When we were laying out Jack this morning, I thought, God only knows what’s around the corner. Life is too short, isn’t it?’

There was a murmur in the room. Matron had arrived to pay her Christmas visit.

‘Nurse Windsor,’ she said to Helen, ‘could you run along and help in casualty, please, they are rather busy and could do with extra hands.’

Even though Sister Joyce had been in charge of her own ward for over ten years, she jumped to attention when Matron walked into the ward and everyone else followed suit.

‘Please, sit down,’ said Matron. ‘I have just come to wish you all a Merry Christmas. Nurse Kennedy, are you taking the bus home tonight?’

‘I am, Matron,’ Fionnuala replied.

‘Well, once the rumpus in casualty has died down and Nurse Windsor returns, maybe Sister Joyce will allow you to make your way home. I have heard from the porter that the snow is due to get much worse as the day goes on.’

Fionnuala felt like running over and kissing her. Maybe she could ask little Paddy, who lived on Nelson Street and was friendly with the O’Prey boys, if he could run a message to Callum and they could meet, after all.

‘Thank you very much, Matron,’ she replied, casting a glance at Sister Joyce.

‘We have an extra two girls on ward one, Sister Joyce,’ Matron said. ‘You could let her go now, if you were so inclined.’

‘Well, I don’t see why not,’ said Sister Joyce. ‘They have had a tough morning. Go on, Nurse Kennedy, run and catch your bus before it gets any worse.’

Fionnuala could not believe her luck. She almost fell over the chair, as she pushed it back from the table.

‘Thank you, Matron, thank you, Sister Joyce, bye, everyone!’

She waved to the patients around the table and was out of the ward doors, before Matron could change her mind and call her back. She met the kitchen staff on their way into the ward to collect the dishes, as she walked out through the swing doors, but as she opened the changing room door, she thought of Helen.

‘Drat, I need to see Helen and say goodbye.’ She spoke out loud, just as she let the changing room door shut again and turned to go down the long arterial main hospital corridor to the casualty ward.

As she approached, she saw a middle-aged couple, standing in the middle of the corridor, looking up at the overhead sign, obviously trying to find their bearings.

Fionnuala thought they looked troubled. ‘Can I help?’ she enquired. ‘Are you lost?’

It was the man who spoke.

‘We are looking for our boy, Nurse. His name is Jack. He was brought in last night, after an accident on the building site he was working on. We are trying to find out which ward he is on.’

Fionnuala was speechless. Her mind raced, while she tried to work out what to do. If she returned to the ward, she would most likely be stuck there for at least a couple more hours and not get to see her Callum after all. She didn’t deliberate for long, she knew what she had to do.

‘He was on ward two. I will take you down there, to Sister Joyce,’ she said.

‘Was? Why would we be going there, then? Can we go to the ward he is on now?’

It was Jack’s mother speaking. Fionnuala realized that they had no idea their son had died on Christmas morning and that, in his last moments, he had cried out pitifully for his mammy.

While Fionnuala was struggling to think what to say, she saw Helen erupt through the casualty doors. When she saw Fionnuala, her face instantly flooded with relief.

‘Oh, my God, Fionnuala, you have to come now, right now. It’s your Callum, he is in casualty.’

‘In casualty, why? Has he come to collect me?’ Fionnuala knew, even as she spoke the words, that it was not the reason why Helen had come to find her.

She could hear the carol singers at the top of the stairs at the entrance to the children’s wards, now singing ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’. The door to the end of the corridor blew open and she watched as the snow sent flurries down the corridor towards her, carried on an icy breeze which forced her to pull her cape tighter across her body. She felt as though she was a million miles away, yet she knew that she was also right there, waiting, and that whatever Helen was about to impart was bad news and she needed to prepare herself.

‘He’s not that good. He has been in a car crash, the police are with him and they are questioning him now. They have just told me that, when he is well enough, they will be taking him straight to a police cell and back to jail. He stole the car, Fionnuala.’

Fionnuala blinked. It was all she could do. Speech was beyond her. She tried, she opened her mouth and formed a word, but she had no idea what it was and, unuttered, it stuck in her throat.

‘I have to go, it’s chaos in there; a tram has left the tracks. That’s what made Callum skid. He helped to see to the people on the tram. He could have run, I suppose, but that’s how the bizzies got him, anyway. I’ll be shot if I stay here one second longer. Hurry, Fionnuala, he’s in big trouble, you need to run to him.’ And with that, Helen disappeared back through the swing doors into casualty.

Helen’s words had hit Fionnuala with a force that left her face stinging.

He could have run… slap. He’s going back to jail… slap. Stunned, she stood and watched Helen’s back. The noise from casualty flooded the corridor for a few seconds, as the door opened and then sliced clean away, as they shut again and silence once more filled the corridor.

‘Excuse me, Nurse.’ It was Jack’s mother, once again. With a shock, Fionnuala realized they were still there.

‘We don’t mean to be a bother, sure we don’t, but could ye take us to our son.’

Fionnuala took a deep breath. It was not her place to tell Jack’s parents that their son was lying in the morgue, having died five hours earlier. That was for Sister Joyce.

Her job was to make the tea, hold out the handkerchiefs and to watch and learn from Sister Joyce, because one day she wanted to be a ward sister, too.

She thought someone else was speaking, when she heard herself say, ‘Please, come with me, I will take you to Sister Joyce.’

Like a robot, she walked down the corridor, slowing her pace, so that Jack’s parents could keep up with her, suppressing her overwhelming desire to run to Callum, as fast as the wind that broke in through the main hospital doors and into casualty. There was only one place she wanted to be and that was by Callum’s side, whatever he had done. Callum would need her. He was scared of the police and not very good at explaining himself.

As they reached the ward doors, Fionnuala turned to Jack’s parents. During the walk along the corridor, she had made small talk, to a background accompaniment of a loud and persistent buzzing in her brain. How was your journey? Is the weather bad in Dublin? Have you children at home?

‘If you can just sit here a moment, I will fetch Sister Joyce for you,’ she said, as they reached the wooden benches used by visitors waiting at the end of the ward.

‘Oh, thank you so much, Nurse. I’m desperate to see my boy, we just can’t wait another minute, can we, Pat? I’ve been beside myself since yesterday.’

Fionnuala looked at Jack’s father for a long moment. Both he and his wife looked exhausted. Fionnuala forgot her own troubles, as she thought about the catastrophe they were both about to face. She and Sister Joyce would be there to catch them when they heard the news. They would hold them, through those first moments, when the facts refused to be heard and hovered stubbornly and cruelly, taunting them from the sidelines of consciousness and then hitting them with a force which could take them both down at once.

Jack’s father gave Fionnuala a weak and shaky half smile. He knows, she almost said out loud. He may not realize it yet, but he knows.

‘Please, just wait a moment here, while I put my basket down.’

Fionnuala opened the changing room door and almost threw her basket in, before opening the ward door and facing the scene she had left only minutes before. She walked towards the centre of the ward, where Sister Joyce was instructing Joe how to place the vases of flowers, being moved back onto the long table, now that the detritus of lunch had been cleared away.

‘Nurse Kennedy, what on earth is wrong? Why are you not on that bus already?’

‘Sister, it’s Jack’s parents. They have arrived.’

The two women exchanged a look. Of all the student nurses on duty in the entire hospital today, if Sister Joyce could have picked one out of all of them, to help her through the next half an hour, she would have picked Nurse Kennedy, and she silently thanked God for bringing her back onto the ward.

‘Let’s move into the office, shall we?’ Sister Joyce gently, but firmly, took the elbow of Jack’s mother. ‘Come along, Mr Donnelly.’ Sister Joyce’s voice was calm and firm, not yet betraying any hint of sympathy. A professional to the core of her being.

As they walked past Joe, who had quietly slipped to the end of the table and stood with a large evergreen display of Christmas foliage in his hand, still awaiting instruction from Sister Joyce, Fionnuala whispered, ‘Can you ask the kitchen orderly to bring in a tray and a pot, Joe?’

Joe nodded and blessed himself with the sign of the cross. Thank the Lord Jack’s parents didn’t see that, Fionnuala thought to herself. As she turned in through the office doorway, her next thought was, I’m coming soon Callum. I’m coming.

Pulling up chairs to her desk, Sister Joyce asked Jack’s parents to take a seat.

Fionnuala noticed that their expressions had altered imperceptibly. They now knew something was seriously wrong. Jack’s father appeared to have aged ten years from the moment when she first met them at the end of the hospital corridor.

‘Is he being operated on, Sister? Only his workmate, who phoned the shop yesterday, said he had broken a bone.’

Sister Joyce lifted the heavy black telephone handset and laid it on the office desk. No calls to disturb them, once she began to deliver the very worst news a parent could hear. There was a tap on the office door and through the round porthole glass, Fionnuala saw the orderly, with a tray balanced in her hands. Awkward moments followed, as Fionnuala opened the door and struggled with it, while balancing the tray.

She attempted to inject brightness into her voice, whilst thoughts of Callum beat against the side of her brain. ‘Can I pour you some tea?’ she asked. ‘Milk, sugar?’

Neither parent spoke. Both were now frozen with fear. Tongues no longer chattering, eyes no longer darting. Fionnuala loaded the tea with sugar; she knew it would help, if one of them should feel faint once they heard the news. As she handed each of them a cup and saucer, she noticed they were as white as the bed sheets she had changed that morning.

It was all as bad as she had expected it to be. For Fionnuala, the biggest challenge was not to cry herself. Not to break down with Jack’s parents. Despite every nerve in her body telling her to run to Callum, she resigned herself to remaining in the office with Sister Joyce and, for a few moments, she forgot about Callum altogether, as she remembered how the night nurse told them Jack had cried like a babby for his mammy and how his mammy would never know that. They couldn’t tell her. What use would that information be, other than to shatter her heart into even more pieces?

Fionnuala wanted to tell his mother that she had said a prayer for Jack and that it had been she, herself, who had laid him out and that she had opened the windows to let his spirit escape to heaven. She desperately wanted to say to them, ‘He was just a gorgeous looking young boy, with film star eyes and you must have been very proud,’ but that would let them know she had been with him at the very end and maybe that wasn’t any help at all.

Sister Joyce stepped in and banished any concern she had. ‘It may help you to know that Nurse Kennedy here did all she could to save him. The nurses and doctors worked very hard and did all that was in their power.’

Both parents turned to look at her.

‘Did he ask for me, Nurse?’ Jack’s mother’s eyes were swamped with tears, but they were still fixed on Fionnuala.

She took a breath, do I tell her the truth? ‘He did, he asked for you all the time.’

‘Oh, God in heaven,’ Jack’s mother sobbed out loud and Jack’s father put his arms around her shoulders. His face was set. Only the muscle in his neck, which twitched repeatedly, betrayed the extent of his self-control.

‘Was he in pain?’ The inevitable, excruciating next question. They asked the same questions, every single parent. What shall I say? Do I lie to her?

Fionnuala took another deep breath and told a lie. It was one she would take to confession with little conscience and a guarantee of absolution.

‘Well now, I think he may have had a little pain when he first arrived but sure, he had so many pain killers in him, he didn’t feel a thing. He really didn’t, of that I’m absolutely sure.’

Jack’s mother sobbed again. ‘Thank you, Nurse,’ she said, through her tears. ‘Thank you for trying to save him. I know you did your best.’

That was the hardest moment for Fionnuala, as her own tears pricked the back of her eyes. Thoughts of Callum, lying in casualty, flooded her brain, screaming at her, urging her to run to him.

She looked up at Sister Joyce who saw them and, without understanding what was wrong with Fionnuala, stood up from her chair.

It’s time for you to go, Nurse Kennedy,’ she said. ‘Could you send Nurse Jones in, on your way out?’

Relief washed over Fionnuala, as she sprang to her feet. I’m coming, Callum.

‘Where is my son?’ Jack’s mother reached her hands behind her neck and undid the clasp on the gold crucifix, hanging around her neck.

‘He’s in the mortuary, until you can let us know the arrangements you wish to make. Will you want to bury him here, or in Dublin?’ Sister Joyce spoke very softly.

‘Bury him in Dublin.’ They were firm words from his father, addressed to Jack’s mother alone.

But she was looking at Fionnuala. ‘Could you take this for me, Nurse, and put it around his neck, please?’

Fionnuala looked down at the gold cross and chain and didn’t move. She looked at the parents and then at Sister Joyce, who took her hesitation as waiting for permission.

The mortuary building was on the outside of the hospital, as far away from casualty as it was possible to be. Oh, God, no, Callum.

‘That will be fine, Nurse Kennedy. Would you like to take someone with you?’

‘No, not at all,’ Fionnuala replied.

She didn’t want to have to explain to anyone else what was wrong; this was a job she would have to finish alone. She reached out and gently took the cross and chain.

‘I will do it right now. I shall tell him it’s from you and that you came for him. He will be wearing it when he reaches you in Dublin. I’ll send Nurse Jones in, Sister.’ And with that, she bent down and squeezed the hands of Jack’s parents.

*

Fionnuala didn’t care who saw her or shouted at her for running through the hospital grounds. She was on the outside. No possibility here of bumping into a patient on a trolley, but even as she thought that, she knew the sight of a nurse in uniform in full flight was unseemly. But for the first time, she didn’t care.

As she reached the doors of the mortuary, she slowed down.

Lordy, it looks creepy in there, she thought, as she stood at the door. If Callum hadn’t been in casualty with a policeman standing over him, she might have waited and found someone else to walk in with her and keep her company. As it was, she was fighting the clock and without knowing it, had only minutes left.

She spoke out loud to boost her courage, as she walked in through the door. To fill the eerie silence with noise. ‘Hello everyone, ’tis only me come to find Jack.’ As she opened the door, she realized she had no idea which fridge he was in.

‘Where are you Jack?’ Fionnuala almost shouted. Using her brain, she went to the last fridge, with a label on the door nearest the entrance and, with dismay, noticed it wasn’t Jack’s name. ‘God in heaven, another one today,’ she said, as she blessed herself and made the sign of the cross. It was only on the fifth fridge that she found his name: JACK DONNELLY.

Fionnuala took a deep breath. ‘I am scared stiff here, everyone, but I know none of you are going to hurt me now are you, here goes…’

Within seconds, she had placed the cross and chain around Jack’s neck, kissed her fingers and laid them briefly against his cold cheek. Then she was out of the mortuary and running towards casualty, her basket banging against her legs. As she reached the doors, the first sight that greeted her was that of two large policemen, standing at the entrance. One had his helmet laid on the bench next to him and the other was fastening the strap of his own, as if he were about to leave.

‘Fionnuala.’ She heard Helen loudly and urgently whisper her name. ‘Over here.’

Looking up, Fionnuala shot Helen a grateful look and walked as quickly as she could towards the drawn curtains. There were people everywhere. Walking wounded, hospital staff and newly arrived visitors wanting to take their loved ones home. A cameraman had arrived outside, as had a news reporter, who was walking around with a pad and pencil, trying to persuade people to talk to him. A tram leaving the rails was big news, on a day when normally nothing else occurred.

As Fionnuala pulled back the curtains, the anger in her heart instantly melted. Callum had his eyes closed and his arms folded across his chest, as though he was praying.

‘Callum,’ Fionnuala whispered, as she placed her hand on top of his.

His eyes sprang open. ‘Fionnuala,’ he almost shouted. ‘Oh, thank God, I thought I wouldn’t see ye before they took me.’

‘Who is taking you, where? What happened Callum? You promised me, promised me, you did, why did you take a car? What have you done?’

It was now impossible for Fionnuala to hold the tears back, and they poured down her cheeks.

‘I just wanted to meet ye at the hospital and give ye a ride home. I wasn’t going to keep the car, Fionnuala, I just thought you deserved better than the bus on Christmas Day, and we could have a bit of time together, just an hour, the two of us. I missed ye.’ He grabbed hold of her hand and his eyes pleaded with her.

Through her sobs, she asked him, ‘Are you hurt?’

‘God, no, there’s people here much worse off than me. The tram came off the rails, did ye know that? On Christmas Day, an all. I was just knocked out for a minute. I wish to God I hadn’t been, but when I saw all those people struggling, when I came round, I couldn’t run, could I? If I had, I would have been off in a flash and back home long ago, but I just couldn’t, Fionnuala. The luck of the Irish wasn’t with me today.’

Callum gave her a cheeky grin and Fionnuala threw herself across him, with no regard whatsoever for anyone who might see her.

With his arms around her, he whispered into her hair, ‘They will take me, and I’ll be up before the magistrate tomorrow. He may send me straight down, I was caught red-handed, the fella had already stopped the same policeman who caught me and told him his car was missing. I have no chance. Will ye wait for me to come out?’ Callum pushed Fionnuala away and, holding her shoulders, looked her straight in the eye. ‘Will ye promise to wait for me? Will ye, Fionnuala?’

She couldn’t speak. Almost broken and drained, she felt incapable of considering anything, but she did know she loved him and if she had to wait for him, she would do it. There was no time to answer, because the policeman Fionnuala had seen fastening the strap under his helmet, walked around the curtains. He gave her a sympathetic look.

‘Ah, so, you must be the nurse he wanted to impress with someone else’s car, then?’

Fionnuala, covered in shame, looked at the floor and a sudden anger at Callum arrived, apparently from nowhere.

‘How could you?’ She looked at Callum and saw the pain cross his eyes.

‘How could you do this to me and put us in this position?’

‘I just wanted the best for ye, Fionnuala. Sure, everyone calls you the angel of the streets, I wanted to bring the angel home on Christmas night in a fancy car, I wouldn’t have kept it, ye know that.’

She did know it. Callum had done the same thing once before, with equally disastrous consequences.

‘You promised me, Callum. You said the stars were your witness and you promised me.’

‘I have been an idiot and I’m about to pay for it. I will have to live without you for the best part of two years.’

Fionnuala gasped. ‘Is that right?’ She looked at the policeman. She could tell he pitied her.

His answer was gentle. ‘I’m guessing so. It’s Christmas and as we haven’t had to nick him for the past few months, he could plead he was turning over a new leaf. Who knows, if the magistrate has had a good Christmas, he may be lenient, it could be less.’

The curtains opened and Helen joined them. ‘Are you still in one piece, Callum? I thought Fionnuala would have beaten the living daylights out of you by now.’

‘She almost has,’ said Callum, with a rueful smile.

Fionnuala’s anger dissipated as rapidly as it had arrived. She had seen a sixteen-year-old boy die this morning and had held his mother’s hand as her world broke in half. She realized she needed to keep a perspective on things.

Callum held out his hand and, slowly, Fionnuala took it.

‘I’m going to wait outside, lad,’ said the policeman. ‘I’ll trust both of you nurses to bring him out in a minute.’

‘You can trust us,’ said Helen, winking at the policeman.

For a split second, Fionnuala forgot what was happening to her. ‘God, you are outrageous,’ she said.

Helen grinned. ‘I know I am.’ She turned to Callum. ‘Come on then, Callum, I am officially the one looking after you and handing you over. I’ll pop outside. Say goodbye, you two lovebirds.’

Once again, Fionnuala and Callum were alone.

‘Will you still tell your da about us?’ Callum looked sheepish.

Fionnuala had no need to even think about her answer. ‘I will, later. Tonight when they are all in bed, I will talk to my da.’

For the first time, Callum looked as though he were about to cry. ‘This is the last time, Fionnuala, I swear. Having to leave you is killing me.’

She couldn’t reply. The tears ran down her cheeks. It was killing her too.

*

He had been standing at the bus stop for an hour. Fred had wanted to meet Fionnuala tonight and walk back home with her. He had thought that the best way to talk to her was when they were alone and, as the house was always busy, he would never find a minute there in the midst of the bedlam known as their kitchen. If anyone went into the parlour, seven pairs of small ears were glued to the door. No, there was definitely no such thing as a secret on Waterloo Street. What Fred had to say was for Fionnuala’s ears only. He had almost broached the subject with her this morning, but had decided against it, just in case his words didn’t come out right. After all, he didn’t want to spoil her Christmas Day, or make it unnecessarily stressful for her. No, he was right to have left it until now.

He would tell her tonight that he and Maggie knew all about Callum and he would say, why didn’t she run around to Nelson Street and fetch him home, to have a bit of supper with them all?

Callum was the son of a man who had been his friend on the docks. A man he had walked to and from work with, every day for years. A man he had watched hit by a flying rope on the end of a crane and killed instantly, with his own eyes. Callum was the son of his late friend and, a thief or not, Fred would not dishonour the memory of his friend in that way. Callum would be welcome in his house and if necessary, Fred would steer Callum onto a straight and narrow path and get him taken on down at the docks, into his own gang where he could keep an eye on him, because that’s what Callum’s own da would have done.

As Fred squinted down the road, he saw the lights of the bus rise over the brow; he heard the squelch of the tyres against the slush and snow and his heart beat a little faster, just as it always did when he was about to see one of his daughters, after a day apart.

*

Callum sat next to Fionnuala on the bus. His arm was around her shoulders and they hugged each other tightly, both dumbfounded at the turn of events.

The policeman had been using the police phone at the hospital entrance as they walked up to him. Fionnuala, struggling, but managing to hold her distress and tears in check and Callum, walking with shoulders bent, tormented with remorse at what he had done. As Callum began to speak, the policeman held up his hand, indicating that Callum should wait a moment.

‘Aye, Sarge, well, there’s no problem my end. I’m sure he will be mighty delighted now… Yes, indeed. Thank you, Sarge.’

The policeman put the telephone down and grinned. ‘Well, ’tis true, people do go soft at Christmas. The man whose car it was has rung the station and when he heard that you were hurt, and could have run away but chose to stay and help the people on the tram, he dropped the charges. He thinks you suffered enough, spending Christmas Day on casualty, being checked out. You are free to go, lad.’

At that point, Fionnuala felt faint with gratitude.

*

They had lit the fire in the parlour and were all gathered around. Fionnuala and Callum were sitting, like a king and queen, in the middle of the sofa, and the seven girls were grouped around on the floor. They both had trays on their laps filled with a Christmas dinner, which they were tucking into, while the girls giggled and plied Callum with questions. Fred had sent around for Annie O’Prey to join them, to hear the news herself, from Fionnuala and Callum. Fred didn’t want to hurt Annie’s feelings by letting her think he had been the first to guess, little knowing that Annie had guessed long ago, on the night she passed by the top of the entry and glimpsed her son and Fionnuala enjoying their first kiss.

The room was filled with a glow from the fireside and the Christmas tree lights. Maggie, sitting on her hard-backed chair, next to the fire, was as happy and content as a mother could be. She slowly took her airmail letter, from her sister in Australia, out of her pocket and, looking down at the familiar writing on the envelope and the pencilled sketch by her sister of a holly leaf in the corner, felt a tear prickle her eye. Immediately she felt her husband’s hand give her shoulder the gentlest squeeze.

Once Annie had arrived, toothless and grinning through the door, Fred filled their glasses with Christmas sherry.

As he gave Fionnuala hers, he said to the room at large, ‘Well, Fionnuala, I bet that was your quietest day at work this year.’

‘Oh my giddy aunt,’ said Fionnuala. ‘If only you knew.’ And she grinned, as Callum sheepishly took her hand.

‘Show time,’ shouted Mary, demanding everyone’s attention as she and her sisters jumped to their feet. Then, holding the cover of the Bobby Vee record out in front of them, so that they could read the words, seven little girls sang to Fred.

~
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1950s Liverpool

In the tight-knit Irish Catholic community of the Four Streets, two girls are growing up.

One is motherless – and hated by the cold woman who is determined to take her dead mother's place. The other is hiding a dreadful secret which she dare not let slip to anyone, lest it rips the heart out of the community.

What can the people of the Four Streets do when a betrayal at the very heart of their world comes to light?


Chapter One

Let me take you by the hand and lead you up from the Mersey River – to the four streets, and the houses stained black from soot and a pea-soup smog, which, when winter beckons, rubs itself up against the doors and windows, slips in through the cracks and into the lungs of gurgling babies and toothless grannies.

In May 1941, Hitler bombed Liverpool for seven consecutive nights.

All four streets survived, which was nothing short of a miracle.

Home to an Irish-Catholic immigrant community, they lay in close proximity to where the homes of families far less fortunate had once stood. Life on the streets around the docks was about hard work and survival.

Children ran free, unchecked from dawn until dusk, whilst mothers, wearing long, wraparound aprons and hair curlers, nattered on front steps and cast a distracted eye on little ones charging up and around, swallowing down the Mersey mist.

They galloped with wooden floor mops between legs, transformed into imaginary warhorses. Dustbin lids became shields and metal colanders, helmets, as they clattered and charged along back alleyways in full knowledge that, at the end of the day, they would be beaten with the smelly mop end.

The women gossiped over backyard walls, especially on wash day, whilst they fed wet clothes through a mangle and then hung them on the line to dry.

In winter, the clothes would be brought in, frozen and as stiff as boards, to defrost and dry overnight on a wooden clothes maiden placed in front of the dying embers of the fire.

Such was the order of life on the four streets. All day long housewives complained about their lot but they got on with it. Through a depression, war, illness and poverty they had never missed a beat. No one ever thought it would alter. Their way of life was constant and familiar, as it had been as long as anyone could remember. When little boys grew up, they replaced their warhorses for cranes and, just like their da, became dockers. Little girls grew up and married them, replacing toy dolls with real babies. Neighbours in Liverpool had taken the place of family in Ireland and the community was emotionally self-supporting.

But this was the fifties. The country had picked itself up from the ravages of war and had completed the process of dusting itself down. Every single day something new and never before seen arrived in the shops, from Mars bars to Hoovers. No one knew what exciting product would appear next. Liverpool was steaming towards the sixties and the Mersey beat. Times were about to change and the future hung heavy in the air.

It smelt of concrete new towns and Giro cheques.

The economic ebb and flow of daily life on the streets was dominated by the sound of cargo ships blowing their horns as they came into the docks angrily demanding to be unloaded. A call for the tugs meant money in the bread bin, which was where every family kept their money. An empty bread bin meant a hungry home.

The main source of income for each household came from the labour of the men who lived on the four streets. Liverpool stevedores were hard men, but the bosses who ran the Mersey Dock Company were harder. Wages were suppressed at a level that kept families hungry and men keen for work. It was a tough life for all. Childhood was short as everyone pulled their weight to live hand to mouth, day to day.

Each house in the four streets was identical to the next: two up, two down, with an outhouse toilet in the small square backyard. Upstairs at the top of the landing, a new enamel bath, courtesy of the Liverpool Corporation, stood exposed under the eaves. The water to the bath was supplied via rudimentary plumbing in the form of two pipes that passed through the landing roof into the loft and attached straight to the water tanks.

Although some homes had discarded kitchen ranges for electric cookers, and back boilers for the new immersion heaters, those on the four streets enjoyed no such newfangled innovations. The open range remained, doubling as a back boiler and a cooker.

Running past the back gate to each house was a cobbled alleyway known as ‘the entry’, which was odd as it was in fact ‘the exit’. People only very occasionally entered by the front door, and they always left by the back, although nobody remembered how the habit had begun. No one ever locked their doors; they didn’t need to.

The entry was a playground to the street children as well as the large brown river rats that grew fat on the spewing contents of the metal bins overturned by hungry dogs and cats.

At the top of the four streets lay a grassed-over square of common land known as the green, which in school holidays hosted the longest ever football matches, sometimes lasting for days on end. Rival teams were formed from each of the four streets and were in perpetual competition. Matches would begin with a nominated goal counter, who at the end of each day would collapse in his bed, exhausted and mucky, with the score scrawled on a precious scrap of paper tucked under his pillow, ready to resume playing the following day.

St Mary’s church, which stood at the end of Nelson Street, was visited at least once a day by every woman on the four streets. No one missed mass. The priests were hugely influential amongst the community and combined the role of law keepers, teachers and saviours of souls.

No two front doors in close proximity were painted the same colour. Black followed blue, followed brown followed green. On almost every window in every house hung a set of net curtains, each with a lace pattern different from any other window in the street. Even in homes that could boast nothing in terms of material wealth, individuality fought to be expressed and admired.

Aside from the practical function of the nets, their existence played a significant role within the community. The degree of their whiteness and cleanliness invited verbal judgment to be passed upon the woman responsible. They had to. Women needed a yardstick by which to measure one another’s competence as wives and mothers. Men didn’t wash nets. That was women’s work. Men were judged only on the number of sons they spawned. For women, it was the nets. A barometer and a source of gossip, which was essential. Gossip was the light relief between household chores. Football for men. Gossip for women. Religion for all.

Maura and Tommy Doherty lived in Nelson Street. Although they had a brood of children, they continued to breed, and were passionate, loving and caring neighbours to everyone in the streets. Tommy was short and muscular. If he hadn’t been a docker, putting in ten hours a day of hard manual labour, he would have been short and fat. He was bald on top and sported a Friar Tuck band of hair around the back and over his ears. As a result, he was very attached to his cap, which he wore indoors and out, rain or shine. Not one of his children had ever seen him without it, except when he slept. If Maura hadn’t insisted he remove his cap before he got into bed, often flicking it off herself, he would have worn it there too. Tommy had vivid, twinkling blue eyes, the kind that can only come from Irish roots, and his eyes reflected his personality, mischievous and kind. He was a proud and devoted husband and father, and was possibly one of the few da’s on the streets never to lay a finger on any of his children, a fact that bore testament to his temperament. All he desired in life was peace and quiet.

Tommy had grown up in Cork and had travelled to England to work on the roads. On his first night in Liverpool, he was waylaid by a prostitute at the Pier Head. On his second, he met Maura. Penniless by the third, he got taken on at the docks and, to his great sadness, had never been home since.

Maura was thin, taller than Tommy by a good two inches and, as Tommy often joked, her almost-black hair and eyes were proof that her granny had lain with a tinker: a joke that often resulted in Tommy being chased around the kitchen with a wet dishcloth.

Maura liked to travel, sometimes managing the whole mile and a half into Liverpool city centre, known to everyone as ‘town’. She had been born and raised in Killhooney Bay on the west coast of Ireland and, until the day she left home to work as a housemaid in Liverpool, had never ventured any further than Bellingar, on the back of a mule and cart.

‘Sure, why would ye need to go into town?’ Tommy could often be heard exclaiming in surprise when Maura told him she would be spending extra on shopping that week and would be taking the tram. ‘Everything a man could want can be got on his feet around here.’

Without fail, an almighty row would ensue and Tommy could often be spotted running out of the backyard gate as though the devil himself were after him, when it was in fact Maura, brandishing a rolled-up copy of the Liverpool Echo to beat him around the head with, the children scattering before them like cockroaches in daylight, in case they got in the way and copped it instead. He regularly sought refuge in the outhouse, one of the few places where no one troubled him, and took his newspaper for company. Tommy may have craved peace but, with seven kids and a wife as opinionated and as popular as Maura, it was just a dream.

He didn’t much care for the news, although he read what he could understand. His relief from hard labour was to check out the horses running at Aintree and to study their form. Tommy had spent his entire childhood helping his father, a groom for a breeding stud. He knew something about horses, did Tommy. Or so he thought. It was his link with home, his specialist subject, which made him feel valued when others sought him out for his opinion or a tip. He was right more often than he was wrong. In his heart, he knew it was the luck of the Irish, combined with Maura’s devotion to regular prayer to the Holy Father, far more than his dubious unique knowledge, which sustained his reputation. He still lost as much money at the bookies as every other man on the streets.

If there was anyone in the backyard as Tommy left the outhouse, whether anyone looked at his Liverpool Echo or not, or was even paying him a second’s attention, as he walked to the back kitchen door he would nod to the newspaper in his hand and loudly pronounce, ‘Shite in, shite out.’ Social skills were strangers.

Life was lived close to the cobbles.

Maura was, without doubt, the holiest mother in the street. She attended mass twice a day when everything was going well, and more often when the ships were slow to come in and work was scarce.

She was the person everyone went to for help and advice, and her home was where the women often gathered to discuss the latest gossip. On the day one of the O’Prey boys from number twenty-four was sent to prison, the mothers ran to gather around Maura’s door, each carrying a cup of tea and a chair out onto the street to sit and gossip, watching the children play.

‘I’m not surprised he’s gone down,’ Maura pronounced to the women sitting around, whilst standing on her doorstep, arms folded across her chest, supporting an ample bosom. Hair curlers bobbed with indignation inside a pink hairnet whilst, in order to dramatize her point, two straight and rigid fingers waved a Woodbine cigarette in the general direction of the O’Prey house. ‘Look at her nets, they’re filthy, so they are.’ In Maura’s eyes, there was a direct connection between the whiteness of the net curtains and the moral values within. No one ever challenged her assertion.

The women turned their heads and looked at the windows as though they had never noticed them before.

‘Aye, they are that too,’ came a murmur of acknowledgment, led by Peggy, Maura’s next-door neighbour. They all nodded as they flicked their cigarette ash onto the pavement and took another long self-righteous puff.

The mother of the son who had provided a poor household with stolen food was damned by dust. But Maura’s condemnation wouldn’t stop her sending over a warm batch of floury potato bread, known as Boxty, as an act of commiseration when she made her own the following morning, using flour that was itself stolen from a bag that had fallen off the back of a ship in the dock. Maura was as kind and good as she was opinionated and hypocritical.


Chapter Two

Jerry and Bernadette Deane lived across the road from Maura and Tommy in number forty-two. Like many of the men on the four streets, Jerry had arrived in Liverpool from Mayo, hungry for prosperity and advancement that weren’t to be found in rural Ireland, where levels of relative poverty remained almost unchanged since the sixteen hundreds, and where, right into the winters of the nineteen-sixties, children still walked to school barefoot through icy fields. It was as though the land of his birth were caught in a time warp. The outside privies on the four streets were a luxury compared to the low stone-and-sod houses of Mayo, where an indoor toilet of any description was mostly unheard of in many of the villages.

Jerry and Bernadette had met on the ferry across from Dublin to Liverpool on a gloriously sunny but cold and very windy day. Jerry spotted Bernadette almost as soon as he boarded the ferry, her long, untameable red hair catching his attention. Jerry was mesmerized as, from a slight distance, he watched Bernadette do battle with her hair, which the wind had mischievously taken hold of and, lock by lock, teased out from under her black knitted beret. She struggled hard to force it back under the hat.

Jerry had been on his way to the ship’s bar when he caught sight of her, her beauty stopping him in his tracks.

‘Jaysus,’ he would often say to anyone who was listening, ‘she took the eyes right out of me head, so she did.’

Instead of moving into the bar for a pint of Guinness to settle his stomach, he sat down on a painted wooden bench, bolted to the wooden deck, to watch the young woman standing at the ship’s rail and wondered to himself why she didn’t step indoors and into the warm. Surely, it would be much easier than taking on the sea wind and trying to tame a wild mane of hair outdoors?

Her already pale complexion turned a ghostly ashen as she gave up on her hair, staggered forward a few steps and grabbed the rail with both hands, looking more than a little queasy.

Aha, Jerry thought, seeing an opportunity in the girl’s problem, thank ye Lord, a hundred thousand times, for here’s me chance. He embodied everything everyone knows to be true of an Irishman. He was as bold as brass, full of the blarney and didn’t know the meaning of the word shy. That was until he met Bernadette.

Taking the initiative, Jerry nipped into the café, bought an earthenware mug of steaming-hot sweet tea and took it over to the strange but beautiful girl. In his grinning, cheeky Irish way, he tried to introduce himself, but he was so struck by the size and the blueness of her eyes that, for the first time in his life, he could say nothing.

Bernadette didn’t notice Jerry as he approached her, so focused was she on holding onto the rail of the ship and on keeping in her stomach the fried eggs and bacon she had enjoyed that morning. She was sure she might faint, and was wondering how she would cope all alone if she did, when she saw Jerry’s tall, broad form standing next to her. It was hard to look up as it meant breaking her concentration, but she managed for a few seconds even though she felt like throwing herself overboard. A slow watery death was surely more pleasurable than feeling as she did right now.

She was distracted by his large black eyes that made her forget her sickness for all of thirty seconds. ‘I felt as though they were burning into me very soul,’ was how Bernadette described her first meeting with Jerry, wistfully and often, her eyes welling up at the mere memory of the day.

It was obvious to everyone who knew their story that Jerry and Bernadette had benefited from that all too rare but wonderful thing, love at first sight.

He realized as he walked over to her that there was no reason on God’s earth why he, a complete and total stranger, should be taking a mug of sweet tea to a woman he had never met in his life before and might never meet again. Jerry introduced himself, as best he could, but it came out as a prolonged and indistinguishable jabbering.

Holy Mary, he thought to himself, where the feck has me sensibility gone and why is me hand shaking like a virgin on her wedding night, spillin’ the bleedin’ tea everywhere?

Although Jerry was talking gibberish, Bernadette could tell he was offering her the tea. So desperate was she to feel better that she accepted it, assuming that he could see how ill she felt.

‘Thank ye,’ she whispered, as she took the mug out of his hand, managing a very thin and feeble smile that she didn’t for one second feel herself. ‘I’m so glad there is someone who knows the cure for how bad I feel.’ She tried to improve the smile and look grateful, whilst her stomach did an Irish jig in her belly.

Jerry’s stomach also began a jig, but it had nothing to do with feeling seasick. He smiled to himself at how it seemed to have gone into free fall, something he had never experienced before.

Bernadette was doubly grateful for the tea as she had only half a crown in her purse and hadn’t wanted to waste a penny. She wasn’t sure if drinking tea with milk was the right thing to do in the circumstances, but she trusted him. He looked trustworthy – and gorgeous; even through her sickness she could see that. And why shouldn’t she drink the tea in any case? In Ireland, strong, sweet tea was the cure for everything from scurvy to colic.

As she drank slowly and tentatively, Jerry studied every detail of her profile, her neck and her hair, which kept blowing across her face, covering it like a lace veil. Finding his sea legs at the same time as his courage, Jerry played the fool with his best show-off jokes and Bernadette tried her best to laugh at his audacity. After all, he was outrageously flirting with a sick woman. Suddenly, without warning, they both saw the tea again, all over the deck and Jerry’s shoes.

Jerry sprang into action. The wind had met its match. He gathered Bernadette’s flyaway hair together and spun it into a knot, before tucking it back under her cap as tightly as he could, for fear she would vomit straight onto it. Bernadette was beyond caring that a stranger was stroking the back of her neck and whispering soothing, comforting noises into her ear. Her eyes had filled with tears of shame and she looked as though her knees were about to buckle at any moment.

Jerry kept hold of Bernadette, and her hat, keeping her hair away from her face for almost the entire crossing. The seasickness claimed her as she vomited over the rail all the way to Liverpool during the notoriously choppy journey across the Irish Sea.

As deathly as the seasickness made her feel, Bernadette had noticed Jerry’s black wavy hair and, for an Irishman, his unusually broad shoulders. He wore a typically oversized cap, which, although pulled down low over his forehead against the wind, blew off to the other side of the deck so that Jerry, thrown from side to side by the rocking of the boat, had to run like a madman to rescue it. Despite how ill she felt, she laughed. It was impossible not to laugh at this cheeky Irishman.

They didn’t leave each other’s side for the entire crossing. If they had, Bernadette might have fallen over. By the time they docked at Liverpool, she felt she had known him all her life. To be fair, she had: not necessarily Jerry, but many young men from home just like him. However, it was the fact that there was something very chippy and confident about Jerry that made him different and extremely attractive, despite her self-imposed intention to meet a rich American traveller who would sweep her off her feet and carry her off, away across the Atlantic, to the country where so many of her Irish ancestors had emigrated to live.

‘Never worry, Mammy,’ she had said to her mother, who was upset at the thought that soon all her children would have left her to work abroad. ‘I’ll send ye me pay and when I’m in America, oh sure, won’t ye be the grandest woman in all of Killhooney Bay, I’ll be able to send ye so much.’

Bernadette was confident that she would be massively successful in the land of milk and honey, and her generosity was such that she was determined everyone she knew would benefit too.

She already had a job waiting for her as a chambermaid in Liverpool’s Grand hotel, with staff accommodation provided in the maids’ dorm under the roof, boiling in summer and freezing in winter. Bernadette did not care. This lowly position did not deter her from her grand ambitions. She would have work. That was something many in rural Ireland did not. It hadn’t stopped raining in Mayo for weeks before she left, and although she loved her home, she was looking for adventure and a way to earn a living, not to grow a set of gills.

But she hadn’t reckoned on meeting Jerry and she also hadn’t expected to fall in love within minutes of her feet leaving the Irish shore. It wasn’t the most romantic or conventional beginning to what became the deepest and truest love affair, but it forged an immediate deep bond.

Jerry told Bernadette he was off to stay with a widowed aunt who lived on the four streets. Although he didn’t have a job already lined up, he knew there was plenty of work in Liverpool for strong Irish navvies. Work on the docks, the roads or building the new houses was not too difficult to come by and a slice of a pay packet earned in England could transform the life of a family back home.

As soon as they docked and Bernadette set foot on dry land, she started to feel better. On board the ship, she had felt as close to death as it was possible to be, having vomited what felt like the entire lining of her stomach. Never had she experienced anything as unbearable. She knew if it hadn’t been for Jerry’s company and the fact that he had looked after her, it would have been a million times worse.

Jerry turned to look at her and laughed. In the five minutes since they had docked, the colour had risen in her cheeks. Her eyes had begun to take on a sparkle and her smile was less forced. Jerry didn’t want to part from her. He needed to know the Bernadette who wasn’t distracted whilst vomiting over the deck.

‘Let’s go in here,’ said Jerry, pointing to a rough-and-ready portside café. ‘Ye need to get a lining on your stomach before ye set off to your hotel, and I sure need to eat before I set off to look for work. Let’s grab a bite together, eh? It’ll set us both up for what lies ahead for the rest of the day.’

Bernadette willingly agreed. She had no idea when she would get the chance to eat again, and she also wanted to spend some time with this handsome young man when she wasn’t embarrassing herself and could act in a more dignified and ladylike manner.

The café smelt of damp wool, stale bodies, fried steam and blue cigarette smoke. They walked across its floorboards to a newly vacated table with a red gingham tablecloth, next to the open fire. The waitress came and removed the overflowing ashtray, replacing it with a clean one as she took their order. Jerry offered Bernadette a cigarette, a Capstan Full Strength, which made her choke, and both of them laughed a great deal as they began to talk.

Very shortly a large brown earthenware pot of tea was placed on the table with a plate of thickly sliced white bread and butter, followed by two plates piled up with chips and two fried eggs on top. Bernadette hadn’t realized how hungry she was until they both devoured the food.

Finally, Jerry plucked up the courage and, cheekily, reached out and took one of Bernadette’s hands in his own. She didn’t pull away.

‘Does ye not know any modesty at all?’ she chided playfully, hitting the top of his hand with her free one as though to knock it away, something she had no intention of doing.

Bernadette might have been play-objecting to Jerry’s romantic advances but really she was giggly and delighted. They talked about their homes and family, the places they both knew and the people they had in common.

‘Do ye know the O’Shaughnessys from Mayo?’ asked Jerry.

‘Ah, sure I do, from Bellingar, I know the mammy and daddy and their daughter Theresa,’ replied Bernadette. This was Ireland. In the rest of the world they say you are only ever six people away from someone you know, but in Ireland it has to be two.

Jerry was nervous, turning his teaspoon over and over between his fingers, making a constant tinkling sound as it tapped the cup. On a normal day, he found it hard to remain serious for more than a few minutes and here he was, for the last hour, pouring out his life plan to a woman who had thrown up over his feet. He had never before had a conversation in which he talked out loud about the things that made him hungry for the future. Jerry was stupidly happy. They both were. Emotions were gripping them both so fast they had no idea what was happening but neither resisted.

By the time Jerry delivered Bernadette to the tram stop for the hotel, he had decided she was very definitely the woman he was going to marry. There was no doubt. She was the one. It was just a matter of time until she realized it too.

As they said their goodbyes, neither could believe what had happened. A few hours ago they had boarded a boat to take them to Liverpool and a new life, and here they were, both without a shred of doubt that, just those few hours later, they were in love; their new life had arrived. It had jumped up and whacked them both in the face with no notice whatsoever. Things were about to change, forever.

Jerry promised to call at the staff entrance of the hotel and find her at the weekend. They walked away from each other, waved, then both looked back and laughed. Jerry ran back.

‘This is ridiculous,’ laughed Bernadette. ‘I don’t even know ye.’

Parting was physically painful. Both were secretly worried they might never see the other again, that the magic bubble might burst. As Bernadette turned to walk away for the second time, Jerry reached out and grabbed her by the wrist, and that was when Jerry, in broad daylight, with people walking past and with the Mersey River watching and a thousand seagulls soaring, kissed his Bernadette for the first time.

It was a kiss that was so daring, Bernadette often recounted it to her friends.

‘Sure, he was so bold I had no idea what was coming and when he kissed me, I lost me breath and almost fainted, so I did.’

It was very different from what Jerry told his friends. ‘She was so keen, she couldn’t keep her hands off me and begged me for another, in front of everyone and in broad daylight too. I thought we was going to be arrested right there.’

If Bernadette heard him, it would be followed by squeals and play fighting. No one ever knew which version was true and no one cared. Their storytelling infused everyone with warmth and laughter.

When they finally parted, Jerry went straight to his aunt’s house, deposited his bag and, after a quick greeting, took himself straight down the steps at the end of the street to the docks. Dock work was casual. He would walk the entire length of the waterfront and visit every dock if he needed to in order to be taken on. He now had a new imperative, a spring in his step. A reason to find work and good, well-paid work.

As he ran down the steps whistling, he couldn’t get Bernadette out of his mind. For what felt like every moment until the weekend, he relived each second of their conversation. In bed, in the minutes before sleep, he relived their kiss as his stomach churned at the excitement and expectation of another. Might there be more? Could this be possible? Could life really be that good? Could Jerry, a farmer’s son from Mayo, really be this lucky?

He was. They met almost every night until the day they married, even if it meant Jerry had to walk to the hotel when Bernadette had only her break time free. He would stand at the staff entrance until she could slip out, just for a snatched kiss, to reassure himself she was happy. On her day off she would run down to the docks and spend it at his auntie’s house on the street, enjoying the comfort of having a place where she could spend her time and wait for Jerry to finish work. On Sundays they would attend mass at St Mary’s church together and walk along the shore as far as Waterloo.

They were blissfully in love and, after nearly a year of steady work, Jerry asked Bernadette to marry him. He popped the question in the café at the Pier Head where they had their first proper date. Bernadette could not have been happier. He even got down on one knee as the customers and staff cheered and clapped. They both cried a little as an elderly man from Eire came up to them on his way out of the café and pressed a brown ten-shilling note into Jerry’s palm as he left.

‘For the babby when it comes,’ he said, and winked as he left.

They both thought they would burst with joy. But this did not distract them from the plans they had. Jerry and Bernadette spent a great deal of time mapping out their future. When Jerry’s aunt suddenly died, it was a shock to everyone, but luckily, shortly after Jerry had moved in with his aunt, she had put his name on the rent book, which meant that he could remain in the house without question. The houses on the streets had transferred from one generation to the next in this manner ever since the first wave of immigrants had flooded through the gates of Clarence dock during the potato famine.

However, the pressure was too great for Jerry and Bernadette to put off the wedding until after the full twelve-month mourning period. Bernadette was helping Jerry to cook and clean and look after the house, and not being able to run up the stairs was driving them both mad with desire. But Bernadette was a good Catholic girl and she was taking no chances with sex before marriage. No shotgun wedding for her. Suddenly, being alone in each other’s company in the close proximity of a bedroom was becoming an almost unbearable temptation. Bernadette would never stay overnight and the pressure built to an almost unbearable pitch.

‘Just stay tonight,’ Jerry begged, one Sunday night as Bernadette was leaving. ‘Please,’ he murmured into her ear in the midst of a very passionate kiss. ‘I promise I will be good and ye will still be a virgin in the morning.’

‘Not at all!’ replied Bernadette forcefully. ‘Are ye crazy? Can ye imagine what they will be saying here in the streets tomorrow when they see me leaving in the morning?’

Her resolve did indeed drive Jerry crazy. He wanted to put his fist through the wall, but he also knew she was right. They were married within three months.

During those three months Bernadette got to know everyone on the four streets as well as she did her neighbours back home. Bernadette and Maura came from the same village, Killhooney, and had known each other since Bernadette was a baby. You didn’t need to travel far in Liverpool before you met someone from back home. The two women became special friends, which extended to Tommy and Maura’s children, especially their eldest daughter, Kitty, who spent as much time with Jerry and Bernadette as she did in her own house.

Although Maura was older, she and Bernadette had attended the same school, knew the same families and had a shared history. Their deep yearning for home had drawn them together from the first day Bernadette had arrived in the street. Maura was daily homesick. Both their families came from the sod houses, close to the coast. Every day they talked about how there was no better view of the Atlantic than that from the cliffs overlooking Blacksod Bay. No better dancing at a ceilidh than that to be had at the inn. No better fish to be tasted than salmon poached from the Morhaun River or fish from the Carrowbay Loch. They had so much to talk about and their conversations about home acted as a salve to Maura’s always aching heart.

Neither mentioned the poverty, the lack of shoes, the rain, the hunger or the wet ceilings. The sun always shone on Mayo when it came to the reminiscing.

Bernadette spent hours talking about her work to Maura, who loved to hear the chambermaids’ tales about the guests staying in the hotel. Stuck in a life that would never alter, Maura found every detail fascinating, from what the ladies wore to the staff-room gossip, especially about the head housekeeper, Alice Tanner, who had worked at the hotel since she was fifteen and who was legendary for never having taken a day off or having had a visitor since Bernadette arrived.

‘Sure, that Alice is a mean one altogether!’ Bernadette would exclaim, at least once a week, as she flounced into Maura’s kitchen. ‘I cannot wait until Jerry and I are married and I can give in me notice. She would drive a saint to drink. I have never given out like some of the others, Maura, but God help me, I will one day soon.’

Maura was all ears.

‘She knew Jerry was coming to the staff entrance for me last night and she deliberately sent me off on a wild-goose chase across the hotel to make me late for him. Out of my half-hour break I got ten minutes with him. Jeez, that Alice Tanner is a spiteful bitch. She never sets foot outside of the hotel, and no one ever comes to see her. She’s just wicked jealous, so she is, and here’s me, always protecting her from the others. So help me God, I cannot any more, the witch.’

Maura loved these days. She would make Bernadette a cup of tea, sit at the kitchen table and listen to her talk for hours on end. The most interesting conversation Maura ever had with the other women on the four streets was how to keep your milk from drying up when you had half a dozen kids to run after, with not enough food to go round for everyone, and how many black eyes there were in English potatoes. Bernadette’s chatter was a ray of sunshine.

Just talking to Maura would calm Bernadette down and they would move onto the more interesting gossip, such as the wedding that took place at the hotel on the Saturday. Maura could not believe the things they did with a salmon at the Grand and who knew people ate lobsters?

Everyone on the four streets looked forward to Jerry and Bernadette’s wedding with huge excitement. There was something special about them both. They were always laughing and making everyone else laugh either with them or at them.

There was no salmon or lobster to be had at the Irish centre, but the Guinness flowed as fast as the laughter was loud.

The wedding reception had been in full swing for just a few hours when Jerry dragged Bernadette away to carry her over the threshold. The gentle ribbing from their family and friends carried them down the street as they ran giggling to number forty-two.

‘What in God’s name will they all think?’ protested Bernadette, tripping on her new heels. ‘Running away to me marriage bed and not staying until the end.’

Jerry’s response was to scoop her up and sprint with her across his arms the rest of the way. A Lord Lochinvar stealing away his princess.

The river was black and still. Watching and listening. Holding onto what it knew… and their shrieks and squeals of laughter echoed out across the water and were surely absorbed into eternity. They were, after all, the happiest couple to have ever run along the river’s bank.

The wedding reception carried on way into the early hours, long after their marriage had been consummated a number of times.

In the early hours of the morning, spent and exhausted, Jerry and Bernadette made plans for the future yet again. They knew they were special. They knew they were different. They knew that the brightest future awaited them.

They also knew they were lucky to have a house of their own, even one owned by the Liverpool Corporation. It was the norm for young couples to begin their married life by moving in with their parents. Bernadette and Jerry were a novelty. Jerry’s aunt had been barren, and had lavished her attention on her immaculate home, on the rugs she had been able to buy at the docks and the nice chest of drawers from Blackler’s department store. Although slightly fancy and dated for Bernadette, with far too many fringes around cushions, lampshades and curtains, it was still the best-furnished and decorated house on the street.

Bernadette strove to be different. From the day they married, she learnt how to sew and cook, acquiring any little skill she could master to keep them one step ahead. Life had yet to wear Bernadette down, to disillusion her, to possess her womb. She embodied the arrogance of youth, combined with a hungry, impatient aspiration for a better life away from the four streets, although she and Jerry were yet to work out how it would be achieved. Even when there were only two of them, a docker’s wage merely covered the bills and provided food, with just a little left over. Most couples in the streets had at least six children, which made life much harder than it should have been.

The neighbours nicknamed her ‘Silver Heels’, so grand were her dreams. Bernadette was aware that she had almost set herself apart from the community by talking about the future she wanted. If she hadn’t been so popular, she might easily have succeeded in this. But how could anyone dislike Bernadette and Jerry? They were so in love, so idealistic, so happy.

A natural good neighbour, she always helped her friends. Whether it was to take a crying baby into her house to give a mother in the street some time off, or buying a few sweets for the children on the green. She attended mass every day and never gossiped – her heart was pure.

‘Bernadette, ye are too good for this world, so ye is, sure ye must be an angel come to spy on us,’ said Maura, who said she sinned so often she needed to go to mass twice a day. ‘Feck knows, if ye are, I’ll never get through them pearly gates now, no matter how many times I go to confession. I don’t confess everything, ye know!’ Maura would exclaim in mock indignation every time Bernadette refused to join in the gossip or say anything unkind about another woman in the streets.

Bernadette was godmother to the Doherty twins, which made her broody for her own, but with an iron will she maintained her plan to have everything in her house perfect and some money saved before a baby arrived. And besides, she and Jerry loved their Saturday nights out, and their short trips back to Ireland to visit their families and to take home presents. The young married couple with no babies and a bit of money were accorded a similar status as the film stars of the day. They knew that once babies arrived, all that would stop.

Jerry was so content that he could find nothing to complain about, no matter how hard he tried. Whereas many men feared going home on a Friday night after they had drunk half of their pay packet, Jerry ran home to his wife. He took a great deal of ribbing from the other dockers, but they all wanted to be him. Why wouldn’t they? He never stopped grinning. He and Bernadette were the only couple on the streets never to be heard having a row.

The fact that they didn’t have a baby straight away was the subject of daily gossip amongst the women.

‘He must be jumping off at Edge Hill,’ was a theory thrown over garden walls by women with a dozen children each.

Edge Hill was a train station just a few minutes outside Lime Street station in Liverpool city centre, and ‘jumping off at Edge Hill’ was the colloquialism used for the withdrawal method of contraception favoured by the Pope. Not that the Pope ever had to use it, despite being such an expert. It was highly unreliable; even more so when practised by dockers who selfishly, after a few rum toddies, forgot to jump off and went all the way to Lime Street.

Jerry never forgot. Life to him and Bernadette was about careful planning and being responsible. They were going to get on in life and nothing, but nothing, was going to be left to chance.

When Bernadette finally became pregnant, there was no one on the four streets who was not caught up in the joy of the news. Babies were not an uncommon occurrence on the streets, but the arrival of Bernadette and Jerry’s first baby had everyone excited.

‘That child will be surely blessed when it comes,’ said Maura. ‘Was there ever a child more wanted or which could bring more joy?’ No one could answer that question. It was as though Bernadette was the only woman ever to have been pregnant.

Bernadette had broken the news to Jerry whilst they were in Ireland visiting her family. They were standing on the cliff at Killhooney, overlooking the inky depths of Blacksod Bay. Jerry had almost fainted and had to sit down.

‘Oh my God, Bernadette, are we to be a mammy and a daddy?’ He took off his cap and rubbed his hair before putting it back on. Bernadette tucked her calf-length skirt in behind her knees as she sank to the ground to sit next to him.

‘We are that,’ she replied, looking shocked, and then they both began to laugh and cry at the same time. They kissed and hugged each other as the sea roared with laughter all around them. That night, the villagers attended the ceilidh in the pub arranged with an hour’s notice and, pregnant or not, Bernadette danced into the small hours.

When the time came for the baby to be born, news had spread fast that Bernadette was in labour and that she and Jerry were at the hospital. Already the women were falling over themselves to help. They let themselves into the house by the back door, cleaned it from top to bottom despite the fact that it was unnecessary, stocked up the fire ready for a match to be thrown on and left a stew on the side of the range. Bernadette was one of their own, a young woman from the bogs in search of a better life. Disappointment would certainly be just round the corner but, until it came, she had friends and the four streets to count on. Whilst the women were being good neighbours and dusting down her new cot, Nellie Deane made her entrance into the world.

Jerry had been absolutely convinced that Bernadette had been carrying a boy, and the fact that it turned out to be a girl threw him, but only for the few seconds it took him to fall madly in love with his new baby daughter.

For hours, he had nervously paced up and down, waiting. There were no mobile phones then and although there was a public payphone in the hospital entrance, no one they knew could afford a telephone. All communication was by word of mouth or letter. Everyone knew it would be over a week before their relatives in Ireland received the news announcing that Nellie had arrived.

Jerry was beside himself with excitement. Their new baby’s birth was the manifestation of his and Bernadette’s life plan. He had the perfect wife in Bernadette, and at last he would have the perfect baby. For months he had told everyone he was going to have a boy. That was all forgotten now.

‘Jeez, I knew from the day she told me she was pregnant it would be a baby girl,’ said Jerry in a very matter-of-fact way to the midwife. ‘I have always wanted a beautiful daughter.’

‘Oh my,’ laughed Bernadette, ‘have ye indeed, is that why ye have been saying for seven months ye can’t wait to get him to the football, was that our little girl ye was talking about then?’

Moments after she had given birth, they were both laughing together. He and his Bernadette, with her long red hair and bright blue Irish eyes, had spoken in detail about this day ever since they had first known she was pregnant. Not a drink had passed Jerry’s lips from that time, as they had saved every penny to buy a cot and turn the second bedroom into a nursery fit for their child. They had managed to completely refurnish and decorate their home. Each time a room was finished, almost forty couples traipsed through the rooms to ooh and aah. Bernadette was meticulous. She fought the dock dust and smog hand to hand; the windows shone, the nets gleamed and pride reflected from her white windowsills.

Once Bernadette had been cleaned up, Jerry was allowed into the labour ward. He had paced the corridors the entire length of the hospital during the birth, desperate for it to be over so that he could be allowed back at Bernadette’s side. No father was allowed in a delivery room in the nineteen- fifties. The baby business was women’s work. He held his precious bundle in his huge muscular arms, more used to lifting cargo than babies, and could barely see her little face through his tears. Being careful to protect their tiny, fragile scrap, he turned towards his wife and their eyes met.

‘She looks like ye,’ whispered Jerry. His voice was thick with emotion as the tears trickled down his cheeks. ‘She is the most beautiful baby in the whole world.’

Before Bernadette could protest, she gave in and didn’t argue. Was there ever a man who could love his new daughter more? Let him think what he wants, she thought.

‘Ye will have your lad next,’ she said with a smile and such confidence, he believed her without question.

She smiled up at him tenderly, her love for this man who was different from all others pouring out despite her exhaustion. He leant over and kissed her dry lips, thinking that he had never seen his wife as lovely as she looked right now, after twenty-four hours of hard labour and no sleep. His tears wet her face and as she laid a hand on the side of his cheek, she kissed them away and tasted the salt on her lips. Between kisses, they were quietly sobbing and laughing at the same time, flooded with the love their new baby had brought to them as her gift. Jerry hitched the newborn up so that she was wedged between them both and they each gave a nervous laugh as they leant down and kissed her too. The three of them, wrapped in one warm embrace, filled with the smell of the newborn. They were both high on the miracle of life.

‘I feel so scared,’ confided Bernadette to Jerry, looking up at him. ‘We have this little life to look after, she needs us for everything, Jer, we can’t fail her.’ Bernadette spoke with a degree of urgency, referring to the conversation they had had many times into the small hours of the night.

‘Shh, I know, my love, and we won’t,’ said Jerry. ‘She will be a princess, she will have everything she needs. I will never be out of work or let her down.’

Bernadette smiled up at him again. She felt safe and secure. She had no idea how happy one could possibly be, but she couldn’t help worrying about money.

Worry was in her Irish DNA. Famines had left an invisible footprint. Jerry and Bernadette had plans for their baby daughter. For months they had talked and plotted about how their children would be schooled. Regardless of what the priest said, they would have just the two, so they weren’t reduced to total poverty. They wanted their children to live a better life than their own had been and that of others on the streets. Bernadette was surely right: a son would be next. Jerry did not want his son to have aching bones every day from a lifetime of hard toil, or to be injured in one of the accidents that happened all too often on the docks, or to develop premature arthritis due to the excessive wear and tear on his joints from manual labour. He wanted his daughter to be more than a shop assistant or a cleaner. He wanted her to be a lady, a beautiful, kind lady who possessed all her mother’s gentleness, but who could grasp life’s opportunities and make something of herself.

Leaving them to have a few private minutes alone, the midwife went to fetch them both a cup of tea and some hot buttered toast. This baby had been a tricksy delivery and at one point she thought she was going to have to call for the doctor to assist. But just at the last minute, with the help of a pair of forceps, the baby shifted position and made its entrance into the world. The midwife had been touched by the obvious love and affection Nellie’s parents had for each other; knowing that the special first hour with a first-born came only once in a lifetime, she made herself scarce as quickly as she could.

Even though he had been up all night, Jerry would save the bus fare and walk back home. He could not remember ever having been as hungry as he was right now. After he had eaten breakfast he would change into his work clothes and be in time to clock on at the docks for the first shift. This was no time to miss a day’s pay.

Exhausted from her long ordeal, Bernadette lay back on the hospital pillows, feeling drowsy. She turned her head to one side and smiled at her husband, the man she loved more than life itself. Jerry had moved and was sitting on a chair next to the hospital bed, cuddling their baby, still unable to stop looking at her tiny face. Bernadette’s eyes were still full of tears as she gazed upon the manifestation of all their hopes and aspirations for the future, the baby, who was falling asleep on his chest, flooding his thoughts, absorbing every ounce of his new love and devotion. Watching them together increased her happiness, if that was at all possible.

As sleep fought to claim her, she tried to say his name and to reach out and gently stroke his hand. She looked down at her arm in confusion. Her hand was like a lead weight and, no matter how hard she tried, it wouldn’t respond. Unnoticed by Jerry, who at that very moment had eyes only for his new baby, panic slipped past him into the room and settled itself down upon Bernadette.

She tried to open her mouth, but it wouldn’t work, and despite her best efforts, her arm would not move.

Jerry’s name urgently beat against the sides of her brain but could get no further, as she managed to part her lips and move her tongue, which felt twice its normal size. But no sound escaped. A black haze had begun to blur the edges of her vision. She struggled to maintain her focus on the adoring father and their baby lying in the cradle of his arms, trapped in their bubble of wonderment. She lay, silently imploring, desperately willing Jerry to move his gaze away from their baby girl and to turn round. Her mind screamed: Look. Look. Look. At. Me. He didn’t hear it as he kissed the downy hair on his baby’s crown.

Bernadette’s head became lighter and the sounds around her more acute. She could hear people outside in the corridor, giggling and talking as though they were standing right next to her bed, laughing at her.

And then, suddenly, she sank. The screaming in her head ceased. She felt as though life itself were draining out of her very soul as a chill sped upwards from her toes and fanned across her body like an icy glaze. She could no longer move her tongue and her eyelids felt leaden; there was no energy left to fight, no will to prise them open as she wearily succumbed to the dark cloak that enveloped her which was so heavy, so oppressive, that, try as she might, she just couldn’t lift it off.

‘She hasn’t even murmured a sound yet, she just has these great big eyes lookin’ at me now, just like her mammy,’ said Jerry, as he turned himself and the baby towards Bernadette.

The last thing Bernadette saw, as her eyes slowly closed, was the smile evaporate from Jerry’s face and transform into a look of horror as he suddenly looked down at the floor and saw a steady stream of blood, dripping from the corner of the bed sheet onto the floor, as though it were running from an open tap on a slow flow, creating a puddle of blood that had reached his own boots.
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This gripping follow on from The Four Streets finds the community alive with rumours and gossip after the murder which rocked it to the core.

No one knows – or is saying – who did it, least of all the police, but they are not giving up their search for the truth. Somewhere, in this tight-knit Irish Catholic community, someone must know something. Someone will surely talk one day.

Meanwhile, 14-year-old Kitty Doherty, pregnant with the dead man's child, is a living danger to everyone who needs to keep the secret. Her mother, Maura and best friend Nellie's grandmother, the redoutable Kathleen, decide the girls must be spirited away quietly to Ireland to await the birth of the baby.

But it isn't easy to keep a secret that big.


I went out to the hazel wood,

Because a fire was in my head,

And cut and peeled a hazel wand,

And hooked a berry to a thread;

And when white moths were on the wing,

And moth-like stars were flickering out,

I dropped the berry in the stream

And caught a little silver trout.

When I had laid it on the floor

I went to blow the fire a-flame,

But something rustled on the floor

And someone called me by my name:

It had become a glimmering girl

With apple blossom in her hair

Who called me by my name and ran

And faded through the brightening air.

William Butler Yeats

selected verses from

The Song of Wandering Aengus


1

‘STOP LYING ON his pyjamas now, Peggy, and let yer man out to earn an honest crust!’

Paddy’s next-door neighbour, Tommy, impatiently yelled over the backyard gate as he and the Nelson Street dockers knocked on for Paddy. They stood, huddled together in an attempt to hold back the worst of the rain, as they waited for Paddy to join them.

Much to her annoyance, Peggy, Paddy’s wife, could hear their sniggering laughter.

‘Merciful God!’ she said crossly. ‘Paddy, would ye tell that horny fecker, Tommy, it’s not us at it every five minutes.’ She snatched the enamel mug of tea out of Paddy’s hand and away from his lips before he had supped his last drop. There was not a second of silence available for him in which to protest.

‘The only reason he and Maura have two sets of twins is because he’s a dirty bugger and does it twice a night. I’ll not have him shouting such filth down the entry, now tell him, will ye, Paddy?’

Peggy and Paddy had spawned enough of their own children, but Peggy had never in her life done it twice on the same night. Every woman who lived on the four streets knew: that sinful behaviour got you caught with twins.

‘I wonder sometimes how Maura holds her head up without the shame, so I do. Once caught doing it twice, ye would know what the feck had happened and not do it again. He must be mighty powerful with his persuasion, that Tommy. Answer me, Paddy, tell him, will ye?’

‘Aye, I will that, Peggy,’ said Paddy as he picked up his army-issue canvas bag containing his dinner: a bottle of cold tea and Shipman’s beef paste sandwiches. Rushing to the door, he placed a kiss on Peggy’s cheek, his shouted goodbye cut midway as the back gate snapped closed behind him.

Each man who lived on the four streets worked on the docks. Their day began as it ended, together.

It took exactly four minutes from the last backyard on Nelson Street, down the dock steps, to the perimeter gate. The same amount of time it took to smoke the second roll-up as ribald jokes and football banter rose high on the air. When the sun shone, their spirits lifted and they would often sing whilst walking.

The same melancholy songs heard in the Grafton rooms or the Irish centre on a Saturday night sunk into a pint of Guinness. Melodies of a love they left behind. Of green fields the colour of emeralds, or a raven-haired girl, with eyes that shone like diamonds.

The Nelson Street gang was often delayed by Paddy at number seventeen and would pause at his back gate and stand a while.

Each morning, wearing a string vest that carried the menu of every meal eaten at home that week, Paddy sat up in bed, picked up his cigarettes and matches that lay next to an ever-overflowing ashtray on the bedside table, and lit up his first ciggie of the day.

Paddy smoked a great deal in bed.

He would often wake Peggy in the middle of the night with the sound of his match striking through the dark, providing a split second of bright illumination.

‘Give us a puff,’ Peggy would croak, without any need of the teeth soaking in a glass on the table next to her. Not waiting for nor expecting a reply, she would warily uncoil her arm from under the old grey army blanket and, cheating the cold air of any opportunity to penetrate the dark, smelly warmth beneath, grasp the wet-ended cigarette between her finger and thumb, put it to her lips and draw deeply.

‘Ah, that’s better,’ she would say. ‘Me nerves are shot, Paddy,’ and within seconds she would drift back to sleep.

This morning, the squall blew across the Mersey and up the four streets, soaking the men waiting for Paddy. They stood huddled against the entry wall, trying in vain to protect their ciggies from the downpour.

Paddy appeared through the gate, Peggy’s words at his back pushing him out onto the cobbles.

‘Yer fecking bastards, ye’ll get me hung one day, so yer will,’ said Paddy only half seriously to Tommy and the rest of the gang.

‘I was only joking, Paddy, I’ve seen a better face on a clock than on yer missus,’ said Tommy. ‘I knew ye was just stuffing yer gob with another slice of toast.’

‘Leave Peggy alone or I’ll set her on yer,’ joked Paddy. ‘She was kept in a cage till she was five. Ye’ll be sorry if I do.’

They all laughed, even Paddy.

Tall Sean, a docker by day and a boxer by night, joined in as he struggled to light up.

‘Never fear, Paddy,’ he laughed. ‘Yer a lucky man with your Peggy, her titties are so feckin’ big, ye could hang me wet donkey jacket off them with a bottle of Guinness in each pocket and it still wouldn’t fall off.’

They roared with laughter and with lots of matey reassuring pats on the back for Paddy, they continued on their way down the steps to face another day of hard graft on the river’s edge.

Boots on cobbles. Minds on the match.

From an upstairs window in the Priory, Daisy Quinn, Father James’s housekeeper, studied the dockers marching down the steps towards the gate, just as she had done every single morning since she herself had arrived from Dublin during the war.

In an hour, once she had cleared away the breakfast things, she would take her damp duster and move to another room, across the landing and look down on the mothers and children from Nelson Street as they walked in the opposite direction to that of the dockers, towards the school gates.

The Victorian Priory, large, square and detached, stood next to the graveyard and from each of the upstairs windows Daisy could alter her view: of the docks, the graveyard, the school and the convent, or the four streets. Daisy had her own panoramic view of life as it happened. There wasn’t very much about anyone or anything Daisy didn’t know. They all turned up on the Priory steps at some time, for one reason or another.

‘Daisy, have ye any coal to spare? We have none and the babby is freezing.’

‘Do ye have any potatoes or bread? A coat for the child to go to school?’

They were always wanting something and, sure enough, Father James could often solve the problem. They had cupboards in the Priory stuffed full of the clothes people donated for him to hand out to the poor.

But the father never gave. Mothers had to ask.

‘I am here to do God’s work, not the corporation’s,’ he would often boom in a bad-tempered way when Daisy asked should he take a coat or a pair of shoes to a family, after she had noticed the welfare officer knocking on their door.

But pride never stood in the way of a mother needing to warm a child, so beg they often did.

Occasionally people came for happy reasons – to ask for the father to perform a christening or a wedding – and when that happened, the father would take them into his study and Daisy would carry in a tray of tea and a plate of her home-made biscuits, just as Mrs Malone had taught her.

She almost always took back an empty plate. Hardly ever had Daisy returned a biscuit to the kitchen.

If ever a mother was too polite or too scared to allow her children to take one, Daisy would press a few into her hand at the front door, wrapped in greaseproof paper and tied up with string.

‘Go on now, take it,’ she would say. ‘Have them for later.’

Daisy would have loved to have had children of her own.

She had arrived in Liverpool from Dublin to take her position at the Priory whilst still a child. She became an assistant to the fathers’ cook, Mrs Malone, and like most young girls she had a head full of dreams and plans.

Father James had disposed of those faster than a speeding bullet.

‘You will have one day and one night off per month,’ he told her, within moments of her being summoned to his study.

Daisy was a little disappointed by that news. She had been told by the sisters at the orphanage in Dublin that she would have one day a week to herself and a week’s holiday each year, during which she could travel back to Ireland and visit the only place she knew to be home, the orphanage where she had been raised since she was a baby.

Now, all these years later, Daisy could count the days off she had taken on one hand.

‘You must work hard and help Mrs Malone in the kitchen,’ the sisters at the orphanage had told her. And, sure enough, working hard was what she had done every day since.

Without a moment’s pain or illness and certainly without any warning at all, Mrs Malone had dropped dead, almost ten years to the day following Daisy’s arrival.

Mrs Malone had often told Daisy what a good worker she was.

‘I don’t know how I would manage without you, Daisy,’ she said, at least once a day. ‘The sisters may have said you were simple in the head, but I didn’t want you for brains, brawn was what I was looking for and you have plenty of that.’

Daisy smiled with pleasure. Being told that she was simple was not news to her, sure, she had heard it so often before. But the sisters had also said, ‘You can hold your head up with no shame, you were born to a very good family, Daisy Quinn.’

Daisy never thought to question why she was in an orphanage and not with her family. She had no real understanding of what a family was.

Being a good girl and coming from a good family must have been why she was sent to take up such an important job in England and for one of the fathers too.

‘You have simple ways, but they can be put to good use if you can be protected from the sin that preys upon girls like yourself,’ the sisters had told her. Daisy had no idea which sin would prey upon her or what it would do, but she was grateful for the protection.

Neither the sisters nor Mrs Malone had ever mentioned to Daisy the other reason that she had been sent to the Priory.

Daisy presumed that they could not have known, because Father James forbade Daisy to speak to anyone about it.

‘To speak of anything that occurs in this Priory would be the greatest sin for which no forgiveness would ever be forthcoming. Ye will be left to burn alone in the eternal flames of hell and damnation. Do ye understand, girl?’

She was asked this question on a regular basis and her answer was always the dutiful same: ‘Yes, Father.’

Daisy took over the housekeeper’s role in full. She coped well and never took nor was offered a day off.

However, there had also been a number of welcome changes following Mrs Malone’s death.

Neither Father James nor any of his friends had bothered her again, and the nuns began to invite her over to the convent for tea.

She had only the bishop to tolerate now.

She sometimes wondered if Father James would have preferred someone other than herself as housekeeper, but on the night of Mrs Malone’s funeral, on her way to her modest room, she had overheard raised voices coming from the study.

‘The money for the Priory would stop if she left. It must follow her wherever she is and, anyway, the sisters in Dublin would have too many questions to ask should she be moved.’

That was the bishop speaking. A fat man, distinguishable by his thin, weedy whine, which as it whistled into the air struggled past the blubbery folds of lard gathered under his chin.

‘I suppose we are safer if she is here,’ said Father James in a tone loaded with disappointment.

‘Aye, we are that, but anyway, she is simple. No one would ever believe a word she said. I will write now that she is happy and improved. That she is running the show and, sure, isn’t that the truth? Wasn’t that just the grandest bit of rabbit pie we ever ate for supper?’

Daisy grinned from ear to ear with pleasure. They had loved her rabbit pie.

On this wet morning, Daisy padded across to the south side of the empty house. Sister Evangelista had popped a note through the door late last night to let her know she would be visiting the Priory this morning to help Daisy pack up the father’s room, ready to send his belongings to his sister in America.

The murder of Father James in the graveyard had taken place only feet away from the Priory and everyone was still in a state of profound shock.

Everyone except Daisy, that was.

Daisy wasn’t sad and didn’t miss the father at all. Not in the way she had missed Mrs Malone when she died.

In fact, Daisy missed Mrs Malone a great deal. She had always told Daisy what she could and could not do, and with no one to guide her, Daisy was lost.

Father James had told her what she could and could not say.

What should she say now and who to?

Her mind was in torment.

Daisy pressed her forehead against the cold window and, looking down, watched the children walking to school. She saw Sister Evangelista close the convent door, make her way down the path and turn right along the pavement towards the Priory. The Reverend Mother waved to Kitty Doherty from number nineteen, who was making her way towards the school steps on the opposite side of the road to the convent. Kitty was herding along the two sets of twin boys and that lovely girl, Nellie Deane, from number forty-two was helping her. The girls waved back to Sister Evangelista, all smiles.

The Kitty girl. Daisy had often seen Father James visit her house, very often at night, but he never visited Nellie’s.

Nellie, whose mother, Bernadette, had died so tragically young and whom Daisy still saw sometimes in the dead of the night, running up and down the four streets.

It was Nellie’s Nana Kathleen who had woken Daisy late on the night the father was murdered. She had been talking to Bernadette as she left the Keating girl’s wedding and followed the river, down towards Nelson Street.

Daisy wasn’t scared to see the ghostly Bernadette with Kathleen. She often saw her in the graveyard and up and down Nelson Street, as she flew straight through the wall into what had once been her home, number forty-two.

Daisy, uneasy, had been unable to return to sleep on that particular night. She had wandered out of her bedroom, the static from her peach, brushed-nylon nightdress crackling and snapping at her feet as she walked. She had leant over the dark, swan-necked banister that swept away steeply, and gazed down the long stairwell. The hall light was still on. The father had yet to return home from the wedding. He would switch the light off when he returned to the Priory.

From the window, Daisy had watched Nana Kathleen and Bernadette, and waited. And then she had seen the father in his large hat and cloak, turning the corner into the back entry just ahead of them both. He hadn’t come back to the Priory as ususal that night.

Daisy knew she should tell someone what she had seen. But Daisy wasn’t allowed to tell anyone anything.

‘I might be simple,’ she had said to herself as she got back into bed on that fateful evening, ‘but I’m not an eejit. There’s no way I am spending eternity stood in the fires of hell.’

When the bell pull rang, Daisy almost fell down the stairs as she ran to open the Priory door for Sister Evangelista. She had been unhappy sleeping in the huge house on her own since the murder. Today she would beg Sister Evangelista to take her to the convent right away. She would be safe there, just as she had been at the orphanage.

‘Morning, Daisy.’ Sister Evangelista sounded brighter than she felt.

She was dreading this job but the bishop had been very strong indeed on the telephone.

‘Make sure you clear up every single thing that belonged to Father James, Sister, and I shall be with you later in the morning in my car to cart it all away to send on to his sister in America, everything, do ye understand?’

Of course Sister Evangelista understood. Did the man think she was witless?

‘Yes, Father, there will be no problem. The housekeeper Daisy will help me and it shouldn’t take long.’

‘Ah, yes, Daisy, the girl is a bit simple, is she not, Sister?’

‘She is, Bishop, but she is a good housekeeper, Mrs Malone trained her well.’

‘I am sure she did, but she is bound to be very upset indeed and may be prone to rambling. We must be careful to protect her, as she has no family of her own, except for us. I wonder if a spell in the peace and quiet of the convent might be a good idea?’

This had never crossed Sister Evangelista’s mind and she was far from happy. Disruption in the convent always upset the nuns’ routine and, sure, didn’t she have enough to do with a school to run as well?

However, even she dared not argue with the bishop.

‘Aye, well, I’ll see how she is, Father, when I get there, shall I? She will need to prepare the Priory for the father’s replacement.’

No sooner had the words left her mouth than her throat began to thicken with emotion and tears swam across her eyes.

‘I mean, what are the arrangements, Bishop? Where is Father James to be buried? We need someone in authority here. Everyone is dreadfully upset. Will you definitely be coming soon?’

The bishop had promised to visit days ago. But something both mysterious and urgent had occurred daily to prevent him. Sister Evangelista had carried the entire burden alone and now she felt exhausted.

She had almost broken down earlier in the morning when speaking to her friend, Miss Devlin, a teacher at the school.

‘Our own Father James, found murdered in the graveyard, and the bishop still hasn’t arrived to help deal with the police or bring some authority to the church, and now, here I am, about to pack up all his personal possessions in the Priory with only simple Daisy to help.’

Into one of her hands Miss Devlin had quietly placed a hankie, and into the other a cup of tea with a couple of Anadin on the saucer.

Tea and Anadin, hailed as a miracle cure by all of Liverpool’s women. A headache? Take a cuppa tea and two Anadin. A toothache? A cuppa tea and two Anadin. A priest found murdered in the graveyard? A cuppa tea and two Anadin. Anadin sat on the wooden shelf next to the Woodbines in the local tobacconist’s and they sold almost as many of one as the other. Acknowledged as an effective alternative to gin to help with the pains of afterbirth, mastitis, monthlies and the constant headaches brought on by looking after a dozen unruly children.

Miss Devlin had spoken in her customary gentle tone. ‘It has been very hard indeed on yourself. Drink the tea and take the Anadin now, Sister, and it will all be easier to face. The bishop will be here soon.’

Sister Evangelista’s distress on the telephone had been apparent. Sensing that she was losing patience, the bishop had tried to pacify her as an adult would a three-year-old child.

‘I will be there this afternoon, so keep calm now. Everyone must remain very calm. We cannot bury the father until the police release his body, but we know how the police can behave. Remember how pushy they were about coming into the school and upsetting the children. You must say nothing to them about anything. They will be looking for someone to blame and we mustn’t let that be us, Sister. Of course when I say us, I mean the Church. This is all a dreadful mess but be sure, Sister, we have a responsibility to protect our work.’

Sister Evangelista was speechless. She had no idea what the bishop was talking about. The police didn’t have anyone in their sights? He was right. In fact, they had taken themselves down a few embarrassing blind alleys, but none of them had led towards the school or the convent.

She replaced the receiver with a prayer that the bishop would make haste. As God was her judge, if she had to deal with much more on her own, likely she would go mad.

Now at the sight of Daisy’s relieved face, she was glad she had come.

‘Hello, Sister.’

Daisy grinned from ear to ear in that inane way she had. Her dark hair with its thick fringe was kept short and tidy with the help of a pudding basin and the kitchen scissors. Her nose dribbled slightly, as though she had a cold, but she seemed not to notice and her eyes always appeared bright, as though full of tears.

Sister Evangelista sighed. Her heart suddenly felt very heavy. Daisy would be of little help.

‘The bishop is arriving this afternoon to remove Father James’s belongings, Daisy. We need to pack up the father’s room and all of his personal possessions. I hope to God he sends another priest to us soon to take charge. Everyone is in such a state.’

Daisy’s heart sank into her boots. Whenever the bishop visited, he slept over at the Priory and often popped into Daisy’s room before retiring for the night. Father James had accompanied him the first time, but ever after he had visited her alone.

Daisy’s expression never altered, and she didn’t speak.

‘Have you any sacks, or the father’s suitcase, Daisy?’

Sister Evangelista’s mind was already focused on the task ahead. Daisy nodded. ‘We have hessian flour sacks folded up in the scullery and there’s a suitcase on top of Father James’s wardrobe in his room,’ she said.

‘Good girl, bring them to the study, we will start in there. And, Daisy, you had better bring a tray of tea for us both, we could be a while.’

Daisy disappeared into the kitchen, as Sister Evangelista walked across the highly polished parquet floor of the square hallway and, in a businesslike manner, threw open the study door.

The gust of a breeze created by her sudden entry sent a cloud of dust particles flying upwards where, trapped, they swirled and glittered in columns of weak sunlight. It took her eyes a moment to adjust. She caught her breath and dragged the courage from somewhere deep within her to take the next step.

The courage to walk over to his desk. To begin the process of parcelling up the life of the man she had known well and worked with for over twenty years. This was daunting, even for someone as efficient and strong as she was. The father, whom she had loved and who had had such a passion to help the poorest children in the community. She silently vowed he would never be forgotten and that a mass would be said for him every day at St Mary’s, for as long as she was alive.

As Sister Evangelista approached the murdered priest’s dark-oak desk, she crossed herself.

As she surveyed the surface, she noticed his diary was open on the day he had died. Pushing her thin wire-framed spectacles to the top of her nose with one hand, she placed the other on the open page and let it travel across the words, as though they were written in braille.

The police had not yet gained entry to the Priory. They required permission from the bishop, which was one of the reasons he was arriving today. Everything was just as it had been on the day the priest had died.

It now crossed her mind that maybe Father James’s belongings held a clue as to who had murdered him and that maybe packing away his personal effects might not be the right thing to do after all.

But the bishop had been most insistent. ‘We must protect the Church,’ he had said. What had that meant exactly?

Father James would have done nothing other than protect the Church, surely?

‘Oh, Daisy, you and that tea are a welcome sight. Bring the tray here, dear,’ she said, as she looked up to see Daisy standing in the doorway, the sacks rolled up and tucked under her arm. Daisy laid the tray on the table.

‘Who was Austin Tattershall, Daisy?’ Sister Evangelista enquired. The name glared up at her from the diary page. Four o’clock, Austin Tattershall. The diary entry had jumped out as the name wasn’t Irish and was certainly one Sister Evangelista had never heard before.

‘I don’t know, Sister,’ Daisy said. ‘He came here sometimes to see the father.’

Daisy was whispering, almost into her chest, as she poured the tea.

Sister Evangelista looked squarely at Daisy, who avoided her gaze as she handed over the cup and saucer, keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the desk as she did so.

‘Did the father keep his appointment with him at four o’clock?’ she asked.

Daisy still kept her head down as she replied, ‘He didn’t, Sister.’

A silence fell between them.

Sister Evangelista had spent her life being lied to.

The reasons given for why children came to school with no food in their bellies, shoes falling off their feet and lice dancing on their heads had to be heard to be believed. Sister Evangelista could smell a rat a mile away and she smelt an enormous one right here in this room, right now. Either Daisy was lying, or there was something she wasn’t telling her.

She flicked over the diary pages, feeling worse than a thief. Father James was dead and these earthly possessions were of no use to him now, but, even so, she felt extremely uncomfortable. She had always been an intensely private woman herself, raised to have impeccable manners.

Now she saw that there was a diary entry on the same day each week with names she didn’t recognize. Arthur, Stanley, Cyril, Brian. Who were these men?

‘Manners won’t get his belongings to his family, I suppose.’ She suddenly spoke her thoughts out loud as she snapped the diary shut, making Daisy jump.

‘No, Sister,’ said Daisy, unfolding one of the small sacks.

Sister Evangelista placed the diary carefully in the hessian sack.

On top she laid his silver letter opener and a leather-bound volume containing his precious stamp collection, which he often brought children into his office to view.

‘The stamp collection is so beautiful. The children would never have seen anything like it before,’ she had often said to Miss Devlin.

Sister Evangelista had always thought Father James the most patient of men. She had repeatedly said so to Miss Devlin.

‘He is so busy, with barely a moment to spare, and yet he always finds the time to share his knowledge of the world with the children through his wonderful collection of stamps. He never minds them visiting him in his study. I just don’t know where he finds the patience.’

Sister Evangelista surveyed the contents of the bookcase on the opposite side of the room and realized she couldn’t place the precious stamp collection in a sack along with the books.

‘Daisy, I think we are going to need some newspaper. Are there any old rag sheets we can rip up to wrap things in? I would like to protect his stamp collection, at the very least.’

As Daisy left the room in search of dust sheets, Sister Evangelista slowly lowered herself into the father’s chair behind the desk. Tears that had never been far from the surface since the murder now threatened once again to pour down her cheeks.

She felt a hum. A sizzling static in the air.

Daisy’s receding footsteps had taken her downstairs into the kitchen and could no longer be heard. Sister Evangelista felt as though the father were standing in the room, objecting to the use of his chair. It was a real presence.

The air smelt of the last time it was occupied. An odour trapped by locked windows and doors.

Musty. Ink. Hair grease and man.

He was there.

There was another smell too. Faintly familiar, of lavender floor wax and polish. Daisy may have been simple, but Sister Evangelista acknowledged that the Priory was spotless.

He was there.

‘Don’t cry,’ she whispered to herself, clasping her hands together in front as though in prayer. She was a nun, unafraid of ghosts. She was protected by God’s light. ‘Just get through this as quickly as possible,’ she whispered, defiant, challenging the empty space. Father James might have been a saint in her eyes, but he was no Lazarus.

Distracting herself, she glanced down at the desk drawers. Each one was locked. A small bunch of keys lay on top of the desk next to the open inkwell.

There was still no sign of Daisy. Should she wait for Daisy to return before opening the drawers?

Picking up the keys, she tried first the top right-hand drawer. The key turned easily. Feeling bold and moving quickly before she could think about what she was doing and hesitate, not waiting for encouragement from Daisy nor permission from the bishop, she swiftly opened the drawer and pulled it out as far as it would extend. It was stuffed full of bundles of white envelopes stacked in three neat rows and tied with string.

She lifted the first bundle and flicked her fingers down the side, revealing the addresses printed on the front. All of the envelopes, she noticed, were addressed to people she did not know and had been sent to a PO Box number. Some coincided with the names in the diary entries. The first one was addressed to Austin Tattershall.

Sister Evangelista took out the envelope and lifted the flap, revealing a wad of black-and-white photographs.

What she saw made her feel as though she had been punched in the heart.

Winded and breathless, in a state of acute shock and creeping numbness, she examined the photographs, one by one.

When she considered the events in her mind later that evening, she wondered to herself how in God’s name she hadn’t fainted. How had she managed to behave as though she was looking at photographs of a beautiful rural landscape, instead of the most vile and depraved images of young girls and boys she had ever seen?

Some of the photographs had been taken abroad, that much was obvious by the name stamped on the back. Most were of men with children, girls mostly and the occasional boy. Some were obviously taken in a hospital setting. Others were of very young girls. With horror, she realized that one  picture had been taken in the father’s study and it was of a child she recognized from the school.

She furtively glanced at the door to see if Daisy had returned and hurriedly slipped the pictures back into the envelope, scooping the remaining envelopes in the drawer onto her lap.

Daisy walked into the room with what had once been a large sheet now torn into squares for dusting cloths.

‘Thank you, Daisy. I think maybe there are some things I had better take to the convent for the bishop to deal with. Could you begin lifting the books down from the bookcase?’

Sister Evangelista felt as though her head were spinning but she knew she had to remain calm.

Daisy noticed that the Reverend Mother was breathing faster, that perspiration stood out on her top lip, and that her forehead and her cheeks were burning red. Daisy was not quite as simple as people thought.

All the sister could think about was how much she and the entire community had loved Father James and yet all the time this filth was sitting in his drawer. She was out of her depth and had no idea what to do. She had to speak to the bishop as soon as she could, ask him to finish the remainder of the packing up himself. She felt as though the ground were shaking beneath her. She must ask the bishop, should they show this to the police?

‘We have to protect the Church,’ he had said.

She placed the diary and the envelopes on a square of white linen and tied up the four corners.

‘Daisy, I don’t want to do this just now, I have to speak to the bishop. We will finish all of this later.’

Daisy had never seen the sister so agitated. This upset her. She didn’t like to stay at the Priory. She wanted to be at the convent and had hoped to talk to Sister Evangelista about maybe leaving with her when she had finished the packing. Daisy had only ever lived with nuns or in the Priory with the priest, and she knew she preferred to live with the nuns. There were no men in the convent.

‘Who came here to visit the father, Daisy?’ Sister Evangelista spoke rapidly. There was an impatience and roughness to her voice that hadn’t been there before. ‘Who visited him here that I wouldn’t know of?’

Daisy remembered what she had been told by the father. Her lips were sealed. She looked silently down at the floor. Daisy always did as she was told.

‘Daisy, tell me, who did the father see that I do know? He used to visit lots of people on the streets, didn’t he, Daisy? Sure, I know he was mad busy, always calling in on the sick and the poor. Was there anyone he saw more often than others?’

Sister Evangelista was running on instinct. She recognized the child in the picture as a little girl from Waterloo Street who had been in Miss Devlin’s class last year. She was no more than six years old. Her mother had been seriously ill and when she was bedbound, Sister Evangelista knew the father had visited daily to take mass at home at her bedside.

‘Well, I cannot say who came here, Sister, but where the father went is a different question altogether. He liked to visit the Doherty house a great deal, Sister. He visited lots of folk but he was regular to the Doherty house.’

The Doherty house.

The image of Kitty Doherty, one of Sister Evangelista’s star pupils, crossed her mind.

Ten minutes later, Sister Evangelista ran down the street towards the convent, hugging a large parcel to her chest with Daisy at her side. On the way she almost bumped into Nellie Deane with her arm round Kitty, leaving the school gates.

‘Nellie, where are you off to?’ she said, alarmed.

‘I have to take Kitty home, Sister. Miss Devlin sent for me. She doesn’t feel too good.’

Then, without any warning whatsoever, Kitty threw up all over the pavement.

Sister Evangelista stared at the child who had turned a ghastly shade of grey.

Kitty had been sick in the playground yesterday morning. As she grappled with the realization of what may be happening, she felt as though the vomit-strewn pavement was opening up beneath her.

She needed to help Kitty, but she was frozen to the spot.

She could hear Kitty’s voice somewhere in the background, as she said, ‘Sorry, Sister, I’m so sorry,’ but she couldn’t reply. The world as she knew it and all that was familiar to her was collapsing around her and she along with it.

Daisy, a forced keeper of secrets, was staring at her. Her expression was unfathomable.

Sister Evangelista focused her attention on what Nellie was saying.

Kitty’s innocence with her wet eyes and pale skin brought her to her senses. Only yesterday Miss Devlin had said how sickly Kitty had been in the mornings.

‘If the child wasn’t so young and an angel herself, I would swear she was pregnant.’

Oh Holy Mother, this cannot be true, she thought, and then suddenly, pulling herself up, she addressed Kitty.

‘It is all right, child, you go home for the rest of the day. I will send the janitor out to clean the pavement. Are you sure you are all right, Nellie?’

Nellie put her arm round Kitty once more and smiled weakly at Sister Evangelista, who realized she could no longer wait for the bishop. This was beyond either of them. She knew what she had to do.

Howard sat at his desk, drumming his fingers and staring at the array of police notebooks before him. It was only ten o’clock and he was already lighting up his fifth cigarette of the day. Not one of the notebooks held a single clue.

They had no witness or a shred of motive but they did have the superintendent breathing down their necks, urging them to find the priest’s killer as soon as possible.

Simon walked into the office with two mugs of tea and a message that made Howard feel weak.

‘The super wants a meeting at twelve and an update on the priest’s case.’

‘Have you any bright ideas?’ Howard threw across the table to Simon as he picked up his mug.

‘Apart from the fact that we both have a gut feeling Jerry Deane knows something, we have absolutely fuck all to go on. Not a single frigging lead. The whole lot of ’em are either ignorant or stupid. No one knows owt,’ said Simon unhelpfully.

Howard picked up his tea and groaned.

‘Well, sergeant clever dick, we have got two hours, so what do you suggest?’

The black Bakelite phone on the desk between them began to ring.

‘There you go, it’s a message from the dead priest.’ Simon began to laugh to himself. ‘He’s sending you a little clue from above.’

‘Shut the fuck up,’ said Howard as he flicked his cigarette stump at Simon. Picking up the handset, he turned to face the wall before speaking into the mouthpiece.

Less than thirty seconds later Simon almost spat out his tea as Howard spoke soothingly into the phone.

‘Now, now, Sister, you must not upset yourself. We will be at the school in less than half an hour. I can assure you, you have done exactly the right thing calling me and we will make sure the bishop knows that.’

Howard replaced the receiver with far more enthusiasm than he had picked it up.

‘That was Sister Evangelista, she’s got news, good news, full of clues news. It sounds as though she has got our motive, mate. Drink up, one very upset nun seems to want to tell us all.’

They both banged their mugs down on the table and two minutes later were whizzing through Liverpool city centre in a pale blue and white panda car, heading up towards Nelson Street school.
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LIFE ON THE four streets had very slowly returned to a normal routine. After all, the women could only last so many days without baking bread.

From the second the news had broken, floor-mop handles had banged constantly on kitchen walls, summoning the women to a conference in whichever home had the freshest piece of gossip first.

As they ran up and down the entry and in and out of one another’s homes, with babies on hips, holding half-full bottles of sterilized milk for the tea or a shovel of coal to keep a fire burning, they became engrossed by the most intense speculation. Who on this earth could have done such an awful thing and why?

The women talked of nothing else and almost wore themselves out.

Even the children playing on the green huddled into groups and repeated the whispered conversations they had heard at home. Rehearsing for the future. Dealing in the currency of the streets.

‘The Pope is in such a rage, so he is, he is coming from Rome to Liverpool to kill whoever did it with his own bare hands,’ said Declan, Maura and Tommy’s little rascal, to his rather serious twin brother, Harry.

‘No,’ said Harry, shocked at the thought of the Pope strangling someone. ‘That cannot be true, ye liar, where did ye hear that?’

‘It is so, I heard Mammy say it to Sheila in the kitchen this morning.’

If his mammy was telling Sheila, then it must be true for sure. Harry gasped and put his fist in his mouth before he ran off to tell his mate Little Paddy, who had been a bit down of late, having caused such a fuss himself.

He had been at the very centre of his own storm in relation to the murder and was now maintaining a low profile.

As a result of what Little Paddy had blurted out, the police had taken in one of their own, Jerry Deane, for questioning. Everyone agreed this was a fanciful notion on the part of the police, who must have been desperate indeed. And all on the back of Peggy and Paddy’s stupid Little Paddy, looking to make a name for himself as the clever one at school. Claiming he had seen Jerry Deane running down the entry on the night of the murder, skulking like a thief in the night.

As if anyone would ever believe anything Little Paddy said.

Jerry Deane had been back at home within the day. Following the beating he took from his da, Little Paddy struggled to sit down for a week.

‘That is one child who will never be described as clever,’ said Molly Barrett to Annie O’Prey, just loud enough for Little Paddy to hear, as they both stood on the pavement to sweep their front steps.

‘As if any child from that family could know anything,’ Annie O’Prey replied, not breaking her stroke with her broom.

Little Paddy’s da might have thrashed the living daylights out of him, but Little Paddy knew what he had seen, and he knew it was true, and no matter how many thrashings he was given, he knew he was right. He had seen Uncle Jerry running down the entry in the middle of the night. How was he supposed to know that he was only off to Brigid and Sean’s house for a card school and to tuck into the wedding whiskey they had all been given as a present by Mrs Keating’s publican in-laws on the morning her daughter got married?

Not that he would ever say it again, mind. Next time his da might use his belt and Little Paddy idolized his da. He didn’t want that to happen. Little Paddy would keep his gob shut in future.

The reaction of the families on the four streets to the murder of their own priest had been powerful and all-consuming.

Some of the women had cried almost constantly since hearing the news. Others had become so upset that Dr Cole had to be sent for to administer a sedative.

‘Sure, it must be the mystery of the century, so it is,’ said Annie to Molly, as they both swept away.

Annie was as skinny as Molly was fat. Both wore the traditional uniform of the four streets: a wraparound floral apron and hair in curlers tucked away underneath a hairnet. Annie possessed no teeth and had long since given up pretending to own any. Like many others, she had dentures that lived in a glass on her bedside table, but one morning, instead of putting them in, she decided to leave them where they were. With her husband long dead and both of her precious boys inside Walton gaol, who was there left to put the teeth in for?

‘Sure, I never liked him meself,’ replied Molly with a flick of the broom as she swept up the dust, across the pavement and into the gutter.

This was the same Molly who had baked the priest a batch of scones every Sunday morning and had dutifully delivered them to the Priory for eighteen years.

As she knelt to pray, the scones would sit on the pew next to her, filling the church with an aroma of fresh baking, competing with the smell of incense.

Some weeks, she barely had enough flour to make a decent batch, or enough coal to heat the oven on the range. Her own children had often gone hungry and didn’t see fresh baking for weeks on end. But she never missed her gift for Father James, her bribe in exchange for a place in heaven.

Now that he was dead, it had all been in vain. He was years younger than she. Who would ever have thought this would happen? Eighteen bloody years of scones, all in vain, she was heard to mutter to herself more than once a day.

‘The biggest mystery to me is what was me cat doing with the father’s langer in his mouth? Now that truly is a riddle – he had been fed twice that day.’

‘Who had? Father James?’ asked Annie quizzically. ‘How do ye know that?’

‘No, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, not Father James, me bloody cat. I have no notion at all what he will bring me next. Sends the shivers down me spine, so he does, every time he wanders into the kitchen. To think, he saw it all. If cats could talk, so.’

Molly had yet to recover from the fact that her cat had proudly returned from his nightly graveyard prowl with a murder trophy.

The news of the priest’s death was already speeding round the streets when Molly realized what the cat had deposited on her kitchen floor. Her screams could be heard as far as the butcher’s and beyond.

‘Aye, true, Molly, if Tiger could talk, we would know who had murdered the priest and ye would be a very rich woman indeed, so ye would.’

They both laughed as they finished sweeping into the gutter and walked back to their respective front doors.

‘Well, Annie, now the cat can’t talk, but I will tell ye this for nothing. There is one woman on this street who I thought we would see being carted off in an ambulance with the grief when she heard that the priest was dead, and yet I saw her more upset on the day Rita O’Neil’s lad was made altar boy and not their Harry.’

Mrs O’Prey shuffled closer to Molly’s step, crossing her arms and looking around furtively before she spoke. ‘Do ye mean Maura Doherty? Because I was thinking the very same thing meself!’

Both women huddled in close.

‘Aye, I do. She looks upset all right, but given that the father was never out of her house and she being all pious, high and mighty so, I thought she might have taken to her bed an’ all, but not a sign of it. Kathleen Deane is the same, but I never would expect her to be upset. It was no secret she didn’t like the priest and never went to mass. She always took herself off to confession with Father Donlan in Bootle.’

For a brief moment, they both lapsed into silence as, leaning on their broomsticks, they watched Kathleen Deane, with her daughter-in-law Alice and the baby Joseph in his Silver Cross pram, head across the cobbles towards the entry, to Maura Doherty’s house.

Once Kathleen and Alice had disappeared from sight, Molly examined her broom head with the bristles almost worn down to the wooden block.

‘Well, Mrs O, a rich woman I am not. But I know this, if I don’t buy a new broom head today, ye’ll be sweeping me step tomorrow along with yours.’

‘Wouldn’t be the first time,’ Annie replied, ‘and ye has done mine often enough, Molly me love.’

Molly sniffed in acknowledgment and, without another word, wobbled across her step and closed the front door.

‘If ye ate a bit less, ye fat lump, ye could afford a broom head no trouble at all,’ whispered Annie to herself as she closed her own front door.

The police car glided round the corner of Nelson Street almost unnoticed. Just a few short weeks ago, the police had been virtually mobbed by neighbours asking one question after another with children constantly circling every policeman and car.

Howard and Simon each took out a fresh cigarette and lit up, squinting through the haze of blue smoke to survey the houses on both sides of the road.

‘Where shall we start?’ said Simon.

Both men were feeling more confident than they had first thing that morning. That hadn’t been difficult given what little information they had and despite their initial optimism, the sister hadn’t given them a huge amount to go on.

What they didn’t know was that as soon as Sister Evangelista had put the phone down on Howard, she had picked it up straight away and spoken to the bishop, who had been very, very angry when she told him she had called the police. So strong had he been in his opinion, regarding what she should and should not say and do, that he had left Sister Evangelista shaking in fear and in desperate need of something much stronger than a cuppa tea and two Anadin.

Sister Evangelista had no choice but to obey. She answered to the bishop and, much as it went against her better judgment, she would be obedient. Almost. She would not keep to herself her suspicions regarding Kitty. She was fond of the girl and she felt sure that at least must be her godly duty.

It took more than a few slugs of the holy mass wine before she could face Howard and Simon, having hidden the disgusting photographs in her office safe, as the bishop had ordered.

Simon fixed his gaze on Maura and Tommy’s house as Howard spoke.

‘Well, as Sister Evangelista was worried about the eldest Doherty girl in number nineteen and as the priest spent more time in number nineteen Nelson Street than any other, we should visit there last and question all the others first. Let’s not mention the Dohertys or the girl,’ he said. ‘Just ask, did the priest have any favourites around here, that kind of thing, and let’s see what happens. I had no idea priests did home visits, so we have something we didn’t have yesterday. And then if that bloody bishop arrives today and we finally gain entry into the Priory, maybe we will find another clue. If we keep shaking the tree hard enough, Simon, something will eventually fall.’

Before they left the car, they both took another long pull on their cigarettes as they watched Mrs O’Prey and Mrs Barrett bang the dust from their brooms and waddle back indoors.
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NELLIE’S BEDROOM WINDOW, at forty-two Nelson Street, overlooked the backyard. Earlier that morning, as she had drawn back the curtains, she had spotted her Nana Kathleen and Auntie Maura down in the yard, whispering furtively over the gate. They were too engrossed to look up and see Nellie, so she pressed her ear to the cold glass window to catch what they were saying. Their behaviour was unusual and Nellie supposed it was yet more gossip about the priest.

Nellie had never attended Father James’s church, but always took the bus into Bootle with her Nana Kathleen to attend the mass held by a friend’s cousin from back home in Bangornevin.

She felt a strange detachment from the upset, but the fact that someone had committed a murder was truly shocking. None of the mothers had allowed their children to walk to school alone since.

So much had happened of late, it was as though someone had thrown a hand grenade into the midst of their lives and they were all still flying through the air.

Since that awful night when all the Doherty children had piled into Nellie’s bedroom in the dark small hours and she had heard crying and talking downstairs, she had felt as though Nana Kathleen and her da were holding out on her and keeping secrets.

She was especially worried about Kitty who was more of a big sister to Nellie than a best friend. For the past few days she had been so ill and this morning had even thrown up all over the pavement, in front of Sister Evangelista.

She had dropped the poorly Kitty back at Maura’s and had popped home to tell Alice and Nana Kathleen what had happened.

‘Well, glory be,’ shouted Kathleen as Nellie walked in through the back door. ‘Is school on a half-day now or what? Why are ye back home so soon?’

‘It’s Kitty, Nana, I have just taken her to Maura. She is so sick, the poor thing.’ Nellie had leant against the range as she talked and helped herself to a chunk of the hot barm brack freshly removed from the oven.

Nana Kathleen playfully whacked her hand with the end of the tea towel. ‘Away with ye,’ she half shouted. ‘Off to school and stop shirking. There is nothing wrong with ye, miss.’

Nellie’s stepmother, Alice, was sitting on a chair next to the fire with Nellie’s little brother, Joseph, on her knee. ‘How are the sisters this morning, Nellie? Are they still as upset as they were?’

‘Oh my gosh, you should have seen Sister Evangelista,’ Nellie exclaimed through a mouth full of the hot fruit bread. ‘She was running from the Priory with Daisy, clutching a parcel to her chest, and she looked as though she had seen a ghost. I don’t know who looked the most sick, her or Kitty. In a right state, she was.’

Kathleen and Alice exchanged a worried glance, which Nellie missed as she made her way to the door with a sneaky slice of the brack in her hand.

‘See yer later, alligator,’ she shouted as she closed the door and headed back to school.

‘Put Joseph in his pram,’ said Kathleen to Alice, ‘and let’s get over to Maura’s.’

Kathleen sensed that they were running out of time. They might need to act more quickly than she had thought.

Maura and Kathleen had already decided between them that Kitty should be told that she was pregnant, before they told her own father, Tommy. After all she had been through, she had the right to that.

Once Tommy had been told, a decision would have to be made. What in God’s name were they going to do about the dead priest’s bastard child?

Maura had hoped that maybe one day she would wake up and it would all have been nothing more than a nightmare.

As she walked into Kitty’s bedroom each morning, she crossed herself and prayed to the Virgin Mary for a miracle. The first thing she did, once Kitty was out of bed, was to pull back her blanket and look hopefully for a sign of blood on her sheet.

Father James had not destroyed her faith in her God. Father James was the devil himself. This she had recognized. Satan had tricked his way into her home.

Maura’s faith was the stronger for it. She would not let the devil win.

But the Virgin Mary never answered her prayers and as Maura pulled back the blanket every day, her heart sank into her boots.

There was a murdered priest, and his baby was growing in her daughter’s belly.

Could there be much worse to wake up to than that?

Wasn’t life hard enough as it was, trying to make ends meet and keep everyone happy? Declan wore his shoes out every week and Maura had no idea how she was going to manage to keep him in school. The sisters had asked to see her to talk about Malachi’s demon behaviour in class. Angela needed glasses. Niamh had what looked like the beginnings of Harry’s asthma. She had lent Peggy some of her family allowance and now might not have enough for her own family. Tommy would go mad indeed if Declan went without shoes because she had been too quick to lend to those who did not manage their money as well as she did.

And on top of all this, she now had something to deal with that eclipsed everything else. A problem so big, so vast, it was almost incomprehensible, so she pushed it firmly to the back of her mind each morning before her feet had even touched the floor.

Tommy would often wake and find her staring at the ceiling. Without speaking he would pull her into his arms and they would hold onto each other tightly.

Maura would weep into his chest and Tommy, blissfully unaware, had no idea that each day his wife was saving him from further heartache and anguish than that which already tormented him.

‘God, Tommy,’ Maura sobbed, ‘I was happy he took himself up the stairs to the kids’ bedroom to bless them, I even encouraged him. How can I live with meself, what kind of mother have I been? How could we have known he would follow her to the hospital?’

It was the same question every day. She knew the reassuring answer off by heart.

‘The very best, queen, the very best,’ Tommy would reply, swallowing down his resentment of Maura’s unquestioning acceptance of a priest he had never much liked.

The image of a gallows and a swinging noose burnt into his mind as he lay awake, holding Maura, and stared at the stars through the bedroom window.

Kathleen was all too well aware of the power of the Church and the impending crisis of Kitty’s pregnancy. No matter who had put that baby there, it was still a sin of the highest order. The fact that it was a priest’s bastard made the situation doubly worse and it would be Kitty who would be labelled the sinner.

There was no separation between the Catholic Church and the local neighbourhood. They were one and the same. The control of the community by the Church was absolute.

Maura had cried each time the subject of Kitty’s pregnancy was raised. Kathleen knew she had to allow her time to come to terms with what was a living nightmare, but now she would have to put her foot down. She was finding it hard to believe that Maura was unaware of the danger Kitty’s condition presented to them all.

‘If we don’t act quickly,’ said Kathleen to Alice as she took her coat down from the hook on the back of the kitchen door, ‘the hounds of hell will be chasing after us and I am not about to allow that to happen when we have other options.’

She fastened a headscarf over her curlers and held Joseph, whilst Alice reached for her own coat. Alice was a Protestant. The power and the ways of the Catholic Church were all a mystery to Alice, but she had learnt enough over the last few years to know that you didn’t argue with Nana Kathleen.

Sister Evangelista and her sisters of the Sacred Heart convent ran the school and sustained the children with messages of faith, obedience, guilt and fear.

Whilst the children were in school praying, each mother on the four streets attended mass at St Mary’s every single day, some twice, morning and evening. The hold of the Church and its grip on the community were unbreakable. A forgiving exterior hid a steadfast dogma. There was no escape.

Kathleen was relieved to find Maura alone in the kitchen with her latest baby and she appeared to be happy to see them both.

‘Oh, thank God it is ye two. I have told everyone I feel unwell, to try and stop the knocking on. I swear to God I am terrified of being in the company of the others and blurting out something that shouldn’t be said. My nerves are in pieces, Kathleen.’

Maura didn’t need to tell Kathleen that; she could see it for herself. She walked over and took the baby from Maura.

‘Is she fed?’ she asked, lifting the baby up to her face and blowing a raspberry at the same time.

‘Aye, she is,’ Maura replied, ‘and Kitty is in bed feeling like death.’

Kathleen shifted the baby onto one arm and, with her free hand, picked up the baby’s shawl from the top of her sleeping box. Expertly wrapping it around her, she took her outside to the pram in the yard. Moving Joseph over a little, she laid the baby next to him and then covered them both with the blanket.

‘Alice, love, take them both for a walk to the shops and give me a while with Maura, will ye now?’ she said.

Alice nodded. ‘Of course I will. How long shall I be?’

‘Give me half an hour and bring me back a packet of five Woodbines. I think we may all need one soon.’

As Alice passed through the back gate with the pram, Kathleen looked in through Maura’s window and saw her wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.

Holy Mary, there is more to come. How is she going to cope? thought Kathleen as she closed the gate behind Alice and moved back indoors to Maura.

When Maura was sitting down with a cup of tea, Kathleen began. It wasn’t often the Doherty house was quiet and Kathleen had to seize her moment.

‘Listen, Maura, Kitty’s abuse at the hands of a man of God will present us all with a terrible threat, so it will.’

Kathleen looked at Maura as she spoke, leaning forward so that she could lower her voice. Even with just the two of them in the room, Kathleen still felt the need to whisper.

‘Kitty’s pregnancy will lay bare Father James’s hypocrisy, Maura. It will reveal the truth, that our priest was an impostor, a despicable human being, not a man of God. But who will listen, Maura? Imagine if it weren’t Kitty, but Mrs Keating’s daughter. What would happen? Who would ye and Tommy have thought was to blame? Your precious Father James? Or the Keating girl? Would anyone talk to the Keatings again? And what would the Church do and the nuns? Would they support her, or do ye think the Keating girl would be labelled a liar and a whore overnight? Would the Keatings even stand by her or would they throw her out? And by God, Maura, here’s the worst of it. When Kitty’s belly starts to show weeks after the priest was murdered, Kitty becomes a liability. She becomes a motive. Do ye understand me? Kitty’s belly will point the finger at you and Tommy. Do you see what that means?’

Maura hadn’t said a word. She sat at the table looking at her hands, then began to sob.

‘My poor Kitty, she doesn’t stand a chance, does she? What in God’s name can we do?’
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It is Christmas morning in 1964. For nurse Fionnuala Kennedy, it is work as usual. As she trudges through the cold streets to catch her bus, Fionnuala thinks of the secret which she has been keeping from her beloved mother and father – and of how on earth she is going to break it to them.

She promises herself that she will do it that very evening, when she gets back home. None of the hospital staff are expecting very much to disturb their routine _ it is Christmas Day, after all. And indeed, Fionnuala’s morning at the hospital begins quietly enough, but then all hell breaks loose, and she is faced with an emergency to rock her world to its foundations.
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1950s Liverpool

In the tight-knit Irish Catholic community of the Four Streets, two girls are growing up.

One is motherless – and hated by the cold woman who is determined to take her dead mother’s place. The other is hiding a dreadful secret which she dare not let slip to anyone, lest it rips the heart out of the community.

What can the people of the Four Streets do when a betrayal at the very heart of their world comes to light?
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Hide Her Name

This gripping follow on from The Four Streets finds the community alive with rumours and gossip after the murder which rocked it to the core.

No one knows – or is saying – who did it, least of all the police, but they are not giving up their search for the truth. Somewhere, in this tight-knit Irish Catholic community, someone must know something. Someone will surely talk one day.

Meanwhile, 14-year-old Kitty Doherty, pregnant with the dead man’s child, is a living danger to everyone who needs to keep the secret. Her mother, Maura and best friend Nellie’s grandmother, the redoutable Kathleen, decide the girls must be spirited away quietly to Ireland to await the birth of the baby.

But it isn’t easy to keep a secret that big.

Hide her Name is available here.
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