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Norman Longmate’s book How We Lived Then, describing in detail how civilians coped during the Second World War, proved extremely helpful while writing The September Girls.




 Part One




 Chapter 1

September 1920

It was raining. It had been raining when they left Ireland that morning, had rained on the boat and still rained now that they were in Liverpool waiting for Paddy to arrive and take them to the place where they were to live.

Brenna moved impatiently from one foot to the other. Before the night was out, the Caffreys would have a proper house of their own where water would come out of a tap instead of a communal pump outside. And they’d have a lavatory to themselves where all you had to do was pull a chain and everything disappeared - no more emptying buckets in the cart that came around once a week and smelled to high heaven.

Where was Paddy? she fretted. He was desperately late. He’d promised to meet them at Princes Dock. The sky, already full of black clouds, was getting darker and, although it was only September, it was unseasonably cold. The big hand on the clock of the gracious building across the way had moved around twice: two hours. They’d been waiting two hours.

‘I’m tired, Mammy.’ Fergus pulled at her skirt.

‘Your uncle will be here soon, darlin’.’ At first, Fergus, six, and Tyrone, two years younger, had been enthralled by the startling sight of the never-ending stream of tramcars that came hurtling around the corner, sparks exploding from the overhead lines, headlights reflected blurrily in the wet road. But now they were bored. Brenna had been impressed enough herself, not just with the tramcars, but the buildings, bigger than any she’d ever seen, bigger even than Our Lady of Lourdes where they’d gone to Mass on Sundays.

And so many people! Hundreds and hundreds of them scurrying about underneath their black umbrellas, but getting fewer now as they climbed on to the trams and were whisked away to God knows  where. More people had poured down the big tunnels leading to the ferries that took them to the other side of the River Mersey.

Liverpool must surely be a grand, rich place, she thought, because everybody was terribly well dressed: the men in suits, the women in ankle-length skirts, tailored jackets and big felt hats. One woman wore an astrakhan hat and a matching muff. Like quite a few others, the woman had given Brenna a very odd look. She must look a desperate sight in her black shawl and long skirt spread tight over her swollen belly, Colm’s old socks and leaking boots on her aching feet, the toes stuffed with rags. She was worried she’d be told to leave her place at the very end of the tunnel where she and Fergus sheltered from the driving rain. She had a sharp reply ready just in case but, so far, no one had spoken.

According to Colm, the place where they were waiting was called the Pier Head. Every now and then he went for a wander round in case Paddy was standing somewhere else. He returned for the third time.

‘Not even a sign of him,’ he muttered. He looked worried, as well he might. Paddy had been sent the ten pounds that Colm had won on a sweepstake. It had been a miraculous piece of good fortune. He’d gone into Kildare with the horse and cart carrying vegetables for the market and an American, ‘stewed to his eyeballs’ according to Colm, had handed him a slip of paper.

‘Take this, young feller,’ the man had drawled. ‘I’ll be back in the good old US of A by the time the race is run.’

‘What race?’ Brenna asked when Colm came back, full of himself, and showed her the paper. He confessed he didn’t know.

‘What’s that written on it?’ Brenna could read very little and write even less, but Colm had been taught by the Jesuits in the village where he’d used to live.

‘Spion Kop. And at the top it’s got the name of the hotel where the American must have been staying: the Green Man.’

None of it made sense, but it turned out that Spion Kop was the name of a horse running in England in the Epsom Derby. The race had been over three days before Colm discovered that Spion Kop had won.

On his next trek to Kildare, he presented himself at the Green Man and produced the slip of paper. The guests had arranged a sweepstake between them, he was told, and according to the list the  winner was Mr Thomas Doughty, a rich American, not a common Irish labourer like himself who had no right setting foot inside the door of such a respectable establishment.

After a great deal of argument, and with the aid of a friendly guest who put himself on Colm’s side, saying possession was nine-tenths of the law, Colm collected his winnings.

‘I near but died,’ Colm confessed when he got home, ‘when they gave me ten whole pounds.’ He spread the notes on the table and he and Brenna stared at them, unable to believe their luck. ‘Indeed, that Blessed Virgin o’ yours must’ve been smiling down on me the day I met Mr Thomas Doughty,’ Colm said, glowing.

Brenna agreed. She had absolute faith in the Blessed Virgin.

Colm wanted the whole world to know about his good fortune. He wrote and told Paddy in Liverpool, announced it in the pub, boasted about it in the street, until the whole of Lahmera was aware the Caffreys had had a windfall. They’d been deluged with hard luck stories and people wanting to borrow a few bob. Brenna had been terrified, worried someone would break in and steal their precious money while she sat and thought of a million ways of spending it.

Then Colm’s brother, Paddy, had written back suggesting he find them a splendid house close to his own in Toxteth. ‘Send the whole ten pounds,’ Paddy’s letter said grandly. ‘The landlord will want a deposit and I’ll buy beds, chairs and a table so everything will be ready and waiting when you arrive.’ In other words, they would buy a new life with their windfall and leave the row of two-roomed, single-storey cottages, more like cattle sheds, for a fine place in Toxteth.

Weeks passed before Paddy wrote and said to come quickly, he had a big surprise waiting. They took for granted the big surprise was a house and left straight away, wanting the new baby to be born in their new home.

Earlier, when Brenna had watched Colm slide the ten notes into an envelope then address it laboriously, his tongue sticking out the corner of his mouth, she’d said, ‘D’you not think we should keep a pound back and buy ourselves new clothes for Liverpool?’

‘The time to buy clothes is when we’re settled. I’ll get a good job, like Paddy’s, and by Christmas you’ll have a fur coat better than Miss Francesca O’Reilly’s.’ Colm was the most optimistic of men.

Only then, as Brenna sheltered from the pouring rain, did she  remember that she’d never truly believed that Paddy had quite as good a job as he claimed. Somehow, she’d never been able to see Paddy Caffrey as a customs officer. He was a bigger braggart than Colm would ever be. Their mother, Magdalena, had been just the same when she was alive, insisting the Caffreys were related to some famous Irish poet that Brenna had never heard of.

Fergus and Brenna had been sick on the boat, and Brenna still hadn’t recovered. Her legs felt like jelly and her heart was beating madly in her chest while the baby thumped out a tattoo in her belly. And now there was the missing Paddy and their ten pounds to worry about, making her feel even worse.

The rain streamed off Tyrone’s woollen cap. ‘We couldn’t find Uncle Paddy anywheres, Ma,’ he said chirpily.

Fergus began to cry. ‘I’m cold, Mammy, and I’m tired.’

Brenna looked at her husband. ‘How long are we going to wait, Colm?’

Colm shrugged. ‘Let’s give it till nine o’clock. If our Paddy hasn’t come by then, we’ll just have to make our own way to Toxteth. It’s on the far side o’ where they’re building the great Protestant cathedral, so Paddy told me.’

‘Did he send the address of our new house?’

‘No, Bren. He was going to meet us with the key.’

Brenna bit her lip. ‘Then do we know where Paddy lives?’

‘I’ve got his letters in me pocket. It’s Stanhope Street, number fourteen.’

‘Why d’you think he hasn’t come, Colm?’

He didn’t meet her eyes. ‘P’raps he got the day mixed up, or the time. P’raps he’s come down with something.’

‘Or p’raps he’s drinking himself to death in some pub or other - on our money - or he’s gambled it all away and there isn’t a house for us to move into,’ Brenna said bitterly. Paddy was a gambler to his bones. The thought that he could have been so traitorous caused a wave of dizziness to pass over her and she felt even sicker and longed to sit down - a cup of hot tea would have been more than welcome. They’d had nothing to eat and drink since early that morning. She hated feeling weak when she was usually so strong.

‘He’d never do that, not our Paddy,’ Colm said, not very convincingly.

‘We were too trusting, Colm. We should’ve brought the ten pounds with us and found our own place to live.’

‘Don’t talk like that, Bren, it scares me. Ten pounds. Ten pounds!’ His voice was horrified. Never, in all their lives, had they expected to have so much money. ‘Our Paddy still might come.’

But by the time nine o’clock came, Paddy hadn’t appeared. Colm asked a man in what direction Toxteth lay and he gave them some instructions. ‘But you can catch a tram, mate,’ he said. ‘The number one.’

Colm thanked him, heaved the sack containing all their worldly possessions on to his back, and they set off. Despite the cold, the rain and Brenna’s condition, there was no question of spending a penny on tram fares when they had four pairs of perfectly good legs between them.

The rain was lighter now, but just as steady, penetrating their thin, already saturated clothes. A whimpering, snuffling Fergus held his mother’s hand, his body limp, so she had to drag him along when she could barely drag herself. There was a terrible ache in the pit of her stomach and her back hurt. Everything hurt, but most of all the strong suspicion - more a feeling of certainty by now - that Paddy Caffrey had betrayed them and the new life would turn out to be worse than the old.

 



At this time of night, the centre of Liverpool was almost deserted, not that Brenna noticed. She walked with her eyes fixed on the ground, only looking up now and then to make sure Colm was still in sight, striding confidently along, Tyrone running at his heels. She didn’t notice the grand office buildings that they passed, the big shops, the rowdy pubs, and was only vaguely conscious of a slight hissing noise coming from the gas lamps, which gave off a dim, yellowish glow.

Suddenly, Colm stopped and waited for her to catch up. ‘I’ve lost me way, Bren, but I think we’re nearly there. I’ll have to ask someone if they know where Stanhope Street is.’

A few doors ahead, a man had come out of a jeweller’s shop and was in the course of locking the door. Colm approached and spoke to him. A minute later, he returned.

‘Is it far?’ Brenna asked hopefully.

‘I dunno. He told me to get back to Ireland and take me filthy  family with me.’ Colm grinned, but his eyes were hurt. ‘Ah, I’ll ask this chap on the bike.’ He flagged the man down and the bike wobbled precariously as it came to a halt.

‘Brakes don’t work,’ the man announced cheerfully. ‘Stanhope Street?’ he said in response to Colm’s query. ‘Cut through Parliament Terrace right behind you, and you’ll come to Upper Parliament Street. Turn left, and you’ll see Windsor Street on your right. Stanhope Street is the second turning on the left-hand side.’

‘Ta, mate. C’mon, Bren.’ He and Tyrone went down the passage the man had indicated and disappeared.

The short wait had done Brenna no good at all. Sheer willpower had been keeping her going and she found it nigh-on impossible to get started again. She gritted her teeth and forced her legs to move, but the pain in her gut was sharper now, piercing.

‘Mammy,’ Fergus whimpered pitifully. ‘I can’t walk no more.’

‘You’ll have to, son. Hold on to me hand.’ She turned the corner, bent like an old woman, staggering slightly, her breath hoarse in her throat. Colm was standing some distance ahead, the sack on the ground and Tyrone perched on his shoulders. They were in front of a row of magnificent houses set on a slight curve, wide steps leading up to the immense front doors guarded by two white columns.

‘Come and see this, girl,’ he shouted. ‘It’s quite a sight.’ He hadn’t the faintest notion how badly she felt. Somehow, somehow, she managed to catch up.

‘There’s a party, Ma,’ Tyrone giggled. ‘A party. See!’

Through blurred eyes, she saw an opulently furnished room with a sparkling chandelier suspended from the fancy ceiling, mirrors and pictures all over the place, and twenty or thirty people, as richly dressed as the room itself, standing around with drinks in their hands, laughing and talking animatedly.

Her tired gaze fell on to the room below: a basement, reached from the road by steep, concrete steps behind black iron railings, in which three women were loading trays with refreshments. Two of the women, dressed in black with frilly white caps and aprons, departed with a tray each.

‘I’m hungry, Mammy,’ Fergus whispered. He must have noticed the food.

Brenna didn’t answer. Never before had she questioned her position in life. She was poor, had always been poor, and almost  every person she knew was poor. There were a few well-off folk in Lahmera, the village in which she’d been born and bred: the farmer that Colm had worked for, the doctor, the bank manager, the solicitor and Francesca O’Reilly, who lived in a big house on its own at the edge of the village. Miss O’Reilly had been an actress in her younger days and Brenna had cleaned for her from the age of twelve until the day before she married Colm, but not even her house was half as grand as this one.

She looked again at the big room where the party was being held. Two women about her age were standing by the window laughing gaily over something. Their frocks, what she could see of them, were made of lace and trimmed with beads. One had a black plume in her hair, a silver necklace around her white, slender neck with earrings to match that shimmered and shone and danced madly when she moved her head.

It didn’t seem fair. It wasn’t fair that she should be standing outside in the wet, a new baby lying in her belly, her children starving, their clothes soaked, while these women, so handsomely dressed, fed off the fat of the land. A wave of bitter envy swept over her, so strong that she gasped, clutched the railings and stared at the women, wondering why it was that fate had treated them so differently. Then one, the one with the glittering earrings, noticed her staring and closed the curtains, a look of disgust on her lovely face.

‘C’mon, Brenna.’ Colm picked up the sack and began to stride away. Tyrone trotted after him.

‘I can’t.’ The railings were supporting her. If she let go, she would collapse. The pain in her stomach had become unbearable and, with a feeling of horror, she realized the baby was on its way. ‘Colm,’ she called weakly.

He turned, saw her agonized face and came hurrying back. ‘What’s the matter, Bren?’ His own face collapsed. ‘Jaysus, Mary and Joseph! It’s not the snapper, is it?’ Brenna nodded. ‘What the hell do we do now?’ he asked wildly.

‘Find a peeler,’ she gasped. A policeman would tell them what to do, where to go for help. ‘Hurry, darlin’, hurry,’ she urged when he stood there, unmoving, his mouth open wide enough to catch a fish. He raced off in the direction of Upper Parliament Street, leaving the sack behind.

‘Come and sit on the steps, Mammy.’ Tyrone put his arms around her waist.

‘Not there, lad.’ It was the house where the party was being held. ‘Next door, and not on the front steps either, the ones at the side where no one can see.’ There was a light in the porch, whereas the side steps leading to the basement were in darkness.

‘There’s a wee roof over the door where you can shelter from the rain.’

Brenna managed to struggle down the steps and seat herself at the bottom, her legs spread wide because it was impossible to hold them any other way. The lads squeezed each side of her: Fergus snuffling and telling her how miserable he felt, Tyrone stroking her neck and murmuring words of comfort.

And now, God help her, didn’t she feel the urge to push? She desperately wished she was back in Lahmera where she’d have had a bed to lie on, where the women, her neighbours, would come pouring in to help deliver the baby, just as she’d helped deliver theirs. When it was over and the baby was lying in the wooden box that had served as a crib for Fergus and Tyrone, someone would make a cup of tea. The lads would have already been taken out of the way to another house and Colm would have taken himself to the pub.

She did her utmost to suppress a scream when she felt a pain between her legs, threatening to tear them apart. Her body arched, she uttered a low moan and Tyrone leapt to his feet and hammered on the basement door.

It was opened within seconds by an irritable-looking woman who snapped, ‘Here’s a farthing, buy yourself some chips. Now, bugger off, you little scally. I’ve a million things to do tonight.’ She was about to slam the door, when Tyrone hurled himself against it.

‘Me mammy’s sick, missus.’ He burst into tears - Tyrone could bring forth tears in profusion when it suited his purpose.

The woman poked her head out of the door and saw Brenna rocking back and forth on the bottom step, her skirt above her knees and about to give birth. ‘Lord Almighty!’ she shrieked. ‘There’s babies crawling out of the woodwork in this house tonight. You’d better come in. Mr Allardyce will kill me if he finds out, although I’d sooner be dead than leave a poor, pregnant woman outside in the teeming rain.’

Brenna was hauled to her feet by a pair of strong arms and  virtually dragged inside a warm kitchen full of steam from a kettle and various pans that rattled on the stove.

‘You can’t stay here,’ the woman muttered, and Brenna was dragged again through another door into a cosy sitting room where a fire burnt in a small grate and brasses gleamed on the hearth. A yellow bird in a round cage chirruped a welcome and a ginger cat curled on the couch raised its head and regarded them sleepily. The two boys followed, Tyrone dragging the sack that was bigger than himself.

Brenna was laid gently on the floor and the lads were commanded to hide behind the couch. ‘This isn’t something for such young eyes to see,’ the woman said sternly.

Tyrone said he’d better wait outside for his daddy, who’d gone in search of a peeler.

‘There’s a young lad with a wise head on his shoulders,’ the woman said when Tyrone left. ‘How old is he, pet?’ She knelt on the floor and began to remove Brenna’s shabby underclothes. ‘Everything’s sopping,’ she remarked.

‘Four.’ Four-going-on-for-forty is what Colm usually said about his younger son, whom he preferred to Fergus, now sobbing quietly behind the couch.

‘I thought he was one of the lads who sometimes come begging money for food. I’d give ’em more than a farthing, except they’d only come more often, poor little mites. What’s your name, pet? I’m Nancy Gates.’

‘Brenna Caffrey. That’s Fergus crying and Tyrone who’s gone to wait for his da.’ She felt much better in the warmth, her heart was beating normally and the urge to push had gone - perhaps it was panic and fear that had brought it on. Nancy Gates seemed very capable. A big, raw-boned woman in her forties with a deep voice, massive arms and an impatient manner, her eyes were kind in her pockmarked face.

‘And what were you doing, Brenna Caffrey, wandering along Parliament Terrace at such a late hour on such a wretched night when you were about to drop a baby?’ She gave Brenna a look, as if to say she’d been remarkably irresponsible.

‘I wasn’t expecting the baby for another fortnight, was I? And as to the other thing . . .’ She told Nancy about leaving Ireland and waiting for Paddy who’d been sent the ten pounds Colm had won to  find them a house. ‘We stood by the Pier Head for three hours, but the bugger didn’t turn up. We were on our way to look for him when . . .’ Brenna shrugged. Nancy knew the rest. ‘You’re a nice, generous woman,’ she said, ‘taking us into your house like this. It’s not everyone who’d’ve done it.’

‘It’s not my house, pet. I’m only the housekeeper-cum-cook, although I live here, too. This is me own little sitting room and me bedroom’s behind.’ She shoved a cushion under Brenna’s head. ‘Mr Allardyce won’t exactly be pleased if he finds out you’re here, not that he’s likely to, not tonight. His missus is upstairs doing the same thing as you are, having a baby, and making a great big meal out of it.’ A thin scream rent the air and Nancy winced. ‘There she goes again, poor lamb. She wouldn’t mind you being here, not that she has much say about things since she married him.’

‘Should you not go up and see to her?’

‘She don’t need me, Brenna. Doctor Langdon’s with her as well as a nurse. All I’m fit for is boiling the water and having a regular supply of rags on hand. Which reminds me, I’d better put something under you ’case the baby pops out when we’re not looking, like.’ She disappeared into the kitchen and came back with a thin sheet that was in better condition than the ones Brenna had brought with her from Ireland. ‘I don’t suppose there’s a change of clothes in that bag of yours?’ she asked. ‘It won’t do you no good, or the little ’uns, hanging round in them wet things - sounds like Fergus has gone asleep. You’re likely to catch pneumonia.’

Brenna didn’t answer. She uttered a groan, bared her teeth and managed not to scream when the baby signalled its imminent arrival for the second time that night . . .

 



‘Nancy!’ Marcus Allardyce roared from the top of the stairs that led to the kitchen.

‘Yes?’ After some delay, Nancy appeared at the bottom.

‘I’d like some tea, very strong.’

‘How about Mrs Allardyce and the others?’

‘How about them?’ Marcus growled.

‘Would they like a drink too?’

‘I wouldn’t know. You’ll have to ask them.’ He had no intention of entering the room where his lily-livered wife was in the process of giving birth to their second child - a child he would probably dislike  as much as the first. Anthony, five, was a sullen, uncommunicative boy and Marcus had a strong feeling there was something seriously wrong with him.

From her bedroom on the floor above, Eleanor screamed again: she sounded like a cat in pain. ‘Don’t push, not just yet, Mrs Allardyce,’ he heard the doctor say.

‘I can’t help it,’ Eleanor shrieked.

Was there any need for such a commotion? Giving birth seemed such a simple, natural act. Marcus walked along to his study at the back of the house, conscious of his feet sinking into the thick carpet. He trailed his hand over the Victorian desk with its tooled leather top, and stared with pleasure at the crystal inkstand with a silver lid and the other expensive accoutrements on the desk, including a black telephone with an ivory face. He derived much satisfaction from all these things, touching them frequently. All had once belonged to his father-in-law.

He could distinctly remember when he was a small child that his own father had possessed similar things. Peter Allardyce had inherited a thriving shipping company and a large house in Princes Park, but by the time Marcus was ten, everything had gone due to his father’s incompetence, an addiction to alcohol and an obsession with fast women. His once pampered, extremely resentful wife had been forced to move with their two children to a small house in Allerton. She never ceased to complain to anyone who would listen, ‘This isn’t what I’m used to, you know.’

There was just about enough money left in the bank to live on for a few years if they cut out luxuries. Marcus and his elder sister, Georgina, had been removed from their private schools and thrust into local establishments where the education was abysmal and they had to mix with the children of the working classes.

Their father had stuck it out at home for a year but, unable to stand his wife’s ceaseless litany of complaints, left and went to live with a woman who owned a millinery shop in Smithdown Road. On the rare occasions his wife and children saw him, he seemed exceedingly happy.

When Georgina was eighteen, she made her own escape and married a purser on the Cunard Line. Marcus and his mother were left with only each other to protest to about the grievous injustice that life had meted out to them.

Obliged to leave school at thirteen, he had gone to work for a firm of local accountants as a messenger and tea boy - at least it meant he had to dress respectably - and studied at night: bookkeeping, accounting, auditing, as well as the branches of maths he hadn’t touched at school such as algebra, geometry and calculus. The firm had the Financial Times delivered daily and he discovered stocks and shares and read about the vagaries of the stock market.

By the time he was sixteen, he had become a junior clerk, but there was no chance of becoming a fully-fledged accountant without qualifications that he sadly lacked. Apart from which, even with qualifications, if the firm took him on as a trainee, he would have to pay a lump sum that would be returned to him in the form of wages. It was out of the question. His mother was getting frail and even more demanding. His salary was barely enough for them to live on.

Upstairs, Eleanor screamed again and he wondered where the tea was that he’d asked for. He heard footsteps coming down the stairs and a male voice called, ‘Mr Allardyce?’

It was Dr Langdon. Marcus went into the hall. The doctor beamed at him. ‘You’ll be pleased to know that you are now the father of a healthy baby girl. Your wife is as well as can be expected. She’s a delicate woman and having babies isn’t easy for her. She - and the baby - are waiting for you.’

Eleanor looked as if she’d just given birth to half a dozen babies, not just one. She lay on the bed, her face waxen, hair limp, eyes barely open, as if every single bit of energy had been drained out of her. When she saw her husband approach, she tried to lift her hand, but it fell back on to the coverlet as if it were boneless.

‘We have a little girl, Marcus,’ she whispered. ‘I’d like to call her Sybil. Do you like it?’

‘It’s a pretty name.’ He didn’t care what the child was called. Dutifully, he looked down at the cradle beside the bed and saw a small, pale creature fast asleep under the lace covers. He touched the soft chin with what he hoped was a fatherly gesture, then, for appearances’ sake, kissed Eleanor’s wet, shiny cheek, murmuring, ‘Congratulations, darling.’

‘Tell Anthony,’ she whispered. ‘Tell him that he has a little sister. He must have been frightened by the noise.’

Marcus nodded, although he had no intention of telling Anthony anything: the less he saw of his son, the better. He left the room as  soon as decently possible - the doctor was muttering something about stitches - and returned to his study. On the wall behind his desk there was a large, framed photograph. He studied it thoughtfully. In the gap at the bottom, between the photo and the frame, in perfect copperplate, was written ‘H.B. Wallace & Co. 1918’. Marcus was in the centre of the front row where the senior and office staff were seated: the under-manager and his assistant, two foremen, the accountant, the bookkeeper, the McMahon sisters - both typists - and Marcus’s secretary, Robert Curran. The factory workers stood behind, fifty-two of them: the smaller men in the second row, tallest at the back. His employees. He rubbed his hands together. His.

Marcus was the owner and managing director of H.B. Wallace & Co., something that would never have happened had he not met Eleanor Wallace just after her fiancé had been killed in the first month of the war.

He was thirty, still working as a clerk, having realized to his dismay that, although he was perfectly capable of managing a company, he hadn’t the faintest idea how to start one. He lacked any sort of entrepreneurial skills, unlike his great-grandfather who had bought an old fishing boat and ended up with a successful shipping company.

By now, his mother was dead and he had taken in a lodger to provide extra income, much of which went on better clothes, better food and good wine - he was a poor man with a rich man’s tastes. He managed to save fifty pounds, although it took a long time, invested it in the stock market, convinced he would double it and make his fortune that way. Instead, within a few weeks, he lost more than half and was too scared to risk his money again.

Eleanor was on the verge of tears when they met. She was in the foyer of the Empire Theatre and grabbed his arm as he passed on his way to the gods where the seats cost only sixpence.

‘Would you mind giving a message to my friends in the third row of the stalls?’ she asked in a quivery voice. ‘Tell them I’ve lost my ticket and I’m going home.’

‘I’m sure the manager would believe you if you explained your ticket was lost,’ he said coldly. She was one of those timid, helpless women that he particularly disliked - and far too well dressed for the management to think she would attempt to get in without paying.

‘But I don’t want to see The Mikado,’ she wailed. ‘I didn’t want to  in the first place, but my friends insisted. I’m too unhappy to sit through a show. I’d prefer to go home.’

He looked at her again. She was about eighteen, pretty in a pale, wishy-washy sort of way, wore a black silk-satin dress with a heavily embroidered chiffon yoke and hem under a dark-green panne-velvet cloak and carried a jewelled evening bag in her long gloved hands. His mother had bored Marcus silly describing the clothes she’d used to wear compared to those she had to wear now, and he recognized the woman’s outfit as having cost a considerable amount of money.

‘Why not let me take you home?’ he suggested gently. ‘You can tell me why you’re so unhappy.’

‘Thank you, but no. I shall telephone my father and he’ll send the car for me.’

She had a telephone, a car and a chauffeur! He couldn’t possibly let her go. ‘What about dinner?’ He smiled his broadest, most appealing smile - if the situation called for it, he could be the most charming of men and women seemed to find him attractive, which rather surprised him as he considered his features to be rather heavy: nose too big, lips too thick, bushy eyebrows too close together. His eyes were a dark, sombre grey, his hair brown and very thick, and he was rather proud of his lustrous moustache. ‘I don’t like to see a pretty lady so upset,’ he said.

She smiled back, unable to resist. ‘Oh, all right, but I shall be dreadfully dull company. But what about your own ticket for The Mikado?’

‘I’m here to buy one for another night,’ he lied. ‘Will you excuse me a minute while I go to the booking office?’ He wasn’t prepared to lose sixpence if it could be avoided and was pleased when he got his money back.

From that night on, Marcus showered Eleanor Wallace with flowers and inexpensive, although tasteful gifts. He took her to dinner, the theatre, the Philharmonic Hall, to Southport on Sundays for afternoon tea in an elegant arcade in which a pianist played discreetly in the background. He was using every available penny to make her happy and rid her of the memory of the fiancé who had been killed in the war, to the extent that he sometimes went hungry and had to walk to his office because he didn’t have the cost of the tram fare.

Eleanor was an investment and this time he was determined to succeed. An only child, her mother was dead and she would inherit her father’s prosperous asbestos company, not to mention all his worldly wealth, including an imposing property in Parliament Terrace and a dark-brown Wolsley saloon with cream leather seats. The fact that she got on his nerves so much she made his teeth ache didn’t terribly matter.

To his delight, Eleanor gradually fell for his charms and, six months after they’d met, they got married. The only thing that Marcus regretted was that his mother wasn’t alive to attend the extravagant wedding.

 



He got on well with his father-in-law. Herbert Wallace considered Marcus a man after his own heart, the state of the stock market always at his fingertips, a way with figures, a thorough knowledge of business practice. It was a pity, Marcus had lied, that his own small tools company had come such a cropper due to criminal activity on the part of the chief accountant, causing the bank to call in their loan. By using up his entire capital, he’d added, he’d only just managed to avoid becoming bankrupt.

‘I’m not going to let it get me down,’ he said stoutly. ‘I shall start again as soon as I’ve enough saved from my present job: I regard it as a temporary position.’

‘Good man!’ Herbert slapped him on the back. ‘That’s what I like to see: initiative. Look, why don’t you come in with me? After all, once I retire, the firm will be yours. Why not get the hang of things now?’

This was something Marcus had been praying for. He managed to look pleased yet, at the same time, doubtful. ‘Are you sure?’

‘As sure as I’ll ever be about anything.’

He was genuinely upset when, in the winter of 1915, Herbert died unexpectedly in his sleep of a heart attack, missing by two weeks the birth of his first grandchild to which he’d been so much looking forward.

Marcus recalled the night his son had been born. He’d been as unmoved as he’d been tonight when his daughter had arrived. The only person he had ever loved was his mother and he wondered if he was capable of loving another human being. What he loved most  were things: expensive things like the house and the car, tailored clothes, handmade furniture, exquisite ornaments . . .

It occurred to him that he still hadn’t had the tea he’d asked for at least thirty minutes ago. One thing the study didn’t have was a bell rope to summon the servants - he’d been meaning to have one fitted for years.

He went to the top of the stairs and was about to call for Nancy when it occurred to him that the reason for the delay was that she had been helping with the baby’s birth. He was about to walk away when, from the kitchen, he heard a woman laugh. It was a tinkling, joyous laugh and didn’t belong to Nancy, whose voice was at least an octave lower. Curious, he went downstairs to find the kitchen empty, but the door to Nancy’s sitting room partially open. He could hear women’s voices inside.

‘Two little girls, born within minutes of each other,’ Nancy was saying. ‘The September girls: Sybil and Cara, both lovely names.’

‘Cara means “friend” in old Irish,’ the other woman said. She chuckled. ‘Ah, if I don’t feel like a completely different woman now that’s over! I could run around the block with a sack o’ taters on me head.’

‘You’d better not try,’ Nancy advised.

Marcus crept over to the door and peered around. Nancy stood with her back to him and the other woman had eyes only for the baby in her arms. He caught his breath. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone quite so beautiful before. She was sitting on the floor, her back against the couch, and looked quite radiant: blue eyes like stars in her thin face, a great mane of red-gold hair tumbling untidily on to her shoulders. She wore a nightdress of sorts, undone down the front, exposing her full, white breasts. A wave of dizziness swept over him and he felt a longing to touch them, squeeze the white flesh and kiss the rosy, swollen nipples, bury his head on their softness.

The baby was awake, the little girl: Cara. She waved her arms and made little birdlike noises. A tiny foot emerged from the shawl in which she was wrapped, kicking vigorously.

‘Colm will be surprised when he gets here,’ the woman said. She had a strong Irish accent. ‘He was expecting us to have another wee boy.’

‘Is our daddy lost now?’ asked a small voice, and it was only then that Marcus noticed the boy sitting at the table munching a  sandwich. He looked about the same age as Anthony and was a handsome little fellow.

‘He’ll be along in a minute, darlin’. Didn’t he go running off in search of a peeler? What do you think of your new sister, Fergus?’

Fergus seemed more interested in the sandwich than the baby. ‘She’s fine, Mammy,’ he said without looking up.

‘It’s time I made us a cup of tea,’ Nancy said.

Marcus hurriedly stepped backwards. When Nancy emerged, he was standing in the middle of the room contriving to look extremely angry. ‘What’s going on?’ he demanded. ‘Did I hear the sound of a baby in there?’

‘Yes.’ The woman’s voice was blunt and she looked at him defiantly. There was no love lost between them. ‘The mother’s name’s Brenna Caffrey. I found her outside on the steps, so I brought her indoors. The baby came almost straight away. I knew Eleanor wouldn’t mind,’ she added slyly.

This was undoubtedly true. Nancy had too much influence over his wife. Marcus had long wanted to get rid of her, but she’d been with the family since before Eleanor was born - was virtually a member of it - and it was one of the few things over which Eleanor had put her foot down.

‘How long will she be here?’

Nancy shrugged. ‘Dunno. Her husband’s gone in search of help. He should be back any minute.’

‘Well, I want them out of here by morning.’

‘All right.’ She’d never addressed him as ‘sir’, as did the other servants.

‘I think I requested tea earlier,’ he said coldly.

‘Sorry, I forgot. I’ll make it now. Where would you like me to bring it?’

‘To my study.’

‘I won’t be long.’

Marcus went slowly back upstairs and sat at his desk with a sigh. He thought about his wife, lying like a corpse within the silk sheets, unable even to lift her hand. She probably hadn’t yet looked at the baby, let alone touched it, while a glowing Brenna Caffrey actually laughed as she nursed her little daughter. Perhaps he would find it possible to fall in love with a woman if she had a bit more life in her than Eleanor. Someone like the woman downstairs: Brenna Caffrey. 
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There was a loud banging on the basement door and Brenna said, ‘That’ll be Colm.’

Nancy went to let him in and a few seconds later he came rushing into the room like a madman, followed by Tyrone who looked as if he’d had a bath with his clothes on, and a tall, haughty nun wearing a black cloak that she removed to reveal a white starched bonnet with wings like a butterfly and capacious robes.

‘The peeler sent me to a convent, St Hilda’s,’ Colm gasped. ‘This is Sister Aloysius: she’s a midwife. Jaysus, Mary and Joseph!’ He collapsed against the wall and burst into tears. ‘If the snapper hasn’t come already while I was gone!’

‘It’s a wee girl, Colm,’ Brenna said proudly. ‘I’ve called her Cara, like we said we would if we had a girl, although you never believed we would.’

Sister Aloysius knelt beside Brenna and plucked the baby none too gently from her arms. ‘Aren’t you a clever thing, coming all by yourself,’ she cooed, as if Cara’s mother had had nothing to do with it. She laid the crucifix attached to a chain around her waist against the baby’s forehead and said a little prayer in Latin. ‘Is everything there?’ she asked Brenna in a completely different tone of voice, quite steely.

‘Yes,’ Brenna replied in the same steely voice, having taken an instant dislike to Sister Aloysius, nun or no nun. ‘Ten fingers, ten toes, two eyes, two ears, a nose and a mouth. And she’s got quite a voice on her.’

‘And lots of lovely hair, the same colour as Brenna’s,’ Nancy pointed out. ‘Colm, will you get some clothes out of that bag for yourself and Tyrone and take them into the bedroom and put them on, otherwise you’ll catch your death of cold. I’ll make you both a hot drink in the meantime.’ Colm and Tyrone disappeared into the bedroom. ‘Would you care for one yourself, Sister?’

‘No, thank you. I’ll be on me way back, seeing as I’m not needed after all. Would you like me to take your lads with me, Mrs Caffrey?’ Her eyes swept disdainfully around the small room. ‘It doesn’t look as if there’s a place for them to sleep this night.’

‘I’ve already told Brenna that she and Colm can have my bed and I’ll have the couch,’ Nancy said generously. ‘The lads were going to sleep on the floor, although I’ll be more than a bit short of bedding.’

‘Then I’ll take them,’ Sister Aloysius said autocratically.

‘Thank you, Sister.’ Brenna felt reluctant to let the lads go, but knew they’d be far better off in the convent. ‘I hope they won’t be a nuisance.’

‘We care for two dozen boys at St Hilda’s, Mrs Caffrey, mainly orphans. None is allowed to be a nuisance. Where is the other child? I’m afraid there isn’t time to wait for tea.’

Fergus and Tyrone were too tired to protest when Colm took them to the door with the nun. He returned minutes later, bleary-eyed, and Nancy disappeared into the kitchen. Brenna expected Colm would take a proper look at their daughter, instead he crouched on the floor beside them and said in a hoarse voice, ‘I’ve news of Paddy, Bren. While the peeler was showing me the way to St Hilda’s, he asked me name. When I told him, he wanted to know if I was related to Patrick Caffrey, known as Paddy, and I said he was me brother.’

‘Oh, Lord, Colm!’ Brenna said tiredly. ‘What’s Paddy been up to that he’s so well known to the peelers?’

Colm bent his head and made the sign of the Cross. ‘He’s dead, Brenna.’

Brenna snorted. ‘He’s only twenty-eight and as healthy as a horse. He can’t be dead.’

‘He is, Bren.’ Now the tears ran freely down Colm’s gaunt cheeks. ‘He was murdered outside some pub. It only happened last Saturday. The peeler said he was throwing his money around like nobody’s business, and some bastard followed him outside and stabbed him in the heart. His pockets were empty when he was found.’

‘Was it his money he was throwing around, or ours?’ Brenna asked, going cold. She wasn’t normally a hard-hearted woman but, at that moment, with a new baby in her arms and her beloved lads just taken to an orphanage, she felt more concern for their ten pounds than the fact Paddy had been murdered.

‘I don’t know, Bren,’ Colm said despairingly. ‘I don’t know anything any more.’

‘Paddy said in his letter he had a surprise for us. We thought he meant a house, but now I don’t suppose we’ll ever know what it was.’ She looked down at Cara’s pretty, sleepy face and felt herself go even colder. What on earth was going to happen to them now?




 Chapter 2

He didn’t know why he did it, why he came every day and waited in the pub across the road to watch and wait and hope that she would appear. The pub was called the Fish out of Water and that was very much how he felt. It was a rough place with sawdust on the floor frequented by the lowest of the low: braggarts and thieves the lot of them, plus a few women of easy virtue who had given up offering to sell him their grotesque bodies.

It was Nancy Gates who had told Marcus where she lived. She’d looked at him curiously when he’d asked what had happened to Brenna Caffrey, pretending merely mild interest in the woman whose daughter had been born five days ago on the same night and under the same roof as his own.

Answering without a trace of her usual insolence, Nancy had told him about the murdered brother-in-law, the mythical house, the fact that the two boys were still living in St Hilda’s because the only place the Caffreys could find was a cellar in Upper Clifton Street where damp trickled down the walls and there was no light or heat except from a paraffin stove that stank to high heaven and got on the chests of Brenna and the baby, Cara. The kitchen and lavatory were shared with the whole house.

‘And her husband, Colm, can’t find a job, but it’s not for want of trying,’ Nancy went on. ‘Oh, he’s had the occasional few hours lugging meat around the market and sweeping up afterwards, earning enough to pay the rent, but that’s about all. Every morning, he hangs around the docks hoping to be picked for a day’s work, but he’s a stranger there and the foreman prefers a known quantity, as it were. He’s a fine, young fella, Colm Caffrey, as honest as the day is long.’ There was a challenge in the glance she gave him.

‘I see.’ Marcus had nodded stiffly and gone to his study. He sat, staring at the things on his desk, knowing that Nancy had been  dropping a heavy hint that he offer Colm Caffrey a job in his factory - she’d clearly taken the family under her wing. There was, in fact, a vacancy at the moment in the Pipe and Sheet section. All he had to do was have a word with the foreman and the man could have a job by tomorrow. It was that easy.

Next day in his lunch hour, Marcus had walked past the three-storey, terraced house where the Caffreys lived, not too far from Parliament Terrace. It was a miserable street of miserable houses all in a state of gradual decay: windows filthy, paintwork peeling, the steps up to the front doors crumbling dangerously. The window of the cellar was barely three feet wide and a foot deep, the thick yellow glass guarded by iron bars. He glimpsed the light from the stove, but could see no sign of the tenants. He noticed the pub across the way and went inside, causing quite a stir in his camel overcoat, dark-brown trilby and highly polished shoes. He ignored the menacing stares, ordered a whiskey and soda, and told the landlord to have one himself - it would help to have the man on his side if any of the ugly-looking customers decided to get unpleasant - and stationed himself at the window.

Nothing happened during the hour he stayed. He went again the next day and the next. On the third day, she came out, looking much too thin and pitifully poor in her black shawl, tattered men’s boots, her skirt ragged at the hem. He had thought she would look humbled, considering her present circumstances, but she was smiling as she emerged from the house, the baby hidden inside the shawl. He let half a minute lapse and followed. She strode through a series of small streets - she’d obviously gone this way before - and he had trouble keeping up, yet it was only eight days since she’d given birth to a child. Eleanor hadn’t moved from her bed. Dr Langdon came twice daily and there was a nurse in constant attendance seeing to her and baby Sybil’s needs.

Eventually, the woman he was trailing arrived at the gates of Princes Park. She entered, sat on a bench and loosened the shawl, exposing her lovely hair and the baby’s small, white face. It was a crisp, sunny autumn day and the park looked particularly beautiful, the ground scattered with golden leaves, the air fresh and clean and filled with the smells of nature: earth, cut grass and the lingering hint of flowers.

Brenna Caffrey was talking. For a moment, Marcus thought that  perhaps she was mad, until he realized she was talking to the baby, pointing things out: a certain tree, the sun, the sky, the children playing who came from two totally different worlds: thin, mean children with scabs on their dirty faces, their clothes in tatters, and their feet bare; and bonny, well-nurtured, well-dressed children who’d been brought to the park by their mothers or a nanny, the smaller ones in expensive baby carriages. They watched their charges vigilantly as if to make sure the two different worlds didn’t meet.

He stayed for half an hour, then returned to work, his mind a muddle, wondering why the woman held such a fascination for him. He was attracted to her, there was no doubt about that, and impressed by the way she smilingly faced adversity - it would be interesting to see just how bad things would have to get before she ceased to smile.

Perhaps that was it. He was waiting until the smile turned to despair before he offered to help, when her gratitude would be much more fulsome than it would be now.

 



There were three bangs on the window and Brenna flew upstairs to let Nancy in.

‘It’s a lovely day out there, pet,’ Nancy panted as she struggled down the narrow cellar steps, a basket over her arm.

‘I know, I took Cara for a wee walk to the park again. She loves it there.’

Nancy grinned. ‘Did she tell you that?’

‘I can tell from her face. I could swear she smiles when the sun shines on it.’ Her own face probably did the same when she set foot outside. They’d been in this place a week and it was worse than a prison, what with the lack of daylight and warmth and a proper place to sleep. The furniture comprised two hard chairs, a table, a cupboard and a mattress on the floor where the three of them slept. There was mould on the walls, the shared lavatory was filthy and she only ventured into the kitchen to fetch water; she couldn’t imagine preparing food in such a disgusting place.

‘I’ve brought a few odds and ends,’ Nancy announced, proceeding to empty the contents of the basket on to the worm-eaten table. ‘Milk, some cold beef left over from last night, bread, an apple and an orange. The fruit and milk’s for you,’ she said in an authoritative  voice. ‘You’re a nursing mother and you need all the goodness you can get.’

‘Oh, Nancy!’ Brenna cried gratefully. ‘Surely the Blessed Virgin must have been watching over me when I sat on the steps outside your kitchen door.’ If it hadn’t been for Nancy, who’d been every day with food, they wouldn’t have had a bite to eat since they’d left Parliament Terrace for a less than grand address.

‘Well, the Blessed Virgin might have watched over you a mite longer and harder and made sure you found somewhere more salubrious to live.’ Nancy was the first person Brenna had ever met who didn’t believe in God. She also knew all sorts of desperately long words that she’d never heard before. What did salubrious mean?

‘Now that you’re here, and seeing as how you’ve brought some milk, would you like a cup of tea?’ she asked. ‘I boiled the kettle on the stove a while ago.’

‘No, ta, pet. I can always have tea at home and I’d rather you drank the milk. How’s Colm getting along?’

Brenna made a face. ‘He’s not getting along at all. He spends the whole day going from place to place, factory to factory, asking if they need a strong pair of hands, but even if they do, it’s only for an hour or so. He’s at his wits’ end, Nancy. He’s always provided for his family: now he can’t and it’s killing him.’

‘It won’t last for ever, pet.’

‘I know.’ Brenda sighed and her head drooped. ‘We miss the lads something awful. Even our Tyrone is desperately miserable at St Hilda’s and the other lads tease poor Fergus mercilessly because he’s so quiet. The nuns are awful hard and very free with the cane. We’re only allowed to see them once a week, on Sunday afternoon. All we could do was take them for a walk.’ Her voice faltered. ‘’Least they’re getting three meals a day and have somewhere decent to sleep. It’s good of St Hilda’s to have them.’

 



Colm winning the ten pounds had been the opposite of good luck, Brenna thought after Nancy had gone and she was left in the dark, damp room with only Cara for company. Back in Ireland, life had been a struggle - the whole family living in one room and sleeping in another - but at least she’d been able to keep the place clean, do her own cooking, wash the clothes and hang them in the fresh air to dry. Colm had earned a regular wage and was allowed to bring home  any fruit and vegetables that were going spare. They’d had meat for their Sunday dinner, even if it was only the cheapest cut. Any spare pennies left over went towards second-hand clothes for the lads. The future held no promise of better times ahead. This was how it would always be: scrimping and saving, struggling to make ends meet. Brenna had wanted better things for Colm and her lads, and Liverpool had promised this and more.

But now she would have given anything to have the certainty and security of their old life back. She recalled the morning she, Cara and Colm had left the big house in Parliament Terrace and made their way to Stanhope Street where poor Paddy had used to live. The rain had stopped, thank the Lord, and a weak sun shone from a pale-blue sky. Her belly still ached from the birth and her legs were a bit shaky, but otherwise, she felt fine.

‘The landlord will surely let us have our Paddy’s house,’ Colm had said, as optimistic as ever. ‘Even if he won’t, it’ll be full of Paddy’s stuff that now rightly belongs to us.’ He was upset over his brother’s violent death, but too concerned about his wife and children to let it bother him right now.

Fourteen Stanhope Street turned out to be a clean, stoutly built house with a big, bay window downstairs and a freshly varnished front door. Colm and Brenna exchanged hopeful looks. ‘How will we get in?’ Brenna asked. With Paddy gone, there’d be no one to answer the door.

Colm knocked anyway and the door was opened almost immediately by a sharp-faced woman, as thin as a lath, wearing a black frock with a cameo brooch at the neck - Brenna had always yearned for such a brooch. The woman’s grey hair was dragged back in a sparse bun at the nape of her scraggy neck.

‘I understand this is Paddy Caffrey’s house,’ Colm said courteously. ‘I’m his brother, Colm.’

‘Then you understood wrong,’ the woman said in a voice as sharp as her face. ‘This is my house and Paddy Caffrey lodged here, that’s the truth of the matter. He shared a room with two other Irishmen. He told everyone he was going to live with his brother who’d be over from Ireland any day now.’

Brenna felt bile rise in her throat. Paddy had been lying to them all the time. ‘Can we have Paddy’s belongings?’ she whispered. The things could be sold and perhaps raise enough to get them back to  Lahmera. Colm’s job had already gone to another man: their cottage would have another tenant, but at least they’d be in a familiar place. There were people, friends, who would take them in until they were back on their feet.

‘What belongings?’ the woman sneered. ‘All he owned were the clothes on his back and a few ould books that I got sixpence for in the pawn shop - he owed two weeks’ board and lodgings when he got himself killed. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do.’ She made to close the door, but Colm put his foot in the way.

‘But his job,’ he said urgently. ‘I thought our Paddy had a job with customs.’

‘Paddy Caffrey never did a day’s work in his life,’ the woman replied. Her face softened slightly when, for the first time, she noticed the tiny baby in Brenna’s arms. ‘He led you on the way he led everyone on. All he had time for was the horses, the dogs and a pack of playing cards. Are you the one who sent him the ten pounds he kept bragging about?’

The glance she gave Colm was so baleful that he took a step back and looked almost ashamed. ‘I am indeed,’ he stuttered.

‘Then you’re nothing but a fool,’ the woman said cuttingly. ‘I heard there was some big card game and I reckon he must’ve lost the lot ’cos I never seen him again. But the night he died, so I was told, he was in some pub buying round after round, as if he was rich as Croesus. I’m not surprised he was followed outside and murdered for his sins. Wait here just a minute.’ She hurried down the long hall that had marble-patterned oilcloth on the floor and flowered paper on the walls. ‘I’m sorry about what’s happened,’ she said when she returned, as if she genuinely meant it. ‘You’re too trusting the pair a yis. Here’s the tanner I got for the books. Your need is obviously greater than mine.’ The door closed and Brenna knew it was no use knocking again.

 



Colm had insisted Brenna take herself and the baby back to Parliament Terrace where Nancy Gates was hanging on to their sack of possessions, to save them lugging it round the streets while they found somewhere to live.

Hours later, Brenna was still in the kitchen waiting for Colm to come back, feeling very much in the way, although the big, kind-hearted woman insisted she was no trouble. ‘It’s nice to have  someone to talk to while I get the dinner ready,’ she said. She wasn’t the only servant, she explained. There was Phyllis, the maid, who was bad on her feet, never smiled and lived out, and Mrs Snaith who came three mornings a week to do the cleaning. And a lovely China-woman, Mollie Chang, did the washing, collecting it on Monday and bringing it back a week later when she would take away another enormous pile. ‘She ties it in a bundle and carries it on her head.’ One of the men from the factory doubled up as a chauffeur when one was needed. ‘He’s called Lennie Beal.’

When Cara fell asleep, Brenna laid her on the couch in the sitting room and gave their saviour a hand. The smell of roasting meat wafted from the oven and a suet pudding filled with dried fruit boiled on the stove that had all of six rings: Nancy said the pudding was called spotted dick. Brenna peeled taters, scraped carrots and shelled peas, as she’d used to do in Lahmera, sitting in the open doorway of her home, the bowl balanced in the droop of her skirt, talking to the women across the narrow street who were doing the same thing. She prepared a tray of tea and biscuits for Nancy to take upstairs to the nurse who was looking after Mrs Allardyce and the new baby, and made tea for themselves.

‘How is Mrs Allardyce today?’ she asked when Nancy came back, looking sober.

‘Poorly. Eleanor’s not a strong woman and having babies takes it out of her more than it does most. She hasn’t moved from her bed and the baby’s hardly stopped crying.’ Nancy gave her visitor a shrewd look. ‘You probably won’t believe this, considering the position you’re in right now, but you’re very lucky, Brenna. You’ve got your health and strength, two lovely lads, a perfect baby who hardly cries at all and a tall, handsome husband who thinks the world of you. Eleanor has none of these things. Even her son, Anthony, is a rum sort of child. He sits in his room, hour after hour, refusing to talk to a soul. Saying that, I love the bones of him.’ She sighed deeply. ‘Lord knows what goes on in that little head of his.’

It was late when Colm arrived, weary and downhearted. ‘I’ve found somewhere,’ he said in a despairing voice. ‘An underground room, not all that far away, in Upper Clifton Street. It’s not big enough for Fergus and Tyrone to live with us, so I’ve been round to St Hilda’s and they said they’ll keep ’em until we find somewhere bigger.’

‘I’m not going anywhere without me lads!’

‘I’m afraid we’ve no choice, Bren.’ Some of Colm’s confidence returned. ‘It won’t be for long, luv. I’ll get meself a good job soon, you’ll see.’

Now, eight days later, there was no sign of a job, good or bad, and Brenna was stuck in her prison with nothing to do all day except go for walks. There was no food to cook, no house to clean, no one living next door to jangle with, no children to tell stories to, only Cara who couldn’t understand. The baby’s nappies - an old sheet ripped into squares - were dried on a piece of rope strung across the room, then aired on the back of a chair in front of the evil-smelling stove that made Brenna and Cara cough if it was turned too high.

Nancy had given her a pile of magazines, Woman’s Weekly they were called, but Brenna was too ashamed to say she could hardly read. She looked at the pictures of mouth-watering pies, smooth sponge cakes, feathered hats, shoes with pointed toes, embroidered linen, tapestry cushion covers, a cottage with a thatched roof, bowls of flowers beautifully arranged and lacy jumpers to knit yourself. The pictures belonged to a life she’d never known and, in her bleak state of mind, wondered if she ever would.

The night they’d arrived, she’d thought Liverpool a grand, rich place to be, but had discovered there were two sides to the city and it wasn’t so grand and rich for some as it was for others. Her neighbours, for instance, were dirt poor: their children looked half-starved and their feet were bare, whatever the weather, and some of the little girls wore no underclothes at all. It was the same when she went to the shops for paraffin and saw the longing in the thin, drawn faces of people when they looked at the food they couldn’t afford. They bought yesterday’s bread, bones to make soup, broken biscuits. Colm said they came into the market where the vegetables were sold and gathered squashed tomatoes, cabbage leaves, rotten potatoes, worm-eaten apples and anything else the stall-holders had discarded as unfit for sale - if he saw anything half decent, he brought it home himself.

Upstairs, a man lived, Ernie something, who only had one leg and walked with crutches. She heard him leave every morning, the crutches tapping, his foot shuffling, taking for ever to reach the door. Nancy said he’d lost his leg in the war and that he caught the tram to  Exchange Station where he sat on the ground outside selling matches.

‘Lloyd George - that’s the prime minister if you didn’t know - promised the veterans they’d return to a land fit for heroes,’ she said bitterly, ‘but who’s going to give a job to a man without a limb? Or two limbs, come to that. Most of the poor buggers end up begging on the streets. Some reward, eh, for risking your life for your country.’

Each day seemed to last a lifetime and she missed Fergus and Tyrone more than she could say, not to mention the sun and the sky, the clouds and the green fields of Ireland. Colm could return home at any time: sometimes with a bob or two in his pocket, sometimes only pennies, and sometimes nothing at all. Brenna always met him with a kiss and a smile because she didn’t want him to know how desperately miserable she was.

The monotony was broken in the most unpleasant way when, three weeks later, on a brisk, windy day, with only occasional spurts of sunshine, the peelers released Paddy’s body for burial. A tearful Colm had no choice but to let his brother go to a pauper’s grave, although he vowed that, if ever he came into money, he’d have him dug up and put in a proper grave with a marble headstone and his name engraved in gold. Brenna pretended to be sympathetic, but couldn’t forget that Patrick Caffrey was responsible for the desperate pickle they were now in. She said nothing to Colm, but if she’d had her way, she would have kicked Paddy’s body the length and breadth of Liverpool and back again.

They left the sad, dark corner of the cemetery in Toxteth Park where the dead were buried in sacks instead of caskets and walked slowly back to Upper Clifton Street, Cara asleep against Brenna’s heart inside the black shawl. She was such a good baby, getting bigger and heavier by the day, full of beans when she was awake and thriving faster than Fergus and Tyrone had ever done due to all the milk her mother drank - Nancy brought round a whole pint a day.

‘What’s going to happen to us, Colm?’ Brenna asked. It was almost November, a whole month since they’d come to Liverpool. Now the weather was getting colder. She dreaded to think what it would be like when winter came.

‘I don’t know, luv,’ Colm sighed. He wasn’t normally a sighing man and looked at the end of his tether. No one could have tried  harder to find proper work. And no one could have been more patient than Brenna, never complaining when he came home penniless after another fruitless day.

‘I’ve thought of something we can do,’ she said. She’d thought of it before, but hadn’t mentioned it, knowing it would upset him. ‘I can go cleaning. Didn’t I clean for Miss Francesca O’Reilly for all of seven years? I can do it again and take our Cara with me, and you can still look for work.’

Colm’s face went so red she was worried he was about to have a fit. ‘No,’ he said angrily. ‘I’m not having me wife keeping me and me kids. If I’ve not found a job by Christmas, I’ll just have to think of making money some other way, even if it’s only enough to get us back to Ireland.’

‘What other way?’

‘Never you mind,’ he said, so brusquely that her blood ran cold.

‘You’re never going to do anything underhand, Colm Caffrey?’ He’d mentioned more than once that not all the meat in the markets where he sometimes worked reached its rightful destination. The odd side of beef would disappear and be sold on the sly at a knockdown price. Colm, as honest as the day was long, considered it a quite disgraceful practice.

He put his arm around her shoulders and gave them a squeeze. ‘I said, never you mind, Bren.’

 



They made a handsome couple, Marcus thought as he followed half a street behind. The husband was tall and as thin as his wife, with coal-black curly hair under a tweed cap. There was no collar to his shirt and his elbows jutted sharply through the holes in his jacket sleeves - the holes had been patched, but now the patches were hanging off. Unlike Marcus, whose own features he’d always considered rather coarse, this man’s were perfectly regular, almost refined. ‘He’s a fine young fella, Colm Caffrey,’ Nancy had said. Had the pair been dressed differently, they could have been a duke and his lady out for an afternoon stroll.

He’d been surprised, while sitting in his usual place by the window in the Fish out of Water, when she had come out of the house accompanied by her husband. He had followed as far as the cemetery and saw them disappear behind the hedge to the place where the nameless and the dispossessed were laid to rest. They must  have come to see the brother being buried, the one who had gambled away their precious money - Nancy continued to keep him up to date with news of the Caffreys, possibly in the hope he’d come riding to the rescue of her new friends.

Marcus scoured the Liverpool Echo every night to see if the murderer had been caught, but there’d been no mention of it: the police probably had more to do with their time than spend it searching for one wastrel who had killed another.

The two people in front were talking animatedly. Then he put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her affectionately. They stopped and looked down at the baby in her mother’s arms, then continued with their walk.

What must it be like to share one’s thoughts and most intimate feelings with another human being? Marcus couldn’t imagine it, yet there was something awfully appealing about having someone to talk to, someone who would listen while you tried to explain how terribly alone you felt. In his club, he had many friends, all male, who would crease up in embarrassment at the mere mention of such a thing as loneliness.

He turned on his heel and went back to work. He wasn’t exactly neglecting the factory, but it no longer occupied his mind day and night. Nowadays, too much of his time was taken up with thinking about Brenna Caffrey.

 



‘I was wondering,’ Nancy said to Brenna a few days later when she came to Upper Clifton Street bearing two pork chops, half an apple pie and the usual supply of milk, ‘if you’d like to bring the lads around to my place on Sunday?’

‘But you always go to see your friends!’ Nancy belonged to the Women’s Social and Political Union formed by someone called Emmeline Pankhurst. They held meetings every Sunday afternoon. It was all to do with women having the vote - a vote for what, Brenna had no idea.

‘This week I’m not.’

‘Mr Allardyce might complain.’ Brenna had never met Mr Allardyce and imagined him to be about seven feet tall and desperately fierce.

‘Sunday’s me day off and Parliament Terrace is me home. I can invite whosoever I like: it’s got nothing to do with Mr A.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Would I ask if I weren’t?’

‘No.’ Yet Brenna had the strongest feeling that Nancy was deliberately missing her meeting just so the Caffreys would have somewhere to take Fergus and Tyrone. It wasn’t always fine on Sundays when they went for walks, mainly around Princes Park, usually so pretty but downright miserable in the rain. Only once had they been taken to the room in Upper Clifton Street where their mammy and daddy and Cara lived, and the look of horror on their faces had upset Brenna to the core. Fergus had cried the whole time and said the room reminded him of hell.

‘I’ll make a nice tea,’ Nancy offered. ‘What time shall I expect you?’

‘Just after two o’clock: the lads have to be back by four.’

 



A clock somewhere was striking two when the door of the convent opened and the Caffrey boys came out accompanied by Sister Kentigern, an elderly nun who worked in a draughty office just inside. ‘I shall expect them to be back at the usual time,’ she said curtly.

With three regular meals a day, the lads had put on weight. They had never looked so well - or so desperately unhappy. Fergus made straight for his mammy’s arms and Tyrone for his dad’s.

‘Mind your little sister, me darlin’ boy,’ Brenna said when it seemed Fergus was intent on hugging them both to death.

Fergus started to cry. ‘I wish I was Cara,’ he sobbed. ‘I wish me and Tyrone could live with you all the time like her, even if it is in hell. I wish we were back in Ireland. I hate Liverpool, Mammy, and I hate Uncle Paddy for not coming to meet us.’ The lads didn’t know their uncle was dead.

‘He couldn’t help it, Fergus. He’d have come if he could.’ She wondered if that were true. Would Paddy have turned up, despite having lost all their money in a game of cards?

‘There’s a treat for you today,’ Colm was saying. ‘We’re going to tea with Nancy Gates.’

Tyrone’s dull eyes, usually so bright, lit up at the news. Fergus said he wasn’t hungry, yet looked pleased. ‘Will it be in the room with the yellow bird and the ginger cat?’ he asked.

‘Indeed it will,’ Brenna told him.

The bird began to sing when they went into the warm sitting room, and the cat rubbed itself against everyone’s legs. The bird was a canary called Eric, Nancy said, and the cat’s name was Laurence. ‘They’re named after me two little brothers who died when they were only babies, poor little mites.’

‘Our Cara won’t die, will she?’ Fergus asked worriedly.

‘A big healthy girl like her? Not likely,’ Nancy assured him. ‘Now, I’ve only made ham sarnies with jelly and custard for afters as I expect you’ve not long had your dinner. It’s more a snack than a proper meal. Come on now, tuck in, your mammy and daddy too.’

Fergus discovered an appetite, after all, and the sandwiches had gone when Brenna became aware the lads were being uncommonly quiet. ‘Have you lost your tongues?’ she asked.

Tyrone looked sideways at Nancy. ‘She might cane us if we talk while we’re eating,’ he said in a small voice.

Nancy screamed that she’d do no such thing. ‘Is that what they do in St Hilda’s?’

‘Yes. Our Fergus gets the cane nearly every morning for wetting the bed. Then he has to wash the sheet and hang it on the line.’ Fergus hung his head and refused to meet his mother’s eyes.

‘He never used to wet the bed,’ Brenna exclaimed hotly.

Colm said they shouldn’t spoil the two hours by talking about the convent and asked Nancy about the union she belonged to. Nancy explained the members were known as suffragettes. ‘They got together in nineteen hundred and three to advance women’s rights, particularly the right to vote in elections. Some were sent to prison for their pains, where they were force-fed.’ Her big, plain face shone with indignation. ‘Two years ago, women over thirty were given the vote, but we shall keep on fighting until it’s twenty-one, same as men. Woman form half the population of the country, yet they’re treated like second-class citizens - no, not citizens, subjects. It’s about time we got rid of the royal family and became a republic like America.’ She suddenly grinned. ‘I suppose it’s time I came down off me high horse and made us all another cup of tea.’

It almost broke Brenna’s heart to take Fergus and Tyrone back to St Hilda’s after what seemed all too short a time. ‘It won’t be long before we’re all back together,’ she assured them confidently, although wished she had more faith in her own words. At least  Nancy had invited them back to tea next Sunday. It would give them something to look forward to: her and Colm an’ all.

 



December came and there was ice in the air. The paraffin stove was turned full on and Brenna felt as if the fumes were choking her to death. Cara developed a wracking cough and her breathing was hoarse when she slept.

Christmas was only ten days away and the lads were dreading the idea of spending it in St Hilda’s where they were already learning new hymns and special prayers to say at Mass. Nancy was going away for Christmas and Boxing Day. Apparently, she had an elderly father in Rochdale and wanted to keep him company.

It was going to be a really wretched holiday. Colm had lost all faith in getting a regular job and Brenna remembered his threat that he’d have to find some other way of making money if he hadn’t found work by Christmas. It made her feel even more despondent. One morning, she felt so low that she sobbed into her pillow as soon as Colm had left, imagining him being sent to jail and she wouldn’t see him again for years and years and there’d be even less chance of getting back her lads. It was the first time she’d allowed herself to cry and she felt ashamed.

She sat up, sniffed, wiped away the tears with the back of her hand and told herself sternly that this just wouldn’t do. The tears had left streaks in the grime on her hand. Lord Almighty, she was letting herself go on top of everything else. When did she last wash herself all over? She couldn’t remember.

There was still hot water in the kettle from the tea she’d made for Colm and she poured some into the metal bowl in which she did the washing, then took off her clothes. Using one of Cara’s clean nappies, she washed every inch of her body, shivering mightily in the process. Then she did the same to Cara, although it was pity there weren’t some nice, clean clothes to put back on their nice, clean bodies. If ever she had a penny to spare, she’d take herself to the public baths. She fed Cara, made some tea, dipping a chunk of dry bread in it, wrapped herself and the baby tightly with the shawl, and made her way to St Vincent de Paul’s where they attended Mass every Sunday.

An arctic gale penetrated her thin clothes like needles. Brenna bent her head against the buffeting wind that kept changing course,  whipping up the front of her skirt one minute, and up the back the next. She arrived at the church frozen to her bones, although Cara felt warm and snug against her breast.

The services were over and the church was almost empty: a few elderly women knelt at the front. Brenna dipped her fingers into the Holy Water, made the sign of the Cross and genuflected as she entered the back row where she sat for a while recovering her breath and freeing Cara from the tightness of the shawl. The baby uttered a little cry, stretched her arms and looked around the church with interest. She chuckled and her small body stiffened at the sight of the flickering candles.

After a few minutes, Brenna had recovered enough to kneel. She prayed to the Bessed Virgin as she had never prayed before, pleading with her to cast her gentle gaze over the Caffreys, help them, bless them, lift them out of the darkness into the light. ‘We’ve never done anything wrong, Holy Mother.’ Brenna squeezed her hands together until they hurt. ‘We only came to Liverpool for a better life, but everything’s turned desperately sour. All I want is a job for Colm, a decent roof over our heads and for me wee lads to come home.’ As an afterthought, she added, ‘Thank you for sending Nancy Gates to help us. I don’t know what we’d have done without her. I know she’s a non-believer, but you’d be hard put to find a kinder, more Christian woman.’

Brenna left the church feeling calm and serene, convinced the Blessed Virgin had listened to her urgent plea. She had forgotten to point out she wanted her prayers answered before Christmas, but felt sure the Blessed Virgin had probably guessed.

 



‘By George!’ Constable Stanley Beal gasped when he read the  Liverpool Echo that night after a hearty tea. His stomach felt comfortably full.

‘What is it, Stan?’ enquired his wife.

‘Thing here, under Public Notices.’ The constable began to read. ‘“Will Colm Caffrey, brother of Patrick Caffrey (deceased), please contact Messrs Connor, Smith and Harrison, Solicitors, of forty-seven Water Street, Liverpool, where he will learn of something to his advantage.” There’s a telephone number. What do you think o’ that, Irene?’

‘I think that this Colm Caffrey is probably a very lucky man, but what’s it got to do with us, luv?’

‘I met this Colm Caffrey - oh, it must be nearly three months ago now. Wife was on the verge of having a baby late one night in the middle of the street and he was looking for help, a bit wild-eyed like. Took him to St Hilda’s, I did, and a nun went back with him. Poor chap, only came over from Ireland that day, looking for his brother, Paddy. It fell to me to tell him that Paddy had been murdered.’

Irene shuddered. ‘I hope that poor baby wasn’t born in the street. Did you ever find out?’

‘No, luv. I meant to, but you know how I am, always too busy.’ Stanley walked twice as many miles and did twice as much work as the other men on the beat, at least so he had convinced himself and Irene.

‘Is he still in Liverpool, this Caffrey chap?’

Stanley stroked his chin. ‘I can find out. I asked him to leave his address at the station in case we wanted to get in touch with him about his brother. Seems we did a few weeks later, when the body was released for burial. Where’s the scissors, luv? I’ll cut this out and take it with me tomorrow.’

 



Marcus Allardyce also saw the notice. He looked at it for a long time, then cut it out, tucking it by a corner under the blotter on his desk. Someone else might read it and show it to the Caffreys, but he would keep it to himself. He still followed Brenna if she happened to appear while he was in the pub. He found the whole experience quite exhilarating, although couldn’t have said why. The ‘something to his advantage’ that awaited Colm might change things altogether, and Marcus preferred them to stay the way they were.

 



Someone was banging hell out of the front door and no one in the house seemed prepared to answer. After a while, Brenna went upstairs, just in case, you never know, it was about a job for Colm. She opened the door and nearly fainted when she found a peeler outside. No wonder the door hadn’t been answered: the caller had probably been seen through the various windows and everyone was lying low.

‘Mrs Caffrey?’ he enquired politely.

Colm must have decided not to wait until after Christmas before  deciding to make money a ‘different’ way and, fool that he was, he’d already been found out.

‘No,’ she said unsteadily. ‘The Caffreys have gone back to Ireland. I’m Mrs . . . Gates.’

The peeler looked disappointed, as well he might, probably hoping to catch a criminal before breakfast and get a medal or something. ‘D’you have their address in Ireland?’ Brenna shook her head. ‘Ah, well, never mind. Thanks, luv.’

Brenna closed the door. When Colm came home tonight, she’d skin him alive. Perhaps he hadn’t done anything - yet. But the peeler had had a reason for calling and it can’t have been for anything good.

 



Nancy usually read the day-old paper when she stopped for a morning cuppa after she’d finished with breakfast and before she started lunch. Normally, she wouldn’t have dreamt of reading the Public Notices, but her interest was aroused when she saw that one had been cut out. What did Mr A want with it? she wondered. He was the only one apart from her who read the paper. Curious, she was about to go up and look in his study in case he’d left the cutting around when Nurse Hutton came in and said Eleanor only wanted bread and milk for lunch. ‘She’s feeling very frail this morning.’

‘I thought as much. I’ve just chucked her breakfast in the bin.’ It had seemed such a waste: a fried egg, black pudding and two slices of nice lean bacon gone to waste when some poor souls had never eaten such a breakfast in their lives. ‘I’ll go up and see her in a mo,’ she said.

‘She’s asleep right now, the baby too. Cried all night, she did: the baby, that is. It’s probably three-month colic. Maybe she’ll be better when the New Year comes.’ The nurse sat down and folded her arms, ready for a gossip, although she never had much luck with Nancy who was always very tight-lipped. ‘I’ve never come across such an odd household before. Mr Allardyce only pops in to see his missus when he comes home from work and never stays longer than a few minutes. That boy of theirs can’t be normal, sticking to his bedroom twenty-four hours a day, and Mrs Allardyce is the unhappiest woman I’ve ever come across. It just shows,’ she said piously, ‘that money can’t buy happiness.’

Nancy didn’t answer. She didn’t say that a blight had fallen over the house the minute Marcus Allardyce had set foot inside and set  about courting Eleanor. She had recognized the man for what he was, even if Herbert and Eleanor hadn’t. Herbert Wallace had been a generous soul who never believed ill of anyone, and Eleanor, delicate and abnormally sensitive, crazy with grief over the loss of Geoffrey, her fiancé, was easily fooled by Marcus’s fake charm. Nancy had dropped a few gentle hints, but although she was regarded as a member of the family, she wasn’t close enough to come out and say she was convinced that Marcus Allardyce was a rogue who was using Eleanor as a way of getting his hands on the family fortune.

And she’d been right. Herbert had hardly been in his grave five minutes, when Marcus’s attitude to his wife had changed completely. He had no patience with her, spoke to her with the utmost contempt, didn’t have a jot of sympathy when she came down with one of her awful headaches - her mother had suffered from the same thing. The worse he got, the worse and more frequent the headaches became, until Eleanor was spending days lying in a darkened room.

‘I don’t know how you stand it here, Miss Gates,’ Nurse Hutton said.

‘I’m all right,’ Nancy murmured. Sometimes, she longed to leave and get a place in a more cheerful household, but couldn’t bring herself to desert Eleanor. To change the subject, she said, ‘Seeing as Mrs Allardyce only wants bread and milk, perhaps we could have sausage and mash for lunch.’ She preferred a good old-fashioned meal to the fricassées, flans and exotic casseroles she was usually required to make.

‘That would be very nice, Miss Gates,’ the nurse said sadly when it became obvious a gossip wasn’t on the menu, even if sausage and mash was.

 



That afternoon, Nancy went to see Brenna armed with milk, half a dozen sausages, slightly warm, two bananas, a small, crusty bloomer that she’d made herself and large pat of butter wrapped in greaseproof paper.

‘We never used to have butter in Ireland,’ Brenna said. ‘It was always margarine.’

‘You’ve told me that before. What’s the matter, pet? You look a bit shaken.’ Brenna had been a long time letting her in, and then had  only opened the door a crack as if she were expecting someone different.

‘A peeler came this morning. He asked for Colm. Oh, Nancy!’ For the first time since she’d known her, Brenna burst into tears. ‘Yesterday, I prayed to the Blessed Virgin with all me heart and soul to bring us some good luck for a change, but what does she do but send a peeler round to the house and make things worse.’

‘I can’t believe the police are being directed from above by the Blessed Virgin,’ Nancy said dryly. ‘It might be something to do with Colm’s brother. Maybe they’ve found the chap who killed him.’

‘I didn’t think of that,’ Brenna said tearfully. ‘Oh, will you listen to Cara now? That cough’s getting worse.’ She picked up the baby whose face had turned bright red as she struggled for breath and gently rubbed her back. ‘I’ll give her a feed: it’ll soothe her throat.’ With a deep sigh, she opened her frock and attached the baby to her breast.

 



Nancy felt deeply saddened as she walked home. If only there was some way she could help the Caffreys, other than letting them have the Allardyces’ leftovers and the milk that she paid for out of her own pocket. Brenna didn’t know about that; Nancy had a feeling she wouldn’t take it if she did, and so she insisted the milk had been left over from the day before. All Colm’s attempts to do an honest day’s work had failed miserably. They couldn’t go on living in that vile hole in the ground for much longer. It was doing Brenna and Cara no good at all . . .

She still felt sad when she reached Parliament Terrace. What sort of world was it that allowed decent people like the Caffreys to have so little, yet someone like Marcus Allardyce have so much? Liverpool was one of the richest cities in the world, yet half its population lived in abject poverty. It was an absolute disgrace, Nancy fumed. At least there was hope for Russia now that Lenin was in power. In a Communist society, all goods would be publicly owned and be distributed by the state: from each according to his ability, to each according to his means. Such wonderful words! Nancy felt a lump in her throat, confident that one day, perhaps not in her lifetime, Communism would sweep the world and poverty would be a thing of the past.

She spread newspaper on the table and began to peel the spuds for  dinner: plain roast lamb with mint sauce, she decided, seeing as she’d been given no orders to the contrary. Eleanor hadn’t been much interested in food since she’d had the baby, and Mr Allardyce often forgot to make his wishes known before leaving for work - he  seemed a bit forgetful lately.

One day she might go and live in Russia, she mused, and began to sing the ‘Internationale’ in a low, melodic voice. The spuds done, she peeled a parsnip and chopped up a cabbage, then wrapped all the wastage in the paper and took it outside to the dustbin at the bottom of the steps. It was then that she saw the gap where something had been cut out and remembered she’d meant to look for the cutting in his study - she liked to know what was going in. ‘I’ll look after dinner,’ she told herself. But after dinner, Marcus would be there. ‘No, I won’t, I’ll look now. It won’t take a mo.’

A scrap of paper was tucked under the blotter on top of the magnificent desk that had once belonged to Herbert Wallace. Nancy wasn’t the sort of woman who easily gave way to her emotions, but she felt the urge to jump up and down and shout, ‘Hurray’ when she read it.

‘Will Colm Caffrey, brother of Patrick Caffrey (deceased), please contact Messrs Connor, Smith & Harrison, Solicitors, of 47 Water Street, Liverpool, where he will learn of something to his advantage.’ There was a telephone number underneath.

‘Well, blow me,’ she gasped aloud, picked up the telephone and dialled the number with a shaking hand. ‘I’d like to speak to someone about Colm Caffrey,’ she said when a male voice answered.

‘We have had at least a dozen Colm Caffreys call at the office today, imposters every one. Are you about to claim that you are he, and that Mr Caffrey is in fact a woman?’ the voice enquired sarcastically.
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