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			Chapter 1


			Dublin,
February 1925


			Bernie Kelly and his girls were moving to Liverpool on Monday and his friends were throwing a party to see him off.


			‘Don’t make it a big one, lads,’ Bernie had pleaded. He’d only given them five days’ notice. ‘Just half a dozen or so of me best mates, that’ll do.’


			‘Only half a dozen!’ Ray Walsh, one of the best mates, chortled, for Bernie, a solicitor, was on best-mate terms with most of the professional men in Dublin – and on slightly different terms with a number of their wives.


			‘I’d prefer a quiet do,’ Bernie had insisted. He winked and squeezed his friend’s hand, adding in a low voice, ‘I don’t want all and sundry knowing I’m taking off, like.’ And Ray had understood. Bernie wasn’t leaving for the stated reason – that Liverpool would provide more opportunities for himself and his daughters – but for another reason altogether, possibly to do with a woman or an over-insistent bookie.


			Hopefully he would only be gone for a while until things blew over, as it were, and he and the girls would be back, his misdeeds, whatever they were, either forgotten or forgiven, though this was more of a hope than a belief. Everyone knew Bernie Kelly sailed pretty close to the wind from time to time. Perhaps this time he had got a bit too close.


			It was even rumoured that eight years ago his poor wife, Meriel, had died not because she’d just given birth to Bernie’s first legitimate son, Milo, but of a cruelly broken heart. She must have known that every now and again another woman in Dublin was going through the same agony of producing a son or daughter courtesy of her handsome husband, him of the alluring smile, the dancing eyes and the ever-roving hands.


			


			The party was held on a Saturday night in the Kelly’s big, rambling house overlooking Phoenix Park. There were no more than thirty people there, even though Bernie had held parties in the past at which there’d been ten times that many. His girls, the prettiest in Dublin – Patricia, 18, Aideen, 16, and Tara, 14 – went round with the food that had been prepared by old Nora Hogan, who’d done the cooking and cleaning for the family since the beginning of time. Bernie was rumoured to be paying her off with a small fortune in gratitude for all her hard work on behalf of him and his family over the years. Rumours of one thing or another, good and bad, surrounded Bernie like a cloud of noisy bumblebees.


			His eight-year-old son, Milo, had already been left with Bernie’s sister-in-law, Auntie Kathleen, a widow who’d looked after the girls since his wife had died. They had already moved into a house on the far side of the park and both would be sent for when the time was ready, when Bernie and his girls were settled in their fine new house in Princes Park, one of the grandest areas of Liverpool.


			At the party, Bernie handed out cards showing the address and telephone number of his new office in Dale Street, not far from the city’s town hall. ‘But I won’t be properly installed for a month or so,’ he told people. ‘So don’t be calling till then.’


			He looked more worried than excited about the big change that was about to happen. Whenever he laughed or smiled, you could tell he was only putting it on. He was rarely seen without a cigarette burning in his mouth. He’d always been fond of cigarettes, but was fast becoming what was known as a chain-smoker. It was the same with drink, his intake of the hard stuff having gone up by a mile.


			‘Are you sad you’re leaving, Bernie Boy?’ Ray asked at the party, thinking that was the reason for his miserable gob.


			‘Of course I am, Ray. I was born and bred in Dublin. The thought of leaving is tearing me guts apart.’


			‘Well, stay, Bernie. Stay. There’s not a single soul here that wants to see the back o’ yis. Aren’t we all like one big happy family?’


			Patrick Adams, Dick O’Neill, Bernie and Ray himself had met at Trinity College in Dublin where they’d been taking their various degrees. They had remained friends ever since. Ray was fonder of Bernie, Patrick and Dick than he was of his own brothers.


			‘It’s not possible,’ Bernie sighed. ‘Anyway, it’s time for a change. Things have to move on, progress, or you just get stuck in a rut for the rest of your life. Like I said, I’m moving for me own and me girls’ sakes. We could well end up in London one of these days.’


			


			The party was well over by midnight, a good five hours before Bernie’s parties usually came to a riotous end. After everyone had gone, he urged his daughters to go to bed straight away.


			‘I’ve changed me mind. We’re leaving early tomorrer, ’stead of Monday,’ he told them. ‘Are yis all packed and ready to go?’


			Patricia and Tara agreed they were, but Aideen, always the awkward one, nearly had a fit. ‘I’m not nearly ready, Daddy,’ she said angrily. With her dark red hair and green eyes, she was the only one to take after her dad, except she didn’t possess hardly any of his charismatic ways. The other girls resembled their pale, golden, long-deceased mother.


			‘Then get your sisters to give you a hand,’ Bernie ordered his middle daughter. ‘We’re leaving promptly at ten o’clock in the morning and that’s that.’


			Tara gasped in horror. ‘But what about Mass?’


			‘You’ll just have to go to the seven o’clock,’ her father snapped.


			‘But, Daddy,’ Patricia, the eldest, reminded him, ‘all of our friends are coming tomorrow to say goodbye.’ They’d been invited to afternoon tea.


			‘Well, they’ll just have to say goodbye to the empty air,’ said Bernie. ‘Because you’ll all be on the boat sailing to Liverpool.’


			‘Also, Daddy,’ Aideen said crossly, glaring at her father (he didn’t scare any one of them the least little bit), ‘I really think we should stay up and take the plates and glasses out to Nora for her to wash as well as help her tidy up a bit.’ The downstairs rooms were littered with the detritus of the party.


			‘Go to bed, the lot o’ yis,’ Bernie yelled. ‘Or I’ll put you over me knee, one by one, and give you a good spanking.’


			Tara laughed. ‘Just try it, Daddy, and I promise it’ll be you who’ll get the spanking.’


			Nevertheless, all three went upstairs to bed. They might not be scared of their charming daddy, but they loved him and didn’t want him upset. They could tell something was wrong and didn’t want to make things worse.


			


			It was February and it was freezing. There were specks of frost in the air being blown to and fro by an icy wind when Bernie Kelly and his shivering girls left the house by Phoenix Park the next morning. A car was parked outside to take them to Dún Laoghaire from where the boat sailed to Liverpool, as well as a van for their luggage. Each girl carried a little valise that contained nightclothes and toiletries – it might be a while before the trunks could be opened, Bernie had explained. A tearful Nora stood on the steps and waved goodbye.


			It was warm on the boat in the first-class lounge, though the sea outside was the colour of dirty pea soup, according to Aideen who had a way with words and a vivid imagination. A fierce wind whistled wildly.


			They were thrilled to finally reach Liverpool, though nearly froze to death when they disembarked from the boat and made their way to another car that was to take them to the Adelphi hotel, where their father had booked a suite on the second floor. Their new house wasn’t quite ready to move into, Bernie explained. There were still one or two things that had to be done. Fortunately it only took a jiffy to get to the hotel.


			‘This is nice!’ Tara said as she removed her coat and threw herself onto one of the three single beds, each covered with a voluminous royal blue satin eiderdown.


			There was a knock on the hotel suite door and Patricia opened it to a waiter with a tray of coffee. He informed them that dinner would be served from six o’clock onwards.


			Bernie emerged from his own room, puffing madly on a cigarette, and announced he could eat a horse. Having reached this far, he was looking more at ease with himself, the girls decided as they tidied their hair, smoothed their frocks and adjusted their stockings ready to go down to dinner.


			‘’Tis a big thing we’re doing,’ Patricia said while combing her blonde satiny hair and applying powder to her nose and cheeks – she was the only one who used makeup. ‘Moving all the way to another country, like. And it’s himself who’s had to take all the responsibility.’


			‘Well, none of us wanted to move, so why should we be expected to take any of the responsibility?’ Aideen reasoned.


			‘I don’t mind moving, not a bit.’ Tara adjusted her garters. ‘I wish I were old enough to wear a suspender belt.’ She sniffed as she attached a white flower to her hair, which was the same colour as Patricia’s. ‘I didn’t want to stay in Dublin for the rest of me life. Liverpool sounds much more interesting.’


			Their father knocked on the door. ‘Are yis ready in there?’


			‘Coming, Daddy,’ they chorused.


			


			The Kelly sisters created mild consternation in the glittering dining room; one outstandingly attractive young woman was enough to cause eyes to pop, but three arriving all together was a spectacle. Their clothes might not be the latest fashion but they looked smart in their fine woollen frocks decorated variously with buttons, bows and little lacy frills.


			Somewhat appropriately, they had Irish stew for dinner, followed by steamed pudding and custard. The meal over, Aideen fancied going for a walk, but her sisters were horrified at the idea.


			‘It’s much too cold,’ Tara asserted. ‘Me, I’d just like to sit in the lounge and read. We’ll have plenty of time to go for walks in Liverpool.’


			Patricia claimed to feel the same. ‘I might write one or two letters telling people our new address, though I’ll need English stamps to send them.’


			Bernie looked at her through narrowed eyes, though didn’t say anything. ‘Get yisselves early to bed,’ he advised. ‘We’ll be having a busy day tomorrer.’


			


			Tara cried herself to sleep that night. She’d been looking forward to the move to Liverpool and was ashamed of such a quick change of heart, but she was already missing her old bedroom in the house by Phoenix Park, her teddy bear, as well as her brother Milo. It had been arranged for Milo to come and stay with them at Easter and during the long summer holiday from school. Auntie Kathleen would bring him.


			Aideen didn’t cry, but she was furiously angry with her father for bringing an end to the secretly exciting life she had been leading in Dublin for virtually a year. Along with two girls – Frances O’Hara and Bernadette Doyle, who attended the same expensive girls’ school as she did – she roamed the streets of the city getting up to all sorts of mischief. Under the pretence of belonging to a mythical Catholic club, as they told their parents, the three girls stole from shops, picked from pockets and smoked cigarettes in the dark corners of the dark streets. Occasionally they would meet up with boys and Frances had once let a boy touch her breasts. Being with the girls had felt terribly daring and enjoyable, and she would miss it.


			Patricia was unable to sleep. Daddy had been up to something – well, he was always up to something or other – but this time it was more serious than his usual transgressions. She was worried that Liverpool, being merely a hop, skip and a jump away from Dublin, wasn’t distant enough to escape a vengeful husband or a wrathful bookie.


			Patricia had attended commercial college and then worked in her father’s office, where she was able to keep an eye on him. She had noticed lately the way he jumped whenever the telephone rang and how he insisted on opening the post himself each morning, rather than allowing his secretary, Ruth, to open it, or Patricia herself.


			It would only be a few hours before she discovered that her father had a completely different plan in mind that had nothing whatsoever to do with Liverpool.


			


			Bernie hammered on their door long before it was even faintly daylight, came in and switched on the light. He was already fully dressed, including his overcoat.


			‘C’mon, c’mon,’ he growled. ‘Rouse yourselves, girls. We’ve a boat to catch.’


			Tara raised her tousled head. ‘A boat, Daddy?’


			‘A boat. I’ve changed me mind.’ His face wore a furtive expression, as if he was aware of the shock and dismay he was about to cause and was embarrassed by it. ‘We’re going to New York.’


			At this, all three girls responded with assorted expressions of astonishment.


			‘New York!’ stuttered Patricia, her brain clicking from sleep to very much awake in an instant.


			‘What?’ Aideen gasped.


			‘Oh, no!’ Tara began to cry. Having already gone off Liverpool, at that time of the morning she wasn’t even sure where New York was.


			‘It’s all arranged. Everything’s booked. The boat sails at midday.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Come on, me darlin’ girls, get a move on.’


			‘What about our luggage?’ Patricia asked.


			Bernie didn’t meet her eyes. ‘It’s already on the boat,’ he rasped. He left the room, banging the door hard and making the girls jump. Patricia and Tara got speedily out of bed, but Aideen just sat there, looking thoughtful.


			‘He never had any intention of staying here,’ she said slowly. ‘Our trunks must have gone straight from the Irish boat to the New York one. Those cards he had printed with the Liverpool address didn’t mean a thing. He wanted everyone to think it was where we were moving to, when it was New York all the time.’


			Patricia was throwing on her clothes. ‘We must never write and tell anyone where we are,’ she said in a shaky voice. ‘Daddy’s gone and done something really awful and we have to protect him.’ The letters to friends she had written the night before had been a waste of time. ‘We are travelling into the unknown,’ she announced dramatically.


			Aideen nodded and Tara said, ‘Does this mean we might never see our Milo again?’


			‘We can’t not see our Milo again,’ Aideen said passionately.


			Patricia agreed. ‘I’ll be having a word with Daddy later,’ she promised. If anyone was after him, they’d know where Milo was – or they’d soon find out – and they’d discover where Daddy was living from the New York postmark. Or any sort of postmark if he decided to move somewhere else. ‘We can write to Milo when everything’s back to normal.’


			If it ever was.


			


			What’s he done about passports? Patricia wondered in the car that was taking them to where the New York boat was berthed. It was called the Queen Maia, she saw when they arrived. It was a massive white vessel with three black funnels and was at the centre of a hive of activity. Luggage was being taken aboard on one of the many gangplanks, and crates and sacks were being lowered by crane into the hold. A freezing fog had descended on their little part of the world and the busy scene was being acted out in a fuzzy mist.


			Bernie paused at the foot of the highest gangplank and showed what an amazed Patricia saw were four passports to the peak-capped, heavily overcoated man in attendance. He’d actually acquired passports without his daughters’ knowledge, using photographs that had been taken when they were at school.


			A steward showed them to their cabin, which turned out to be a suite of three bedrooms with an octagonal lounge at the centre. It was even more luxurious than the accommodation at the Adelphi, the in-built furniture glossy white and the beds draped with ivory satin. Thick eau-de-Nil carpets covered the floors and everywhere smelled of expensive perfume.


			Aideen disappeared, returning a few minutes later to say, in an awed voice, that the bathroom was actually black and silver. ‘And there’s a mirror that covers an entire wall, and two sinks.’


			Neither Patricia nor Tara spoke. They were in the lounge, sitting on the very edge of the white leather chairs, as if they didn’t really belong there. Their father had entered the suite with them but had since disappeared.


			 ‘I reckon he’s gone to look for the bar – or one of them,’ Aideen said. ‘There’s probably half a dozen on this ship. Is this a ship or a boat?’ she queried.


			‘It must be both,’ Patricia surmised. She patted Tara’s knee. Her sister looked close to tears. ‘It’ll be all right, darlin’,’ she promised, hoping it wasn’t an empty one.


			There was a knock on the door. A lad of no more than thirteen or fourteen was there to ask what time they intended coming to breakfast.


			‘In half an hour,’ Patricia told him. A pot of tea and some bacon and eggs would do them the world of good.


			


			Their father was either deliberately keeping himself out of their way or drinking himself to death in one of the numerous bars. They had been on-board the Queen Maia for two days and seen little of him. They met at meals, but he would leave before they’d finished eating and could start a proper conversation. Patricia would hear him return well past midnight, when she wasn’t in the mood to get up and interrogate him, which would only wake and upset her sisters. Tara was already forever on the verge of tears.


			Under different circumstances they might have enjoyed life on the boat, it being so entirely different to the life they’d always known. They were travelling first class, which was typical of Bernie Kelly. He didn’t know what it was like to be careful with money. Patricia felt sure that second or even third class would have been adequate. They were well-off but they weren’t rich, not like the other passengers on their deck. The women wore furs made from animals Patricia hadn’t known existed. Diamonds sparkled on their ears and around their necks. They dressed for dinner in silk, satin or luscious velvet gowns and had their hair done in the hairdresser’s on-board.


			Last night in the first-class lounge, an entire orchestra played while people danced and a woman in a gold dress sang ‘I’ll See You in My Dreams’, ‘It Had to Be You’, ‘Tea for Two’ and many other songs the girls knew, having heard them before on the wireless back home in Dublin.


			They had sat in a corner, watching and listening. If it hadn’t been for the worry and uncertainty they were facing, it would have been a little bit like heaven. Instead, it felt more than a bit like hell.


			


			It was a moonless night, raining slightly, and the Queen Maia looked as if it was sailing into nothingness on an ocean of black ink. The lights from the ship itself illuminated the water around it. Bernie Kelly leant on the rail and watched the reflections ripple and flow in its frothy wake.


			Christ, it was cold. It was early morning, two or three o’clock, and he was the only person on deck. An outgoing chap with scores of friends, he wasn’t used to being alone and it made him feel utterly wretched.


			Until recently he had always been the luckiest of men. But things had changed. The events that had happened in his life, good and bad, had always affected him, but he accepted they were the will of God, so not even the death of his wife, Meriel, had brought him low. Since then, his main concern had been his girls, his son and, of course, himself. But the last three months had been a nightmare. His luck had deserted him and everything that could go wrong had gone wrong, with breathtakingly awful consequences.


			He’d been flattered when his very own firm of solicitors had been appointed to manage the estate of the recently deceased Earl of Graniston. Bernie had known his son, Richard Heath, at university, who had since inherited the title. The estate was worth something like ten thousand Irish pounds and Richard wanted it sold and the money transferred to England, where he now lived permanently.


			The sale had gone through smoothly without a single hiccup and three months ago a cheque for just over ten thousand pounds had been deposited in Bernie’s business account at his bank, from which he was expected to deduct his commission and pass on the rest to his old acquaintance, the new Earl of Graniston.


			Except he hadn’t.


			Bernie threw the butt of his cigarette into the dark ocean and immediately lit another, shielding the lighter’s flame from the sharp wind in his cupped hands. Music was coming from somewhere and it accentuated his loneliness, knowing that elsewhere on the boat people were listening to the same music and enjoying it. He couldn’t imagine enjoying anything again.


			He had seen the money in the bank as an opportunity to make more. An affluent chap and an expert card player, he had never been this affluent and visualised himself betting a hundred pounds when he was used to only betting ten. It wasn’t that he was greedy, just that it was something he was good at and he enjoyed the thrill of winning.


			Right from the start things hadn’t worked out as he’d expected, but he knew for sure that if he continued, his luck would turn. It was bound to; it was inevitable.


			When it turned out not to be, in desperation Bernie had travelled all the way to London, where he’d heard there was an illicit casino in the basement of the Excelsior hotel in Mayfair. It had always been his dream to go to the South of France and play at a table, throw a dice and make a wish – he felt a surge of excitement now just thinking about it – but in London all he did was lose more of the new Earl of Graniston’s inheritance, which by now had shrunk to less than half of its original sum. The earl’s secretary or some other flunky had already written asking politely for his employer’s money.


			If you would be so kind as to send a cheque at your earliest convenience the letter had said, or something similar. From now on, Bernie thought with a wry smile, he should expect them to become rather less polite and more demanding.


			At some point the reality of his situation had hit him like a giant fist in his solar plexus. He was a solicitor who had embezzled a client out of almost six thousand pounds. Each morning he imagined waking up in an imaginary jail cell. What would happen to his children? The house by Phoenix Park would go – it was only rented, anyway – plus all its contents; his office would close; his car – a three-litre Bentley tourer, now in storage, of which he was hugely proud – would be taken. He would have nothing left and there would still be nothing when he emerged from jail years later. How many years he would spend in prison he guessed would be anything between five and ten.


			He let the remains of his second cigarette fall into the ocean just as a voice said, ‘Are you all right, sir?’ It was a man wearing a black oilskin cape – one of the ship’s crew.


			‘I’m fine, thank you.’ Bernie laughed harshly. ‘Just contemplating suicide.’ The world would no doubt be a better place without the likes of him.


			The man clearly thought he was joking and laughed at his words. ‘Best to contemplate it from a nice, warm bed, sir. This rain feels as if it’s getting heavier.’


			‘I’ll do that in a minute,’ Bernie said as he lit another cigarette. ‘After I’ve finished this.’


			‘Goodnight, sir.’


			‘Goodnight yourself.’


			Bernie glanced at the stars. He didn’t know their names, only that his lucky one had disappeared, having somehow managed to float further into outer space and explode.


			He sighed. If he were telling this tale to another human being, then he wouldn’t have reached the worst part yet. Earlier, a mere few hours ago, he had been wandering around the ship, wetting his whistle in the various watering holes until he was pissed out of his mind. He was at his most pissed when, in one bar, he came across a poker game with four players and half a dozen onlookers. One of the players, a foreigner with close-cut grey hair, beckoned him to join them.


			‘Why not?’ Bernie chuckled, entirely forgetting that his whistle was so wet it had probably drowned. His eyes were glazed, his sight impaired, his brain working at an unnaturally low level.


			He threw his business card onto the table. It had his name on – Bernard Casey Kelly, Solicitor – and the address of his office in Dublin. He’d get a new one printed once he’d got settled in his new address, wherever that might be. The man with the short grey hair picked up the card, read it and then nodded at Bernie to sit down.


			‘Me cash is buried in me luggage,’ Bernie explained. ‘Will an IOU do for now?’ It wasn’t as if he could do a runner in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. ‘I’ll pay yis tomorrer.’


			The man nodded again and Bernie sat down. As usual, he was overwhelmed with a feeling that he was going to win – and this time the winnings would be huge. Nothing would, or could, stop him. Winning was an absolute certainty. He couldn’t lose. He had learnt nothing over the past few months.


			It was dark in the bar. Music, drums thumping away, was coming from a loudspeaker, and there was a strange smell, pungent, much too sweet, that he reckoned was some sort of foreign aftershave or possibly tobacco. It made his eyes water. The men spoke to each other in a language he didn’t understand, but used English to Bernie with an accent he thought might be Eastern European.


			And of course Bernie lost. The more he lost, the more sober he became. He realised he didn’t even know what currency they were playing in. He examined a note and the figure of 500 stared back at him.


			‘What is this?’ he asked of no one in particular.


			‘That is a five hundred dollar note,’ he was informed.


			‘But dollars are always green.’


			‘Not the high currency ones, Mr Kelly.’


			Bernie managed to stop himself from gagging. ‘Where do I stand?’ he mumbled.


			The game had paused while everyone waited for the result. ‘You have lost six thousand five hundred dollars, Mr Kelly.’ The man drummed his fingers on the table. The three other men and the small audience looked amused. ‘That is equivalent to about one thousand three hundred British pounds.’


			‘Thank you,’ Bernie said thickly. ‘I think that’ll do me for tonight.’


			The man shoved the IOUs towards him. ‘You will see about these tomorrow?’


			Bernie nodded. ‘I will indeed.’


			‘What is your cabin number?’


			‘Twenty-three,’ he sighed.


			


			Weeks ago, Bernie had decided that if he was going to be punished, then he’d sooner be punished for a lion as for a lamb. He doubted if he’d get many more years in prison for stealing the Earl of Graniston’s entire inheritance than for merely stealing a portion. So, he might as well keep the lot, he decided, take his girls and Milo on a world cruise, stopping off and staying at the best hotels in any place that took their fancy – Venice, for instance, Bombay, somewhere in Australia, or the United States. His late wife’s brother, Mick O’Neill, lived in New York and they’d been best mates as lads.


			But, he realised, they wouldn’t get far before his crime caught up with him. There was an organisation established only two years before – the International Police Commission – with members all over the world. They would track him down and his children would be left to fend for themselves in a strange, foreign country.


			So he decided to pretend to be moving to Liverpool, but move to New York instead, but only with the girls. It would be another few weeks before the alarm was raised, by which time Bernie would be on the other side of the Atlantic where he would change their identities, move house a few times, until all four of them were hidden out of sight. Mick had found them a flat on the lower east side of New York that would do for now. Milo was too young to put up with such an unsettled way of life so he’d leave him with his sister, Kathleen.


			By the time Bernie had settled his debts (other than the one to the Earl of Graniston, which was the biggest), paid his staff four weeks’ wages so they wouldn’t starve before they found new jobs, bought Nora Hogan, who’d been with the Kelly family since she was fourteen, the cottage in Kildare where she was born for her to spend the rest of her days, settled his son with Kathleen, and paid for first-class passages for himself and the girls on the boat, he was left with roughly two and a half thousand pounds – not exactly of his own money, but as good as by now.


			Bernie stuffed his knuckles in his mouth to suppress a sob. There wasn’t another soul on the planet who would feel an ounce of pity for him, apart from another gambler – he’d just lost more than half that much in less than half a flaming hour.


			Jaysus! What was he supposed to do now?


			He stared down at the black water and again thought about jumping. It actually looked welcoming. He imagined himself sinking below it, feeling cleansed, all his problems solved. His daughters would manage without him – Patricia had a more or less sensible head on her shoulders and would take care of her sisters. They would get jobs in New York where, unlike in Dublin, no one would know their daddy was a criminal.


			Bernie turned away from the water. Before jumping, there was something he had to do.


			


			Patricia was still half awake when she heard Bernie enter the suite. Tara was snoring softly in the other bed and Aideen, who was apt to throw her sleeping self all over the place the whole night long, was by herself in the adjacent cabin.


			Bernie went straight into his own cabin and Patricia snuggled her head into the pillow, ready to fall properly asleep now that she knew he was safely back. She was surprised when, minutes later, there was a subdued knock on her door. She got up and opened it to find her father on the verge of collapse.


			‘Daddy!’ she gasped. She closed the door behind her and helped him to a chair. His face was as white as snow, his eyes bloodshot and his best tweed overcoat was soaking wet. This wasn’t the result of too much whisky, she realised but something else. ‘What’s wrong?’ She tried to remove his coat but he shrugged her away and instead pushed a brown paper envelope into her trembling hand.


			‘Hold onto this, darlin’.’ His voice was no longer his own, but hoarse and broken. ‘Keep it in your suitcase, like, and don’t show it to a soul.’


			‘But what is it?’ she croaked.


			‘It’s important, that’s all you need to know. You can open it when you need it. Now, get back into bed, me darlin’ girl. I’m just about to use the lavvy, then I’ll be going to bed meself.’


			Patricia clasped the envelope to her breast. Perhaps a good night’s sleep was what he needed, though she did wonder if she should call the ship’s doctor.


			He kissed her forehead, hugged her briefly, then made his unsteady way to the bathroom. She sat for a moment before deciding he probably had a touch of seasickness and would be fine in the morning.


			She made her way back to her own bed and climbed in, tucking the brown envelope beneath the pillow. Her father came out of the bathroom and she heard the door to his cabin open and close. It was only then that Patricia slept, unaware that Bernie was back on the deck in the rain and the freezing cold.


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			



			Despite what should have been an exhausting night spent tossing, turning and expending enough energy to have trekked across the Sahara, as usual Aideen was the first to wake up, apparently refreshed. It was she who burst in on her sisters early the following morning to announce one of the ship’s officers wanted to see them.


			Tara merely turned over and went back to sleep, but Patricia jerked herself into a sitting position, fully alert. ‘What about?’ she asked.


			‘I don’t know, Sis. He asked for Daddy first, but when I looked he wasn’t there. He must have got up at the crack of dawn. I can’t think why.’


			‘Can’t he come back when we’re properly dressed?’ Patricia recalled their father’s condition earlier and her heart had started to beat much too fast. She was aware she was foolishly attempting to put off receiving what could well be very bad news. Some sort of a catastrophe might have occurred; Daddy had fallen down a ladder, perhaps, and broken his leg or hurt his head or he was in the ship’s hospital terribly sick.


			‘He said it’s urgent, the officer.’


			‘Oh, all right then.’ Patricia reached for her dressing gown, while Aideen yanked the bedclothes off her younger sister, who immediately woke up, complaining bitterly.


			The ship’s officer was very young. He was standing in the middle of the room, his expression grim. The girls, all in their nightwear, presented themselves in a row and regarded him anxiously.


			‘Your father,’ he stammered. ‘Er, I’m afraid there’s been an accident.’


			‘Is he badly hurt?’ Patricia asked baldly.


			‘Nobody is sure.’ The man coughed. ‘He has disappeared. We think he might have fallen overboard during the night.’


			‘What on earth makes you think that?’ Aideen demanded rudely. ‘He might be lost somewhere. This is a very big ship.’


			‘His watch has been found. We theorised he must have removed it before he jumped,’ the officer said. He had gone very red. ‘It was discovered in an ashtray in the ballroom – a place where it would very quickly be found.’


			‘Is it a wristwatch?’ Tara enquired. ‘Our daddy was one of the first men in Dublin to wear a wristwatch.’


			‘It is a wristwatch, yes.’


			‘It could belong to anybody,’ Aideen said contemptuously. It was as if she had decided the officer had come purely to upset and annoy them.


			Patricia hadn’t so far spoken. ‘Shush, darlin’,’ she said quietly to her sister. And then to the officer, ‘Does it have his name engraved on the back?’


			The man nodded. ‘There is a name, yes. It is your father’s.’


			At this Aideen shrieked and Tara began to cry. Patricia put her arms around both her sisters. ‘Thank you,’ she said to the poor young man who’d been delegated to bring them such bad news. It must have been terrible for him.


			‘The captain will come and see you later.’ He gave a little bow and left.


			He had hardly been gone a minute when a steward arrived with a tray of tea things that he placed on the table in the lounge, saying, ‘I’m sorry for your loss, ladies.’


			Patricia thanked him and he left. She was as devastated as her sisters at their father’s death, but not as surprised – not after witnessing the state he’d been in last night. Not that she had thought him suicidal but, looking back, he had looked pretty much at the end of his tether.


			She poured the tea and then, leaving Aideen and Tara to drink it, she went and retrieved the brown envelope Daddy had given her from beneath the pillow and looked inside. There were four passports, a thick wad of money and a letter in her father’s big, scrawling handwriting, badly smudged here and there, that she assumed he’d written earlier that morning. It was a sort of joke that he used purple ink in his fountain pen. She began to read it.


			My dear, lovely girls,


			I have done something devilishly stupid and am about to do something worse – not just break the law but commit a crime against our Lord Himself. Keep this money safe – it belongs to the three of you and no one else. Don’t let it be seen by another soul apart from your Uncle Mick, who’ll be in New York to meet you when you get off the boat. On no account are you to go back to Dublin. You must make a new life in a new country.


			May God bless you and love you throughout the years ahead. And may He forgive me.


			Your devoted daddy.


			As the letter was addressed to all three of them, Patricia took it into the lounge and read it to her sisters, insisting that they sit down first.


			‘What’s he done?’ asked Tara, round-eyed.


			Patricia shrugged. ‘We may never know the truth of it.’


			Aideen picked up the envelope and the money fell out. She gasped. ‘I wonder if this is stolen?’


			Patricia could have sworn that her fast-beating heart missed several beats. ‘It might have been,’ she ventured.


			Tara began to cry again. ‘Why on earth would he want to do away with himself, Patricia?’


			‘I have no idea. It could well be something to do with the money.’ Patricia reckoned Daddy had deliberately taken off his watch and left it behind so as to prove he was about to jump overboard. Had he left it on, they could at least have made themselves believe – or tried to – that his death was an accident. He had wanted to convince them – to convince everybody – that there was no chance of him being found alive so it was a waste of time looking for him.


			Tara began to moan softly and rock to and fro when the captain of the Queen Maia arrived, her face hid in her hands.


			He introduced himself as Captain Morgan and gently squeezed their shoulders. A ruggedly built, striking man with a young face and a head of pure silver hair, his blue eyes were kind. In a broad Scots accent, he told them how sorry he was about their father. ‘I had so far not had a chance to speak to him, but other passengers have told me what a decent chap he was.’


			Once again Aideen began to argue passionately that he must be somewhere on the ship. It was all a big mistake. Despite the watch, despite the letter that Daddy had left, she remained convinced that he was alive.


			Captain Morgan didn’t speak straight away when Aideen had finished arguing. He seemed to be studying the floor until he looked up and explained to her gently that at about half past two that morning, a member of the crew had spoken to Bernard Kelly, who was leaning on the rail studying the water below and said that he was, ‘“Just contemplating suicide.”’


			Patricia gasped. She tried to think of something she might have done to keep him in the cabin when he had returned last night looking so desperately awful. He’d come back to write the suicide letter. She groaned aloud, wishing that she’d kept him there. Instead of going into his cabin to sleep, he’d actually gone outside and thrown himself into the Atlantic Ocean.


			She would never forgive herself. Never.


			Captain Morgan had stood to leave when there was a tap on the cabin door. Aideen opened it. ‘Yes?’ she said sharply. She would always be more angry than heartbroken that her father had died the way he had.


			A man stood outside, grey-haired, tall, beautifully dressed, wearing a navy blue velour overcoat that was so thick it looked almost like fur. He tipped his matching slouch hat at Aideen. ‘I am most sorry to hear about the death of your father,’ he said smoothly.


			Aideen acknowledged this with a grunt that could have meant anything.


			‘It so happens,’ the man went on in the same smooth voice, ‘that he has something that belongs to me and to my friends. Would it be possible for me to take a look in his cabin?’


			Before Aideen could reply, Captain Morgan approached and the visitor, who hadn’t noticed he was there, took two steps backwards. ‘No, it would not be possible, sir,’ the captain said coldly. ‘Not under any circumstances whatsoever. And I expressly forbid you to approach these three young ladies again. Do you understand?’


			Despite his apparent courtesy, it was clearly Captain Morgan who possessed the upper hand. The man went away without another word and the captain said to the girls, ‘Do not allow anyone in here who isn’t a member of the ship’s crew. Later, Mrs Esther Galloway, our chief stewardess, will call to see if you need any help.’


			He left and Aideen turned upon her sisters. ‘I don’t want help from anyone,’ she hissed.


			Patricia rather liked the idea of talking to someone older than herself. ‘I’d like her to come and see us,’ she said tiredly. ‘You can stay in your cabin if you like.’


			‘Oh, let’s all stay together,’ Tara pleaded. ‘Right now, you two are the only people in the world I want to see, apart from our Milo, that is.’


			Patricia sat on the white settee and held out her arms. Her sisters sat on each side, their three pairs of arms entwined. They stayed that way for a long time, talking about their father, sharing memories, laughing one minute, crying the next.


			They only stopped when Mrs Galloway, the chief stewardess, arrived to offer sympathy and ask questions about what they would like to do now that their lives had changed so drastically. She was a beautiful fair-haired woman dressed a bit like a nurse in a grey cotton dress and a white overall. One by one she squeezed the girls’ hands in her own.


			‘Captain Morgan will take you back to Liverpool when he returns in a few days’ time – if that’s what you wish,’ she told them. ‘He will then make arrangements to have you transported to Dublin.’


			‘We have an uncle who will meet us in New York,’ Patricia told her, thinking about how Daddy had specifically said in his letter not to return to Dublin, but to make a new life in New York. She hadn’t mentioned the letter to anyone apart from her sisters.


			The woman left after assuring them she was there to help with any problem or worry they might have. ‘No matter how big or small,’ she emphasised.


			


			Most of the people on-board were aware of the sad end of Bernard Kelly, who had already impressed them with his delightful manner during their few days on the boat. They brought gifts for the girls and their suite became full with flowers, fruit and chocolates. One lady brought a bottle of expensive perfume and advised them to sprinkle it in their cabins when they first woke up and they would find the scent intoxicating.


			‘It will put you in a good mood for the rest of the day,’ she promised.


			Patricia was convinced, and she felt sure her sisters felt the same, that she would never be in a good mood again.


			For most of the remainder of the voyage, the three Kelly girls stayed in their suite. It was where they ate their meals, only leaving very early in the morning or late at night to get some fresh air by wrapping up warm and going for a stroll on the deck. They witnessed some wonderful sunrises and even more colourful sunsets, as well as avoiding all the kind people who only wanted to say how sorry they were for what had happened, but which the girls found terribly upsetting.


			


			They first glimpsed New York at midnight when it was just a black dot on the dark horizon. The following day there was a great deal of activity outside and the girls imagined everyone watching and commenting as the dot became bigger and bigger.


			There were still many people around when they went on deck that evening and the city was a mere few miles away, now brightly lit. Patricia thought it an awesome sight. She’d heard of skyscrapers but had never dreamt they would look so terrifying, such huge monstrosities soaring up into the sky before they disappeared into the black clouds that hung low over the city of New York.


			There was a gasp beside her and Tara said in an awed voice, ‘Isn’t it beautiful, Patricia? Isn’t it the most wonderful sight you’ve ever seen?’


			‘Well, it’ll certainly make a change from Dublin,’ Aideen said with a yawn.


			


			Later that day, a customs official, who introduced himself as Mr Adams, came to see them to examine their passports and ask a few questions to save them going through much more formal procedures onshore. It was a kind gesture arranged by Captain Morgan.


			Why had they come to New York, Mr Adams wanted to know as he examined the forged documents. He was a bad-tempered individual with an impatient manner. Patricia felt especially annoyed with him because he was Irish and should have been kinder.


			‘Our father wanted us to start a new life here,’ she told him.


			‘What about your mother?’


			‘She died eight years ago.’ Now they were orphans. Patricia hadn’t thought about it that way before. Orphans!


			‘And where do you intend to live in New York?’


			‘I don’t know. Uncle Mick, our mother’s brother, is coming to meet us off the boat and he will know.’


			‘Do you have sufficient funds to support yourselves?’


			‘We have enough funds, thank you,’ Patricia snapped. ‘But we will have to change it into dollars.’


			He asked a few more questions before producing a smile that Patricia hadn’t thought him capable of and said he hoped they had all the luck in the world in New York.


			‘May God bless you, girls,’ was his final pronouncement.


			


			Captain Morgan’s kindness knew no bounds. He had telegraphed the shipping company’s harbour office and Mick O’Neill had been identified and informed of the fate of his brother-in-law. He was waiting for them in a small private room where their luggage had already been taken to.


			‘God, girls, where’s St Christopher when he’s needed?’ Uncle Mick cried when they met. ‘He took his eye off our Bernie on the way over, that’s for sure.’ He was a small, tubby man wearing a flared tweed overcoat with a brown velvet collar. A trilby hat to match the collar was sitting on a bench. Patricia wasn’t sure if it was the latest male fashion or terribly old-fashioned.


			He was kissing them sloppily, one on each cheek, patting their shoulders, shaking their hands. ‘Come on now, girlies, and I’ll show you where you’ll be living from now on.’ He ushered them outside to where crowds of people were still disembarking from the Queen Maia and a large black car was parked with New York Police Department painted on the side.


			‘Are you a policeman?’ Patricia gasped when he opened the rear door for them to get in.


			‘Yes, darlin’, Captain Mick O’Neill, thirty-fifth precinct,’ he said.


			Patricia took a deep breath as the police car set off through the long, straight streets lined with the towering buildings of New York. A new life was about to begin, but without the best father in the world, who had also turned out to be one of the least honest.


			Since leaving Dublin, life had become as surreal as the strangest dream, but as they drove further and further into the spectacular city, reality set in. This was how things would be from now on and Patricia and her sisters would just have to get used to it.


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			



			They had been in New York for two weeks and, so far, Patricia was the only one who’d been out on her own. Aideen and Tara would sit by the big bay window and wait for her to come back or they would go out together, holding hands defensively as if expecting to be attacked, though the only criminal the girls had come across in their short lives had been their own father.


			Their second-floor apartment was on a street of tall terraced houses off Seventh Avenue in Manhattan. The place was old-fashioned with dark cream wallpaper decorated with purple irises in the sitting room, purple curtains, two brown velveteen-covered sofas and two armchairs to match. There were at least a dozen original paintings of flowers on the walls. The two bedrooms – one small where Daddy would have slept, and one large with three single beds – were at the rear. One of these days, Aideen, who slept so tempestuously, would take over Daddy’s room, but so far the girls had shared the larger one, preferring to stay together. The beds were covered with beautiful hand-sewn quilts. Patricia would touch hers, thinking of all the hard work and patience that had gone into the making of it.


			The place was lovely and warm due to the big iron radiators in all the rooms that were kept hot by a boiler in the basement attended to by a black man called Shakespeare.


			The one drawback, which had nothing to do with the apartment itself, was that it was at the end of a busy street and opposite a small row of shops that stayed open until the early hours. Back in Dublin they had lived in a quiet road with only detached houses virtually hidden from each other in their own leafy grounds. But here people lived above and below them and in the adjacent rooms. Even in the middle of the night there were fights, people arguing passionately and loudly, often in a foreign language, so the girls didn’t even know what the argument was about. Sometimes the fights went on in the house itself between people either going up or coming down the stairs.


			Even so, Tara claimed she liked New York, though she was the only one. ‘Or at least I think I’ll get used to it, eventually.’


			Aideen snorted. ‘Liking and getting used to it are two entirely different things. You can get used to something but still not like it. I hate it here,’ she added furiously. She was angry most of the time.


			Patricia had to confess she was in two minds about the place. She’d been in two minds about almost everything throughout her entire life. No matter how much she tried not to, she was nearly always able to see something positive on both sides of an argument or a situation, even if they were basically horrid. New York had an exceptionally nice side as well as one that wasn’t very pleasant, like the rudeness of some people who just shoved you out the way when you tried to struggle through the crowded pavements or the man with a long black beard in the international newsagents across the road who appeared most reluctant to sell her an Irish newspaper even though there were some on the rack outside. Perhaps he didn’t like the Irish or didn’t like women. She would never know because she’d found another newsagent two streets away who was Polish and as nice as pie, with whom she had long conversations about the weather. In fact, most people were nice and friendly with colourful stories to tell about how they’d got to New York in the first place.


			


			‘I think we should have a meeting,’ Patricia said one day. All three were sitting listlessly around the apartment staring at nothing, thinking about Daddy and worried about the future. It was three o’clock on a dull, depressing day early in March.


			Aideen groaned. ‘What is it now?’ Since arriving in America, all she’d done was moan and groan.


			A meeting meant sitting around the long ebony table – they assumed it was ebony because it was black – and discussing things more important than what they should have for dinner that night.


			‘It’s about what Uncle Mick said when he came yesterday,’ Patricia began when they were seated around the table. Their uncle came to see them every other day.


			‘It’s time you decided what to do with yisselves, girls,’ he’d said soberly the night before as the smell of his cigar drifted around the room. ‘I mean do you want to stay in New York or try another city before you settle down? Do you want to stay here?’ He waved his hands to indicate the apartment, then nodded in the direction of Tara. ‘It’s also about time this young lady went to school. I don’t know how much dough your daddy’s left you with, but however much there is, it won’t last forever. So,’ he paused for breath, ‘unless you want to sit on your little butts waiting for a husband, then it’s time you two found yisselves a job of work.’ He pointed a little stubby finger at Patricia and Aideen.


			Aideen, appalled, had spluttered that she didn’t know what a ‘butt’ was and that the last thing in the world she wanted was to sit on it waiting for a husband. ‘It’s always been my intention to look for work,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure what type of work but I’ll think of something.’


			Patricia covered her sister’s hand with her own. For all Aideen’s spluttering and bad temper, she felt certain that, just like herself, she was terrified of the future. The quiet, comfortable life they’d led in Dublin had been turned upside down. This life couldn’t possibly be more different. What’s more, they had lost Daddy and were still grieving; perhaps they might never stop. But maybe the day would come when she would see a positive side to all this. She just wished it would come soon.


			‘Would you like to go back to school, darlin’?’ she had asked Aideen. After all, she had still been at school when they’d left Ireland and she hadn’t been trained for anything. ‘I mean a commercial college like I went to, or a place where you would be taught something like singing or dancing? Or acting?’ she added hopefully.


			She wasn’t surprised when she saw tears appear in her sister’s eyes. ‘I don’t know what to do with meself since our da died,’ she whispered.


			‘Neither do I,’ Tara sniffed.


			Uncle Mick, aware he had upset them, looked as if he was about to cry himself. ‘Sorry, girls. It’s just that I worry about you.’ He blew his nose loudly and shortly afterwards went home. He was a bachelor and lived all alone in a house in Brooklyn. He had promised to take them there one day.


			That was yesterday, and now Patricia wanted to know, after having had twenty-four hours to think about it, how her sisters felt about Mick’s suggestions.


			‘I know it came as a bit of a shock, what he said, like, but we’re going to have to live different sort of lives than we ever imagined we would. For meself, I liked working in Daddy’s office in Dublin, so I shall look for an office job.’ She turned to Aideen. ‘How about you, darlin’?’


			‘I’ve thought and thought,’ Aideen said hesitantly, ‘but absolutely nothing comes to mind.’


			‘What would you have done had we stayed in Dublin?’ Patricia asked.


			‘I really liked being at school. I had friends there.’


			‘Well, you can go to school here.’


			‘I know, but it won’t be the same school and I won’t have the same friends.’


			Patricia looked at her sister a touch impatiently. ‘But you would have had to leave school eventually.’


			‘I know.’ Aideen leant forward, elbows on the table, and said earnestly, ‘Why can’t we go back to Dublin, Patricia? It’s not like I ever wanted to leave. There’s enough money for the fare, and me and Tara can go straight back to school.’
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