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Chapter One

December 1910

As Sylvie turned to walk along beside the river it was raining; soft fine rain which blew gently with the breeze, scarcely visible but nevertheless a force to be reckoned with. It blew against Sylvie’s cold cheeks, gave the surface of the river the aspect of frosted glass, and added a satiny gleam to the paving stones beneath her feet.

Sylvie turned up the collar of her dark coat and shivered a little; what the devil was she going to do? She had spent the evening with her sister, Annie, who lived not far from where she was now standing, and of course she had told her everything. Annie was older than she by a full dozen years, and ever since her awful problem had become clear Sylvie had been certain, in the back of her mind, that Annie would have the answer to her predicament, as she had solved so many of Sylvie’s problems in the past.

But this problem, it appeared, was one which even Annie could not solve. ‘Wharrever made you do it, queen?’ she had kept repeating with increasing querulousness. ‘You know your Len’s temper, none better, and Robbie’s years older’n you! What’s more, if he were anyone’s pal, he were our Bertie’s. So why did you do it?’

After four or five repetitions of this question, Sylvie could have screamed aloud. Surely it was obvious? She had been tremendously flattered when Robbie, her big brother’s pal, had come home on leave from his ship and had taken notice of the little girl who had suddenly become a woman. He had been sweet to her, bought her presents, taken her to the picture house, even let her ramble on about her marriage to Len, because with Len in prison she had needed someone to talk to, someone who would not simply moralise and remind her that Len had already served over half his sentence and would soon be free once more. Robbie had even been good with little Becky, buying her sweets and chocolate bars, a pencil box, a colouring book. Then, on his last evening at home, he had taken Sylvie to see a pal... only the pal had been out, and the house had been empty. Robbie had pretended to be surprised, had apologised humbly for putting her in a difficult position, and had begun kissing and cuddling her... and then the kissing and the cuddling had turned into something else, something a deal more dangerous, and before she knew it...

I was a wicked girl, Sylvie told herself miserably now, wiping the misty rain from her face. I married Len because I was expecting his child, but at least he wanted to marry me and was pleased as punch when Becky was born, even though he had hoped for a boy.

Of course she had not actually wanted to marry Len, or anyone else for that matter. But her mother had insisted that Sylvie let Len make an honest woman of her. ‘You’ll have to marry him, queen,’ she had said lugubriously. ‘Them Dugdales is a big fambly, and they’ve a deal o’ money and influence round here. Times ain’t easy, and if I were to say you was goin’ to keep the baby but you wouldn’t marry their Len... well, I’d lose me job for a start, and so would your brother, and the chances are the Dugdales would go to Father O’Reilly and he’d say we had no choice – you had to marry the kid’s father or be excommunicated or wharrever. And you’ll be well looked after by that Len. He’s a good worker, never short of a bob or two, and he’s crazy about you, no kiddin’. Then there’s the child. Mrs Dugdale’s for ever on about havin’ a grandchild... oh aye, they’d make a great fuss of a baby, believe me. You’d both be in clover for the rest of your lives.’

But it wasn’t fair, Sylvie told herself now, walking drearily through the rain and looking down at the murky waters of the Mersey as she passed. They talked me into marrying Len when I knew very well it were a mistake – I were only sixteen – and once the knot were tied I realised he were jealous of every feller who looked at me twice and wouldn’t listen to reason... and he sulked whenever something went wrong and expected me to live in the pub with his parents and scarce poke me nose outside it except when he or his ma and pa were with me...

And then he went too far when he was breaking up a fight in the pub and a feller ended up in hospital badly injured. Len didn’t know his victim were sufferin’ from a weak chest and the scuffers came runnin’ and Len ended up in Walton Gaol, and has been there for the last two and a half years, and I’m stuck with Ma and Pa Dugdale and I’ve been a fool and oh, oh, how I wish Len was in the nick for good, because when he finds out...

Her mind somersaulted at the thought of what would happen if – or rather when – Len discovered her secret. He hadn’t been due out of stir for another six months and she had trusted to luck – and her sister Annie – to think of a solution before then. Only his awkward old grandfather had been and gone and died, and the authorities had agreed to let Len out of the nick for the funeral, and Sylvie was sure that the moment he set eyes on her... oh, God, no one else bar Annie knows, but Len will know, and he’ll bleedin’ kill me and chuck me body in the bleedin’ river, sure as my name’s Sylvie Dugdale, and it’ll serve me right.

The rain was beginning to fall faster and in her despair Sylvie had been keeping her eyes on the ground, so she did not see the man approaching until he was almost upon her. For one awful moment she thought it was Len, and even when she realised her mistake she jumped sideways clumsily, anxious that they should not collide. Unfortunately, she did not see one of the bollards which lined the bank at this point until she had bumped into it. She stumbled, tried to right herself, and the next thing she knew she was struggling in the ice-cold water of the Mersey. Terrified, hampered by her winter clothing and unable to swim, she opened her mouth to scream and felt the water rush down her throat, the currents drag her down.

Why does it always perishin’ well rain when I’m comin’ off duty? Brendan O’Hara asked himself as he strode along the embankment, gazing morosely ahead and screwing up his eyes against the drops blowing into his face. His helmet gave him some protection, but he knew that when he got back to his lodgings he would have to wring as much water as he could out of his heavy cape before he hung it on the back of his bedroom door. There was one good thing about being on a late shift, though: Mrs Taggart, his landlady, would be in bed, and with a bit of luck the kitchen would still be warmed by the fire in the big old-fashioned stove. That meant he would be able to make himself a cup of tea and maybe even fill a hot-water bottle to take to bed with him. If neither of Mrs Taggart’s other lodgers had got soaked, he would let down the drying rack from its position up against the ceiling and hang his cape over that. Cheered by this thought, Brendan rubbed his cold hands together and increased his pace; the sooner he got home – except that he still found it difficult to call No. 48 Hunter Street home – the sooner he could be curled up in bed.

Despite the fact that he had now lived in the city for almost two years, Brendan still missed the leprechaun-haunted bogs of Connemara, where he had been born and bred. His father had scraped a living on a tiny farm, breeding sheep, growing potatoes and cutting turfs of peat to sell to town dwellers. It had been a hard life but the O’Haras had been luckier than most and had managed to feed themselves and have enough money over to educate their two sons at a local school. But the sad truth was that the farm could not support both boys; it was a matter of necessity that Brendan, the younger by five years, should get employment away from the farm, and if possible send back money to help towards his parents’ keep as they grew older.

When Declan, the elder brother, suggested that Brendan might apply for a banking post with a friend of his in Galway, Brendan had been horrified; he had always worked out of doors and had no desire whatsoever to take on an office job. Instead, he had joined the Merchant Navy and managed to get work aboard a cargo vessel plying between Liverpool and South America. At first he had been content with the life, but by the time he was twenty he had had enough of the sea and decided to take work ashore – if he could get it, that was, for there was a good deal of unemployment, not only in Ireland, but in England as well.

He had thought about the Army, for several of his relatives were military men, but then his favourite uncle, his father’s youngest brother, Sean, invited his nephew to stay for a weekend. Sean was a police constable in a small village not far from Ormskirk. He was married to a plump and comfortable local woman, and they had two nicely behaved little boys, and as far as Sean was concerned no life could be pleasanter than his. ‘The Lancashire Constabulary clothes me, pays me a decent wage, provides me with a grand house and then lets me get on with the job,’ he had told Brendan contentedly. ‘I’m a countryman and this is a country patch. I get on well with everyone, even when I catch ’em scrumpin’ apples from a neighbour’s orchard, or poachin’ on the estate, and when Sergeant Cobbold retires in two years’ time, then mebbe I’ll get his job, move into his house, and enjoy a better salary, though of course I shall cover more ground than I do now.’ He had looked quizzically at his nephew. ‘Ever considered joining the force, lad?’

The truth was of course that Brendan had never given it a thought, but he began to look into it, and had liked what he saw. In due course he had applied to join the Liverpool Constabulary, and since he was over six feet tall and had always taken a pride in keeping fit he had passed the medical without trouble and had actually enjoyed the initial training. He had hoped to be posted to one of the outlying districts of Liverpool, but instead had gone to Hatton Garden, where he knew he was gaining much-needed experience. At first he had lived in police barracks and it was only recently that he had been permitted to go into digs. He was given a lodging allowance, of course, and had moved in with two other constables of a similar age.

Brendan was an easy-going sort of fellow and got on well with constables Collins and Simpson, and the three of them, though they often grumbled over her strictures, liked Mrs Taggart well enough and knew themselves to be a good deal more comfortable than they had been in the barracks.

Just now, however, Brendan was more concerned with getting out of the rain than anything else so he quickened his pace. He saw the slight figure ahead of him, and automatically found himself wondering what a woman was doing out on such a night. Almost certainly she was up to no good, because even as Brendan looked, he saw her turn up her coat collar and shrug her head as far down as she could. No doubt she had been trying to filch something, though what it could be Brendan had no idea. The shipping was all in the docks, apart from such craft as the Mersey ferries and one or two small fishing boats, and there would be little enough to steal from any of them.

Brendan saw the woman jerk up her head and guessed that his helmet had warned her that a policeman was approaching, for she swerved, and then, to Brendan’s complete astonishment, appeared to dive into the river.

There was a tremendous splash, closely followed by a sort of gurgling gasp, and Brendan, breaking into a run and casting aside his cape and helmet, suddenly realised why she had been walking along the embankment so late and on such a night. Suicide! He knew it happened, but this was the first time he’d seen despair in action and it galvanised him, so that he ripped off his tunic and shed his boots without a second thought. He would have to go in after the young fool, but oh, Gawd, what a horrible prospect! He jumped into the water feet first, and gasped as the icy cold crushed the breath out of him. He could see the woman’s dark coat ahead, for the garment had trapped air and floated to the surface. Teeth juddering, Brendan reached the coat in a couple of strokes and thanked God when his hands grasped the body still within it. Halfway to the nearest set of steps, swimming strongly on his back, he realised that this would-be suicide was not a mature woman but a young girl, and a beautiful one at that.

As he hauled her up the slippery concrete steps and laid her on the flagstones, the uncaring street lamps shone down on a mass of wet, ash-blonde hair and a small white face, whose huge dark eyes were fixed imploringly on Brendan’s own. Brendan grinned at her but his teeth were chattering so much that he had to wait a moment before actually speaking. ‘You’re all right,’ he said huskily, at last. ‘You aren’t going to drown, but if I don’t get you under a roof pretty quickly we’ll probably both die of exposure.’

As he spoke, Brendan stood up and heaved the girl to her feet. Her knees began to buckle but Brendan looped an arm round her waist so that she did not fall, then glanced despairingly at the clothing he had cast off. Putting it on again would be madness but he dared not leave his uniform, let alone his grand boots, here, where anyone might pick them up.

Looking wildly about him, he saw a pile of timber alongside one of the nearby buildings and carried the girl across to it, sitting her down and bidding her, rather brusquely, to stay just where she was. Then he ran back to his clothing, crammed his wet feet into his boots, picked up the rest, and returned to the girl. She was sitting where he had placed her, water running off her to mingle with the puddles on the flagstones, and shivering so uncontrollably that Brendan began to wonder how on earth he was to get her into some form of shelter before she simply died of cold. But there was his tunic. He wrapped it round her and buttoned it up, then plonked the helmet on his own head. Then he hauled her to her feet. ‘You’ve got to keep moving or you’ll freeze where you stand,’ he said. ‘Movement helps; can you put your arm round my waist?’

The girl nodded and Brendan slung his cape round the pair of them and urged her into motion. Even in his cold and sodden state, he could not help grinning inwardly at the sight they must make, like some peculiar two-headed turtle, or a couple of drunks indulging in a three-legged race. Fortunately, however, his digs in Hunter Street were not too far distant. They paused for breath under the Dockers’ Umbrella and Brendan looked searchingly into his companion’s face. She was breathing quickly and still shivering, but he thought she looked marginally better. Starting off again, they threaded their way along Water Street and Dale Street, and by the time they turned left into Byrom he could see that there was faint colour in her cheeks; she looked a good deal better and the shivering had stopped. Swift movement, Brendan told himself with satisfaction, was clearly beneficial both to someone just fished out of an icy-cold river and to the fisher-out.

It was probably no more than twenty minutes since he had rescued her, though it felt more like an hour, that the pair of them stumbled round to the back door of No. 48. Even in his present predicament, Brendan quailed at the thought of going in by the front door and trekking Mersey mud all over his landlady’s new linoleum, to say nothing of the strip of drugget which ran from the front door along the length of the hall. However, he knew the hiding place of the back-door key and reached up to the lintel. He opened the door and pushed his companion into the kitchen, which felt gloriously warm even though Mrs Taggart had banked down the fire for the night. Brendan thrust the girl into one of the old easy chairs, stoked up the fire and then, with a curt reminder to her to stay where she was, went across the kitchen and up the stairs to his own room. He grabbed a couple of blankets off the bed, then stole downstairs again and let himself into the kitchen as quietly as possible. Draping the blankets over the chair nearest the fire, he smiled reassuringly at the girl. ‘I’m going up to my room to change,’ he whispered. ‘You get your wet things off and wrap yourself in these blankets. I shan’t be gone more than a couple of minutes, and when I come back I’ll wring your clothes out over the sink, stir up the fire again, and hang them over the clothes horse.’ He looked enquiringly across at his companion. ‘Understand? And don’t you move out of this kitchen, right?’

The girl nodded. ‘Right,’ she agreed weakly. ‘And – and I haven’t thanked you for saving my life. I can’t swim, you see. I’d have been dead in two minutes flat if you’d not grabbed me.’

Brendan bit back the words Then why did you jump in if you didn’t want to drown? saying instead: ‘Never mind that. We’ve got to get your stuff dry because none of my clothes will fit you and you’ll be wanting to get home.’ He picked up the kettle, went over to the sink and filled it, then carried it back to the fire and stood it over the flame. ‘I’ll be back before this boils and I’ll make us both a cup of tea.’

He left the room and was halfway up the stairs before it occurred to him that the presence in the kitchen of a soaking-wet girl, naked but for a couple of blankets, might well raise a few eyebrows. On the other hand, one look at her clothing would convince the most hardened sceptic that this was not an orgy of seduction but merely a rescue, which, after all, was part of his job.

He was downstairs again, as he had promised, just before the kettle boiled. The girl had dried her hair on the kitchen roller towel and was looking a good deal more cheerful, though she eyed him rather apprehensively as he handed her a cup of tea. She had spread her clothes out on an old clothes horse which she had pulled around the fire and Brendan, blushing, hastily looked away from the steaming garments. He said, approvingly: ‘That’s right, alanna. We’ll have you respectable again in no time, which will be just as well because I don’t fancy having to explain what’s just happened to my landlady, or to the other fellows who lodge here for that matter. Suicide’s a crime, you know, though how you can punish someone who’s already dead I’ve not worked out.’

He settled back in his chair as the girl’s large eyes – he saw now that they were an unusually brilliant blue – rounded in astonishment. ‘Suicide?’ she squeaked, forgetting to keep her voice low. ‘Suicide? Wharrever do you mean? I were walking along the embankment, mindin’ me own business...’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Brendan said, his tone anguished. Indignation was all very well but he had no desire to find himself explaining a situation he did not yet fully understand to either Mrs Taggart or Simpson and Collins. ‘All I can say is, miss, that I saw you dive into the water, and naturally I thought that...’

‘Well, you want to think before you think,’ the girl said rather confusedly, but this time she kept her voice low. ‘I were walkin’ along, havin’ a bit of a weep, to tell you the truth, and all of a sudden you loomed up out of the rain and mist, lookin’ twice the size of any mortal man. You scared me so much that I jumped to one side, hit the bleedin’ bollard and went head first into the river. It were an accident, and I’ll swear to it on the Bible if you like.’

Brendan felt a wave of relief at her words. Now he came to think of it, he remembered the cry that she had given when she hit the water, and also her eagerness to be rescued, for she had not struggled in his grasp as he began to tow her towards the steps. Besides, what reason could such a beautiful girl have to kill herself? For he could see now that she was indeed beautiful, with a fragile loveliness which had become clearer now that she was warm and dry. But she had said she was crying, so she could not have been exactly happy as she walked along by the river. Come to that, what had she been doing in such a spot, all alone, and so very late?

He put the question to her and saw the faint pink colour rush into her cheeks. Clearly wanting to gain time, she raised the cup of tea to her lips, staring at him over the rim as she sipped. Then she seemed to come to a decision and put the cup down. ‘I’ll tell you, but remember, I’m tellin’ you, not a policeman,’ she said. ‘If you went and split on me and if – if it got around, I could be in real trouble... well, I could be dead, to tell you the truth. You saved my life tonight and it would be a wicked old waste if you lost it for me tomorrow. Can you understand?’

Brendan smiled at her. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he assured her. ‘And I certainly won’t split on you, I can promise you that; I wasn’t on duty anyway, even though I was wearing my uniform. So go ahead. By the way, I’m Brendan O’Hara; I saw the ring on your finger so I guess you’re married, though you scarcely look old enough, but I can’t call you missus!’

The girl held out a hand, smiling trustfully up at him. ‘How do you do, Mr O’Hara? Or should that be Constable O’Hara?’ she said as they shook hands. ‘I’m Sylvie Dugdale – and I’m married to a feller called Len. You may know his parents; they keep the public house down on the Dock Road. It’s called the Ferryman. It’s a big pub and Len’s an only child, so after we were married we moved in with his parents, and I live there still.’

‘I know it – it’s on my beat,’ Brendan said.

‘Well, Len’s in gaol; he were sent down for assault two and a half years ago,’ Sylvie said. ‘You might be thinkin’ I was cryin’ ’cos I want my husband out of gaol, but you’d be wrong. Len is horribly jealous and – and if I hadn’t been in the family way, I never would have married him. Oh, I expect you think I’m dreadfully weak, but I was only sixteen and my mam works for the Dugdales and so does my brother Bert. If my father had been alive it might have been different, but Mam – and Father O’Reilly – told me, that the baby was as much Len’s as mine, and that it would be wicked to make the child a bastard because of a mere scruple.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘A scruple! The truth is, Len wanted me, and his parents have always spoiled him rotten, so he begged and pleaded... and then he got violent. He broke three of me ribs... I tell you, I were downright perishin’ delighted when he landed in Walton Gaol.’

‘I see,’ Brendan said inadequately. His own happy childhood had not prepared him for the unhappiness and marital misery which was so often brought to the attention of the Liverpool police. But this girl, with her frail and tender beauty, should surely have been spared that. The very thought of any man raising his hand – or worse, his belt – to this slender, defenceless creature was sickening. Yet it had not broken her spirit; there was resolution in the tilt of her chin and strength of character in her large eyes. ‘So why were you crying?’ Brendan enquired, adding apologetically: ‘Of course, if I’d known you had a child, I’d never have thought you were trying to commit suicide.’

At the mention of her daughter, Sylvie’s face softened. ‘Yes, you’re right. Becky makes everything worthwhile. Despite her father, she’s the most beautiful little thing, and I have to say his parents adore her, and they’re kind enough to me in their way.’

There was a short silence whilst Brendan mulled over her words. At length he said, tentatively, ‘That’s no reason for you to be crying, in such a place, and at such a time, too.’

Sylvie sighed. ‘It’s rather a long story,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you want to hear it?’

Brendan nodded emphatically, and as Sylvie began to speak he realised that this was a much-needed release, and that simply sharing her story would help her more than any sympathetic words of his could do.

‘Before I was married me name was Sylvie Davies, and we lived next door to a family called Wentworth. Sally Wentworth and I were bezzies, even though she were two full years older’n me. We went everywhere together, to and from school, on our mams’ messages... we even shared treats when one of us had something nice. It were grand having a bezzy like Sally. She had an older brother called Rob who was ever so good to us. We thought he was wonderful; he was always slippin’ us pennies for the picture show. I suppose I had a bit of a crush on him when we were kids.’

Brendan waited patiently whilst Sylvie gazed into the fire and, he presumed, thought lovingly of her childhood. However, when the silence stretched, he prompted her, as gently as he could. ‘And... ?’

‘Then Robbie went away to sea and when he did come home, which wasn’t often, he didn’t take much notice of Sally and me,’ Sylvie said. ‘Well... I was a married woman with a kid and Sally was working at the jam factory. About four months ago, he came home on a long leave and found Len in prison and myself at a loose end. He said he felt sorry for me and took me around a bit. I was flattered and didn’t realise where his kindness was leading until... until...’

Brendan gazed at her. He could guess what must be coming next but felt he had to hear the full story from her own lips. ‘If you mean he persuaded you to – to go to bed with him, then I understand why you were crying,’ he said slowly. ‘But you’d better tell me, in case I’ve got it wrong.’

Sylvie sighed and bent her head, pleating a piece of blanket, then smoothing it out again. Brendan reflected that it must be taking a deal of courage to relate her story to a stranger and was tempted to spare her the pain of more revelations, but suddenly she raised her eyes and looked at him squarely. ‘Yes, I’m pregnant,’ she said baldly. ‘I’m almost four months gone and Len’s coming out of gaol tomorrow to attend his grandfather’s funeral. He’ll take one look at me and he’ll guess because I shan’t be able to look him in the eye – oh, I’m so ashamed – and then he’ll kill me because Len’s jealous as a cat an’ strong as an ox. Oh, he may not do it tomorrow, but he’ll do it just as soon as he gets out of jug, I’m sure of that. I went to my sister Annie tonight because I thought she’d tell me what to do, but the only idea she had was – was doing something awful, wi’ hot baths and drinkin’ a bottle o’ gin... other than that, she didn’t seem to have any ideas at all.’

Brendan looked doubtfully across at her. He could well understand why she had been crying and thought that, had he not already decided she was a decent kid, he might have suspected that her dive into the river had been deliberate after all; she had reason enough for a desperate act, God knows. However, he could not help disapproving strongly of what she had done. He knew Len Dugdale might be a violent man but this did not excuse her behaviour. She had broken one of the Ten Commandments by committing adultery, an act so dreadful that Brendan thought she would never be able to forgive herself, let alone expect forgiveness from others. However, it would scarcely help to say so. Instead, he smiled at her, saying bracingly: ‘Well, alanna, I won’t deny you’ve done a terrible bad t’ing because you must know it yourself, but—’

‘It wasn’t just me what did a terrible thing! Why, the terrible thing was being tricked into an empty house by Robbie so he could have his way with me,’ Sylvie said wildly. ‘So far as Robbie was concerned it was just a bit of fun. I wrote and told him what had happened as soon as I knew but he hasn’t replied. Why should he? It isn’t fellers what pays for a bit of fun – it’s us women. I did think about gin an’ that and those old women in the courts what’ll do away wi’ a baby before it’s born, only girls die, don’t they, and it’s a mortal sin as well...’

‘Life is unfair,’ Brendan agreed, thinking that this Robbie had probably got a girl in every port. If I ever get to meet him, my fist and his nose will have something to say to one another, he thought vindictively.

‘And I know Len will kill me when he gets out of Walton,’ Sylvie continued.

‘No he won’t. I realise you’ll have to go to the funeral tomorrow, but Len won’t attend the wake afterwards, if that’s what’s worrying you, and he’ll have a couple of warders with him from start to finish. You must put a brave face on it and simply steer clear of him, apart from saying hello and so on. Remember, even though he’s been slammed up for a couple of years he must have seen you at visiting times, so he’s very unlikely to notice any change in your shape. Why, I fished you out of the river with every garment clinging to you and I couldn’t tell.’

This seemed to cheer Sylvie, for she gave him a tremulous smile. ‘But as soon as I do begin to show, his horrible old mam will write to him, or visit him in prison,’ she pointed out. ‘And if it ain’t Ma or Pa Dugdale, it’ll be someone else; you know how folk love to pass on gossip. Come to that, I’m not too sure what Pa Dugdale might do if he found out. They’ll know the baby isn’t Len’s, of course, so they might light into me straight away and not wait for Len.’ An enormous shudder shook her small frame and made her thick, silver-blonde hair shiver. ‘I try not to be a coward but it’s hard when you can still remember the pain; I did tell you Len broke three of my ribs once, didn’t I? And he tramped on me toes until me feet were black and blue.’

Brendan stared at her. He knew adultery was terribly wrong but it was nothing compared with what Len Dugdale had done to her, and if this Robbie Wentworth had had a morsel of sense he would never have dreamed of seducing a married girl, exposing her to such grave danger. Brendan leaned forward in his chair, gazing earnestly into her small pale face. ‘You’re right; you can’t stay at the Ferryman until the baby is born,’ he said gruffly, for he did not want her to see how her predicament had touched him. ‘I don’t mean to save your life one minute and let some bug— I mean some brute half kill you the next. I don’t know when Dugdale’s due for release but that isn’t important, not really.’ Sylvie was gazing at him with wide-eyed admiration, so once again he spoke rather to reassure than to inform. ‘I’ll attend this funeral tomorrow – where’s it to be, by the way? – just to keep an eye on you. But as soon as it’s over and Dugdale’s safely back in gaol, I’ll put my mind to solving your predicament. I’m sure there’s a way out – there has to be.’ He rose to his feet and began to gather up Sylvie’s clothing, now nicely dried out, though very crumpled. ‘The pub will have shut some time ago but I dare say you can get into the Ferryman without being noticed. Anyway, I’ll walk you home, so if you need a boost in through a window...’

Clutching the blankets to her and holding out one hand for the clothes, Sylvie rose to her feet. ‘You are good,’ she said fervently. ‘I never thought I’d be glad to fall in the perishin’ Mersey, but I reckon it were the best thing that could have happened to me. To tell you the truth, when I hit the water I thought of the only advice Annie had give me – you know, hot baths and a big glass of gin – and I wondered if a cold one wouldn’t do just as well.’ She smoothed a hand gently over her still flat stomach, smiling with a tenderness that caused Brendan to swallow convulsively. ‘But as I said, girls die when they try tricks like that.’

‘Right, and now tell me when and where old Dugdale’s funeral is to take place,’ Brendan said quickly, not wanting to go into any moral issues now.

‘Oh, the funeral! It’s at eleven o’clock tomorrow morning, at St Anthony’s, on the Scottie, and then at Anfield Cemetery. Can – can you really come? Only you’ve been so good, constable, that I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble on my account.’

‘I’m off duty tomorrow morning, having been on nights for a whole week, and you’d better start calling me Brendan because I’m going to call you Sylvie,’ Brendan said briefly. ‘And of course I’ll come to the funeral, though I’ll come in civvies, not in uniform. I won’t speak to you but I’ll hang back as we come out of church and you can tip me the wink, somehow or other, if there’s trouble brewing. And now I’ll pop upstairs and get my old coat and cap whilst you dress yourself.’ He smiled at her. ‘See you in ten minutes, if that’s long enough?’

‘That’ll be fine,’ Sylvie said. ‘See you presently, then.’


Chapter Two

By the time Brendan and Sylvie had dressed themselves as warmly as they could, and Brendan had borrowed a large black umbrella from the coat stand in the hall, the rain had almost stopped. Brendan tried to slow his long stride to match Sylvie’s, but she tucked a small hand into the crook of his elbow and kept pace with him, chattering almost gaily, though in a quiet and subdued voice, as they traversed the dark and windy streets.

Brendan knew the Ferryman well; it was a seamen’s pub, of course, but every such place had its regulars. Men – and occasionally women – who lived in the neighbourhood preferred to drink at a place not far from home; a place furthermore where they were known and could sometimes drink on tick if the landlord was aware of their circumstances and knew he would get his money on pay day. The Ferryman was a very large building: an elaborate Victorian mansion, with four short fat towers capped by curly slate-roofed turrets. The place attracted a crowd of hangers-on, of course, lads either too young or too penniless to buy a drink at the bar, so Brendan always kept a wary eye on it whilst on his beat. Mr Dugdale and his wife had two barmen and it occurred to Brendan to ask his companion which of these burly gentlemen was her brother. She shot him an amused look.

‘Neither of ’em,’ she assured him. ‘My brother Bertie’s the cellar man. He’s short with reddish hair and limps because he were a seaman once and got knifed in a brawl. That’s why he came ashore, because the knife had cut a tendon or something behind his knee and he couldn’t keep upright on the deck no more. But he’s really strong – you have to be to do his job. He’s older than me. He’s thirty.’

‘I’ve got a brother...’ Brendan began, but his companion was talking again.

‘My sisters are older than me as well – Annie, Ellen and Reet. None of ’em are married yet, though Ellen and Reet are both engaged to seamen and hope to get wed next summer. Annie is me favourite sister ’cos she brought me up, more or less. She’s different. She’s got a real good job as housekeeper at the big hotel on Church Street, opposite St Peter’s Cathedral. She says she won’t ever marry ’cos all men are brutes; she’ll have a career instead. She still comes home when she’s off duty, though she lives in the hotel most of the time. She’s got a dear little room where we can talk without the family overhearing; in fact, that’s where I went this evening. But she’s moving to a London hotel soon, so we shan’t see so much of her,’ Sylvie finished.

Brendan blinked, taken aback by the volume of information, but he realised that she was simply chattering to ease the strangeness of walking the dark streets with someone she scarcely knew. Also, he guessed it was a brave attempt to take his mind off what she had already told him, so he answered her in kind. ‘You’re lucky to have a big family near enough to visit and your sister Annie sounds grand,’ he told her. ‘I’ve only got one brother and no sisters at all, and since, as you’ve probably guessed, I’m from Ireland, I can’t see any of ’em except on my annual holiday. But I’ve an uncle living in Lancashire; he’s a village bobby, a grand feller, so when I get the chance – when I’m off duty, that is – I visit him and his family for a bit of a change from city life.’

He had hoped to make her feel more at ease and this seemed to do the trick, so he beguiled the rest of their walk with a description of the little farm in Connemara where he had been born and where his parents still lived. She exclaimed over the fact that his mother and father were both nearing seventy – her mother was only fifty – and this led to Brendan’s explaining that, as a general rule, the Irish married much later than their English counterparts. ‘For ’tis economical sense to save up for a home of your own before marrying,’ he told her. He did not add that both priests and parents encouraged late marriages because if a woman was forty before she wed she was unlikely to have a large family.

‘I wish it were like that here,’ Sylvie said, rather dolefully. ‘I were only seventeen when I had Becky and Len’s a lot older than me, o’ course.’

By this time they were approaching the Ferryman and Brendan drew her to a halt where there was a dark patch between two hissing gas lamps. ‘Look, alanna, how long do you reckon it’ll be before your ma-in-law – or someone else – realises you’re in the family way? Only it’s pretty clear to me that you’ll be in danger if you stay in Liverpool once the Dugdales know there’s a child on the way. Is there anywhere that you and Becky can go, where the Dugdales won’t find you?’

‘I don’t know of anywhere,’ Sylvie said miserably. ‘I’ve tried to think of a good reason for goin’ away, only even if I did, neither Becky nor meself can live on air. At present, of course, the Dugdales pay for just about everything.’ She smiled brightly up at him, though there was trouble in her large eyes. ‘What do you think I should do?’

Brendan sighed, but not aloud. She was so young, so trusting, and so very pretty. As they walked, he had been thinking hard, and now he came up with an idea, if not a solution. ‘I t’ink what you’ll have to do is to leave Becky behind, because you know they love the child and would never abandon her,’ he said slowly. ‘Then you could tell them you’ve been offered a live-in job with a rich family. You could say they have come over from America to visit their relations in Ireland, so will only want someone for six months and are prepared to pay well. You’d have to beg them, very prettily, to take great care of Becky because your new employers would not consider taking on anyone with a child of their own. And then you could go to my cousin in Dublin, have the baby, get it adopted, and return to Liverpool. You can give them my cousin’s address so they can write, and you can write back. Only... only will they believe it, do you think, or will they smell a rat?’

‘Oh yes, they’ll believe it. They know I’m desperate for a home of my own, and of course Len hasn’t been earning while he’s been clapped up,’ Sylvie said. ‘And even Len was getting sick and tired of living under his parents’ roof. The only thing is, it would be dreadfully hard to leave Becky – though I suppose it wouldn’t be for very long, really. But won’t your cousin mind, Brendan?’

Brendan patted her shoulder reassuringly. ‘She’s a grand girl is Caitlin O’Keefe, and I’m sure she’ll be happy to get you out of trouble once I’ve explained everything to her. And if you can’t get a job over there, then I’ll send you enough money to keep you going until the baby’s born,’ he said. ‘Caitlin’s married to a feller called Pat. They’ve a grosh of kids and live in a couple of rooms off Francis Street, in a place called Handkerchief Alley, but Caitlin’s got a heart as big as a bus and we’ve always been good friends. I’ll write and ask her if she’ll take you in and I’m sure she’ll do her best to help you, particularly if in return you give a hand wit’ the kids and the cleanin’ an’ such.’

Sylvie clasped her hands round his arm and then, to his great astonishment, stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve all the help you’re givin’ me,’ she said humbly. ‘But I thank you from the bottom of my heart.’ She glanced down at herself. ‘How long will it be before Caitlin’s reply to your letter arrives, do you think?’

‘Well, I’ll do me best,’ Brendan said. ‘But if all goes according to plan, I’d hope to get you off to Ireland in two or three weeks.’ He took her arm and began to lead her towards the Ferryman. ‘If someone happens to have seen us together, just tell ’em the scuffer were a bit doubtful as to why you were on the streets so late at night and insisted on accompanying you home.’

‘But you aren’t in your uniform,’ Sylvie objected. ‘Anyway, nobody will be awake, not at this hour. Ma- and Pa-in-law sleep in the big double bedroom overlookin’ the main road, but Bertie will have put the back-door key on the nail above the lintel when he left. He keeps the lock oiled so I can get in without a sound and be in my bed five minutes after that. Becky won’t wake; she sleeps like a log, the little darling. She shares my room, of course, but she hardly ever wakes me. Ma-in-law will have put her to bed at around seven o’clock; I work evenings, cleaning in Lewis’s on Ranelagh Street when the store closes, and I often go on to Annie’s after that, so they won’t have wondered where I am.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realise you worked away from home. That’ll make things a good deal easier,’ Brendan said. ‘What time do you finish your cleaning job? I could meet you at the back entrance of Lewis’s if I were off duty.’

Sylvie tilted her head in thought. ‘I’m usually done between nine and ten,’ she said. ‘It would be grand if you could meet me out of work; why, you could walk me home and we could talk – then it would be you that Len tore limb from limb!’ She gave his hand a quick squeeze to show that she was joking. ‘It’s ever so good of you, Brendan. I do Monday to Friday at the store.’

Brendan took her elbow and steered her round to the back of the pub, lowering his voice to a confidential murmur. ‘Is that the back gate? Yes, I reckon it must be; don’t they lock it at night?’

‘No, because the dustmen come early, sometimes before anyone’s up,’ Sylvie said, raising the latch and slipping into the cobbled courtyard beyond. She dropped her voice to a murmur so low that Brendan had difficulty in catching her words. ‘There’s no need to come any further and you’ve a fair walk home. See you tomorrow!’

Brendan, however, accompanied her to the door and reached up to the lintel to hand her the key from where it hung on its nail. ‘I don’t know how you would have fetched it down if I hadn’t been here,’ he remonstrated. ‘You’re not tall enough to reach the lintel, let alone the key.’

In the tricky moonlight, he saw her lips curve into a mischievous smile. ‘See that bucket?’ she whispered. ‘Bertie always leaves it there, upside down, so all I have to do is step on to it real carefully and fetch the key down in a trice. Now you know all my secrets... and there’s no one I’d rather trust than yourself.’

Brendan was about to bashfully disclaim when she took the key from him and turned it in the lock. Then she stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek before opening the door and slipping inside, closing it softly behind her.

For a moment, Brendan just stood there as the key clicked in the lock, listening to the soft patter of her receding footsteps. Then he walked slowly and cautiously across the back yard, let himself out of the gate, and stood in the jigger leaning his broad shoulders against the tall brick wall. After a moment, his hand stole up and touched his cheek. He had been kissed by other girls, but he had never before felt the giddying, wonderful feeling that had swept over him as Sylvie’s mouth had gently touched his skin for the second time. Am I in love, he asked himself, with a girl I scarcely know who’s married to a feller with a deal more money than I’m ever likely to have? Yet I’ve been brought up to believe that marriage is for better for worse, for richer for poorer, and that divorce is a real sin. I’d never be able to call Sylvie mine.

It was not a bright or hopeful picture that Brendan painted as he strode through the dark streets towards his lodgings, so it was strange that he smiled blissfully as he walked, and was still smiling when he climbed into his bed at last.

In her own bed, Sylvie smiled, too. She liked that young constable, really liked him. He was good-looking, of course, and very tall, with the typical Irish dark blue eyes and black hair, curly as a lamb’s fleece. But she told herself that this was not why she liked him. He was reliable, sensible and very much on her side. She loved Annie dearly but it had not been her sister who had been able to suggest a solution to her problem, but the young constable. He was going to try to arrange a temporary home for her, with his cousin in Dublin, until the child within her was born.

He had saved her life, of course, and she was grateful on that count, but she reminded herself that had he not loomed so suddenly out of the driving rain she would never have tripped over the bollard and landed in the water. Not that it was his fault; she had been too full of her own troubles to watch where she was going.

He was so sympathetic, too. She could still remember the way his eyes softened when she told him of her troubles; remembered, too, how those same eyes had hardened when she spoke of her broken ribs, her crushed and blackened toes.

Snuggling down beneath her blankets, Sylvie thought, rather guiltily, that she had not been strictly truthful about those broken ribs. The blow which had done the damage had been aimed at a young man who had had one drink too many; he had seen Sylvie coming into the bar one night to collect empty glasses and had grabbed for her, making a very rude remark as he did so. He had not known she was Len’s wife, of course, but unfortunately he had turned away at the crucial moment, making an even ruder remark, and Len’s heavy fist had already been travelling far too fast to stop. She had dropped like a stone, gasping for breath, crying out to Len that he had killed her, which at least had saved the customer from the well-deserved battering he might otherwise have received. It had been her first intimation that Len could be violent, however, and she had been frightened by the murderous look on his face as he had crossed the bar. But Len had assured her that he was truly sorry for hurting her, had taken her to the nearest hospital explaining, more or less truthfully, that she had accidentally intervened in a ‘bit of bother’, and had been hurt by sheer bad luck. A doctor had strapped up her ribs and Len had treated her like a princess for weeks.

However, she had told him that he should never hit a man foolish with drink and endeavoured to make him promise to think before flying into a rage again. He had said, humbly, that he would try to do so, but even then she had doubted his ability to control his temper and had been anxious that his anger should never be directed at her.

‘I know it were an accident, but next time it might be me chin, or me eyes,’ she had said aggrievedly as they lay in bed that night, for the strapping tugged at her injured ribs and even breathing was a painful business. ‘You’ll have to watch that temper of yours, Len Dugdale, or you’ll find yourself in real trouble.’

‘But I can’t bear to see another feller reachin’ for you,’ Len had mumbled. ‘You’re so pretty that every man who looks at you must want you like I do. I know you’d never have married me if it weren’t for Becky comin’ so of course I’m scared all the time that you might meet someone you liked better’n me.’

Sylvie had sighed. ‘I shan’t, because I’ve got you, and Becky, and a nice home,’ she said diplomatically. ‘Besides, I married you, didn’t I? So I’m not likely to look at another feller in – in that sort of way. Why, whatever would Father O’Reilly say?’

Len had given a relieved sigh and laid a heavy arm across her shoulders. ‘I’ll try to remember that, ’cos I know you’re a good girl, and won’t play me false,’ he had said. ‘I know I ain’t handsome, nor I ain’t clever, but I’m crazy about you, little Sylvie.’

Sylvie, with her ribs still tweaking whenever she moved, had decided that in future she would stay behind the counter and let someone else collect the dirty glasses from the bar, and tried to dismiss the incident from her mind. It was not as though she had ever given him any cause for jealousy; she supposed that some men were jealous by nature and the women who married them had to be aware of the fact.

The affair of the crushed toes was a case in point. Len had been painting the window frames on the outside of the pub one Saturday afternoon and she had been holding the ladder when a passing workman had wolf-whistled, following it up with a shout of: ‘Wish you would hold my ladder, queen.’

Sylvie had turned her head, the way one does when one is addressed, and had heard from above her a growl of rage which many a tiger would have envied. Len had leapt down from the ladder intent, she realised, on mayhem, and his heavy boots had landed crushingly on Sylvie’s sandalled feet and knocked her flying. Sylvie had shrieked – two of her toes had later proved to be broken – and the ladder, relieved so suddenly of Len’s weight, had also descended on her. The workman, though hampered by two heavy buckets full of whitewash, had made off down the road with amazing speed, the whitewash sloshing out of the buckets as he went and making curious patterns all along the flagway. Len would undoubtedly have followed him and wreaked revenge, but he could scarcely do so with his wife lying moaning on the pavement, a ladder on top of her and green paint everywhere. Instead, he had dragged her clear of the ladder and apologised anxiously, adding bracingly: ‘But you ain’t much hurt, I can tell; you’ve a good healthy colour. C’mon, let me help you indoors an’ make you a nice cup o’ tea.’

Sylvie had been absolutely furious. Her head ached from the blow the ladder had given it, her crushed toes were sheer agony and here was her great oafish husband telling her that there was nothing wrong with her. And when she had tried to stand, she was unable to do so. ‘My... my feet... you landed on my feet,’ she had gasped. ‘Sometimes I really hate you, Len Dugdale.’

He had been sorry then, had picked her up in his arms, and carried her tenderly into his mother’s kitchen. But on this occasion he had refused to take her to the hospital. ‘I dursn’t show me face there again, not after last time,’ he had mumbled, looking appealingly at his mother. ‘Send Bertie to Dr Hislop. He’ll come round if you give Bertie half a crown so he’s got the money in advance.’

The doctor had arrived, examined the bump on her head and the state of her toes, and accepted without so much as a blink the explanation that the ladder had slipped and both Len and ladder had descended on poor Mrs Dugdale. Indeed, why should he not? The pavement outside was covered in green paint, the walls were splashed with it, and both Sylvie and Len bore traces on their skin, hair and clothes of their recent encounter with green hard gloss. It had taken several hours of careful work with turpentine before the two of them were clean once more, and all Sylvie’s clothing had been ruined and had to be thrown in the dustbin.

The doctor had said he thought two of Sylvie’s toes were broken, but because they were so badly mangled he could do little about it. He had bandaged her feet lightly and had told the Dugdales, rather grimly, that young Mrs Dugdale must not attempt to walk for at least four weeks, and possibly six. Then he had promised to come in again next day and had left, advising Len to get to work on the pavement before folk walked through and spread the paint even further.

Now, smiling at the recollection, Sylvie told herself that she had not really deceived the young constable. Both accidents had been occasioned by Len’s jealousy, and there had been other incidents, less dramatic, but just as painful for her. Once, at a family party, a cousin of Len’s had given Sylvie a peck on the cheek during a game of Forfeits. Because he was a cousin, and there were a great many people present, Len had said nothing. She had forgotten all about it until they were in their own room that night, when he had suddenly seized her by both shoulders and shaken her till her teeth rattled. ‘Don’t you ever let a feller kiss you again,’ he had said menacingly. ‘Because next time it won’t be just a shaking you’ll get, it’ll be a black eye. Then see if the fellers want to touch you!’

She had flared up, of course she had, pointing out that it was scarcely her fault that his wretched cousin had seen fit to kiss her cheek – if you could call it a kiss, that was. ‘And if you start hitting me, Len Dugdale, you’ll wake up one morning and find me an’ Becky gone,’ she had said. ‘How would you like that, eh?’

He had mumbled what she now realised was his usual defence when attacked. ‘It weren’t my fault; I only gave you a shake because I love you. I telled you before I wouldn’t have other fellers payin’ attention to my wife. Ma and Pa always said you was flighty, but I didn’t believe ’em – still don’t, only it’s in me mind that they could be right...’

Sylvie had told him crossly that this was no excuse for his behaviour and had listened to his promises of future saintliness with considerable disbelief. Len wasn’t a bad-looking bloke. He had thick, dark brown hair, very dark eyes and a strong, cleft chin, but he reminded Sylvie of a prize bull she had once seen being led through the streets on the way to a show. The bull had had a big, bland, handsome face, but there was a look in his eye which said, plainer than words, that he had a mean streak as wide as the Mersey, and if you overstepped the mark he’d see you regretted it.

Then, of course, there had been the incident with Ronnie Evans, and Len had been sentenced to three years in Walton Gaol. Sylvie had always known that it had not really been Len’s fault. Had the man been normal and healthy as Len had believed him to be, then he would simply have muttered off home with a few bruises, or perhaps a black eye. But he had recently been diagnosed as having tuberculosis. Resentful, frightened and feeling ill, he had come into the Ferryman to drown his sorrows and had become belligerent, for he was not used to strong drink. He had been with two or three friends who had watched his descent into drunkenness with some amusement, but of course when Mr Dugdale had called upon Len to evict Ronnie his pals had rushed to his aid, and what should have been a simple ejection rapidly became a scrum in which half the customers had eagerly joined.

Len had landed the troublemaker a punch in the solar plexus and the man had gone down. Len, Sylvie knew, would never have put the boot in on purpose, but he had surged forward to grab another troublemaker, and had kicked and trodden upon Ronnie without realising it. The young man was probably unaware of it, being then in a drunken stupor and incapable of so much as a groan of protest, but when the fracas began to clear Ronnie’s pals discovered him and carted him off to hospital, muttering dark threats about how Len would be made to pay for nigh on killing a sick man.

Ronnie had been in hospital for weeks; at one time the medical staff had feared for his life, but he had pulled round. A good many customers had wanted to speak up for Len in court, and of course the Dugdales had done so, but the fact that Ronnie had tuberculosis and would not, in any event, have much of a life before him had caused Len to be found guilty of inflicting grievous bodily harm and sentenced to three years in prison.

Sylvie was sure that Len’s stay in Walton Gaol would have taught him a lesson, and knew that, had it not been for her present condition, she would have been looking forward to his release. Becky could not even remember her father, and Sylvie herself would not be sorry to give up the job at Lewis’s, which she had taken on to make up for the sudden loss of income when Len was sent to gaol. Still, with Constable Brendan O’Hara on her side, things seemed a good deal brighter now than they had looked only a few hours previously. Sylvie yawned. She had no need to worry. Brendan would look after her; he had promised to do so. It would be a wrench to leave Becky, but it would not be for ever, and far better for the child in the long run if her mother could avoid discovery, and the inevitable rupture from the Dugdales that would follow.

Beyond her window, she heard the clock strike three. Gracious, this would never do. She had to be up in four hours’ time to help Ma Dugdale clean out the big room where the wake would be held and to make mounds of sandwiches, sausage rolls and little cakes. Sylvie had had many sleepless nights since confirming her condition, but now she closed her eyes resolutely, and was soon deeply asleep.

‘Mammy! Mammy, will you wake up? Grandma Dugdale called you ages ago and Granny Davies is helping with the breakfast, ’cos you ain’t around. Have you forgot it’s the fune-er-al of Great-grandpa today?’

The shrill, insistent voice brought Sylvie slowly up from fathoms deep. She opened her eyes with some difficulty, for the lids felt as though they were weighted down with lead, and saw the blue gaze of her daughter fixed anxiously on her face. Sylvie moaned and discovered, as she moved, that her whole body was one enormous ache and her head was thumping like a trip hammer. She sat up on one elbow and tried to smile at Becky. ‘Be a little angel, queen, and ask Granny Davies if she could bring me up a cup of tea,’ she urged. ‘I – I had an accident last night and didn’t gerrin till terrible late and I don’t feel so good this morning. Tell ’em I’ll gerrup as soon as I’ve drunk me tea.’

Becky’s small, rosy face lit up. ‘I’ll tell ’em,’ she said, importantly, pounding out of the room. ‘I’d bring it up meself only I’s too little.’

This made Sylvie chuckle and somehow chuckling made her feel less dreadful, even as the events of the previous night came back to her mind. Someone was actually on her side – she was not going to have to struggle on alone. She would see Brendan O’Hara today at the funeral and they would probably manage to exchange a few words.

Reluctantly, Sylvie swung her legs out of bed and stood up rather shakily, then sat down abruptly, hearing footsteps on the stairs. She would have to tell her mother some tale because of her muddy and crumpled clothing, but she did not think that the truth would be too well received. After all, though she often visited Annie after work, she had never before left her sister’s neat little room and gone wandering off beside the Mersey. Explaining how she came to fall in the river would have been straightforward enough, but explaining what she was doing walking alone in the heaviest rain they’d had for weeks would be nigh on impossible. But the footsteps were getting closer; hurriedly, Sylvie rehearsed her story.

‘Morning, chuck,’ her mother said breezily, pushing the door open and stumping, flat-footed, across the room. The tea in the large earthenware mug slopped on to the linoleum as she approached but this did not appear to worry her, and she gave her daughter a wide and gummy grin as she handed over the mug. Mrs Davies was a large, fat woman with untidy grey hair which she pinned into a bun on top of her head each morning, but which had usually descended to hang in witch locks around her face by the time she reached her place of work. She was easy-going, placid and hard-working, and Sylvie was carelessly fond of her, though she had grown used to the astonishment with which people greeted the announcement of their relationship, for no two people could have looked less alike than Sylvie and her mother. Mrs Davies’s small blue eyes squinted towards her large and bulbous nose, and her skin was red and roughened, whilst she had lost all her teeth long before Sylvie was born. She had acquired a set of false ones from the dentist on Brougham Terrace but seldom bothered to wear them, though Sylvie knew she would do so for the funeral as a mark of respect. Her mother had liked old Mr Dugdale, who had lived in the front turret room, and never complained when she had to climb three flights of stairs carrying his breakfast or his shaving water. In fact, she never complained about anything her employers asked her to do provided she was given time off to attend morning and evening service on a Sunday, and an hour off each day to clean the church and give what she described as ‘a brush and a whitening’ to the front steps of the priest’s house.

Sylvie’s eyes ran over her mother’s large and untidy figure, currently clad in a drooping brown dress and an enormous calico overall. Her thick woollen stockings were concertinaed round her legs and she wore ancient gym shoes on her feet. There were large holes in both toes through which one could see bare skin, for her stockings were always tattered and worn. Sylvie sighed. ‘Morning, Mam,’ she said. ‘You aren’t thinking of going to the funeral in that dress, are you? Only it’ll be a big do, ’cos the old feller were well liked.’

Mrs Davies bridled. ‘Course I ain’t. I’m stayin’ at the Ferryman to look after Becky and see to the grub. Wharrabout you, young lady?’ She tutted and one of her eyes swung sharply up to stare at the ceiling for a moment, as it always did when she was uneasy. ‘Young Becky said as you’d had an accident last night, which from the state of your clothes I don’t doubt. What did you do – fall in the Mersey?’

Sylvie jumped, then turned it into a shrug. ‘It were rainin’ cats an’ dogs so I nipped in to see our Annie, hopin’ the rain would stop. I stayed wi’ her for ages but it was still pourin’ down when I come out. I’d missed the last tram so I were hurryin’ along the street and I slipped.’ She wrinkled her nose disgustedly. ‘I went down in a puddle of mud and muck; someone had emptied a load of rubbish out on the flagway, I reckon. I were real shaky an’ this mornin’ I ache all over. A feller come along and give me his arm back to the pub. That’s why I didn’t wake this morning when Ma Dugdale shouted me.’

Her mother nodded, as though satisfied, but Sylvie was dismayed to see a knowing look cross the older woman’s face. ‘This young feller what helped you home,’ she said, picking up the big tin jug and pouring water into the round china bowl which stood on the washstand. ‘Handsome, were he? Anyone I know?’

Sylvie went over to the washstand and dabbled her fingers in the water. In normal circumstances, she would have pulled her nightgown over her head and had a nice strip-down wash, but she felt it would be unwise in her present condition. Speaking casually, she said: ‘It were a scuffer actually, though he weren’t in uniform. He were ever so nice, real fatherly. He wanted to knock the Dugdales up so’s they could make sure I hadn’t broken nothing, but I wasn’t having that. So he just said I should call a doctor if I felt poorly later, and went off home.’

Her mother nodded. ‘Aye, that sounds reasonable,’ she said, and Sylvie realised, with a stab of dismay, that her mother did not believe her story but would go along with it. And it isn’t so far from the truth, Sylvie thought resentfully, soaping her old flannel and beginning to wash her neck and face vigorously. I wonder why she doesn’t believe me, though? I’m sure I sounded as convincing as anything.

Her face was covered with suds and she was in no position to say much when her mother suddenly spoke. ‘You and Annie, you ain’t a bit alike to look at; Annie being brown-haired and brown-eyed, and pretty tall and hefty, like meself. But one thing you do have in common: when you’re tellin’ your old mam a story – a lie, that is – a special sort of tone comes into your voice. Oh aye, I always know when you or our Annie is letting her imagination run away wi’ her.’ She clucked impatiently. ‘Tek off that bleedin’ nightie and have a good strip-down wash, ’cos you’re streaked with mud, you know, and it won’t do for the old lady to start asking questions.’ Her mother always referred to Mrs Dugdale – though not in her hearing – as the old lady, despite the fact that they were almost of an age.

Sylvie rinsed the soap off her face and neck, then turned to glare at her mother, now seated comfortably on the bed and staring at her with a very odd sort of look. ‘Haven’t you got any work to do, Mam?’ she said, trying to sound friendly but hearing the querulousness creep into her voice without much surprise. Aggravating old devil! Why on earth was she hanging around up here when she doubtless had a thousand tasks awaiting her attention downstairs?

‘Oh aye, but I can spare you five minutes,’ her mother said. ‘Unless you don’t want to take off your nightgown in front of your old mother? If so, of course, I’d best be off.’

Sylvie felt the heat creep up her neck and invade her face, and guessed she was as scarlet as a beetroot. She was beginning to say, frostily, that it was all the same to her if her mother had time to spare but that on such a busy day, with the funeral in a few hours, she would have thought... when she was rudely interrupted.

‘No need to get naggy at your old mother just because you’re in the family way,’ Mrs Davies said. ‘An’ no need to tell me it ain’t Len’s ’cos though I’m no professor I can still put two ’n’ two together ’n’ make four. You’d best get round to Mrs Grundy what lives in Nightingale Court; she helps young gels in trouble, or so I’ve heard.’

Sylvie stared, round-eyed, at this astonishing parent of hers, then pulled herself together. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she said briskly. ‘Besides, old Ma Grundy kills people, or so the talk in the bar goes.’

‘Len’ll kill you when he gets out of jug if he finds you’ve been carryin’ on wi’ that Robbie Wentworth,’ her mother pointed out. ‘I blame meself, though I’m sure I done me best to bring you up decent, but it’s a bit late to start layin’ blame. First it were Len takin’ you down the jigger so’s there weren’t no choice but for you to marry him, and now it’s young Wentworth. Told ’im yet?’

Sylvie was about to reply when she heard a faint hail from below. Hastily, she tore off her nightgown and began to soap off the mud from last night’s adventure. ‘I’ve not seen Robbie for ages, but you’re right, of course, I am in a spot of trouble,’ she said. ‘There is a way out, though, and now I come to think of it you could help me ever so much, if you would. But I can’t explain now, it’s too complicated. We’ll talk after the funeral.’

Brendan attended the funeral as he had promised, scarcely recognising Sylvie at first, with her bright hair covered in a black felt hat and her small figure also shrouded in black. Len, however, was easy to pick out. He was in the front pew with a warder on either side of him, and though the warders were burly Len Dugdale dwarfed them. Brendan had known he must be a big man but thought that inactivity and prison food had probably increased the other’s weight by several stone. Sylvie, in the pew behind, was tiny in comparison with her hulking great husband.

The church was packed and there were several policemen present, including a sergeant who had once, he told Brendan, walked Brendan’s own beat. ‘The old feller was a very different kettle of fish from the Dugdale that’s in charge now,’ he said nostalgically. ‘If you went to the back door in them days you’d get a mug of porter if the bar was open, or a big cup of tea and a lovely buttered scone if it weren’t. He’d ask you in to sit by the fire for five minutes so’s he could tell you any gossip which might be useful, and you’d go on your way feelin’ that a policeman’s lot weren’t so bad after all.’

Brendan had listened wistfully. The present landlord of the Ferryman did not encourage police visits, though he was always polite. But at this point in the sergeant’s reminiscences the notes of the organ rang out, and the service began. When it was over, the priest announced that they should vacate the pews one at a time, starting at the front, and Brendan got a really good look at Len Dugdale as he, the two warders and a couple of policemen processed solemnly down the aisle and out into the morning freshness.

The entire congregation left the church in an orderly manner and followed the six black horses, with their nodding plumes, across the city to Anfield Cemetery. Brendan was devoutly thankful that the heavy rain of the previous night had given way to a clear blue sky, though the wind was brisk, making him glad to turn up his coat collar.

The grave was already dug and Brendan joined the others as the priest began to intone the words of committal. He was standing directly opposite Len, and as Mr Dugdale moved forward and threw a handful of earth on to the coffin Brendan was astonished to see large tears begin to run down Len’s podgy cheeks. When his father turned to him, however, he knuckled his eyes briskly, then bent to pick up some earth and lobbed it gently down on to the coffin. After that, most of those present followed suit, including Sylvie, and when she stepped forward Len gave a strangled sob and tried to join her. The warders were having none of it. They had stood unobtrusively enough beside him, but when he turned towards his wife both men snatched simultaneously at his wrists and the policeman behind him clapped a hand on his shoulder and leaned forward to mutter something into his ear. It seemed to bring Len to a consciousness of his surroundings for he sighed gustily and bent his head, and presently the gravedigger seized his spade and began to shovel the earth briskly back into place. This was the signal for the landlord of the Ferryman to invite the assembled company back to the pub where refreshments awaited them.

Immediately people looked more cheerful, and the procession leaving the churchyard strode out briskly, eager to be back within doors out of the knifing wind.

Brendan saw Sylvie, who had been surrounded by her family, drop behind them for a moment as the crowd manoeuvred its way out of the cemetery, and seized the opportunity to have a quick word. He reached her side and bent his head, keeping his voice down and not so much as glancing at his companion. ‘You all right? I called in to have a look at the rota in the nick on my way here and it looks like my next day off will be in three days’ time. I’ve written to Caitlin asking her to reply as soon as possible.’

Sylvie had glanced up at him as they drew level but she was quick-witted enough now to follow his lead and look straight ahead. ‘Things have changed,’ she said softly. ‘My mam knows and I’m hoping she’ll help us. So mebbe it’ll be easier to gerraway. We’d best talk, though... you’re free on Friday? I’ll be doin’ Ma-in-law’s messages and that’ll include visitin’ Charlotte Street for fish. I reckon I’ll be there about ten in the morning; how would that be?’

Brendan hesitated. The market was a pretty public spot, especially on a Friday, but then sometimes it was easier to be missed amongst a crowd. And if either of them saw someone they knew whilst they were together, they could simply move apart. After all, the pub in which she lived was on his beat; it would be natural for them to exchange a few words. He said as much and Sylvie gave a quick little nod. ‘Right, and if something happens, and I can’t get to the market, then we’d best meet outside Lewis’s after work,’ she said.

Brendan was about to reply when they reached the gates and he saw that the Dugdales were waiting for their daughter-in-law. Hastily, he dropped back again, walking so slowly that he was soon overtaken by the last of the mourners. He saw Len and the warders approach the family group. Len spoke, his father answered, and the big woman he knew to be Mrs Dugdale surged forward as though she were about to embrace her son, but her husband grabbed her arm, restraining her, and the warders began to lead Len towards a cab which was standing by the kerb. They bundled him into it, and as Brendan emerged from the cemetery Len leaned out of the window. ‘Not long now, queen,’ he shouted, clearly addressing his wife who stood, hands clasped, gazing towards him. ‘Only another five months an’ I’ll be home. Oh, Gawd, I can’t wait!’

He might have said something else but was jerked back into the cab. The driver whipped up his horses and the last Brendan saw of Len Dugdale was one beefy hand, raised in farewell, as the cab disappeared.

Sylvie abandoned her parents-in-law as soon as she could. Fortunately, they were deep in conversation with relatives, some of whom had come a considerable distance to attend the funeral. Folk had been genuinely fond of the old man, but he had been ninety-two and had been bedridden for the past three years. Now that the serious business of burying him was over they could talk and even laugh once more, so it was an easy matter for Sylvie to jerk at Ma Dugdale’s sleeve and tell her that she intended to hurry ahead. ‘I know Mam will be setting out the food and brewing tea,’ she hissed into her mother-in-law’s ear, ‘but there’s even more people comin’ back than we expected, so I reckon we’ll need at least another couple of loaves of sandwiches, an’ mebbe a few more cakes and scones. I can pick them up from Sample’s if I hurry, and still be back in time to give a hand before most folk arrive.’

‘You do that. You ain’t a bad girl, even though you scarce said a word to our Len,’ Mrs Dugdale said grudgingly. ‘Poor lad, he were longing to hear your voice, but you didn’t go near nor by.’

‘Nor did you; we were told not to try to approach him,’ Sylvie said smartly, stung by the injustice of the remark. ‘I’ll be off then. There’s Becky, too. She’ll be under Mam’s feet I don’t doubt, though she’ll be doin’ her best to help.’ This time she did not give her mother-in-law a chance to reply but turned and began to wriggle through the crowd. She was lucky enough to see a tram going in the right direction and jumped aboard, alighting straight outside the bakery she had intended to visit, so that she was back at the Ferryman and slicing bread well before the funeral party arrived.

Becky was delighted to see her and was full of her own helpfulness, though she plucked, disgustedly, at her droopy black dress. ‘Grandma Dugdale said it were made for Cousin Bertha when she were my age and she were taller and fatter than me, an’ I want to change now,’ she said as soon as she saw her mother. ‘Great-grandpa called me his pretty little rose when I wore me pink cotton; he wouldn’t want me lookin’ plain an’ ugly in this nasty dress.’

‘Black shows you’re sad because Great-grandpa isn’t here any more,’ Sylvie said, slicing bread like a machine.

‘I can be just as sad in pink,’ Becky said obstinately. ‘I can be sadder, ’cos I’ll be thinkin’ about Great-grandpa an’ missin’ him instead of thinkin’ about me dress. How can I be a little ray of sunshine in this horrible old thing? Oh, did you see me daddy, Mammy? Did he give you a present for me? Is he comin’ back to the house? Grandma Dugdale said as how he were bound to bring me a present now he’s workin’ away, though she thought he would be too busy to come back to the Ferryman. I hope he brings me a leprechaun, ’cos he’s in Ireland, ain’t he? An’ I’d like a little green feller of me own.’

Sylvie laughed and rumpled her daughter’s flaxen hair. She and Mrs Dugdale had bought a tiny doll which they meant to present to Becky as a gift from her father. ‘Yes, I did see Daddy and he sent you a big kiss and – and a little parcel, which he gave to Grandma Dugdale. Now be a good girl and don’t ask Grandma to give it to you until all the guests have gone, because it’s bad manners.’

Becky began to ask why it was bad manners, but at that point the door flew open and Mr and Mrs Dugdale, closely followed by their guests, began to stream into the big room behind the bar. Mrs Davies, flushed and beaming, grabbed the kettle off the stove and began to pour hot water into the urn which stood ready, and very soon they were all too busy to answer questions.

It was past four o’clock in the afternoon before the last guests departed, and Sylvie carried Becky, clutching her father’s present, up to their room to change her out of the dreadful black dress and pop her into her cot for a much-needed snooze. It had all gone off rather well, Sylvie told herself, slipping out of her own dress and lying down on her bed. She would snatch a couple of hours’ sleep herself before going off to work. For a little while she lay there looking forward to her meeting with Constable O’Hara, but soon weariness overcame her and she fell asleep.
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