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Chapter One
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St. Lawrence River docks, Quebec

4:27 p.m.

––––––––
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The cat was a ginger: tiger-striped and golden-eyed. Unusual for a ginger, it was female, its sides bulging with unborn kittens.

She’d been the ship’s cat on the great liner for four years, ever since she’d been a kitten herself. The thrum of engines vibrating up through the deck was familiar to her; sometimes she purred in response.

The cat’s sensitive ears picked up the chunk of shovels, the rattle of coal, the hiss of water heating to steam from the boiler rooms below. Whistles shrilled; men shouted; bells clanged. She knew what it meant: the ship would soon be moving. 

A vibration tickled her paws: the slop of waves against the ship’s bow, far below. The pulsations weren’t right: she could feel the wrongness through the pads of her paws.

Something . . . 

Her whiskers quivered; her ruff hair spiked.

Fog. 

Nervously, she paced the space that was her refuge—a storage locker on the forward deck, a place safe from the trampling feet of  passengers, the marauding  hands of children.

Her refuge no longer felt safe. It felt like a trap. 

A man flung open the locker door and poked his head in—the man who brought food and dried her with a warm towel when ocean spray drenched her fur. “’Ow’s my Tabby, then?” he cooed, hunkering down, holding  out a plate of fish still warm from the frying pan, the smell so delicious it made her drool; she could almost feel the tiny bones crunching between her  teeth.  

Yet the urge to flee was stronger than her hunger. It was a sickness now, a desperation to be away from this place. She shot between the surprised man’s legs, bounded up a hatchway, dashed along the deck, veered toward the gangplank,  thronged with boarding passengers.

“Oi! Grab that cat!” called the man, now much  too close behind.  The cat put on a burst of speed. Weaving between legs—a splash of marmalade against the burned-toast blacks and browns of  passengers’ trousers and skirts— she made her way to the bottom, leaped onto the quay. 

Someone’s suitcase bumped her. She skittered away, streaked along the quayside toward the buildings lining the docks: freight depots, storage sheds, boathouses . . . There! A shed whose low-slung porch hid spider-webbed hidey holes.  She darted into its shadows.

The man kept shouting for her, burling through the crowd, earning himself curses from the tired, irritable people waiting in line. She watched from her hiding place as he clumped past, still shouting, “Anyone seen a cat?”

The cat’s nose led it to the chunk of rotting fish in a corner. Setting a paw on it, she’d just settled down to nibble when a boy’s face appeared in a jagged opening. He thrust a groping hand toward her. Growling deep in her throat, she squirmed farther back into the dark space, waited until he went away.

There was an enormous, bellowing blaaattt, a ground-shaking noise that set up a tremor in the shed’s floor. The noise hurt her ears, but didn’t frighten her; she’d heard it hundreds of times. The stink of coal came to her nostrils as smoke from the ship’s giant stacks boiled out, turning the air gray all around, spraying clinkers. For a dizzying moment it seemed as though the massive ocean liner stood still while the land moved away.  

Then the ship was gone, the coal stench whipped away by the sea breeze. Gulls flapped down onto the posts of the pier, squabbling over scraps of garbage. Watching them through half-closed eyes, the cat wondered whether the gulls were good to eat. 
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Chapter 2

[image: image]


4:40 PM

St. Lawrence River, off Ile d’Orleans

––––––––
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Chief Steward Hazlitt glared at the man slouched before him,  mouth set in a mutinous line, hands jammed in pockets.  

His name was Reggie Ludsnap. Of course it was Ludsnap. Who else had ever given him so much aggravation?

“You were supposed to be up on deck toting luggage, showing passengers to their staterooms, checking  passports,” Hazlitt snarled. “Instead, you go chasing after some damned stray cat—”

“It weren’t no stray. It were my cat. My own personal cat, like.”

“You were running all over the blasted ship, shoving aside the first class passengers, acting like a jackass—I’ve already had two complaints  and we’ve only been underway twenty minutes. Gad, man—we’re loaded to the scuppers with nabobs and bigwigs. Lord and Lady Montgrief, the mayor of Toronto, Duchess Something or Other, the chief of some god-forsaken Pacific island—”

Ludsnap bristled. “Not  one of ‘em is worth a whisker off my Tabby’s chin.“

“Consider yourself on report, pending disciplinary action,” snarled Hazlitt, “on charges of failing to perform your duties in a ‘good and seamanlike order’ as specified in the ship’s code of conduct. If I wasn’t so short on crew, I’d have you thrown overboard.”

A flicker of fear crossed Ludsnap’s face.“Can’t ruddy swim, can I?”

“That’s your lookout, ain’t it? Now get  the hell out before I decide to toss you over the side myself.”
Wouldn’t be all that tough a job, Hazlitt mused. Ludsnap was a scrawny Liverpool wharf rat—all gristle, bones, and mouth. Popular with passengers, though, he grudgingly admitted. The cabinet minister and his wife who made the voyage to England yearly had specifically asked that he be assigned to their stateroom.
Soon’s they landed in Liverpool, though, he’d give Ludsnap the bum’s rush, Hazlitt vowed. That  particular piece of Scouse garbage might be fit for a tramp steamer, but he had no place here, aboard the pride of the Canadian Trans-Global Line—the elegant Empress of Ireland.

[image: IMG_256]

“Give us a cuppa, Marie,” Reggie Ludsnap begged, letting himself into the kitchen through the Staff Only door.  “Hazlitt just gave me a royal bollocking — I’m in need of your strongest stuff.” 

“You think I ain’t got better things to do than wait on you, Snapper?” Marie growled. “I got a thousand meals to get out, in case you didn’t notice.” But she didn’t mind, not really; she had a soft spot for Snapper, who took shameless advantage, though he was the only one who could get round her. As Head Cook on the huge ocean liner, she oversaw a staff of thirty. She’d been told she scared people; in fact some of the staff believed she could put the evil eye on them. Her size alone was enough to intimidate people. 

She was tall, as women in her tribe tended to be, big-shouldered and broad in the stern— Snapper’s teasing term for her big bottom. She was  Ojibwe, from the Aan'aawenh—the Pintail Duck clan. Her eyes were large and dark, her cheekbones wide, her hair crow-black, its wiry curls a curse from some distant voyageur who’d had a taste for native women.  

“What’d you do this time?” asked Marie, snatching the tea kettle off the burner and pouring steaming water over Earl Grey leaves.  “Why’s Hazlitt puttin’ the hooks in you?”

“I were only trying to catch my Tabby.” Snapper’s voice wobbled. “She run away, Marie! I brung her a nice plump herring, cooked just how she likes it, but when I try to hand it over,  she up and takes off. Runs clear off the ship! Now why she gone and done that, ey? I treated ‘er good, didn’t I? From the time she were a kit no bigger’n a scone. When we got to Liverpool I was gonna take her to me mum’s, see that she had a nice safe place on account of her being in the family way—Tabby, I mean—not Mum. I could feel them kits right through her belly. Mum’s mad for cats—she would of loved Tabby, but now Tabby’s took off—and when I chased her she went and hid. She ain’t never acted that way before.”

“I donno, Snapper.” Marie passed Snapper the sugar bowl, knowing his sweet  tooth. “Cats just act strange sometimes. They can see spirits, you know.”

“Ahh, that’s a lot o’ scutter.”

“Don’t you scutter me! Ain’t you never seen a cat staring at something in  a room you can’t see, but the cat’s eyeballs is  tracking something?”

“Yeh, I guess. Tabby done that sometimes.”

“Cats know things that humans don’t, I’m telling you.” Marie slid a yeast roll over to Snapper. “You know about the Titanic cat, don’t you? Mouser, her name was—belonged to one of the ship’s stokers. Ten minutes before the ship upped anchor, Mouser carried her kittens off the ship, one by one, clamped in her mouth, and no matter how anyone coaxed her, she wouldn’t go back on that ship. Somehow that cat knew the ship was doomed.”

“Ahh, come on, pull me other leg, lass.” Snapper crammed the roll into his mouth. No matter how much he ate, he never gained an ounce. He was rake-skinny but ropy with muscle beneath his steward’s uniform. He was blue-eyed, with sandy, cow-licked hair and ears that stuck out like signal flags. He claimed to be thirty, but Marie guessed twenty-four was closer to the mark. “You think my Tabby got the heebie-jeebies cuz she felt the ship was cursed or something?”

“Animals know things!” Marie picked up an onion, set it on a wooden block, and began chopping, the knife chunking in a rapid  rat-a-tat. “They can feel stuff that humans can’t.”

“Ehh, get on with ya! This ship is safe as houses. Lloyds o’ London went over her with a fine tooth comb, bilges to bridge, before they’d give ‘er the old thumbs-up— and Lloyds don’t sign off unless everything’s all shipshape and Bristol fashion. This is the sixth crossing I been on with the Empress  and the worst ever happened was that time everyone got sick off those bad fish. I was cleaning up puke for days.”

“No bad fish ever came out of my kitchen,” Marie flared.

“Nah, nah, it were that Typhoid Mary what filled in that time you was off  trying to get your kiddos back.” He slurped the last of his tea, stood up, patting his pockets. “I’m out. Borrow me some bifters, old girl?”  

Marie reached into her apron, pulled out a crumpled pack of cigarettes, slapped it into his palm.  “This what you’re looking for? Half the time I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That accent’s purest Liverpool, me girl. Called Scouse.”He leaned into the stove flame to light his cigarette. “Gotta go. Ta for the scran, Memengwa.”

Marie flapped a dishtowel at him, shooing him out, laughing.  Memengwa was her Ojibwe name. Butterfly, it meant—a name gift from her grandmother. Snapper was the only one she’d told, and he liked calling her by it.

She turned back to the stove. She had two hundred Parker House rolls to bake and the third class tea to have on the table by five o’clock. Third class always ate early, unlike first and second, whose dinners were set at the more fashionable eight-thirty.

Glancing out through a porthole, Marie caught a glimpse of the river. The St. Lawrence was wide as a lake here,  vibrant blue, speckled with chunks of thawing ice. Even though it was the end of May, this was Canada, after all,  and Spring came along as slow as a boy on his way to the dentist. But today’s departure had come amid clear, sunny weather. Everyone had seemed in high spirits; there had been no complaints of lost luggage, no ill omens. Except for Snapper’s cat.

Nothing could explain why a small ginger cat had been so desperate to flee the ship.
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Chapter 3: Bridey Collins
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It took all of Bridey’s self-control not to roll her eyes as her employer, Lavinia Wilberforce, dithered over which outfit to wear, having dragged every single gown out of her steamer trunk.  She was holding them up one by one, striking poses in front of the floor-length mirror, turning this way and that, eyeing the results with a critical eye. 

“It is absolutely vital that I make a good show this evening,” Lavinia prattled. “My first appearance in the dining salon will set the tone for the entire voyage. I need to establish myself, d’you understand?”

She flung down  the bat-winged, beaded Schiaparelli and peevishly kicked aside the burgundy crepe Dior crumpled on the floor.

Eleven thousand dollars worth of clothing there, Bridey thought—and not one of those gowns would accomplish the impossible: make Lavinia slim and beautiful. 

And who’d be up all night ironing knife edges into the fussy little pleats or pressing around the beads without melting them? Why, herself of course!

“I need to look polished,”  Lavinia said, inspecting a pair of pointy-toed satin pumps. “I won’t have those women with their fancy English pedigrees snobbing it over me because I’m from the provinces! I intend to establish the pecking order immediately.”

Pecking order was right, Bridey thought, smothering a snicker.  Lavinia’s feathers ruffled easily; she puffed up like an angry hen when she was angry; her turkey wattle neck quivered, and her beady dark eyes, beneath hard-edged crescents she drew on with a black pencil, were always on the lookout for a tasty scrap of gossip. 

She was in her late fifties,  Bridey estimated, and none of her expensive creams were disguising her age any more than the chin strap she wore at night was defeating her jowls.  

As for the dye job she’d had done just before the voyage, in an attempt to achieve Mary Pickford’s fetching blonde curls—it had turned her hair an unflattering brass.

She insisted that Bridey call her Madame—as though she’d married into royalty rather than to a man who’d made his fortune selling shoe polish door to door in Moosejaw, Saskatchewan.

“Don’t just stand there, you dozy twit,” Madame snapped. “My hair needs doing. Get out the curler.”

Groaning inwardly—because  Madame’s hair took hours,  Bridey rummaged through the jumble of luggage, cosmetics, shoes, and the rest of the mess Madame had made of her stateroom in just an hour. At last she found the thing——a metal contraption with a hollow barrel.

Bridey, who’d never even been on a rowboat, had pictured the ocean liner like the illustrations in books—masts and billowing sails and sailors climbing  the rigging. To her surprise, the liner was a modern-looking vessel, all sharp lines and angles, with two enormous copper-colored smoke funnels. It was steam-powered, like a locomotive.  And it was electrified!

Every stateroom had a chandelier with light bulbs and an electric kettle. You just plugged the kettle in and five minutes later you had water hot enough for a cup of tea—or in this case, hot enough to fill the barrel of the curling device. Pouring in the boiling water, Bridey was extra cautious, because the thing was like a big metal insect, likely to sting if you weren’t careful.  

Madame plunked down on the bed—another surprise for Bridey, who’d pictured rows of crude cots, not this feather bed with a padded headboard and a satin coverlet. It was like a room in a grand hotel, Bridey thought—not that she’d ever actually been in a hotel; she was from Charlesbourg, a working class suburb of Quebec—elegance of any kind was hard to come by. 

Bridey set to work, first sectioning off a strand of Madame’s hair with a comb, setting a tissue-thin paper over it, then twirling it around the barrel of the curling iron, fastening it in place with a bobby pin. Madame’s hair was limp and fine, unlike Bridey’s own thick, wavy auburn hair—hair that was the envy of her friends, but was a nuisance—it took forever to dry, and however tightly pinned, would spring loose whenever it damn well pleased. She disliked her eyebrows, too—dark wings totally out of style in a world where  Lillian Russell’s plucked brows and cupid bow lips set the standards for female beauty. She did like her eyes, though—Mum’s eyes—wide and blue-green.

Bridey’s arms soon ached from the strain of setting Madame’s curls. Her back hurt, too, from bending over at an awkward angle, and her stomach—well, her stomach had been tetchy ever since she’d set foot on the ship. 

Only it wasn’t seasickness, Bridey thought, fear quickening her heartbeat; she’d thrown up that morning, back in the Wilberforce mansion on Rue St. Germaine, then had hastily brushed her teeth and spritzed on cologne before Madame could notice the sick smell on her breath.

Lavinia  was not an intelligent woman. She had no interests beyond fashion and the doings of the British royal family. When she read, her lips slowly sounded out the words—but even the dullest-witted woman could twig that a girl who was sick in the morning might be pregnant.

And if she did find out? The thought made Bridey’s hands shake, and she botched a curl. No doubt about it, Madame would throw her out. Perhaps literally. Bridey could picture Walson, the butler, kicking her down the front steps of the Wilberforce mansion while Lavinia screeched  “I’ll have no filthy sluts in my house!”

“Look what you’ve done, you clumsy cow!”  Madame suddenly shrieked. “You’ve frizzled the right side!”  Face crimson with temper, Madame snatched up the curling iron and struck Bridey with it, the barrel clunking her skull and  burning the side of her neck, making her cry out in pain and shock.

“This is the most important night of the voyage and you have ruined it for me!” Lavinia’s face was so contorted that Bridey stumbled backwards, frightened. When Madame was in a temper, there was no predicting what she might do. 

“I’m s- sorry!” Tears sprang to Bridey’s eyes. It was so unfair—she’d curled Madame hair the same way as always—but the dye must have had chemicals or some such in it that made her hair unusually dry and brittle.

“If  we weren’t on board this ship I’d sack you this second!” Madame raged. “Oh, do stop that sniveling! Go fetch ice water!” 

For a stunned moment, Bridey thought Madame was concerned about the burn on her neck,  which throbbed painfully and was starting to blister, but in the next instant that foolish notion was dispelled as Madame, scrutinizing her own mottled face in the mirror, snarled, “I can’t go to dinner all flushed!  I’ll need ice water to soothe my face—a quart at least. Mineral water!”

“But I don’t know where—”

“Ask a steward, you ignorant Irish guttersnipe!"
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Chapter 4
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The ship was vast and confusing, and Bridey was soon lost in the maze of gangways, stairs and companionways. When they’d arrived aboard a few hours ago,  Elmer Wilberforce had led the way; he was familiar with the ship because he and Madame made the voyage on this ship once a year, supposedly due to Elmer’s  business affairs in England—but Bridey suspected the trip was just an excuse for Madame to parade around showing off her gowns. And this year they’d decided to bring along Bridey to take care of all the irksome tasks that a woman of Lavinia’s social standing couldn’t be expected to bother with; all of her time would be spent socializing, seeing and being seen.

Bridey realized she’d taken a wrong turn several corridors back. She didn’t even know which deck she was on. To her relief, she saw a steward ahead—at least she thought he must be a steward; he wore a high-collared dark jacket and the kind of stiff-brimmed hat she thought of as a captain’s cap. “Excuse me,”  Bridey said, hurrying up to him.“Where could I get some ice?”

“Ice, ma’am?” The man, who had pouchy eyes and a bushy mustache, grimaced.  “No notion a’tall, sorry. I myself am in search of a porthole through which I can divest the contents of my stomach—excuse my crudeness, Miss.”

“Oh—but I thought you were—”

“A steward? Second time I’ve been mistook  for one—I suppose it’s my uniform.  “I’m Ralph Holmes of Toronto, First Sergeant  in the Salvation Army—the army that marches in the service of the Lord. We’re a hundred seventy strong aboard this ship— men, women, and children,  all of us heading for the world convocation in London.” He smiled, his mustache twitching. “Do you like music, Miss? Because our band is performing in the third class general room this evening. All are invited, believers or non-believers. And a thumpin’ grand band they is! Be sure you come.”

“Yes, I will, I’ll try—I’ve got to—”

She broke away from him and began making her way down a corridor, conscious of time ticking away, of Madame growing angrier and angrier as she waited for her ice water. The ship’s kitchen must be nearby, because cooking odors wafted through a ventilation duct—a whiff of frying pork chops that made her stomach lurch.  Oh, please, don’t let me be sick—not now!  They’d have ice in the kitchen, though, wouldn’t they? She’d find the back door, sneak  in and ask someone for ice. 

Bridey was concentrating on how she’d manage to carry the ice back without it melting when an arm suddenly shot out from a recessed doorway, seized her and pulled her into a dark alcove between racks of life preservers.

“Hey babycakes,” a voice whispered in her ear.

Bridey whipped  around to face him.  “Sean! You scared the daylights out of me!”
“I been looking for you all over the ship.” 
“Where’d you think  I was? Trapped in that tiny room waiting on the old hag hand and foot, unpacking her stuff—she’s made a pig’s eye of that room, trying on and taking off about a million gowns! She’ll have me up till midnight, ironing out all the wrinkles!” 

“What’re you bellyachin’ about?” Sean growled. “You’re swannin’ around in  first class with  the nobs while I’m down in the bottom, next to the boilers, sweatin’ like Paddy’s pig!”

You wouldn’t be on this ship at all if I hadn’t given you the money for the ticket!  It was on the tip of Bridey’s tongue, but she bit it back. Sean got surly when reminded that he wasn’t earning a penny on his own, him having trouble  keeping jobs—but it wasn’t Sean’s fault that factory jobs, with their brain-numbing repetition—weren’t challenging enough for him, or that he was too restless to sit at a desk all day in a clerk’s job—that was how he explained it, anyway. His was a body made for action, Sean bragged—he was a warrior, not some pettifoggin’ clerk! It was a  fine body, as Bridey well knew—wide-shouldered and long-legged, and he had the face to go with it, his eyes a startling pale blue beneath black brows, his hair dark and wavy. What spoiled Sean Corkoran’s  good looks, what stopped him just short of being matinee idol handsome—was his  mouth, set in a perpetual pout that proclaimed I’ve been robbed of something I’m owed.

“Sean, let go,” Bridey hissed. “If I don’t get back soon she’ll—”

“What’s the hurry? Ain’t you got a kiss for your sweetie?” He leaned in and kissed her—hard, biting her lip. She’d told him she hated the biting, but he kept on doing it.  

“Hey, you two—get a room!”

It was Gorcey, leering from a nearby doorway. And if Gorcey was here, it meant—oh Lord,  yes, there they were— the rest of Sean’s pack: Murf, Suds, and Moose, as scummy a crew as you could scrape off a saloon floor, mock-punching each other, cackling with laughter, and making crude comments, as though they were eighth grade boys out at recess instead of men in their twenties. Unfortunately, Sean had needed them along to pull off The Plan.

“Don’t forget, you’re part of this, too, Bridey-bird,” Sean whispered, pulling her more tightly against him. “You promised you’d help.”

“I already did help!!” she protested, shoving him away. “Gave you every cent I had!” Leaving herself short—she couldn’t even buy herself a packet of hair pins until the tight-fisted Madame finally paid her. 

“That ain’t the kind of help I mean,” Sean said, lowering his voice.  “I’m talkin about you being the key player in this whole thing—haha—key player, get it? You’re our secret weapon, Birdy Brain—you oughter be flattered you got the biggest part.”

She hated it when Sean, thinking it was terribly clever, twisted Bridey around into Birdy. “Oh, leave me be!” she tried to pull  away, but Sean clamped her jaw, his hands stinking of cigarettes and greasy food, bringing her face close to his.  “I went over all this with you a week ago,” he snarled. “Did it fall outa that bird brain of yours?  Like I told you, we hafta get into the strong-room—the which has got a padlock the size of a hub cap, all solid iron. It takes two keys to open the stinkin’ thing, because when you’ve got two million in bullion sittin’ in a room you don’t want bums like us breaking in. So the ship’s Chief Officer  keeps one key, the hired guard keeps the other, and when they get to  Liverpool they both got to stick the keys in to unlock the thing.”

“Sean,  I’ve got  to get back—”

“Shuddup and listen.” He grabbed her hair, twisting it in his fist until she cried out in pain, his knuckles rubbing  the raw burn on her neck. Using her hair as a leash, Sean pulled her into a closet—a storeroom for the kitchen, Bridey assumed from the bins and boxes and the strong smell of coffee beans.

“We already have the Chief Officer’s key,” Sean said, “because I bribed someone on the inside. Flash enough cash and they’d stab their own granny.” He gave her a little shake. “Pay attention now, Birdbrain. The key you need to get your hands on will look like this.” He pulled a key out of his pocket, about four inches long, new and shiny, its  tabs intricately cut.

“What am I supposed to do— just go up to this fella and ask if I can borrow his key?” Bridey asked.

“Don’t be stupider than you already are. You play up to him—you know how youse girls do. ‘Oh, Mister, let me feel your big muscles! Hey, fella, get a load of these bazooms!”

He gave her a scathing top-to-bottom once-over. “Fix yourself up, will ya? Put on some powder or something.” Scowling, he ran his eyes over Bridey’s gray broadcloth uniform, black stockings and sensible shoes. “Don’t you got something brighter, maybe low cut to show off your boobs?”

“It’s my uniform, Sean—she makes me wear it.”

“Well, swipe something brighter from the old lady. Red, maybe. Yeah, guys like red. You put your mind to it, you can reel in this sucker like a fish on a line. Play up to him, and while he’s distracted you fish the key—”

“You want me to act like a floozy?”

“You’ll do what it takes for the cause.” Sean’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “You got to toughen up—you’re a soldier of Eire do`Fein  now.”

“Eire do`Fein ! I’m sick to death of hearing about ‘em! All those blatherskites ever do is talk big! Far as I’m concerned, they can  all go to hell!”

It was a mistake, she realized too late, insulting the cause Sean was so passionately attached to. “Shut up shut up shut up!” he ranted, landing a slap with each word—her nose, cheek, eye—and then, temper still on the boil,  he punched her in the stomach.

“Sean—stop it!”  Bridey shrieked. “The baby! You’ll  hurt the baby!” Her heart was beating so wildly she thought it might explode

“Baby?” His gaze darted to her belly. “You got a bun in the oven?”

She nodded, using her sleeve to mop the blood drizzling from her nose, knowing she’d have a devil of a time getting the bloodstain out.

“Who put it there then?”  He demanded, fixing her with an icy stare. “You been screwing around behind my back? You think I’m too stupid to notice how that Pierre Labeau been sniffing after you? Or don’t you even know? Maybe you been letting  anyone in pants have a go—”

“How can you say that!”  croaked Bridey, “You know it’s yours. From that time —the day your cousin had her First Communion and you—”  she broke into sobs, unable to continue. Bridey had always imagined her first time as a kind of honeymoon, she and Sean in a hotel room, flowers on a table,  Sean whispering sweet words,  assuring her he’d be gentle because he didn’t want to hurt her—

But it hadn’t been like that at all. The day of his cousin Rosalie’s First Communion—it had been a dreary winter day—while his relatives were down in the kitchen having cake and ice cream, Sean had taken her up to his uncle’s garage attic, thrown her down onto a moldy couch with squeaky springs and heaved himself on top of her,  his breath sour with the whiskey he’d been swigging all afternoon.

What he’d done to her had made her cry out in pain. That had made him angry; he’d called her a whiny baby and went storming out, leaving her there alone to clean herself up,  pressing her rosary’s crucifix  against her belly, muttering Hail Marys , praying that the horrible thing he’d just done to her wouldn’t make her pregnant. That couldn’t happen on someone’s first Communion, could it—all that holiness floating around ought to provide some sort of protection, oughtn’t it?  

It hadn’t. Praying hadn’t helped either. Six weeks later Bridey had realized she was pregnant. She’d been planning to tell Sean about it on the voyage, maybe some night when they were arm in arm, watching the moon rise over the river. Not like this, not with him in such a rage he might harm the baby.

“I can’t be tied down with a kid!” Sean began pacing in the narrow, coffee-smelling space. “It’ll ruin all my plans. They need me in the movement! Big things are happening and Sean Corkoran is going to be part of them.” His lower lip thrust out. “And now you have to go and ruin everything for me, getting yourself knocked up, you dumb bitch!”

He punched the wall, and a burlap sack fell over, spilling navy beans off a shelf ; they made a pip-pip-pip noise as they bounced on the floor.

“ I d-didn’t do it on purpose, Sean,” Bridey pleaded. 

“Yeah, I bet. I got it as a fact from Cubby Reardon that a woman can make a baby take inside if she wants—so’s she can trap a guy into marrying her, ruinin’ the dumb sap’s life.’

“But we love each other, Sean! We-we’re getting married.”

His eyes narrowed. “Don’t count on it. You think I want to marry someone who won’t even do what she’s told? I need you to help with this key business, and all you do is whine about it.”

“I’m sorry, Sean, but playing up to some man, I-I-just can’t—”

“Look, it ain’t like you’re some innocent little virgin. I took care o’ that, dint I? So you just walk past the guy, waggling your sweet little fanny, then you act like you twisted your ankle or something  and he’s a gent, so he stops and helps the poor little frail girly—”

He fluttered his eyelashes and pooched his lips. “You turn on the charm,  use some of those waterworks on him. Get him alone somewheres, maybe you let him get to first base,  maybe you reach in his pants, play a little yank the handle, while he’d distracted you fish out the key—”

“I won’t!” Bridey suddenly exploded, her burst of anger surprising even herself.  “I won’t act the whore for you, Sean Corkoran—it’s crude and disgusting and I—oh, God, I wish I was dead!” She wrenched open the closet door and staggered out, feeling as though she’d aged a hundred years in the past ten minutes. 

“Come on,  Birdbrain, get back here!” Sean burst out of the closet behind her, but Bridey wheeled away from him, wanting only to be away from him, alone, like a wounded animal.  Sean didn’t want to  get married! And he didn’t want the baby! She’d known he wouldn’t be thrilled—after all, he barely had money to support himself, let alone a child, but she’d imagined that he would be at least a little glad.

Blinded by tears, not knowing where she was going,  Bridey reeled along corridors, tripped up stairways, and at last heaved open a heavy sliding door, finding herself out on an open deck. Wind cooled her burning face, whipped her hair. In front of her was a railing and beyond that was nothing but water and sky.    

Lurching to the railing, she gazed down at the sea—well, a river, really, but it looked like an ocean —a wide expanse of seething blue-gray water, glinting with a million points of light so brilliant they hurt her eyes.

What would it feel like to plunge deep, deep, into that  water? 

What was there to live for, after all? She hated her life. She hated being a servant to her bullying employer, being paid such a measly wage  she’d never be able to save up enough to get away. Marriage to Sean was to have been her escape—it was the dream that had sustained her since she’d been a girl.  

Sean was four years older than her and had chummed around with her brother Billy. She’d had a crush on Sean for as long as she could remember, spying on him secretly when he came over to play cards or sneak cigarettes with Billy. Sean being so good-looking, he had lots of girlfriends, and Bridey had  made up stories in her head about how it would be if she  were his girlfriend, not just his pal’s snot-nosed little sister.

Then came that night at her cousin Ed’s wedding. She’d been seventeen; she’d worn her hair up; her face had been pink and flushed from dancing. Sean had seen her from across the room, ditched his steady girlfriend, Lucy Horner, and asked Bridey to dance. As he’d held her in his arms, Bridey had realized that she was in love with him. In just a few years, she told herself, it would be herself and Sean, in this same hall, having their first dance as a married couple.  

But that had been five years ago, when she’d still believed all that June-moon-spoon stuff.  Now she was twenty-two—too old for silly romantic fantasties. She had to face the ugly truth: Sean didn’t want to marry her. By the time they arrived in England, the baby would be showing, and Madame would fire her, and she’d be left on her own in a strange country, not knowing anyone, with no money and no husband, not even knowing how to find a doctor. Probably no respectable doctor would treat an unmarried girl anyway. She had become a  fallen woman. A woman of loose morals.  Without a husband she’d have no way to support herself; she’d have to beg for bread on street corners—

It was all too much. Her life was nothing but pain, guilt, self-loathing. Even the glorious sunset only seemed to mock her misery. Gazing out over the water, though, it occurred to Bridey how quickly she could put an end to all her troubles. Two minutes—that was how long it took to drown, she’d once read. 

But if she committed suicide, she’d go to Hell. And the baby she carried—would that innocent little being also go to Hell? From somewhere close by, she could hear Sean yelling for her. Why was he coming after her? Not because he was worried about her; not because he loved her, Bridey now realized;  he only wanted her so he could use her for his scheme—a plan that was going to get him and his whole rat pack thrown in jail—and probably herself too.

She climbed a step higher on the railing. She couldn’t face a life without the man she loved. She couldn’t go back to her hometown, either, because her pregnancy would disgrace her family; Pop would die of shame. 

Do it now—before someone tries to stop you!

Trembling all over, her heart thudding so hard it was painful, Bridey hitched herself higher and swiveled around until she was facing out toward the river.  She couldn’t swim a stroke; she’d sink straight to the bottom. It would be fast.

“Bridey! Where are you, Birdbrain?”  Sean’s voice, close by. Too close.

I’m sorry, little one, she whispered, and tensed herself to jump.
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Chapter 5
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Snapper

––––––––
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“Hey, mister— did you find your cat?” The boy sidled up to Snapper, who was yanking life vests out of the forward storage locker—vests he knew most of the passengers would ignore anyway.  Who could blame them—the vests were bulky—quilted canvas over cork-inserts—and had to be fastened with complicated ties. Wearing one felt like having a sofa strapped to your chest.

Snapper studied the boy, a Black kid around ten years old, curiosity and mischief alight in his eyes. He wore patched pants, a jacket with frayed cuffs and a too-large cap over neatly-trimmed hair.  

“Nope,” Snapper replied. “Didn’t find it. A cat don’t want to be found, you ain’t gonna find it.”

“I seen him! I seen him run off the boat and go hide under this green building that said Ships Outfitters. I got down on my belly and reached under and tried to grab him, but I think he was too scared.”

“He’s a she, mate. Name of Tabby.  And stubborn as most females.”

“How come she ran away?”

“Donno why cats do anything, do I? Maybe she got mad at me.  Who’re you, anyway?”

“Charles Barrows. You can call me Charlie.”

“Reggie Ludsnap. But everyone calls me Snapper.” Reggie extended a hand, which the boy solemnly shook.

“Where’s your folks, Charlie—I know you ain’t here on your own.” Snapper stifled a  grin, because he’d already twigged that the kid was a stowaway.

“My folks? They’re over there, by that big  horn thing.” Charlie pointed vaguely toward a cluster of well-dressed people, all of them white as whipped cream, standing beneath a cowl vent on the forward deck.  “Uh-huh, that’s them, all right!” He waved, cupped his hands, shouted,  “Hi, Mum!”

Hi, Mum, indeed!  It was that bit of  flim-flammery that won Snapper’s  heart. One of his duties was to roust unticketed passengers exactly like this boy, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it; he’d already taken a shine to the kid. Charlie reminded him of himself at that age—poaching rides off trolleys, scrumping apples off push carts, and at twelve, stowing aboard a canal boat that’d dumped him, penniless and starving, in Leeds. “Are you the captain of this boat?” asked Charlie, obviously impressed by Snapper’s natty uniform.

Snapper chuckled. “Nah, just a steward, lower than the captain’s spittoon. And it’s called a ship, not a boat, got it? C’mon, I’ll give you the ten cent tour, turn you into an able-rated seaman.  You, young salty sea dog, are standing on the finest ocean liner currently sailing the seas, the Empress of Ireland. She runs fourteen thousand tons with a twin screw propeller powered by triple expansion engines. She’s five hundred feet long, sixty-five feet in the beam—that’s the widest part of the boat, measured port to starboard.”

Gripping Charlie’s shoulders, he swung him around. “Okay, now we’re facing the front of the  ship—only us old salts say the bow, not the front, got it? And the back of the ship is the stern. Now stick out your hands. Go on, hold ‘em out.” He tapped Charlie’s left hand. “Put your thumb and finger together until it makes a P.”

Charlie did. “It looks like the Okay sign.”

“Well, it ain’t. It’s a P. For Port.  Only landlubbers say left side. Us sailors say port.”

“Aye, sir.” Charlie’s mouth quirked in a grin.

The kid was a bit of a wise guy, Snapper noted approvingly. “Awright, now spread out the fingers on  your right hand. Wide, so they look like a star. Starboard, got it? Facing the bow, on your right, that’s starboard.”

He had Charlie repeat it a couple times. He got the lingo fast—bright kid. 

“Another thing,” Snapper said. “When you’re talking about the part of the ship near the stern, you say aft. If you’re going toward the bow, you say forward.”

“Forward and aft,” Charlie repeated. “Hey, how fast can this ship go?” 

“We run her at a speed of twenty knots. That’s about twenty-three miles an hour to lubbers. Course we can go faster once we’re out on the open ocean, but  here on the St. Lawrence we have to run her slower.”

“Because we might bump into something?”

“Damn right. We’re still two hundred miles upstream from the mouth of the river, where it pours into the Atlantic, so we ain’t far from the banks on either side. No guff, Charlie, I won’t sleep nights until we’re out of this gor-blasted river. Got a evil reputation. Treacherous, see? A fog comes down you can be real close to the shore and never know it until you run aground and find yourself in the middle of a herd of cows. And it’s always  foggy, this time of year. You got all these ice chunks in the water from the snow melting, and then the warm spring air meets the chilled river air and —wham—a fog comes out of nowhere, a fog so thick you can take bites out of it like ice cream.”

“Ahh, you’re fooling.”

“I ain’t, neither. Now look up there—” Snapper pointed toward the upper deck. ‘What do you think that part is called?”

“The top of the boat?”

“That, sailor, is the bridge. Where the captain and the officers operate the boat, where the navigational equipment is kept.”
“Can we go up and see it?”
“Do you enjoy getting a kick in the arse?”

“What? No!” Charlie stared at him.

“Yeah, well that’s what the both of us would get if we asked for a sightseeing tour up there while the brass was doing their jobs.” Snapper checked his watch. He was supposed to be on duty down in second class, checking that the passengers were in the correct cabins, hauling stray luggage down to the hold, taking a  head count so Marie knew how many would be showing up  for meals, passing out seasick pills, cleaning up the mess  seasick passengers had already spewed —instead he was playing hooky, showing off his sea lore for the kid, who was  soaking everything up like a sponge.  But what the hell—Hazlitt was probably going to fire him  anyway. Might as well have a lark before they gave him the heave-ho.  They’d reached the mid-ship boat deck now, and Charlie stopped in front of the number five boat.  “Hey— a lifeboat!”

“Nah, we use those for bathtubs.”

Charlie gave a snort of laughter. “You’re fooling.” 

“You  win, mate—that is indeed a lifeboat. Ever heard of the Titanic?”

“Sure! It crashed into an iceberg and a thousand people drowned.” 

“Weren’t the iceberg that killed those poor sods—it were the penny-pinching bastards as didn’t put enough lifeboats on that liner.” Snapper ran a hand over the gripes on the boat’s davits, checking for tautness. “Well, that ain’t going to happen on the Empress. She’s got so many boats we got ‘em stacked up on the decks like yesterday’s newspapers. Thirty boats in all and each of ‘em can hold two dozen people—that’s in addition to the collapsibles, which are sort of like rafts—wood and canvas.”

“Oh, man, this thing is hard as steel!” Charlie rapped































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JULIET ROSE L

€wppess!






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





