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‘I’m sorry, but I can’t do it, sir.’

‘Why not?’

‘I told you. My family needs me.’

‘What your family needs is good food. They can have that if you come with us. And a better cottage, too.’

Tears filled her eyes. ‘But I don’t want to leave them. I don’t. I’m sorry, sir, but I won’t change my mind about that.’

She turned to walk on, but he grasped her arm and pulled her back to stand in front of him. ‘A moment if you please. What you want isn’t the only thing that matters, Keara. I want my wife to be happy, and you keep her happier than anyone else has been able to. Your mother wants to put food on the table for your sisters every day, to see them growing sturdy and strong. Am I not right?’

She stared at him, unable to frame a word, feeling the strength in the hand that held her. She’d thought him a kind man, but now, seeing the power behind the friendliness, she shivered suddenly.


With fondest wishes and lots of happy

memories to Anne and David Drysdale

who have known me since grammar school.

(Thank goodness we don’t have to wear

that uniform ever again!)
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CHAPTER ONE

March 1859
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Keara Michaels hauled the heavy bucket up from the well and set it on the rim for a moment. Panting from the effort, she scooped up a few mouthfuls of water, then dipped a fold of her skirt into the bucket and used it to wipe her sweaty face. She had been digging last year’s potatoes out of their rapidly dwindling mound, which was heavy work for a scrawny, underfed girl of sixteen, but they were all hungry and her mother was too far gone with the baby now to dig.

Her father should be helping more, but he’d gone off to visit his cousins in the next village from where he could just as easily get to his work as stable hand at the big house. He always went away when her mother was near her time and Keara was old enough now to resent this. He’d be back once the baby was born, though, choosing the name and strutting around as if he’d carried the child in his own belly, especially if this one turned out to be the boy he was praying for.

Keara had no illusions about her father, no illusions about anything very much, but she did have a few dreams still: a full stomach, a proper cottage with paved floors, not beaten dirt, and a separate bedroom for the children to sleep in, where they wouldn’t hear their parents carrying on. She looked down at her skirt with its tears and ragged hemline and added another small dream: decent clothes to wear.

Father Cornelius said she was being greedy to dream like that and should accept her lowly station in life as the Lord’s will. But she couldn’t. And she never would! Some folk had so much while she and her family had so little. It just wasn’t fair!

She’d like to leave home and get a job, because there was no real work for her in Ballymullan, but her mother wouldn’t be able to manage without her. Besides, many people from the nearby villages had gone away to work and had never come back again. Imagine never seeing her sisters Mara and Ismay again! The mere thought of that made Keara shiver. So she got day work here and there, whatever she could – weeding in the fields, helping with the harvest, lending a hand when someone had a new baby, and lately helping with the washing and scrubbing up at the big house.

And when she did earn a few pennies she spent them quickly on food for herself and her mother and sisters, because if she didn’t her father would take them from her and spend them on booze. She made it plain whenever she accepted a job that she wasn’t going to do it unless the money was paid to her and not her father.

It was one of the many reasons he hated her.

Mara came round the corner just then, hugging the rag doll their mother had made her and smiling when she saw her sister. She was small for seven, much smaller than Keara or Ismay. Was it any wonder? She’d never eaten well in her whole life, for all Keara’s efforts to bring home more food.

Suddenly a scream rang out from the cottage and Keara jerked in shock, nearly knocking the wooden bucket back into the well. Her mother only screamed like that when she was having a baby. The rest of the time her mother was so quiet you’d hardly know she was there.


Not yet! Keara prayed. Please, God, not yet. I’ll be good. I’ll say a hundred Hail Marys, but don’t let the baby come yet. She’d wanted to clean up the cottage before her next brother or sister was born and get the wrapping cloths washed and aired on the line. ‘Go and find Ismay! Quick!’ she told Mara and when the child ran off, picked up the bucket. Heedless of how the water sloshed and splashed over her bare, muddy feet, Keara began to lug it towards the house.

Inside she found her mother doubled up on the straw mattress in the corner, hands clutching the belly that jutted out so far from her thin body, face twisted into a mask of pain.

‘Is it coming now, Mam?’ Keara dumped the bucket hastily near the door.

Her mother nodded without opening her eyes. ‘Aye, it is that. An’ just as quickly as they allus do, thank God. Fetch Mrs Raney, will you, love?’ She groaned and rolled into a tight ball.

Ismay came rushing into the cottage. ‘Is it—?’

‘Go and fetch the midwife,’ Keara said. ‘And take Mara with you. I’ll stay with Mam.’

Ismay nodded and left quickly. At eleven she was old enough to help protect their little sister from the worst a life like theirs had to offer, their father’s kicks and blows and their mother’s painful childbirths. Two babies had been born dead since Mara, poor white little things that had come early. Her father had buried them at night in a corner of the churchyard. Her mother had wept for days. There had been a brother after Keara, too, but he’d died just after his first birthday, and another sister after Ismay, but she’d only lived a few short weeks.

Her mother groaned. ‘Eh, I’ll be glad to be shut of this one. I’ve ’ad such a belly-warch for t’past few days.’

Keara had seen her rubbing her swollen stomach several times lately and muttering to herself. The pains must be really bad because her mam only spoke with such a strong Lancashire accent when she was upset. The rest of the time Betsy spoke softly, trying to imitate the way the villagers talked, doing her best to fit in as she had for all the years since Mick Michaels had brought his pregnant young wife back with him to this small Irish village. The folk of Ballymullan were kind enough to her, but she wasn’t one of them.

‘Hold on to my hand, Mam,’ Keara urged, but Betsy was beyond hearing, grunting with the pain as she started to bear down. The baby would soon be born, the girl guessed. She only hoped Mrs Raney would come quickly.

When she heard footsteps, she groaned in relief, but looked up to see only Ismay standing in the doorway.

‘Mrs Raney’s out at her daughter’s. They’ll send her when she gets back.’ She hesitated. ‘Will I stay and help?’

‘No, you’re too young.’ Keara knew her mother didn’t want the younger girls seeing her like this. She didn’t want any of them there, but there was no help for it this time. ‘Best if you take Mara away till it’s over.’

She went to stand for a minute by the door, watching her sisters trail off down the lane, with Ismay holding Mara by the hand and Mara still dangling the rag doll from the other. It was like looking at younger versions of herself. Everyone commented on how alike the three of them were, with their father’s dark, curly hair and the Michaels eyes. Oh, you could never mistake those eyes, folk said, such a bright blue and framed in long, dark lashes.

With a sigh Keara went back inside and began to get the cloths out.

Betsy looked up between pains. ‘Will Mrs Raney – be long?’

‘She’s out, Mam. They’ll send her over as soon as she gets back.’

‘Nooo! The baby’s coming now.’

The last one had come fast, as well as early, but it had been born dead. Keara had cradled its limp little blue-white body in her hands and wept over it.

She knelt by the mattress. ‘I was with you last time, Mam, so I know what to do.’

‘Eh, lass, you’re too young for all this.’

Keara forced a smile. ‘I’m all you’ve got, so.’

For the next few minutes, Betsy alternately screamed and groaned, then was delivered suddenly of the baby. She lay back panting. ‘What is it?’

‘A girl.’ Working efficiently, remembering what Mrs Raney had done last time, Keara knelt to pick up the baby and smack her sharply on the backside.

‘Is she all right? I can’t hear her crying.’

‘She’s not breathing, Mam.’

‘Smack her again.’

‘She’s – not made right, Mam.’

‘Show me.’ Betsy stared at the still little body with its over-large head, touched the face gently with one hand, then closed her eyes wearily. ‘Tie off the birth cord, then wrap the poor thing up.’

When Mrs Raney came hurrying down the lane, she praised what Keara had done and set about tidying the mother up, frowning at how weak poor Betsy still was. ‘You shouldn’t let him use you any more,’ she whispered. ‘You can’t go on like this.’

‘How can I stop him?’ Betsy asked, tears welling anew in her eyes.

‘I’d kick him where it hurts if it were me,’ Mrs Raney said bluntly. But she knew even as she spoke that Betsy Michaels would never be able to prevent her husband doing what he wanted because she was a gentle soul. As for Mick, he might be a fine figure of a man, but handsome is as handsome does, Mrs Raney always thought, and he was a selfish devil, as well as unkind and a bad provider.

She caught him on his way home later that day and told him to his face that if he didn’t leave his wife alone, he’d be raising his children without Betsy’s help.

‘What would you be knowin’ about such things?’ he sneered. ‘You’re not a doctor.’

‘I had the divvil’s job stopping the bleeding today. Have ye seen how pale she is?’

He walked on without a word and would have ignored her warning completely had a widow from Dublin not come to live in the next village the following week, a woman past childbearing who missed having a man in her bed and made it plain how attracted she was to Mick.

The next day Diarmid O’Neal, the estate manager, sent down five shillings from Mr Mullane to help with the expenses. Since he had married his new, rich wife the landowner had started this custom and the villagers blessed him for it.

‘It’s little enough,’ Theo Mullane had told Diarmid. ‘Half a guinea for a live child, five shillings for a dead one.’

‘It’s a big help for them, though your father must be turning in his grave.’ Old Mr Mullane had been tightfisted where his tenants were concerned, but had spent lavishly on himself, wasting the family fortunes so that his son had had to marry an heiress.

Theo lived in Lancashire most of the time now, because his wife Lavinia didn’t like Ireland, but he came over regularly to visit Ballymullan, occasionally bringing her with him.

No one liked the landowner’s wife who was plump and well-fed and even so always looked miserable. How you could be miserable with a full belly, a fine house and beautiful clothes, they didn’t understand.

Keara kept watch for the money, intercepting the lad bringing the five shillings then hiding it quickly before her da got back from work.

Not even a sound thrashing could persuade her to hand it over to him because she knew exactly what he’d do with it: go down to Benny Noonan’s shebeen, which was an open secret in the village, and treat his friends to as many drinks as the money would buy. Lords of Poteen, Mrs Raney called them with a sniff of disgust.

‘Give that money to your da, love,’ Betsy whispered from her bed as the beating continued.

But Keara would tell him nothing, just continued to wail loudly every time her da hit her since that usually made him stop more quickly.

‘Ye’re an ungrateful little bitch,’ he said at last, shoving her across the room. ‘That’s what happens when a man’s wife only gives him daughters.’ He ate half the potatoes Keara had cooked then went out to drown his sorrows with his friends.

Only then did Ismay bring Mara back inside. ‘Did he leave anything for us?’

‘He ate half of them, the greedy pig.’

The two sisters looked at each other in dismay, then down at the bowl of boiled potatoes. Keara carefully divided up what was left and took one plate across to her mother.

Betsy pushed it aside. ‘You have them, love. I’m not hungry.’

‘You need to eat, Mam, or you won’t get better. If you don’t eat yours, I won’t eat mine.’

When they’d finished their meagre meal, the three girls went to bed, cuddling up under the ragged blankets as Keara told them a story. After Ismay and Mara fell asleep, she lay awake for a time, hunger cramping in her stomach, wishing she could find proper work, wishing her father would look after his family better.

He didn’t come back that night. She heard her mother weeping quietly, but didn’t say anything. Her mother only wept when she thought no one else would see or hear her.

Keara only wept, or pretended to weep, when her father slapped her, because weeping didn’t get you anywhere.

Mick Michaels returned home for his breakfast, raging at them when there was nothing to eat. He slapped out at Keara as he passed her. ‘I’ll be having that money out of you tonight,’ he snapped, then slammed out of the cottage.

Only when he was safely at work did Keara go to the top end of their potato field and dig up the coins. She hurried to the village store and consulted the shopkeeper Arla Lynch about how best to use the windfall. After much serious discussion they decided on a loaf and some cheese, half of which Keara would come back for the next day, because Da was very partial to cheese and was inclined to eat the lot if he found any.

With the money that was left Keara bought some flour, because they could use it to eke out the potatoes. Since her father neglected their small field, it never produced quite enough for the family’s needs. The girl’s mouth watered at the mere thought of potato cakes made with part flour, part mashed potato, then cooked till crispy on the griddle. They’d be best eaten hot with butter, but the Michaels family didn’t see much butter. They’d had it occasionally, though, and Keara could think of nothing nicer.

‘That one has a wise head on her shoulders,’ Mrs Lynch said to the next customer.

‘She’ll be needin’ it in that family,’ the other woman said sourly. ‘Mick only gets wilder as he gets older and that poor little wife of his has never been able to manage him. Have you heard about that widow giving him the glad eye?’

‘Sure, who hasn’t? And did you see the bruises on that girl’s face and arms today?’

‘I did, I did. He’s hitting her now as well as the mother.’

They both shook their heads and made tutting noises, but Arla could not get the memory of the child’s gaunt face out of her mind. Keara was so thin she reminded Arla of her own daughter, Shealagh, who had died in the great potato famine, oh, it must be ten years ago now. Shealagh had caught the fever and simply faded away. Since that dreadful time, Arla had regularly adopted a village girl as her protégée. She and her husband didn’t have much to spare, the good Lord knew, for it was a tiny village and the shop didn’t bring in a lot of money, though they did all right with their smallholding because Brian was a hard worker, unlike some. But they could spare enough to help one child at a time in memory of Shealagh.

The priest said it was a blessed act and certainly the doing of it helped ease the maternal ache in Arla’s heart as nothing else could, for the famine years had stopped her monthly courses so that she’d never been able to have another child.

The last girl she’d been helping had left the village only the week before to take up a position in service, her body stronger for the good food Arla had given her, able to read and write properly, too. The priest taught the village children their letters in his little afternoon school, but no one did very well because they were more often needed to help out at home, so Brian always had to help their chosen girls improve their skills.

With a nod for a decision taken, Arla went to inform her husband.

‘Isn’t Keara a bit old?’

‘You’re never too old to learn.’

‘Will we go and tell her tonight, then?’ he asked indulgently.

‘I’ll have a bit of a chat with her meself the next time she comes in.’

For this child was special, Arla just knew it. There was something about Keara’s clear gaze and firm chin that said she would not allow life simply to toss her where it would.

In their large, comfortable house in Lancashire, Theo Mullane found the bedroom door locked against him when he made his way carefully upstairs after consuming a bottle of wine. Lavinia had threatened to do this if he came to her bed again, but he hadn’t believed she’d have the courage to carry out her threat. A soft blancmange of a woman Lavinia, who had brought him a good dowry but little else, not even a child. And stupid with it. He had not realised just how stupid until he’d had to live with her.

He scowled at the door. If his dear wife thought he’d trot meekly off to his own bed, or put up with her threatening him, she was far and out. He smiled grimly as he crashed his strong body against the door. It gave a little and with a laugh he continued banging against it until he had kicked it in.

In the master’s bedroom next door the valet, Dick Pearson, heard his mistress begin to scream and beg her maid not to leave her. Fat lot of good that would do the silly bitch!

‘Get out of here this minute, Mary, if you value your job!’ Theo snapped to the maid once he was inside, and gave her such a dark look she scuttled to the door with a squeak of fear.

He slammed the door after her, though it didn’t close properly now, and strode across to the bed. As he stood looking down at his wife, he wondered if this was worth it. But apart from the money, his main reason for marrying had been to get children and he would not be denied his rights.

‘You’ll not do that again,’ he told her, thumping one hand down on a small table for emphasis and precipitating an ornament off it on to the floor with a tinkle of broken china.

Lavinia shrieked, pulled the covers up to her neck and began weeping.

‘Shut up!’ he roared.

She continued to sob even more loudly and before he knew it he’d slapped her face. He stared down at her, annoyed with himself for losing control like that, but she’d drive a saint to sin, this one would, with her wailing and moaning, her utter selfishness. ‘Shut – up!’ he repeated, giving her a shake instead.

Lavinia hiccupped to a halt, staring at him in shock. ‘Theo, no!’ she pleaded, her pale blue eyes welling with tears. ‘I hate it.’

‘Lavinia, yes!’ he mocked, scowling down at her. There were no strong colours to the woman: light hair, neither brown nor blond, pale skin, marked with red now where his hand had hit her, and those small eyes that peered out from between folds of flesh as if terrified of what they saw. ‘If you ever try to deny me your bed again,’ he said slowly and distinctly, ‘I’ll have the door removed from your room permanently.’

‘You’re unkind,’ she moaned.

‘Faugh! What’s unkind about a man sharing his wife’s bed? I want sons to my name. Which means getting them on you for you’re the only wife I’ve got, heaven help me.’

‘I’m not strong enough yet. It’s only a few months since the last miscarriage.’

‘The doctor says you’ve had long enough to recover. Now, since this door is no use at present, we can either do the act here publicly or we can go into my bedroom. Your choice.’

Without a word, every inch of her plump body proclaiming her martyrdom beneath the voluminous and very ugly flannel nightgown she wore, Lavinia led the way next door to his room. There she lay like a dead fish beneath him while he completed the act that would, he prayed, give him a living child this time.

Afterwards she left his bed without a word and he heard her muttering angrily as she washed herself, then the springs of her bed creaked in protest as she climbed into it.

Theo lay awake for a long time, staring into the darkness. He’d been wrong to marry Lavinia Hardwick, but his father had pushed him into it by showing him the disastrous state of their finances. And her father had offered him a ridiculously large dowry – he now knew why – to marry his stupid daughter. So for the sake of keeping Ballymullan Manor he had acquiesced, though only on condition that the dowry be paid to him and not to his father. Which had caused further quarrels and arguments.

But a vigorous man like him needed a warmblooded woman, not a faded creature who cringed if you so much as brushed against her. And he must get an heir or what sense was there in preserving the estate? Besides, he loved children, desperately wanted some of his own. And he wanted legitimate ones, too. No good ever came from begetting bastards and he’d been careful not to plant any in his casual encounters.

In her room Lavinia lay awake for a long time, angry with her husband and wishing, as she had wished ever since the marriage, that her father had let her bring Nancy with her. Nancy had been her nurse, then her maid, and she had felt safe with her. But her father said it was time she stopped depending on that old hag and had pensioned Nancy off.

Which wasn’t fair. Nothing was fair. She wept herself to sleep, sobbing loudly till Theo came to the door and roared, ‘Shut up!’

When Keara entered the shop the following day, Arla exchanged smiles and nods with her husband. She served the girl, watched her place her meagre purchases in the frayed sacking bag, then folded her arms across her breast and asked, ‘Have you a moment? I’d like a bit of a chat with you.’

Keara nodded, surprised by this invitation.

‘Good, good. Will you come away into the back, then, and share a pot of tea with me?’ She gestured towards the rear of the shop.

Keara stopped in the doorway for a moment to take it all in, awed at this honour because very few people got invited into the Lynches’ back room. She had only caught glimpses of it before. It was set up like a little palace, with a stone-flagged floor, a real linen cloth on a table whose carved legs shone with polish, two rocking chairs upholstered in crimson and a proper rug to set your feet on, bought from a shop, with coloured patterns on it. ‘Ah, it’s a grand room, this is, Mrs Lynch, grand.’

Arla glanced round in satisfaction. ‘Well, I do like to keep things nice. Now . . .’ She explained her proposal, watching carefully to gauge Keara’s reactions (mostly open-mouthed astonishment) and ending with, ‘So – are you happy for me and Brian to help you, then?’

Keara stared at her with tears brimming in her eyes, unable to speak for a moment. She knew, the whole village knew, that the Lynches had helped Breda and Colleen and Mona, fed them and taught them things so that they could find good jobs in service. But she had never expected them to choose her as the next girl. She had to swallow hard before she could get the words out past the lump in her throat. ‘Oh, Mrs Lynch, I’d be so grateful!’

‘You’ll eat the food I give you here in the house,’ Arla went on. ‘No taking it home to share with your family. If I had enough for them as well, I’d feed them, too – sure, I’d feed the whole village if I could.’

Keara blushed. She had indeed been thinking that maybe she could slip the odd morsel out for her sisters.

‘I know ’tis hard, but we want to make sure you get the benefit.’ Arla relented a little at the disappointment on the girl’s face. ‘But I dare say there may be a scrap or two for Ismay and Mara from time to time.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Lynch.’

‘Brian will teach you the reading and the writing. I’ll teach you your manners and proper housekeeping and a bit about the world.’ For Arla had been a maid in Sligo before her marriage and knew the ways of the gentry.

Keara closed her eyes in ecstasy, then opened them to say hoarsely, ‘I’ll never let you down, Mrs Lynch, I promise. I’ll work hard, learn as much as I can.’

‘Bless you, don’t I know that already.’ Arla took off her apron and picked up her bonnet, tying it firmly beneath her chin. ‘I’ll walk home with you now, shall I, and we’ll tell your mammy together.’

But to Keara’s horror, Da was at home as well. He’d been kicked and knocked out by a new horse so they’d laid him in a cart and driven him home to recover. She could see at a glance that he was in a foul mood, and plucked at Arla’s arm to gain her attention. ‘Could you come back another time, Mrs Lynch, when Da’s not so – upset? He – he might not like your offer.’

Arla looked at her in surprise. ‘Now, why ever should he not?’

Keara hung her head, unable to explain how unreasonable her father could be and how he’d taken against her even worse since she’d kept back the birthing money. He’d been getting at her in every petty way he could since then, enjoying making her life miserable, and didn’t she have the bruises to prove it!

Arla led the way into the house, confident of her offer being accepted with a flattering degree of gratitude. She exchanged greetings then spoke her piece.

Glowering, Mick listened and before anyone else could speak, said flatly, ‘No. We thank you for the kind thought, Arla, but it’ll be better if you find someone else, someone more deserving than this one.’

Keara felt tears rise in her eyes. How could he do this to her? And why? Surely he’d benefit as well when she was able to get work as a proper maid at the big house and earn a steady wage?

Betsy laid one hand on her husband’s arm, only to have it tossed off again. ‘Mick, don’t do this!’ she pleaded.

He jumped to his feet, wincing as his head thumped with pain. ‘I said no!’ he roared. ‘Am I the master in my own house or am I not?’

His face was so congested with fury that Arla took an involuntary step backwards, then another.

Keara rushed outside, sobbing loudly. Arla followed, finding no sign of the girl. She walked slowly home, baffled by Mick’s reaction.

Inside the cottage he stood and smiled like a big contented cat which had just eaten a bird.

‘Why in God’s name did you do that?’ Betsy asked.

‘Because as long as she lives under my roof, that daughter of yours needs to learn to obey me. I will be master in my own house!’

Unable to bear the sight of him a minute longer, her eyes blinded with tears, she headed towards the door, ignoring his roar of, ‘Come back here this minute, woman!’

Mick was left to enjoy his victory on his own, the bandage not yet pinned in place around his head and already unravelling. ‘I’ll show them who’s master!’ he muttered, then sat down suddenly as the room spun.

When he felt a bit better he went round to the lean-to at the back, got out his bottle of poteen and took it inside. Taking a big swig, he sighed in relief. Nothing like a drink to help a man through hard times.

‘That learned her, the bitch!’ Smiling, he gulped down another mouthful of the fiery spirit.

A little later, when Ismay poked her head round the door, he roared at her to get away out of here.

After he’d emptied the bottle, he fell asleep at the table, his head on his arms.


CHAPTER TWO
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Betsy stumbled along blindly until she reached the tiny church, then stopped to catch her breath in the porch. This was the only place she could think of to come, the only place she found any peace and privacy these days. She went inside, crossed herself automatically and sank down in a rear pew.

What was she to do? She couldn’t bear the thought of Keara missing out on this opportunity. It might be the only chance her daughter ever had to better herself.

She tried to pray for guidance, but couldn’t think of a single word after Please God, please, so in the end bowed her head and simply let the tears flow and her heart speak for her. She wished, as she often did, that she had never met Mick Michaels. She had been a maid in the Hardwick household in Lancashire when Mick had come over to work in the stables. He had been sent by old Mr Mullane because his friend Chas Hardwick wanted a groom who was good with horses and Mick was keen to see something of the world.

She’d been pretty in those days and had let Mick sweep her off her feet. The worst mistake of his life, that, he said openly whenever he was drunk. That was what had driven him to drink.

Well, it was the worst mistake of her life, too, one for which she’d paid dearly ever since. Mr Hardwick had insisted Mick marry their pregnant maidservant and then sent the couple back to the Irish estate, saying he wasn’t having a philanderer and a whore working in his household. Harsh words. They’d only been two lonely young people seeking companionship and imagining themselves in love – or at least she had imagined herself in love. All Mick had wanted was her body.

‘What’s wrong?’ a voice asked behind her.

She jumped in shock and jerked round, terrified Mick had come after her. It was Father Cornelius, which was almost as bad. He wasn’t like the kindly priest she’d known as a girl in Lancashire. All this man ever did was tell her to obey her husband while at the same time scolding her for not persuading that same husband to come to church more often.

‘Tell me what’s wrong, Betsy Michaels,’ he ordered.

She forgot her nervousness of him in her anguish for her daughter. ‘It’s Mick. He’s ruining our Keara’s life out of sheer spite.’ When she had finished her tale she let out a long, shuddering sigh and waited for the priest to tell her to accept her husband’s wishes in this matter as in all others. But he surprised her for once.

‘Let me talk to the Lynches about this, then I’ll speak to your husband. ’Tis a fine chance for the girl and wrong he is to deny it to her.’

‘Thank you, Father, but it won’t make any difference. Once he’s set on something, Mick never changes his mind.’

‘We’ll see about that. Now let us pray together for the Lord’s help and then you go home and leave it to me.’

Afterwards he escorted her to the church door and stood watching her walk slowly down the muddy street, noting the weariness in every line of her body. Like many of the women round here Mrs Michaels looked years older than her age, so thin a whisper of wind would have blown her away and with dark rings round her eyes that spoke of constant ill health. Light rain was falling and mud was splashing the bottom of her skirt and the backs of her bare legs as she walked, but she didn’t seem to notice it. Unlike the other poorer villagers she never went barefoot, but her shoes were as worn as her clothes, slopping about on her feet and tied with frayed twine.

The following morning the Michaels children got nothing to eat because Mick found the hunk of bread Betsy had set aside for them and ate it all, claiming the need to build up his strength after his accident. He then staggered out grudgingly to dig out some potatoes from the clamp and when he got back from this arduous mission, flung himself down at the table and scowled at his family.

‘Can’t even give a man a live son, can you?’ he flung at Betsy.

She bowed her head and said nothing, knowing it did no good to argue with him.

Balked, he turned to scowl at Ismay and Mara, who were watching him nervously from the corner. ‘Get out of here, you two! Doesn’t a sick man need a little peace?’

Keara was washing the blood-stained cloths her mother was using and she waited for him to fling some insult at her, but luckily Diarmid popped in just then.

‘How are you feeling, lad?’

‘Badly,’ Mick said at once.

Diarmid looked at the other man’s swollen face with its massive bruise. ‘You’d better stay home for another day, then.’

‘But we need the money,’ Mick whined.

‘There’ll be no money docked from your wages. I saw what happened and you were only doing your job.’

Mick gave a little snigger after the land agent had left. ‘Makes a nice change to get paid for doing nothing. That O’Neal is a slave driver, so he is.’

A little later Father Cornelius turned up.

Mick greeted him with a scowl and, ‘What do you want?’

‘To speak to you, my son.’

‘Well, I don’t want to speak to you and I’m no son of yours.’

Betsy gasped in horror at his rudeness.

Father Cornelius ignored it. ‘I hear you’ve been refusing to let your daughter learn from Arla.’

Mick glared at Betsy. ‘Who told you that?’

‘The whole village knows.’ But although Father Cornelius spoke eloquently, he got only abuse from Mick and in the end went away, tight-lipped and wondering whether to write to the landowner to complain about the fellow. It was a terrible thing to see a man letting his family go without food because of the drink.

Seeing the two younger girls down the lane, he stopped to talk to them. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Yes, Father.’

He could never bear to see little children with that pinched look on their faces. ‘If you come back with me I’ll maybe find you a piece of bread.’

Beaming and nudging one another, they followed him to the comfortable little house next to the church.

By afternoon Mick was complaining bitterly that there was nothing to eat in the house.

‘Give me the money and I’ll go and buy you some food.’ For Betsy this was outright defiance, since they both knew he’d spent his last few coins on poteen two nights ago, hence his hangover and carelessness yesterday morning with the horse.

‘Ah, go and ask Arla Lynch to give us credit,’ he growled. ‘Tell her I’ll pay her back when I get me wages on Saturday.’

‘You offended her yesterday. She’ll just laugh in my face.’

‘I said, go and ask her!’ he roared, giving Betsy a shove that sent her crashing into the door frame, then raising his fist to his eldest daughter when she gave him a black look and ran across to stand between her mother and him. She didn’t even attempt to hide her scorn as she helped her mother outside.

‘Keara, will you come with me into the village? I need the lean of an arm.’

‘Of course I will, Mam. But why don’t you stay here and let me go instead?’

‘Because he’ll say you didn’t ask her properly and hit you.’

But he was just as likely to hit her mother these days, Keara thought. He was getting worse. Why did God have to give them a father like that?

Betsy walked along slowly, leaning heavily on her daughter. She’d felt exhausted even before she started, not having really recovered from the birth yet. As they entered the shop she felt so dizzy she sagged against the counter.

Arla stared at her, then held up one finger to signify they should wait a moment and vanished into the back room, returning a couple of minutes later carrying two pieces of bread and butter. With a peremptory, ‘Eat that now!’ she held them out. As she saw the calculation in Betsy’s eyes, she added sharply, ‘I’ll see you eat them here, though. You’re not taking anything home to him.’

‘But the girls—’

‘Will be all the better for having a mother who’s not near fainting from starvation. When did ye last eat, Betsy Michaels? Tell me that now.’

Tears of shame and weakness began to run down Betsy’s cheeks.

Keara looked at the piece of bread, her mouth watering, stretched out one hand then pulled it back, glancing at her mother for permission.

Arla had missed nothing of this. ‘Ah, eat the bread, will ye now, then send the little ones along to me and I’ll give them a piece as well. Just this once, mind! I’m not made of money.’

‘But Mick will still be hungry and when he’s like that, he . . .’ Betsy flushed. It was one thing for everyone to know he thumped her and the children, quite another for her to admit it publicly.

‘I’m giving that one nothing, which is exactly what he deserves.’ Arla folded her arms and set her lips just so.

Few cared to argue with her in this mood, even her husband. Betsy hesitated for a few seconds longer then picked up the bread and took a small bite, closing her eyes in sheer ecstasy as she chewed it, for it was newly baked. She turned to Keara. ‘Eat your butty slowly, love. It’ll fill you up better.’

When they returned home, Mick looked at his wife. ‘Well?’

‘Arla says she doesn’t give credit, and told me to tell you that after the way you spoke to her, she’s giving nothing to you.’

He thumped her for that, sending her crashing awkwardly to the floor. Mara, who had just come back, began to sob and he yelled at Betsy to quieten that damned brat before storming out.

She lay on the floor for a moment, eyes closed, then pulled herself to her feet, rubbing her cheek. ‘Has he gone now?’

Keara, who had dodged out of her father’s way to avoid a kick as he passed, watched him make his way across the fields and let out a sigh of relief. ‘He’s heading for the big house. Will I tell Ismay and Mara to go down to Mrs Lynch’s now for their piece?’

‘Go with them and see that they’re all right. I’ll have a bit of a sleep, I think.’ Betsy saw how the girl’s shoulders were drooping, knew how unhappy she was about losing such a good opportunity and tried to pull herself together. ‘Oh, and Keara, love!’

She turned to look back at her mother.

‘Bring us back a pennyworth of sunshine as well. I’m that sick of all this rain.’

It was an old saying of Betsy’s and when she heard it, Keara knew her mother must be getting better at last. ‘Only a pennyworth?’

‘That’ll do for starters.’

‘What’ll I carry it in?’ This was part of their little joke.

‘Cup your hands together and let it fill them. And don’t spill any on the way back.’

‘All right, Mam.’

Her mother had been saying that for as long as Keara could remember. She loved her dearly, but she’d grown to hate their father. He didn’t care about anyone but himself and she could never understand what her mother had ever seen in him.

She wished she really could bring back some warm sunshine. The dampness often made her mother cough and wheeze, and they couldn’t afford to warm even their one room properly.

The estate manager blinked in shock as his cousin Arla erupted into his office.

‘I need your help, Diarmid O’Neal, and I’ll not be taking no for an answer.’

He listened in growing irritation to her tale. Mick Michaels was never quite sober these days, though Diarmid had not managed to catch him actually drinking on duty. The trouble was, the man had a way with horses that made him a valuable employee, drunk or sober. If he’d been able to keep his trousers buttoned, Mick could have made something of himself, but he’d come back from England sullen and bitter, and now saved all his affection for the horses and the poteen.

‘Mr Mullane is coming to stay in a couple of days’ time,’ Diarmid said abruptly. ‘I’ll discuss it with him, but I’m not promising anything.’ He could simply order Mick to let the girl go to Arla, but if he did that, Mick would take it out on Keara. Not that the girl had much of a life at the best of times. No, best to leave the matter to Theo. He was one of the few people of whom Mick was afraid.

If Theo Mullane decided something was to happen on the estate, then it happened. Diarmid considered him a friend, but even he wouldn’t say no if his employer got a certain look in his eye.

When the priest also came to discuss the matter, huddling like a black crow under his big umbrella, Diarmid gave him the same answer.

‘You’re sure Mr Mullane will intervene?’ Father Cornelius asked.

‘Yes, Father. Certain.’ Well, he was pretty certain. You could never quite tell with Theo, who was kind at heart but much tried by his foolish wife and then inclined to snap.

In Lancashire the day was stormy and rain was beating against the window panes. At Eastwood House Theo scowled out of the window as he waited for Dick to finish packing his clothes. Dick combined the roles of valet, groom and almost-friend, for the two of them had been lads together at Ballymullan. ‘Finished, Dick? Right then, find out if your mistress is ready. I’m going down to collect my letters. The second post should be here by now.’

Dick grimaced. Increasingly his employers were communicating through their personal servants and that didn’t make for a comfortable life for him and Mary. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Ah, call me Theo. You always did till I got married.’

‘Mrs Mullane doesn’t like it, sir.’

‘To hell with Mrs Mullane!’

‘I’d better not, sir.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘Well, not when she’s around, anyway.’

As Theo returned with a fistful of letters, which he was sorting as he walked, Dick cleared his throat. ‘Mary’s packed the valises, as you instructed, but the mistress is still in bed. I gather she’s – um – rather upset.’

Theo sighed. That translated as still weeping and protesting she was too ill to travel. ‘Then it’s time I paid her a visit.’ He banged open the connecting door without knocking, then stood there, hands on hips, watching his wife sob piteously into her pillow – or it would have been piteously had Lavinia not spoiled the effect by peeping sideways to gauge the effect on him.

‘You’ll find it cold travelling in your nightdress,’ he said in a conversational tone.

She stopped sobbing for long enough to ask, ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Exactly what I said. We’re catching the next train and if you’re not dressed when it’s time to leave for the station, then you’ll have to go as you are.’

The tearfulness changed into anger. ‘You wouldn’t dare!’

‘Oh, wouldn’t I?’ He folded his arms and studied her dispassionately. She was plump and pale because she never did any exercise and refused to lift a finger unless she absolutely had to. And she was absolutely the most stupid woman he’d ever met. For the hundredth time he wondered why he had not realised that when he was courting her.

He knew the answer, really. He hadn’t paid much attention to her because he hadn’t been attracted to her so much as her money, it being the only way to save his acres. And her family had not allowed him to be alone with her but had surrounded them with people, providing activities and entertainments that suited her and showed her to her best advantage. Or rather, her father had done all that. Her mother had always been ailing and had died just after their marriage. Yes, Mr Hardwick had played his cards very cleverly and Theo had been fooled.

But two years later his father-in-law had been killed in a carriage accident and Lavinia had inherited everything – or rather, her husband had. And there hadn’t been nearly as much money as he’d expected, not to mention a surprising number of debts due to Mr Hardwick’s mismanagement. Theo sometimes thought he’d have done better to sell his estate and use the money to go out to the colonies, where people said you could make a fortune. But he couldn’t imagine Lavinia living that sort of life.

He shook those thoughts aside. What was the use of dwelling on what might have been? She was his wife now and he must make the best of that. Pulling his pocket watch out, he checked it and reiterated, ‘We’ll be leaving this house in exactly half an hour, whether you’re dressed or not. And don’t wear one of those damned crinolines for travelling, either, or I’ll pull it off you. I never saw such a stupid fashion.’

Lavinia watched him go, her expression sullen. She hated him. And she hated the Irish house, too. It was a tumbledown sort of place and the servants there spoke to you too familiarly, as if they considered themselves as good as you.

Mary seized her opportunity. ‘I think we’d better get you dressed, ma’am. You know what the master’s like when he decides on something and he looked very determined to me.’

Lavinia heaved herself upright. ‘Oh, very well! Find me some clothes – it doesn’t matter what because I’ll not survive the journey. And pack some cherry bonbons to give me strength.’

Suppressing a sigh of relief, Mary hurried to carry out her orders.

Lavinia lay for a moment or two longer, but could think of no way of avoiding the trip. Half an hour later she allowed her maid to help her slowly down the stairs.

The front door was open and Theo was standing in the hall, foot tapping in impatience. ‘Hurry up, woman! Trains don’t wait for anyone.’

Lavinia moved even more slowly, but as she reached the foot of the stairs, he grasped her arm and tugged her forward. Ignoring her squeal of shock and attempt to pull away from him, he force-marched her outside and stuffed her into the carriage with scant regard for her dignity.

At the railway station Theo put his arm under her elbow and made sure she walked quickly towards the train. ‘You can ride with Dick today, Mary,’ he called over his shoulder as they found their compartment.

‘I need her help for the journey,’ Lavinia said. ‘She always rides with us.’

‘Well, today she isn’t going to. You can sit in a compartment without her help. Move along now, Mary!’ He looked at the maid, who bobbed a quick curtsey, handed her mistress a basket and scurried along the platform to join Dick.

Once the train had set off Lavinia picked up the small picnic basket, but Theo took it from her before she could open it. He pulled out the dish of cherry bonbons, a new novel with its pages still uncut, a piece of cake wrapped in a fine linen napkin, and some biscuits wrapped in another napkin, setting them in a row on the seat beside him then studying her dispassionately. ‘You’re getting fatter by the day and these don’t help.’ Without another word he opened the window and tossed out the food, napkins and all, before giving her back the basket, which now contained only the book and an empty silver dish.

Apart from one shriek of outrage, followed by a few half-hearted sobs, she didn’t say another word until they reached Liverpool, but the looks she threw in his direction were resentful.

When they were shown to their adjoining cabins on the ferry, she slammed her door shut on him and quickly shot the bolt inside.

He waited outside until the maid arrived and was let into her mistress’s cabin, then followed. ‘There are to be no sweetmeats, cakes or biscuits for your mistress from now on, Mary, except at meal times, and if I catch you disobeying me, you’ll be dismissed on the spot. Is that understood?’

She goggled at him, but managed a quick curtsey and a ‘Yes, sir’. As the door banged shut behind him she turned to her mistress, who was looking mutinous. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but I daren’t disobey him. For my life I daren’t.’ She was well paid for the onerous task of looking after Mrs Mullane, who was not the easiest of mistresses, and didn’t want to lose the job.

Lavinia gave way to a full-scale fit of hysterics and nothing Mary did would soothe her.

When this had gone on for a minute or two, Theo erupted into the cabin and shook his wife hard. ‘If you don’t stop that caterwauling, I’ll gag you. Don’t you care that people can hear you?’

‘Why are you so cruel to me?’ she sobbed, but more quietly now.

‘Because I want a son. Or a daughter. When I have one, I’ll be delighted to leave you completely alone. Now, are you going to settle down quietly or must I do something about it?’

She nodded.

When he had left she stared at the door, a vicious expression on her face. If I ever bore his son, I’d strangle it at birth, she decided. One of him is too much for this world. She had never been so deceived in anyone. She’d thought Theo very handsome when her father proposed him as a husband. He was of just over medium height, good-looking in a careless sort of way, with a strong body and the sort of fresh complexion you get from spending a lot of time outdoors. She’d always preferred dark hair in a man and he had grey-green eyes that could laugh at the world when he was in a good mood.

But appearance aside, he’d been a great disappointment to her. He hob-nobbed with the servants and seemed to care for only two things in the whole world: breeding horses and getting her with child, neither of which interested her. And no one had warned her about what went on in bed or she’d never have agreed to marry him or any man. Without other people to keep the conversation going, they tended to sit silently when they spent an evening alone together. She preferred her female friends with whom she did not have to be continually thinking of things to say. They were always full of the latest gossip and quite content for her just to sit and listen to them.

And this insistence of Theo’s on having children . . . as if she wanted any! Children were noisy, dirty creatures and she’d never liked them, even when she’d been a child herself, because they’d teased her and mocked her, calling her stupid. If she hadn’t had her nurse Nancy, she’d have been very unhappy as a child.

Mary said nothing, just sat in the corner and waited. It looked like they were in for a rough crossing and soon her mistress would be too ill to trouble anyone. Indeed, Mary was feeling a little queasy herself, but did not have the luxury of giving way to it. Lavinia Mullane still expected to be waited on hand and foot, whatever the crossing was like, and never thought about the difficulties of walking along a heaving deck to empty buckets of slops or bowls of vomit, just insisted on getting rid of such smelly things at once.

Diarmid did not inform Theo Mullane about Mick Michaels’ spiteful behaviour towards his daughter until they’d finished discussing the main business of the estate and were sitting sharing a bottle of claret in the little room where the guns were kept.

‘Do I need more problems?’ Theo asked with a sigh. ‘And why should this one matter to me anyway?’

‘It was Arla Lynch who found you your present kitchen maid and trained her up. If it weren’t for Arla, we’d have trouble getting decent help. Unless they’re born round here, girls don’t like to work in such a lonely place, so far away from the nearest town. Besides, it’s a fine thing Arla’s doing for the girls of the village.’

Diarmid left it at that, staring into his glass and praying that this cause would catch his companion’s fancy. When Theo said nothing, he added, ‘Ah, go on! Keara’s a fine lass and deserves better of life. She’s quick-witted, too. Takes after her father not her mother there, though she’d not thank you for saying that. He’s a selfish, spiteful bugger, Mick is. Only good for looking after horses and crooking his elbow. It’d be a shame to let him hold her back. She won’t get any other chance to make something of herself.’

Theo shrugged. Diarmid was another man with whom he’d played as a lad. He felt comfortable with him as he never did with the land agent at Eastwood House, who couldn’t relax in his company and consequently was a great bore. ‘Oh, very well! I’ll play the bloody philanthropist for you. What exactly do you want me to do? Order Mick to let Arla teach the girl?’

The steward gave him a rueful glance. ‘No. If we order him to do it, he’ll take it out on her. He already beats his wife and thumps the children – as well as drinking most of what he earns so that they often go hungry. When the girl goes for a maid, her wages could make a big difference to her mother and sisters. The difference between life and death, maybe.’

Theo let out a little growl of anger. Here was he, unable to father a child, and there was one of his employees starving the children he had got so casually.

Diarmid took another sip as he thought it over. ‘Could you perhaps – I don’t know – be a bit cunning about how you tell him?’

Theo rolled his eyes and poured himself another glass of wine. As he sat there sipping it, a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. ‘Is the fellow back at work now?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let’s stroll down to the stables, then.’

They found Mick mucking out a stall and talking in a low voice to the horse which was tied up outside. When his employer paused nearby, he stopped work to bob his head in respect and eye them warily.

Diarmid spoke first. ‘How’s that head of yours today, Mick me boy?’

He shrugged. ‘Still a bit sore, sir.’

‘And how’s your family?’ Theo asked. ‘I was sorry to hear that you and your wife lost the new baby. Here, have a drink to cheer yourself up.’

He tossed sixpence to Mick, who caught it with the ease of long practice, his face brightening.

‘And I believe you’re to be congratulated on your oldest daughter as well,’ Theo went on, patting the neck of the horse.

Mick didn’t answer, but stood frowning as he tried to work out what exactly his master meant by this.

‘She’s a chip off the old block, they tell me. Looks like you and smart with it.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Mick’s tone was unenthusiastic. ‘But I’d rather have had a son. Three of them I’ve got now, girls, and the new one would have been a female, too.’

Theo breathed deeply. He’d settle for a girl any day. But he controlled his irritation and said gently, ‘It’ll be a big help when you’re getting older, won’t it, having a daughter in service? Keara will be able to help you and your wife out when you’re past working, keep you out of the poorhouse.’

‘She will?’ Mick struggled to get his aching head round this idea.

‘Yes. Housemaids who don’t marry go on earning wages until they’re old themselves, then we pension them off. They usually send most of their wages home to their families. Yes, it’ll be a big help for you, having a daughter go out as a maid. And when she starts work, it’ll be you who’ll get her wages.’

Mick’s mouth dropped open.

Theo wondered why Diarmid considered the man quick-witted. He seemed particularly stupid today.

‘I daresay you weren’t thinking straight when Arla came to see you yesterday, because of your head,’ Diarmid put in. ‘That was a nasty blow you got.’

Mick seized on this excuse. ‘You’re right there. Sure and wasn’t me poor head thumping like a drum. Still is.’

‘You’d better nip down to see Arla Lynch tonight, then, and make your peace with her,’ Theo said, satisfied the man had taken the bait. ‘Diarmid will let you go half an hour early to do it, won’t you? Right, then, if you’ve finished here, bring that new chestnut out, Mick, and let’s see how he moves. He sounds to be a bit lively.’

‘But he’s a fine stepper and we’ll soon train him into better manners,’ Mick said fondly. He wasn’t sure he liked the idea of backing down about Keara, but Mr Mullane was right. He definitely hadn’t considered the benefits to himself.

Arla looked up as Mick entered her shop. ‘I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

‘Ah, Arla, I’ve come to apologise, so I have. I’d just got kicked on the head the day you came to see us and I wasn’t after thinking clearly.’ He pressed one hand to his chest and hung his head. ‘I hope you’ll forgive me if I sounded ungrateful.’ He peeped at her from under his long lashes. ‘Ah, go on! You’ll still take on my girl, won’t you?’

She breathed deeply, but her mind was set on having Keara as her next protégée so she nodded. ‘I will, then. But you’ve to stop taking your bad temper out on her. If I see any bruises on that girl, I’ll be complaining to my cousin Diarmid.’

‘Why should I be hitting her? Won’t she be the support of my old age if she goes for a maid, as Mr Mullane himself has just been pointing out to me?’

Arla watched him go, open-mouthed. Mr Theo had taken a hand in this? Then she smiled, guessing she owed this intervention to Diarmid. Three girls she’d helped now, and they’d all got work at the big house first, though Breda and Colleen had moved on now to better places in Sligo and Belfast. Well, that was as it should be. She did her part getting them started, then it was up to them what they made of their chance. If her own daughter had lived, she would have set her on the same path, for there was nothing for these girls in the village.

It suddenly occurred to her that Keara had two sisters and Ismay at least was a bright little thing. Too soon to tell with Mara, who clung to her sisters and said little. She smiled in satisfaction. Plenty of good to be done yet.

Then she realised she was standing there staring down the street like a fool at a fair, tutted and hurried inside. What was she doing out here when she had a shop to run, a goat to feed, and a garden to tend? Not to mention a new shirt to make for her Brian.


CHAPTER THREE
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Mark Gibson arrived in London one grey, rainy morning in March and made his way to the office of the shipping line whose advertisements he’d seen in the newspaper several times.

‘You’ve fallen lucky today, young fellow,’ the agent told him. ‘Very lucky. There’s still room on the ship which is sailing for Australia in three days’ time – well, it’ll sail if the wind is in the right direction, otherwise you’ll all sit out there on the water and wait.’ He smiled at his own pleasantry then studied Mark’s face with a frown. ‘Have you been in a fight?’

Mark nodded. No use denying that with his face so bruised and his cracked rib still hurting if he moved unwisely.

‘I hope you’re not fond of fighting. They don’t allow that sort of behaviour on board ship.’

‘I was attacked one night coming home from work. If I’d had more experience of fighting, they might not have made such a mess of me.’ He’d learned enough as a child to keep bullies at bay, but there was no way one man could hold his own against three hefty Burns brothers all wanting to punish him for getting their sister in trouble.

The agent stared at him thoughtfully, then nodded. ‘Well, as long as you understand.’ He turned back to the piece of paper on which he was noting details. ‘Single, you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m surprised a strapping young fellow like you isn’t married.’ Another assessing stare. ‘There are some fellows who go out to Australia to escape from their wives, you know.’

Mark stiffened. ‘Well, I’m not one of them. I’ve never been married and I shan’t be until I’m in a position to support a family.’ Which wasn’t quite true. He had been in such a position for a while, but had never found a woman who’d tempted him into the big step of marriage.

‘Well, if a good-looking young fellow like you has managed to avoid parson’s mousetrap till you’re twenty-five, you’ve not done badly. The ladies can be very determined and most young fellows have been well and truly caught by that age. I know I was.’ He sighed and stared into the distance for a minute, then signed the piece of paper. ‘You’ll have to pass a medical, but you look fit enough to me, apart from the bruises. That’ll be twenty pounds, please.’

Having paid his fare, Mark was directed to take the paper to the doctor’s office and get it signed, but was allowed to leave his luggage with the agent.

After a cursory examination, the doctor said the bruises would soon fade and the rib would mend in a few days, then pronounced him fit to travel. He signed the piece of paper and shoved it across the desk to Mark. ‘You’ll need to take this back to the agent. Have you got anywhere to stay?’

‘No. I thought I’d find lodgings for a night or two.’

‘We prefer you to stay in the emigrants’ depot with the other steerage passengers until it’s time to board. It’s free. Here. This’ll get you in.’ The doctor gave him a signed chit.

By the time Mark had finished with the doctor it was four o’clock in the afternoon. Very weary now because he hadn’t slept much the night before, and ravenously hungry because he hadn’t felt like eating either, he trudged back to hand the paper to the agent, who then directed him to a barn-like building on the corner of a street near the docks. ‘They’ll be serving the evening meal in an hour or two.’ He slapped yet another piece of paper into Mark’s hand. ‘This is a list of what you’ll need for the voyage. Better check you’ve got it all.’

At the depot the warden studied the pass then let Mark in, rattling off a list of rules as he showed him to a vacant bunk. ‘You can put your bags underneath for now, but you’ll have to have the luggage for the hold ready to be taken on board by tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock sharp. Most of the other steerage passengers’ things went yesterday.’

Mark stood by the bunk looking round. He felt so numb with tiredness that it was a minute or two before the details began to sink in. Two-tier bunks made of rough, unvarnished wood were crammed all round the walls, with barely room to stand between each pair. The only other furniture was a row of wooden tables and benches in the middle of the room. Everywhere he looked there were people: children playing, women chatting in low voices with their heads close together and men standing talking earnestly in groups. A few individuals were lying on their bunks, backs turned to the room or faces covered by an arm.

With a sigh Mark sat down on the lower bunk he had been allotted. As he was wondering what to do with himself, a family group came over to introduce themselves and said they were occupying the bunks nearest to his, so he had to stand up again.

The father, who was a short man with a stern, unsmiling face and sparse grey hair, offered his hand. ‘I’m Alex Jenner and this is my wife Nan – my daughter Patience – my son Harry.’ The son was taller than his father and looked to be about sixteen. He gave Mark a quick smile, bobbing his head in greeting but saying nothing. Both son and daughter had fine blond hair and were slender in build.

‘I’m Mark Gibson.’

‘And you’re from the North like us by the sound of your voice. Whereabouts?’

‘Bilsden.’ It was out before he could stop himself.

‘I’ve never been there. We’re from Todmorden. Sailing to join my brother and his family in Melbourne, if the Lord preserves us against the perils of the deep.’ Mr Jenner heaved a heavy sigh as if he doubted that.

As the bell rang just then for the evening meal, Mark could do no other than sit with the Jenners, though he hadn’t taken to the father at all. The man seemed puffed up with his own importance and none of his family so much as dared to interrupt him speaking, let alone disagree with his pronouncements. It was in great contrast to Mark’s own family where lively discussions were held every time they gathered, with people interrupting one another and laughing together over the foolishnesses of everyday life. Conversation with Mr Jenner was solemn and he filled it with Biblical quotations and pronouncements based on them, which usually put an end to that topic.

It was Mrs Jenner who asked as they waited for their evening meal which ship’s kit Mark had bought.

He stared at her blankly. ‘Ship’s kit?’

Mr Jenner took over again. ‘Eh, haven’t you got one yet, lad? Didn’t they give you a list of what you’d need?’

‘Oh. Yes.’ Mark pulled a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket. He hadn’t even looked at it.

His companion took it from him, smoothing it out carefully and tapping it with his forefinger. ‘There, see! You have to provide your own bedding, toilet articles and table utensils. They sell them in kits to make it easy.’ He hesitated then asked, ‘You have some money for that?’

Mark nodded, but couldn’t seem to concentrate.

When a bell rang, Mr Jenner excused himself. ‘I have to collect the food for this section of the table.’

Mrs Jenner said in her slow, comfortable voice, ‘You look exhausted, Mr Gibson. Why don’t you let my husband take you to the ship’s chandler’s tomorrow morning? You’ll probably want to buy some extra food for the voyage as well. I know you young men have hearty appetites.’

‘I thought food was provided.’

She laughed comfortably and her daughter smiled in sympathy. The minute the father had left, the rest of the family had relaxed visibly. Mrs Jenner shook her head and pursed her lips. ‘They give you what they call a basic weekly allowance of food: salt, meat, flour, oatmeal, suet, rice, raisins and that sort of thing. I don’t call it enough.’

‘Don’t forget the lime juice, Mum,’ Patience said. ‘They give you lime juice to stop you getting scurvy, Mr Gibson. We’ve got extra nuts, apples, dried fruit, cheese in wax and lots of pickles. My uncle said in his letter that you get a craving for pickles when you’re on a long voyage.’

Mr Jenner returned and the two women fell silent again as he placed the dishes on the table. Before people could start their meal, Mr Jenner stood up and began to say grace in a loud voice. Most people set their knives and forks down and bowed their heads, but a few ignored him and began eating.

The man seemed to go on praying for a long time, Mark thought, when a simple grace would surely have been more appropriate, given the number of children present. ‘I hadn’t realised I’d need a ship’s kit,’ he admitted when Mr Jenner finally stopped praying. ‘In fact, I think I need a few other things as well. I had to – um – leave in a hurry,’ he saw their eyes on him and added hastily, ‘due to sad family circumstances.’ To his relief they did not pursue the matter.

He served the daughter, then the mother, though Mr Jenner had only served himself and made no effort to help his womenfolk with the heavy dishes.

After a few mouthfuls, the man said, ‘I’ll take you to the chandler’s after breakfast. I’ll be glad of a chance to stretch my legs and you’ll not know where to go.’

‘Um – thank you.’ Mark didn’t enjoy his company but if he had to have his luggage ready by two o’clock in the afternoon, he needed to get things done quickly.

The meal seemed interminable to Mark, whose head was still aching, and he was glad when he was able to leave the table and return to his bunk. It seemed strange to be sleeping in such crowded and public conditions, so he didn’t remove his outer clothing until he was under the covers.

The lamps in the depot were extinguished at nine o’clock and just beforehand the warden came out of his office to call, ‘Five minutes, please.’

Alex Jenner got down on his knees, followed by his family, and began to pray loudly. The son looked embarrassed and once or twice squinted round, but the women followed the father’s example and kept their eyes closed.

A man came over to pull himself up into the top bunk while this was going on, nodding at Mark and jerking his head in the direction of the Jenners. ‘Noisy bugger, isn’t he? I keep my distance from fellows like that and you’d be wise to do the same.’

Mark nodded. He was already regretting accepting Mr Jenner’s offer to help him choose a ship’s kit, but it was too late to do anything about that now. He pulled the coarse grey blanket up higher and tried to settle into sleep. One wall lamp was still burning on a low light near the door, which left the room in near darkness, but it was a long time before quietness reigned in the crowded space. He sighed and wriggled round in a vain attempt to get comfortable on the hard, narrow bed.

As he lay there he felt very alone, more on his own than ever before in his whole life. He had run away and left his family – eight brothers and sisters and their children. Even to think of them made a lump come in his throat and his eyes well with tears. What did they think of him for running away from his responsibilities like that? Well, he knew what his father thought. John Gibson had said it very plainly: ‘You’re no son of mine.’ And his father’s condemnation hurt more than anything else.

Mark turned his back to the lighter side of the room and let the tears flow unchecked in the darkness. He had thought about Australia on and off for years because they said it was always warm and sunny there, something you longed for in rainy old Lancashire. Now he was not at all sure he wanted to go.

But it was too late to change his mind. He’d messed up his life and needed to make a new start. It might as well be in Australia, now he’d booked his passage.

Breakfast was as badly prepared and served as the evening meal had been. Mark ate the lumpy porridge because he was hungry and paid a penny extra for a dollop of honey to flavour it. He wondered how much money the warden and his wife were allowed for feeding so many people and how much more they made from extras like the honey. He was quite certain he could arrange the catering better than this. He’d learned his trade well, knew how to cook plain food in large quantities and had been making a good income from his chop house.

Before they could leave the depot, Mark and Mr Jenner had to get the warden’s permission and a signed pass.

‘It’s like being in prison,’ Mark said angrily as they walked down the street. ‘Who do they think they are, telling me when I can come and go? I’m an Englishman leaving the country of his own free choice, not a felon being transported to the colonies!’

‘Nay, they have to make sure no one tries to sneak on board and they have to keep an eye on folk’s health. It’d be a bad thing if there was an outbreak of measles or some such thing while we were at sea.’

Mark’s anger left him as abruptly as it had flared up. ‘I suppose so.’

Mr Jenner stopped walking to grasp his arm and fix him with a burning gaze. ‘Look, lad, I don’t mean to interfere but I can see you’re not happy. I won’t ask why unless you want to tell me. But I will ask you this: are you quite sure you’re doing the right thing going to Australia?’

‘I’m not sure about anything, sir, but I must go somewhere and I used to think about Australia sometimes. It always sounded interesting. And sunny. That’s why I chose it.’

‘Well, if you’re in doubt you can always turn to the Lord and pray for guidance. Do you have a Bible?’

‘Er – no.’

‘Then you should buy one. You’re never alone if you can read the Lord’s word.’

Mark made a non-committal sound, but fortunately they arrived at the big ship’s chandler’s just then and Mr Jenner had to let the subject drop.

The warehouse was enormous and was piled to the ceiling with goods and equipment, much of which was completely strange to Mark. He paid careful attention to what the clerk and Mr Jenner said, checking the quality and calculating the best value to be obtained among the different kits offered. The one he finally chose contained blankets and sheets, water bottle, wash basin, a plate and bowl, a one-pint pannikin for drinking out of, cutlery, plus three pounds of marine soap, writing materials and a blank diary.
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