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This book is dedicated to all the people who lost their lives in the First World War fighting for our country.




Prologue


November 1900


‘Aw, me own darlin’. Is there no other way?’


The anguish in Fergal’s voice brought tears to Dilly’s eyes as she wrapped the newly born babe in a shawl and shook her head. ‘You know the answer to that right enough,’ she answered, more sharply than she had intended. It was a discussion they’d had many times over the last month and now that the time had come she would not swerve from her promise. How can I? she asked herself, as the child settled into the crook of her arm.


‘I’m sorry, love,’ she muttered then, as guilt, sharp as a knife, sliced through her very soul. She of all people knew that her husband blamed himself for what she was about to do and that it was tearing him apart. ‘Once this little one is delivered to its new home, we needn’t put Declan, Kian, Seamus and Niamh into the orphanage,’ she said wearily. ‘At least then we’ll have the money to send them to your family in Dublin until I start work. In no time we’ll have saved enough to fetch them home.’


‘But it’s like selling our own flesh and blood!’ he choked.


She gulped. ‘You know that’s not true, Fergal. I’ve only agreed to accept enough to cover the children’s fares to Ireland and this one will never want for anything. She’ll live in the lap of luxury and never know what it is to go hungry.’


‘Unlike the others, you mean!’ A note of bitterness had crept into his voice now.


She laid the child gently on the lumpy old sofa, then hurried across to him and gently took his hands. She was still weak from giving birth and felt far from well, yet she could still put him first. Fergal Carey was the love of her life and had been ever since the day she had first clapped eyes on him. ‘Stop blaming yourself,’ she urged softly. ‘What happened to you was an accident. Until then you were a good provider and would have gone on being so.’


A lock of Fergal’s straight black hair slipped across his forehead as his head drooped. Freeing one of his hands, he thumped at his useless legs. ‘Why did this have to happen? I’m no good to man or beast as I am now. How do you think it makes me feel seeing you have to do everything for me as well as work yourself almost to death? Why, I sometimes think it would have been better if that bloody tree had seen me off good and proper to be sure!’


‘Don’t you ever let me hear you say that again!’ She pulled her hand away and straightened. Her mind raced back to the awful accident that had occurred. He had had a good job as a linesman at the local Trent Valley railway station and had been out on the tracks one day following a particularly bad storm when a tree had toppled on him, trapping his legs. It had taken three men two hours to free him, and for weeks his life had hung in the balance as he lay in the local cottage hospital. At last he had been pronounced out of danger but his legs had been so badly damaged that a stern-faced doctor had had to inform him that he would never walk again. It had been a terrible blow to the whole family, whose savings had gone to pay medical bills, but especially to Fergal. He had always had been an active, hard-working man, but from then on he would have to be tended like a baby. With every month that passed he had been forced to watch his useless legs wither away, and it broke his heart to see his beloved Dilly and the children struggling to survive.


Their other four children were upstairs, fast asleep in their beds, unaware of the birth that had taken place only hours before. Dilly considered that to be a blessing, although the women in the courts, like her, were brave during childbirth and rarely made a sound, intent on not distressing the rest of their brood. Dilly’s four would be told that the new baby had died before it drew breath and it was doubtful that they would question it. Many babies thereabouts never saw their first birthdays but Fergal and Dilly were proud that their brood had survived, hale and hearty. Each child had been wanted and was loved but the same could not be said for this one. From the moment she had realized she was with child again, Dilly had dreaded its coming. How would she manage with yet another mouth to feed? As her pregnancy had progressed she had been able to take in less washing and ironing, and many a night they had all gone to bed with grumbling stomachs. Then, like the answer to a prayer, she had been offered a solution and had known she must seize it. Things had become so desperate that she could see no alternative but to put the children into the orphanage until she could earn enough money to feed them and pay the rent. Now not only would she have enough money to send them to Ireland to their grandparents but also a job that would enable her to earn more in a week than she could in a whole month, taking in laundry. What choice did she have? With one last glance at her husband she picked up the baby and went to the door before her resolve wavered. The promise had been easy to make while the babe had been growing inside her, but now it was here, it was much more difficult to keep. The only other person who was aware that she had given birth was Nell Cotteridge, her trusted neighbour, who had helped the child into the world, but Dilly knew that her secret would be safe with her – she would have trusted Nell with her life.


‘Let me take just one more peek at the little mite afore you go,’ Fergal begged.


She shook her head. ‘Best not make things any worse than they already are.’ She let herself out into the bitingly cold air of the back yard, closing the door firmly behind her. Fergal’s muffled sobs came to her through it but she squared her shoulders and walked into the long, narrow entry. As she passed Madge Bunting’s cottage she thought she saw the rags that passed for curtains twitch and prayed she was wrong. The last thing she needed was for Madge to find out what she was about to do. The woman had a mouth on her like a parish oven and ever since Dilly had been given the job for which Madge had also applied, Madge had resented Dilly. But there was no time to worry about that. The sooner this was done the better.


Out on the street she turned towards her destination, the baby tucked tightly against her. It was making little mewing noises and sucking its tiny fist. She felt as if her heart was breaking but her steps never faltered, even though she was still sore and light-headed from giving birth just hours before. The future of all her children depended on what she was about to do, and for their sake there could be no turning back.


The gas lamps she passed flickered eerily and cast shadows across the pavements and on the walls of the terraced cottages in St Mary’s Road but the streets were deserted, as she had prayed they would be. Eventually she paused at the gates of a large house in the better part of town. Gently she twitched aside the shawl that covered the babe’s face and kissed its soft cheek tenderly. ‘I shall never forget you, and I shall love you for as long as there’s breath in me body,’ she promised brokenly. ‘Please forgive me and know that if there were any other way I would never do this.’


She glanced up and down the street, to ensure that no one was about, then hurried through the gates and made her way to the servants’ entrance at the back. Just as she had been told, she saw a light shining from the kitchen window and tapped tentatively at the door.


It opened almost immediately and the housekeeper, Miss Norman, an Amazon of a woman with steel-grey hair pulled tightly into a bun on the back of her head, confronted her. She must have received the note that Dilly had sent with Will, Nell’s small son, earlier that evening. Dilly had heard the cook say that Miss Norman had never been married, which was hardly surprising: she wasn’t the prettiest of women, but she had a kindly nature.


‘Ah, you’re right on time.’ She nodded approvingly, keen to get the business done with, for it was past her bedtime, then spoke over her shoulder to the insignificant little woman standing behind her: ‘Nanny, come and take the child up to the nursery. The mistress is already there, waiting for you. I trust you have everything ready?’


‘Oh, yes, indeed I do.’ The woman stepped forward, then without further ado she scooped the child from its mother’s arms and bustled away, her starched white apron crackling as she went.


Dilly swayed as a coldness such as she had never felt before enveloped her. It was nothing to do with the chilly night air. But she had no time to object or even comment, for the housekeeper was pressing an envelope into her hands. ‘The mistress said you should call tomorrow morning to sign the papers that her solicitor will have ready for you,’ she said, then shut the door in her face.


Dilly stared at the envelope, resisting the urge that had come upon her to tear it to shreds. But what good would that do? The contents would ensure that her other children had a future. Turning, she staggered towards the gate and disappeared into the darkness, like a thief in the night. The deed was done and she prayed that God would forgive her.




Chapter One


December 1900


‘Come along now, Niamh, we’ve not far to go now,’ Dilly said encouragingly, as her four-year-old daughter leaned heavily into her skirt. The ferry crossing to Dublin had been rough, the sea grey and choppy, and the wind had chilled them to the bone. Darkness was falling now as she urged her brood through the back-streets towards their grandparents’ home. They were all hungry and tired. Seamus, her two-year-old, was asleep across her shoulder, his thin arms dangling, and the other three were carrying the clothes she had packed for them.


‘I’m thirsty an’ me arms ache,’ Declan complained.


‘I know you are, pet, but, like I said, there’s not far to go now.’ Dilly’s heart ached as she glanced at her first-born. Declan, with his thick mop of black hair and his startlingly blue eyes, was the image of his father and had always held a special place in her heart. Three-year-old Kian favoured his father in looks, too, but the other two took after Dilly, especially Niamh, with her deep brown eyes and coppery hair.


Fergal had chosen all of their names insisting that they should be Irish and Dilly had not objected, even though she was English. There was nothing she would not do for her husband, and as she thought of him now, alone in their tiny cottage, her heart ached, although she knew he would be well cared for in her absence. Nell Cotteridge had promised to take him his meals and help as much as she could and she would do just that. Not that Dilly intended to be gone for long. She had already booked a return passage on the ferry that would leave first thing the next morning. She tried not to think of it, for she would be without her children – but, she consoled herself, it would only be for a short time. Once she started work she would save every penny she could, and when she had caught up with the rent arrears and had a little money in the pot she would fetch them home. Meanwhile she had told the children they were coming to Dublin to have a little holiday with their grandparents and they all seemed to have accepted that, which was one blessing at least.


Now she shifted Seamus’s weight on her shoulder and forced herself to go on putting one foot in front of the other.


Fergal’s parents lived in Georgina Street, where they occupied the bottom half of a house that would once have belonged to someone wealthy. Years ago all the houses in that neighbourhood had been owned by solicitors, doctors and businessmen but, sadly, the area had sunk slowly into poverty, with some families forced to live five, six or even more to a single room. Fergal’s parents were fortunate: there were only the two of them now that their family had flown the nest, and with his father employed at a small slaughterhouse in the next street they were able to live comfortably. Knowing how hard it must be for Dilly to make ends meet, the kindly couple had offered to care for the children for a while but even so Dilly’s spirits were low as they advanced through the overcrowded streets. They were little more than slums, with ragged children playing in the gutters and beggars on each corner.


How can I leave my children here? But deep inside she knew she had no alternative. At least they would be fed and clothed until she could take them back. She trudged on. At last they came to Bolton Street, and after walking its length, they turned into Georgina Street. A short way along they passed the laundry and Dilly suppressed a shudder. It was run by the Sisters of Mercy, and her mother-in-law had told her that at least fifty single homeless women were forced to work all the hours of the day there, poor souls.


As she neared the house, she tried to be more optimistic. Georgina Street was commonly referred to as Primate’s Hill, and was no more salubrious than the labyrinth of slum streets she had just passed through, but it had one saving grace: it backed onto open fields where the children could run and play, which was something to be grateful for.


Seamus had woken and was whimpering on her shoulder. Dilly’s back felt as if it was breaking and waves of dizziness washed over her but she smiled at the children’s pale faces as she climbed three stone steps to a front door and rapped.


It was opened almost instantly and her mother-in-law, Maeve Carey, beamed in welcome at them, then ushered them inside. She was a small woman, neatly dressed in a woollen frock that buttoned up to the neck and a snow-white apron that reached almost to the floor. Her still dark hair was plaited and wound about the crown of her head and her blue eyes, so like Fergal’s, were shining with pleasure at the sight of them.


‘I’ve been looking out for you for the last hour, so I have,’ she told them, taking Seamus from Dilly’s arms. ‘Now come away in. I’ve something nice and hot ready for you and you all look in need of it.’


As Dilly followed her mother-in-law’s straight back down a long, narrow passage she felt as if she had stepped into another world and began to feel a little better. Although cracked in places, the tiles on the floor shone in the gloomy light and everywhere smelt of beeswax polish. Maeve pushed open another door and they found themselves in a large, high-ceilinged room that served as a sitting-room-cum-kitchen. A large scrubbed table with six matching chairs took pride of place in the centre, and on one wall there was a huge pine dresser where Maeve’s treasured, if ill-matched, china was displayed with a plaster figurine of the Virgin Mary. A fire roared up the chimney and she ushered the children towards a settee and chairs that stood on either side of it. A gay peg rug lay in front of the hearth and above the fire, suspended on a thick beam, copper pans gleamed like mirrors. Above the centre of the beam hung a picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and on either side of it stood two brass candlesticks. At the other end of the room there was a large stone sink and a cooking range, from which delicious smells issued. Like the hall, the whole place was spotless – Dilly was sure they could have eaten their dinner off the floor.


Only when she had put Seamus down did Maeve turn to Dilly and hug her, saying, ‘Sure, you look exhausted, lass. Come and take the weight off your feet while I dish up the dinner, eh? We can talk later when the weans are settled. I have their beds all ready for them, so I do, and looking at the state of them, they’ll not take much rocking the night.’


Dilly sank onto a chair as she watched the other woman bustling about, laying dishes on the table and running to and fro with cutlery and glasses. The children watched her silently from tired eyes and every now and then she smiled at them. Soon they were all seated, tucking into a thick stew, full of large tender chunks of rabbit and vegetables swimming in rich gravy; there was fresh-baked soda bread to mop it up and Dilly was pleased to see them clear their dishes in no time.


‘Well, there seems to be nothing wrong with their appetites.’ Their grandmother chuckled. ‘Now, who has room for a nice dish of my semolina pudding? We must save some for your granda, though. He’ll be home from work any time now and he’s right looking forward to seeing you all.’


The bowls were emptied in the blink of an eye, but by then the children were yawning so Maeve suggested, ‘Why don’t we get them ready for bed, eh? You just show me which bag their nightclothes are in and I’ll see to them while you rest awhile. I reckon they can wait till morning for a wash. It won’t hurt them for one night.’


Dilly rose to help her but Maeve ushered her towards the fireside chair saying, ‘No, you sit there. I’ve done this afore, you know.’


And so Dilly gratefully did as she was told and in the blink of an eye she had fallen into a deep sleep and didn’t even get to say goodnight to them.


It was the soft drone of voices that stirred her some time later, and as she pulled herself up in the chair she saw her father-in-law smiling at her from the settee on the opposite side of the fireplace. For a moment she was disoriented and thought it was Fergal – his father looked like an older version of her husband – but then she remembered where she was and smiled guiltily.


‘I’m so sorry.’ Her hand rose to stroke back the lock of hair that had come loose from its pin. ‘I didn’t mean to fall asleep and leave everything to Maeve.’


Daniel Carey grinned as he sucked on his old clay pipe. ‘You must have needed it, lass,’ he said kindly. ‘An’ now Mother will get you a nice cup of cocoa an’ you can tell us all about how our Fergal is doing and what’s happening back at home.’


Minutes later Maeve had joined them and they sat sipping their drinks in the glow of the fire, Dilly’s in-laws eyeing her with concern. The poor girl didn’t look at all well. The weight seemed to have dropped off her, and there were large dark circles beneath her eyes, but after what she had gone through over the last year they were hardly surprised. She must have been to Hell and back, what with caring for Fergal and trying to keep the children fed and clothed.


Declan had confided to his gran’ma while she was tucking him into bed that Mammy had lost a baby shortly before, and Maeve’s heart went out to her although, tactfully, she didn’t mention it. The girl would confide in her in her own good time, no doubt, but Maeve could only imagine the heartbreak it had caused her, knowing how Dilly doted on her children. She also understood how hard it must have been for Dilly to write to herself and Daniel asking for help, for Dilly was a proud, hard-working girl. But at least they were all here now and things would improve from now on. In fact, she and Daniel had been looking forward to having their grandchildren to themselves for a time.


‘So,’ she said, peering at Dilly over the rim of her mug, ‘how is Fergal?’


‘Much the same. He has good days and bad days,’ Dilly admitted. ‘I think the hardest thing for him is to have to lie there.’


Maeve nodded. ‘I can imagine. He was always an independent young devil right from when he was small. I just wish we hadn’t moved back here to live before the accident happened. Then at least we would have been there to help you.’


She and Daniel had been married for only a couple of years when Daniel had gone as a navvy to work in Nuneaton, digging out the canals, because there was no work to be found in Dublin, where they had lived at the time. He had been happy there, and eventually she and a very young Fergal had joined him in the small house he had rented. Soon after, Fergal’s brother, Liam, had been born, and the years had drifted past until both boys were grown. She smiled to herself as she recalled how irate she had been when Fergal had begun to court Dilly.


‘But the girl is not a Catholic and she’s an orphan into the bargain,’ she had blustered. But Fergal would not be swayed, and when Dilly had converted to his faith he had married her, despite his mother’s protests. Slowly Dilly had found her way into their hearts, and now Maeve knew that marrying this lovely girl was probably the best thing Fergal had ever done. Finally, when their family had begun to come along, she, Daniel and Liam had moved back to Dublin to try to fulfil their dream of owning a smallholding in one of the surrounding villages.


As if picking up on her thoughts, Dilly asked, ‘How is Liam doing in Enniskerry?’


Maeve beamed. ‘Oh, he writes to us regularly and he says everything is going just fine. There’s still a lot of work to do on the cottage before we can join him and then, of course, we shall have to save up to buy livestock, but everything comes to those that wait. We were so lucky to hear of the cottage and the land, although I’ll admit at the time it stretched us to buy it, but with Father sending him money regularly, and with what Liam earns as a carpenter over on the Powerscourt Estate, we’ll get there in the end. If the cottage and the land had been well maintained we would never have been able to afford it. Between you and me, I have an inkling that he’s met a young lady he’s sweet on in the village. She’s an apprentice dressmaker, so happen there might be four of us there eventually.’


Dilly hung her head as shame enveloped her. ‘You’re working so hard to fulfil your dream and here’s me putting on you.’


Maeve seemed to swell to twice her size. ‘What nonsense!’ she scolded. ‘We’re family, and families stick together, don’t they? We’ll have no more of that talk, young lady. It’s a pleasure, so it is, for us to have the weans to stay so it’s you that’s doing us the favour, really. Isn’t that so, Father?’


‘Aye, it is,’ he agreed amiably, as he puffed on his pipe.


Dilly rushed on, ‘It won’t be for too long, for I’m to start a new job next week in one of the big houses in Earl’s Road. I shall be working for the Farthings, and with what I’ll be earning, we should be back on our feet in no time.’


‘Would that be Max Farthing?’ Daniel enquired. ‘The one that seems to own half the businesses in Nuneaton?’


‘Yes.’ Dilly nodded. ‘He has shares in the brickworks and the local pit, and he owns a number of shops as well.’


‘He’s a decent chap, from what I heard of him,’ Daniel said. ‘Happen you’ll be all right working there, lass. What will you be doing?’


‘General maid,’ Dilly told him. ‘A bit of everything, but I won’t mind that, and Nell Cotteridge has said she’ll keep an eye on Fergal and the children for me when they come home while I’m at work for a few shillings a week. Speaking of which . . .’ She began to fumble in the pocket of her dress but when she took out some change and laid it on the table. Daniel’s brow creased into a frown.


‘An’ just what is that for?’


She flushed. ‘Well . . . I know it isn’t much but it’s towards the food the children will eat while they’re here. As soon as I start work I’ll send you some more.’


‘You’ll do no such thing,’ he said, sliding the money back towards her. ‘Now put that away an’ we’ll hear no more about it! It’d be a poor world if a granda couldn’t spend a bit on his own flesh an’ blood from time to time.’ Then, his voice softening, he went on, ‘Why don’t you get yourself off to bed, lass, an’ have some rest afore you start back tomorrow? Maeve will show you where you’ll be sleepin’ an’ we’ll talk some more in the mornin’ afore I set off for work an’ afore you leave, eh?’


His kindness brought tears to Dilly’s eyes. She rose and followed Maeve blindly down the passage towards a door at the front of the house.


‘That’s where you’ll sleep, lass.’ Her mother-in-law pointed towards an iron bed that stood against the far wall all made up with fresh crisp bed linen. In another bed nearer to the door Declan and Kian were curled up together looking like angels as they slept.


‘We’ve got Niamh in a little bed in our room for tonight and Seamus will come in with me an’ his granda. He’ll be better than a stone hot-water bottle.’ She winked and finally the tears that Dilly had held back spurted from her eyes and raced down her cheeks.


‘Come on, me lass. You’re fair worn out, but things will look better in the morning after a good rest. You’ll see.’


Maeve pecked her on the cheek and, after blowing out the candle that she had left burning for the boys on the small chest of drawers between the beds, she crept from the room, softly closing the door behind her.


Dilly tumbled onto the mattress, too exhausted even to think of getting undressed. Her head had barely hit the pillow before she was sleeping like a baby.




Chapter Two


‘Wake up, lass. I have a nice hot mug o’ tea for yer.’


Dilly started awake, and as her eyes opened she found herself staring up into her mother-in-law’s kindly face.


‘Oh dear . . . I’ve overslept, I’m so sorry.’ She struggled to sit up but Maeve pressed her back against the pillow and put the steaming mug on the small table at the side of the bed.


‘There’s no rush yet awhile,’ she assured her, as Dilly’s eyes flew to the other empty bed. ‘And you’ve no need to fret about the little ones. They’re tuckin’ into their porridge an’ they’re bright as buttons, so they are. You lie there an’ enjoy your tea. Then you’ll find hot water over there in the bowl to wash, along with a clean towel. You’ve plenty o’ time afore you have to get to the ferry.’


Dilly smiled at her gratefully as she bustled from the room, then frowned as heavy footsteps overhead echoed through the ceiling. It sounded as if a herd of elephants was thundering about but she guessed it must be the family or families who rented the upstairs rooms. Pulling herself up in the bed she stared down at her crumpled clothes in dismay, wondering why she hadn’t bothered to get undressed the night before. But she had been so exhausted she could barely remember coming to bed, and as there was nothing to be done about it, she decided this was the least of her worries. After swallowing the hot, sweet tea, she clambered out of bed, her breath hanging on the air in front of her. It was bitterly cold in the bedroom, but she was used to that. At least it was warm in the kitchen, unlike at home where sometimes she couldn’t even afford to light the fire.


She washed hastily and dragged a comb through her hair before pinning it back securely. Then after running her damp hands down her skirt to get rid of a few of the creases, she picked up her shawl, took a deep breath and went to the kitchen.


‘Mammy!’ Seamus lunged at her, his little face alight, and her heart twisted at the thought of leaving him. Yet he seemed quite content and, after hugging her, hurried back to the warmth of his gran’ma’s lap. As she looked about she saw that all of the children were smiling. They were washed, their hair had been brushed and they were wearing the clean clothes she had brought for them. Yesterday’s were steaming gently over a great wooden clothes horse in front of the fire. Dilly guessed that Maeve must have been up very early to have got so much work done already.


Niamh was just finishing a large glass of milk and grinned at her, showing off a white moustache. ‘I had two whole dishes of porridge wi’ sugar on, Mammy,’ she informed her, and Dilly stroked her soft hair.


‘Aren’t you the lucky one?’


The child pottered away as Maeve waved towards a large saucepan on the range telling her, ‘Help yourself now, lass, an’ make sure it’s a good helpin’, mind. You’ve a long way to travel an’ I don’t want you goin’ on an empty stomach.’


Dilly did as she was told and, although she didn’t feel hungry, she emptied her dish. Maeve was an excellent cook, one of those rare women who seemed able to produce a meal from nothing. The children wouldn’t go hungry.


Maeve produced a large bag of glass marbles from the dresser drawer and, once the children were happily playing with them on the peg rug, joined Dilly at the table. ‘I was thinkin’ that seein’ as it’s nearly Christmas I might wait till it’s over afore I enrol Declan in school. It’ll give him a bit o’ time to settle in. What do you think?’


Dilly nodded as Maeve lifted the heavy brown teapot and poured her out another cup of tea. ‘That’s a fine idea,’ she agreed. ‘But while the children are staying with you, you must do as you think fit. I know you’ll only ever do what’s best for them.’


Maeve stared into her daughter-in-law’s pale face. She had told herself that she wouldn’t mention the baby Declan had told her about the night before, but now she couldn’t help herself. Lowering her voice, she asked tentatively, ‘Is it true what young Declan was tellin’ me as I tucked him in last night . . . that you recently lost a wean?’


Colour flooded into Dilly’s cheeks as she hung her head. She hated lying to her mother-in-law but how could she tell her what had really happened to the baby? Maeve might never forgive her and so she merely nodded as the other woman reached across the table to squeeze her hand.


And then thankfully the footsteps from above distracted them, and as Dilly glanced towards the ceiling, Maeve grinned. ‘That’s the Scully’s brood yer can hear clatterin’ about,’ she said. ‘There’s nine of ’em in all. God knows how Mary, their mother, manages, but she does, bless her soul. But I don’t suppose she has much choice, does she? She turns ’em out at the rate o’ one a year, so she does.’


Dilly smiled but then glancing at the clock her heart sank into her shoes. In another half an hour at most she would have to be on her way, if she were to reach the ferry in time.


‘I dare say we should be thinkin’ o’ gettin’ yer things together now,’ her mother-in-law said and after reaching into her apron pocket she pushed some coins across the table to her.


‘What’s this?’


‘Our Daniel left it for yer afore he went to work this mornin’. He was hopin’ to see you before he set off but you were so worn out last night that he didn’t want to disturb you. An’ don’t go sayin’ yer don’t want it else you’ll get me into trouble. It’s only a few shillin’s to make sure you an’ Fergal have a decent Christmas dinner.’


Dilly opened her mouth to protest. Her in-laws were already doing far too much for them, but Maeve’s determined face made her pick up the coins reluctantly and mutter, ‘Thank you. I’m sure Fergal will be very grateful.’


Maeve’s face broke into a smile when Dilly put them into her bag. They were both distracted then again as a little scuffle broke out between Niamh and Kian, who were squabbling over a particular marble.


‘Why don’t you nip out into the yard an’ use the jacks afore yer leave while I see to these two?’ Maeve suggested.


‘What’s the jacks, Gran’ma?’ Seamus piped up.


She chuckled. ‘Why, I suppose back at home yer’d call it the privy, but over here it’s the jacks. Now, let’s think what we’re goin’ to do with ourselves today when all the chores are done. If it don’t start snowin’ we could all wrap up warm an’ I could take yer a walk to see the ships in the docks. An’ then we could go to the church an’ yer could meet Father Doherty. When the weather improves me an’ yer granda will take you to Enniskerry to see yer uncle Liam an’ you can get yer first sight of the Glencullen River. Eh, that’s a sight worth seein’ sure it is. The countryside in County Wicklow must be some o’ the most beautiful in the world. Would yer like that?’


Four little heads nodded in unison as Dilly let herself out of the back door and into the yard. The children seemed quite happy to spend a holiday with their grandparents and she didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse. Either way, the time for her to leave them was ticking away and she dreaded it.


Twenty minutes later there were tears all round as the children clung to her skirts. They were quite looking forward to staying with their gran’ma, who spoiled them shamelessly, but they wanted their mammy to stay too.


‘It’s only for a little while. I shall be coming to fetch you all home before you know it,’ Dilly soothed, keeping a tight grip on herself. It really wouldn’t do for her to break down in front of them so the sooner she left the better. She couldn’t hold back for much longer the tears that were threatening to choke her.


‘Just go, pet. They’ll be fine,’ Maeve assured her, swinging Niamh up onto her hip and placing an arm about Declan’s shoulders. It was already more than apparent that she had a soft spot for Declan, probably because he was the first-born, but Dilly was confident that she would treat all of the children fairly.


Seeing the sense in what Maeve had said, and having no wish to prolong her own agony, Dilly hugged each child in turn, planted a kiss on Maeve’s cheek then turned abruptly and stumbled away, blinded by tears.


She had gone some way before she allowed her steps to slow. Leaning against a grimy wall, she fished in her pocket and pulled out a handkerchief to dry her eyes. It was then that she became aware of someone watching her and as she glanced to her left she found a small boy, probably no older than her Declan, regarding her solemnly. He was barefoot and his short trousers and shirt were so ragged that it was impossible to distinguish what colour they might once have been. There could certainly be no warmth in them and she knew that he must be freezing. His skin had a bluish tinge to it and his hair straggled onto his shoulders, lank and greasy.


Instinctively, Dilly clutched her bag closer to her. Maeve had warned her to be careful; the streets were full of pickpockets and yet after surveying her solemnly for a while he said quietly, ‘Don’t cry, missus. If yer lost I’ll show yer the way.’


The fact that this child, who must have been in dire straits, could want to help her touched her deeply. ‘I’m not lost, but thank you,’ she responded and with a shrug he turned to walk away.


‘Wait . . . do you live round here?’ she found herself asking.


He shrugged. ‘Most o’ the time. Shop doorways an’ places like that.’


‘But where are your parents?’ Dilly was horrified.


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Dunno . . . I were left on the steps of the orphanage and I stayed there till last year when I ran away. I’m old enough to look after meself now and I get by an’ sometimes if it snows Father Doherty lets me kip in the church hall.’


‘Do you have a name?’


He eyed her suspiciously for a moment before replying, ‘I reckon it’s Ben, that’s what the nuns in the orphanage told me anyway but me mates call me Nipper. I’m quick on me feet, see? ’Specially if the Constabulary are after me. They wanna put me back in the orphanage but I ain’t havin’ none o’ that. I can look out for meself, so I can.’


Dilly fumbled in her bag and after extracting two precious pennies she held them out to him saying, ‘Here, have this. Go and buy yourself some hot food . . . and take care.’


He stared at the coins in her palm incredulously, as if he could hardly believe his luck, then snatched the money and began to back away from her. ‘Thanks, missus.’ He raised a grimy hand in salute, then rushed off like a shot from a gun.


Dilly shook her head. It was hard to believe that orphans of such a young age were forced to live on the streets. Then, realizing that the time was slipping away, she hurried on, intent on catching the ferry.


Late that evening Dilly had just left the railway station in Nuneaton when the first flakes of snow began to fall and she shivered as she huddled in her shawl. But she was almost home and the thought of seeing Fergal lent speed to her feet.


It was dark so there were few people on the streets and soon she was passing through Abbey Green on the way to her small rented house in St Mary’s Road. The snow had begun to fall more thickly and her feet were so cold that she could scarcely feel them, but after her encounter with Ben in Dublin she felt blessed. At least she had a home to go to, which was more than could be said for that poor little soul. She hurried down the entry and into the yard, only to come face to face with Madge Bunting.


‘Got rid of all yer little ’uns now then, have yer?’ she said spitefully.


Dilly gasped. ‘I’ve taken them to have a holiday with their grandparents in Ireland, that’s all,’ she answered fearfully. She wouldn’t have trusted Madge as far as she could throw her.


‘Lucky yer could find the money fer the fares.’ Madge stared at her suspiciously. ‘What wi’ losin’ yer latest bairn an’ yer man bein’ crippled, I’m surprised yer can afford to eat, let alone go gaddin’ off to Ireland.’


‘Fergal’s parents sent us the money for the fares,’ Dilly answered, while offering up a silent prayer that God might forgive her for lying.


‘Hmm, did they now?’ Madge narrowed her eyes. ‘An’ where did yer say the little ’un yer just lost is buried? Can’t say as I saw the undertaker callin’ the night yer lost it.’


‘Look, Madge . . . I’m really tired,’ Dilly blustered. ‘And keen to see my husband is all right. So I’ll wish you goodnight.’ Her heart was in her mouth now. If Madge should discover what had really happened to the baby and the Farthings should get wind of it her job would be in jeopardy and then all this would have been for nothing. She turned about and seconds later burst into the kitchen to see Fergal sitting close to a small fire in the grate with his legs propped up on a stool.


‘Ah, thanks be to the Blessed Virgin that yer back safe and sound.’ He held out his arms to her. She crossed the room, sank to her knees beside him and hugged him tightly.


‘Why, you’re frozen through, so you are,’ he scolded. ‘Now get out o’ them wet clothes straight away an’ into some dry ones. We’ll have some tea while yer tell me how Mammy an’ Daddy are an’ how the weans are settlin’.’


Dilly did as she was told and after she had put the kettle onto the fire and hung her wet clothes over the clothes horse to dry, she joined him again. It was wonderful to be back in her own home, although it felt very quiet and empty without the children – but she tried not to think of that now or of her encounter with Madge Bunting.


‘Have you eaten?’ she asked.


‘Nell brought me a bowl o’ broth earlier an’ then I told her I’d wait for you to get back afore I had anythin’ else. I reckon there’s bread an’ cheese. We could perhaps have that fer tonight, if that’d suit you?’


‘It would indeed.’ Dilly was so worn out that the last thing she felt like doing was cooking a meal, although she had not eaten since leaving Dublin early that morning. She cut some slices of bread from the loaf in the crock and a small chunk of cheese each. Butter was a forgotten luxury but, washed down with hot tea, the crude meal was filling and she felt slightly better after she’d had it.


Then she sat down, laid her head in Fergal’s lap and told him every detail she could remember of what had happened since she had left home, including her meeting with the little orphan on her way back to the ferry. He hung on her every word avidly as his thoughts returned to the place of his birth. All the time he stared into the fire, absently stroking her hair. When she had finished, he asked, ‘So you think the weans will be all right there for a while, do you?’


‘Oh, yes.’ She forced herself to sound positive for his sake although the lonely days without her children stretched endlessly ahead of her. ‘Remember, it’s only for a short while. Once I start work and we have a regular wage coming in again, I shall be able to fetch them home – and until then your mammy has promised to write every week.’


‘Aye, o’ course she will,’ he agreed, and they lapsed into silence as they stared towards the corner where the Christmas tree would normally stand. There would be no tree this year, no small presents to lay beneath it, no celebrations at all. It would be pointless without their family to share it with them. But at least there was a chance of glimpsing Olivia, as the baby had been named, when she was working at the Farthings’, and that thought kept her going.


Her thoughts returned to her confrontation with Madge and she broke out in a sweat. Until that evening Dilly had thought the plan had gone like clockwork but now she was filled with dread: Madge Bunting had her suspicions, but for now all Dilly could do was pray that she would keep them to herself.




Chapter Three


September 1901


Camilla Farthing was in the nursery supervising the nanny as she got her youngest charge ready for bed. The baby had been bathed and changed into the finest clothes that money could buy. Now, taking up the child’s bottle, Camilla told the nanny, ‘You may go and get yourself a drink now, Nanny. I shall give Miss Olivia her bottle.’


‘Very well, ma’am.’ The nanny bobbed, left the room and made her way down to the kitchen, where the cook had just removed a tray of scones from the oven.


‘The missus is feeding the baby,’ she informed Ethel Pegs, the rosy-cheeked cook, disapprovingly. ‘I wonder she lets me touch her at all. She was bad enough with the boys when they were little but never as bad as she is with Miss Olivia. She’s besotted with that little girl.’


‘It’s understandable,’ the cook replied, as she carried the teapot to the table. ‘It’s probably because she lost Miss Violet to the measles. It hit her hard, with her bein’ the only girl.’


‘Even so, she’s too possessive – of them all. I wonder why she bothers to employ me sometimes. It’s as if she’s scared to let them out of her sight since Miss Violet died,’ Nanny grumbled, as she gave the tea in the pot a good stir, then placed the cosy over it and ladled sugar into two mugs. ‘The poor master seems to have taken a back seat to the children.’


‘Ah, but we both know how much he dotes on the boys,’ the cook said quietly. ‘He brought them all in here earlier on and coaxed me into letting them have some jam tarts before they had their dinner. The missus would have been furious if she’d known.’


‘I dare say you didn’t take much persuading.’ Nanny chuckled. Mrs Pegs made no secret of how fond she was of the four boys, and they could twist her around their little fingers.


Over at the sink, Bessie, the kitchen-cum-general maid, had her arms up to the elbows in hot water as she scoured the dinner pots, but the women knew they could talk freely in front of her. The girl had learned long ago that a word out of place at the wrong time meant a gentle clip around the ear from the cook and so always watched her Ps and Qs. Mr Farthing had fetched Bessie from the workhouse two years ago when she was just eleven years old and for the first time Bessie had discovered what it was like to have a room all to herself, albeit in the servants’ quarters at the top of the house. She had formed an attachment to Mrs Pegs, who was the closest thing to a mother she had ever known and soft at heart, even though she tried to present herself as otherwise.


‘I was reading in the newspaper earlier on that Toulouse-Lautrec, a French painter, has died an’ he was only thirty-seven.’ Mrs Pegs changed the subject. ‘And it said they’re goin’ to be launchin’ the first submarine next month. Can you believe it? A ship that can go under the sea? It makes you wonder what they’ll come up wi’ next, don’t it.’


Nanny nodded in agreement and the two of them chatted for a while of this and that until Nanny drained her mug and declared, ‘I’d best get upstairs and see what the boys are up to now. They’re into all sorts of mischief if they’re left to their own devices for long. Their father’s with them at the moment, reading them a bedtime story.’


‘Right you are,’ Mrs Pegs said cheerily. ‘I’ll see you later for your cocoa.’ And with that the two women parted.


‘What’s a submarine, Mrs Pegs?’ Bessie piped up, the second Nanny had disappeared. ‘How can a ship sail under the water?’


The cook glared at her. ‘You’re supposed to be washin’ up, not earwiggin’,’ she scolded. ‘Now get on wi’ what you’re doin’ else I’ll skelp yer backside for you, me girl.’


With a grin Bessie did as she was told.


On the landing, Nanny met Mr Farthing just leaving the boys’ bedroom and he smiled at her. ‘Right then, Nanny. They’re all tucked in and yawning.’


‘All right, sir, I’ll just sit in with them till I’m sure they’re all asleep.’


He grinned before asking, ‘Is Mrs Farthing in with Olivia?’


‘Yes she is, sir. She’s giving her her bottle.’


He inclined his head and went to the nursery, knowing that he needn’t have asked. His wife adored the baby.


Before Violet had died, they had thrown dinner parties, visited friends and gone to the theatre regularly, but all that had changed after their daughter’s death when Camilla had become reclusive. He had hoped that once Olivia arrived she would revert to her former self, but she still seemed reluctant even to leave the house. However he hoped that with time she would get over her fear of losing the child and so he remained silent and waited for things to take their course which he was sure they would eventually.


Once he reached the nursery door he tapped it then entered to find Camilla seated at the side of the fire with Olivia sleeping contentedly in her arms.


‘Hello, darling.’ With the firelight shining on their hair they made such a pretty picture that his niggling fears were allayed for a time. ‘And how is the little madam today?’ he asked, tiptoeing across to them.


‘Quite beautiful as always.’


She was right on that score. Ten-month-old Olivia had her thumb in her mouth and, with a mop of springy copper curls and long eyelashes curled on rosy cheeks, she looked like a little cherub. ‘I fear you’re spoiling her, darling.’ He smiled. ‘Nanny says she’s growing quite crafty and doesn’t like to be put down.’


‘Nanny is not paid to have opinions,’ Camilla retorted indignantly.


‘No, of course not,’ he agreed hastily. Then, on a safer note, ‘Perhaps now that she’s asleep you could put her in her crib and come along to say goodnight to the boys. Nanny is with them at the moment but I’m sure they would like to see you.’


‘Of course.’ She stood up and carried Olivia to the magnificent crib she had insisted should be bought for her in London. It was worthy of a princess, the drapes heavily trimmed with lace and pink ribbons as were all the clothes that Camilla insisted Olivia should have. She had also had the nursery completely refurbished: it had taken an army of tradesmen to bring the room up to the standard she had required. He had lost count of how much he had spent on the child since her arrival, but he begrudged not a penny if it made his wife happy. He watched her tuck the baby in then, holding out his hand, he quietly led her out of the nursery.


All was quiet when they entered the boys’ room, but the instant their sons saw their mother they sat up and held out their arms to her.


‘Mother, will you read us the story about the big bad wolf?’ Oscar, the eldest, pleaded. At six years old he was a well-built child with white-blond hair and blue eyes, exactly the same colour as his mother’s.


‘I’m sure Father said he had already read you your bedtime story,’ she answered with a smile as she crossed the room to sit on the side of the bed. Nanny sniffed, but wisely held her tongue.


Lawrence and Samuel, the five-year-old twins who had their father’s looks, with their thick brown hair and greeny-blue eyes, were in the two small beds next to Oscar’s. They were as alike as two peas in a pod, and even Nanny sometimes got them mixed up, yet in nature they were total opposites. Lawrence was the quiet one, never happier than when he was looking at picture books or playing with his cars while Samuel was the more adventurous and outgoing of the two, always into some mischief or other. In the final bed was Harvey. At four he was the one who gave his parents the most cause for concern. He had the temperament of an angel and was undoubtedly Nanny’s favourite but he had never been robust and was small for his age. Harvey seemed to catch every cough and cold that was going round and had to spend almost the entire winter indoors, for bad weather brought on his asthma. Of all the children he was most like his mother. He had the same soft white-blonde hair and the same fragile beauty about him.


‘Have you been in the nursery with Olivia?’ Harvey asked, and his mother nodded as she smoothed his unruly locks from his forehead. Like his mother, Harvey doted on his baby sister, which had surprised everyone; as he had been the youngest when she arrived, they had thought he might be a little jealous of her. But this had not proved to be the case at all. From the moment he had set eyes on her he had treated her like a doll and would spend ages just standing by her crib, talking to her and admiring her. Oscar was much the same, but the twins were typical four-year-olds more interested in their pastimes than a mewling baby.


‘Are you still going to take us out on our ponies tomorrow, Father?’ Oscar asked excitedly, and when Max nodded, he clapped his plump little hands with delight. Both he and Samuel had their own ponies, a Christmas present from their father, and they were never happier than when they were allowed to ride them. When asked if he would like one too, Lawrence had shaken his head. He would much sooner be indoors looking at his books. At just four years old he could say his alphabet and count to twenty without any help, which made his father immensely proud. Max would often tell him he would be the scholar of the family and already he had high hopes that Lawrence would go on to university in years to come.


Already he was looking at suitable boarding schools for them to attend when they were a little older, for he believed that children should have a good education, especially boys. Camilla was opposed to the idea but he hoped that in time he would talk her round and that she would realize how much it would benefit them. He knew that Camilla loved all of her children but he suspected that Olivia had fast become her favourite. She had been much the same with Violet. Perhaps women felt a special closeness to their daughters? It certainly appeared so but he thanked God that at least his wife had come out of the lethargy she had sunk into after Violet’s death. Their daughter had been just a few months old when she died, and until Olivia had arrived Max had feared for his wife’s health and sanity.


Camilla went from bed to bed, planting kisses on the boys’ cheeks and tucking the blankets up beneath their chins. Then she wished them all sweet dreams and left the room with Max.


‘Mary and George have invited us for supper this evening,’ Max mentioned hopefully, as they wandered along the landing. ‘George said that they hadn’t seen you for ages, and they’re very good company, as you know. You’ve still plenty of time to get ready, if you’d like to go. I thought a break from the house might do you good.’


She paused outside the nursery door and stared at him from her magnificent blue eyes. ‘I won’t if you don’t mind, darling. Nanny mentioned earlier on that she thought Olivia might be coming down with a little cold so I ought to stay close in case she needs me. In fact I think I shall just check her again now but I’ll come down and join you for a drink in the drawing room, shall I?’


Swallowing his disappointment he nodded and as she disappeared off into the nursery he made his way downstairs.




Chapter Four


‘Aw, come on in quick outta the cold, pet,’ Mrs Pegs urged, as Dilly arrived for work one cold, blustery October morning. It had rained steadily all night and she was soaked to the skin. ‘Get that wet shawl over by the fire to dry an’ I’ll make yer a nice hot brew afore yer start work.’


Dilly did as she was told, rubbing her hands together to try to get some warmth back into them.


‘I reckon we’re in fer a bad winter,’ the cook said, as she bustled about.


Dilly nodded. ‘Happen you’re right. The leaves are coming down off the trees like nobody’s business and it’s enough to cut you in two out there.’


Her first job of the day was to clean out all the downstairs grates and get the fires going before the family came down for breakfast but she was sure she could spare a few minutes and the thought of a hot cup of tea was very welcome.


‘So how’s that handsome husband o’ yours?’ Cook asked some minutes later when they were both sitting at the enormous table with steaming mugs in front of them.


‘Not too good to be honest at the moment, Mrs Pegs,’ Dilly answered. ‘Although he has no movement in his legs any more the wet and the cold cause him a great deal of pain for some reason. To be honest I hoped that it might be a good sign so I called the doctor in to take a look at him but the doctor seemed to think it was normal.’


‘What a shame.’ Cook shook her head. ‘It can’t be easy for him after him bein’ such an active chap.’


‘It isn’t,’ Dilly admitted, and then longing to confide in someone she went on, ‘He’s changed lately . . . become sort of bitter if you know what I mean? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not blaming him. Fergal is a proud man and I know it must be torture for him to have to sit back and watch me become the breadwinner. I’m just hoping that now we’re getting back on our feet and once I’ve fetched the children home he’ll be back to the man he was before.’ She took a long swig of her tea as Cook looked on sympathetically. Mrs Pegs could imagine how hard it must have been for her to have to take her children to Ireland and leave them there, even if it was only a temporary arrangement.


‘Do you have no family over here that could have helped you?’ she asked kindly.


Dilly shook her head. ‘My father died when I was quite small, so I can hardly remember him, and my mother brought me up single-handed but she died, too, just before I met Fergal. She was a wonderful seamstress and it was her as taught me to sew. I was renting a room above the grocer’s in Edward Street with two other girls when I met Fergal. His parents didn’t approve of me. I wasn’t of the same faith, you see, being Irish; they’re Catholics.’


‘So how did you get around it?’ Mrs Pegs was fascinated. Dilly had never spoken about her private life before.


‘I converted to his faith. It wasn’t hard, really, because although I had been brought up as a Christian, my mam and me rarely went to church. After that, things got easier, and since we’ve been married his family have been so kind to me.’ She stood up. ‘I’d best get on. The missus won’t be pleased if she comes down to a cold dining room.’


As the cook watched her go, her heart was heavy for the young woman. It must have been hard for her to take her children to Dublin, though from what Dilly had told her, the poor soul hadn’t been faced with much choice. Still, at least things were looking up a little for her now. She had a regular job and seemed to have come to terms with her husband’s disability.


Bessie entered the kitchen then and broke her chain of thought.


‘Right, young lady, let’s start the breakfast, shall we?’ Mrs Pegs said, and Bessie scuttled into the pantry to get the bacon and eggs.


‘Can I start to fry the bacon? I’ll do it just as yer showed me,’ the girl asked hopefully, and Mrs Pegs nodded. Bessie loved being allowed to tackle the easier meals, and Mrs Pegs enjoyed teaching her how to cook.


‘Just so long as yer remember the master likes it crispy,’ she said sternly, although her eyes were smiling.


‘I’ll make sure,’ Bessie promised, and reached for a heavy frying pan. In no time at all they were hard at work.


Dilly was cleaning the grates and lighting the fires, starting in the dining room. It was a messy job, getting all the cold ashes up, but she had it off pat now and soon the fire was blazing cheerfully. The ashes were in a metal bucket to the side of her and she was just about to take it outside when Mr Farthing entered the room.


‘Oh, sorry, sir,’ she faltered, blushing furiously.


‘Please don’t be.’ He smiled. ‘I have an early appointment at one of my hat factories in Atherstone so I thought I’d make an early start. Don’t rush on my account.’ He stared at her then and, as always, he saw Olivia’s mother looking back at him. No matter how hard he tried, he always saw her as Olivia’s mother although, to give the woman credit, she had never once tried to interfere or said anything untoward. It was quite the opposite, she had stuck strictly to their bargain. He couldn’t even begin to contemplate how hard that must have been for her. To be so close to the child every day, knowing she was her own flesh and blood yet be unable to acknowledge the fact. He had noticed that she would scurry to the child’s perambulator and peer at her whenever she thought no one was looking, but he had never mentioned it.


‘How are the family, Mrs Carey?’ he asked, and she blushed even more deeply, if that was possible. She always tried to keep out of his and his wife’s way but she could hardly ignore him, could she?


’Er, the children are still in Dublin with their grandparents, sir, but I’m hoping to bring them home shortly.’


‘I would consider it an honour if you would allow me to assist you. It is the least I can do, considering what you have done for my wife and myself.’


She stared at him open-mouthed as he took some notes from his pocket and held them out to her. ‘I’m sure that will be enough to get the children safely home and tide you over for a few weeks.’


Her eyes became steely and her back straightened. She shook her head vigorously. ‘Thank you kindly, sir, but I’m not a charity case just yet. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get on.’ With that she sailed past him, like a ship at sea, leaving him to stare after her in bewilderment. He had just offered her more money than she could earn in months but she had refused it. She was clearly a proud, if somewhat stubborn, woman. He shook his head. Women were strange creatures, there was no doubt about it, and he was sure he would never understand them if he lived to be a hundred, which was highly unlikely. But all the same he felt himself admiring the young woman’s pride and courage.


Outside, Dilly hurried to the cinder path behind the stable block with the ash bucket, taking great gulps of air. Her encounter with Mr Farthing had shaken her, and now she felt rather guilty for how she had spoken to him. He had tried to be kind . . . but she could only imagine what Fergal would have said had she gone home with a pocketful of money. She emptied the bucket and set off to light the fire in the drawing room.


As the morning progressed she began to feel a little better. At least working here she was in the warm, and there were such beautiful things in every room that she never tired of looking at them. The Farthings’ home was a huge red-brick Victorian villa set well back from the road behind large wrought-iron gates and a neatly clipped privet hedge. The servants and the gardener kept it running like clockwork, which was just as well: Mrs Farthing never lifted a finger – she was far too busy spending time with the children and more than happy to leave the house to the servants. Although Dilly did not dislike the woman, she sometimes wondered if she ever realized just how lucky she was.


Now as she made her way back to the house with the empty bucket, Madge Bunting appeared at the door of the laundry room, enveloped in a huge white apron, her face glowing from the steam, and glared at Dilly. Before her last pregnancy, Dilly had worked for the Farthings on a casual basis for a number of years. If they threw a party she would come in either to wait at table or help in the kitchen, which had led to her permanent employment and to the bad feeling between herself and Madge. Since then Madge had worked as a laundry maid for three days a week but it was a hard, back-breaking job, stuck outside in the cold laundry room, and had made her even more resentful of Dilly.


Now, as Dilly made her way back to the house, her lips curled back from her rotting teeth in a sneer. ‘Ooh, if it ain’t the little favourite,’ she quipped nastily.


Dilly flushed. ‘You know that’s not true, Madge.’ She hoped to avoid a confrontation but Madge was in a bad mood. Her hands were cracked and sore from the hours they spent in water and her back ached. Compared to hers Dilly’s job was a pleasure.


‘So ’ow come you’re working in there in the warm an’ I’m stuck out ’ere?’


‘At least we both have jobs,’ Dilly pointed out, hoping to appease her.


‘Huh! We do that, but we both know I earn barely enough to live on. Makes yer wonder why you were the chosen one, don’t it?’


Dilly hurried on, disquieted. She had felt nervous of Madge ever since she had questioned her shortly after Olivia’s birth and dreaded what would happen should Madge ever discover the truth. For now she had to act normally and try not to antagonize her.


When Dilly’s pregnancy had begun to show she had been at the house to wait at table when Camilla Farthing had asked to speak to her, following the dinner party she and Max had hosted. She had asked outright if Dilly would consider letting her adopt the child when it was born. At first Dilly had been horrified and indignant. But as the months went on and money was short at home, she had been forced to consider the offer. Finally she had realized that this was the only option she had to put food in her other children’s bellies. She had reeled at the offer Camilla had made her but, even so, she had turned it down: she asked only for enough to get her children to Ireland. Any more than that and she could not have lived with her conscience. The deal had been struck and from that moment on everything had been planned, down to the finest detail. Camilla Farthing had barely left the house since she had lost Violet more than a year before, so they had all agreed it would be easy for her to pretend that she was pregnant again. She had begun to wear loose-fitting clothes and the nursery was prepared, with only the trusted housekeeper, the nanny, the doctor and the solicitor, who would draw up the adoption papers, privy to the secret – the Farthings’ sons were too young to understand that anything was amiss and it was agreed that Dilly would send word as soon as the child was born. Now the deed was done things would be a million times worse should Madge ever find out about it and she shuddered at the thought.


Sighing, she made her way back into the house just in time to see the four boys racing down the stairs ahead of Nanny.


‘Boys, please,’ the nanny huffed, as she chased after them. ‘Slow down! We’re not in a playground!’


Dilly smiled as she entered the drawing room to begin the dusting. It appeared that boys would be boys whatever class they came from and from where she was standing this was just as it should be. She began to take down the expensive china ornaments and silver photograph frames with pictures of the children. When she came to the latest one of the baby, in pride of place on the mantelpiece, she paused to gaze at it tenderly. Olivia was sitting up now and reminded her a little of Niamh at that age. The pain was there again, sharp as ever. Still, it wouldn’t be long now until the children were all home where they belonged and she vowed that she would never send them away again, even if she had to resort to selling her body on the streets.


When she left the Farthings’ house that evening the wind was worse than it had been that morning and the rain was lashing down, soaking through her thin clothes within minutes. She had not even reached the end of Manor Court Road before her hair was plastered to her head, and by the time she got home she was shivering.


Thankfully now that Fergal could get about a little in his chair he was able to keep the fire in and she crossed to it and held her blue hands out to its warmth. It was so windy that the windows were rattling in their frames and the curtains were lifting in the draughts, but for all that Dilly was glad to be home. She was feeling decidedly unwell and it had been a long day.


‘You look worn out, lass,’ Fergal said, with concern, as she stripped her dripping shawl from her thin shoulders. ‘Sit yerself down an’ I’ll dish you up some o’ this stew that Nell brought round earlier.’


Normally Dilly would have objected, but tonight she sat down meekly, too chilled even to get out of her wet clothes. What with Madge and the terrible weather, it hadn’t been a good day.


‘There’s a letter come today from Mammy,’ Fergal informed her.


‘How are they all?’ she asked.


Normally she read and reread Maeve’s letters, but tonight she was so weary she could scarcely keep her eyes open. Her days started at six and she rarely got home before seven in the evening, but at least their savings were swelling, they had paid off their rent arrears and their children should be back with her and Fergal in time for Christmas.


‘Mammy says Declan is doing well at the local school.’


Dilly frowned. Most of Maeve’s letters were full of Declan, and she worried that it would be hard for her to let the child return home. He was clearly the favourite and, if the letters were anything to go by, the sun rose and set with him, but Dilly was determined to bring him home. Otherwise all the long months of scrimping and saving would have been for nothing. The only thing that she had spent any amount of money on was the wheeled chair fashioned by a local carpenter, which had given Fergal a small measure of independence. It was a heavy contraption but at least now he could manoeuvre himself into it and get outside to the shared privy so Nell no longer had to look after him while Dilly was at work. The cheap oil paints and blank canvases she had bought him in the spring had eased his boredom a little, although she doubted he was a talented artist.


‘Mammy an’ Daddy took the children to see their uncle Liam in Enniskerry last weekend,’ he went on. ‘She says they had a wonderful time an’ by all accounts the smallholding is coming along a treat. Mammy reckons it shouldn’t be too much longer before she an’ Daddy can join him there. Won’t that be grand, eh? I know how much they hate livin’ in inner Dublin, so I do.’


The stew was simmering on a trivet above the low fire. Fergal wheeled himself clumsily into the kitchen, and returned with a dish and a spoon. He ladled some out for her.


‘Did you see the baby today?’ he asked, as he often did, but tonight Dilly was in no mood for his questions.


‘Yes, but only when I took some coal up to the nursery just before I left. Mrs Farthing and the nanny were bathing her.’


‘Is she well?’


‘Of course she is. She gets the best of care. Far better than we could ever have given her,’ Dilly snapped. Didn’t he realize that she missed the child too? That every day being so close to her, unable to acknowledge her as her own, was sheer torture? They had struck a deal, so why must Fergal constantly keep on about it? She often felt he blamed her for their decision and regretted it, but what was to be done about it now? They had given up all rights to the child on the day she had been handed to the Farthings and there could be no going back.


Fergal stared at her, his expression sullen. Disheartened, Dilly pushed the food around the dish for a while, then handed it back to him saying shortly, ‘Here, you finish it. I’m not really hungry. In fact I think I’ll take the hot brick out of the oven and turn in for the night.’ She was aware that a number of jobs were waiting to be done, like getting some more coal in, but this evening she was too weary to care, and as Fergal watched she stripped off her wet clothes, letting them fall into a damp heap on the floor, slid on her nightgown and clambered into the iron bed standing against one wall. They had both slept downstairs since Fergal had had his accident and tonight she was glad of it; at least it was moderately warm in that room. Fergal fetched the hot brick for her, and after wrapping it in a towel, slipped it beneath the blankets by her feet. Then he felt her forehead. ‘You’re burning up,’ he said worriedly. ‘Is there anything I can get you?’


She shook her head and in minutes had fallen into an uneasy sleep.


It was the gentle pressure of Fergal’s hand on her arm that woke her the next morning and she started as she glanced towards the tin clock on the mantelpiece. It stood in solitary splendour now for all the other knick-knacks of any value that they had once possessed had long since found their way to the pawn shop in Queens Road.


‘It’s almost eight o’clock,’ she gasped in a panic. ‘I’m late for work. Why didn’t you wake me earlier?’ She swung her feet over the side of the bed onto the cold lino but a wave of dizziness made her flop back against the pillows.


‘You’ll not be goin’ to work today,’ Fergal told her firmly. ‘I’ve already got Nell’s lad to run to the Farthings and tell them you’re too ill to go in. Just lie there. I’ll have you a nice hot drink ready in no time. The kettle’s almost on the boil.’


‘I don’t want a drink,’ she objected, shivering uncontrollably, but then she was asleep again, locked in a dream where she was swimming against the tide of the ocean to fetch the children home.


The next thing she became aware of was gentle hands mopping her brow with a cold cloth. She forced her eyes open and saw Nell smiling down at her. ‘Ah, so you’re back with us, are yer, luvvie.’


‘Nell . . . I’m late for work . . . What time is it?’


‘It’s two days on since the last time yer asked an’ a right scare you’ve given us an’ all,’ Nell informed her.


Dilly’s mouth felt as if it was full of cotton wool and there was a pain in her chest and behind her eyes as she stared up at her neighbour in bemusement.


‘We’ve had to have the doctor into yer. Yer’ve had pneumonia,’ Nell informed her solemnly. ‘An’ it’s hardly surprisin’ with how hard yer’ve been workin’ yerself. Still, thank the Lord yer over the worst now an’, God willin’, yer’ll be as right as rain in a couple o’ weeks or so, if yer do as yer told.’


‘A couple of weeks!’ Dilly was horrified. ‘But I can’t afford to be off work for all that time. And how much did the doctor charge? We can’t afford his bills.’


‘Huh! If it weren’t for Dr Beasley an’ this here man o’ yours nursin’ yer round the clock, I reckon we’d be measurin’ yer for a coffin so be grateful fer small mercies,’ Nell scolded gently.


Fergal had wheeled his chair to the side of the bed to join them. Seeing the worry and fear etched into his face, Dilly felt contrite for the way she had spoken to him on the night she had taken ill. ‘I’m so sorry, love,’ she muttered, but he brushed her apology aside with a wave of his hand.


‘It should be me that’s sorry fer workin’ yer so hard, so it should,’ he ground out. Then, seeing her face drop, he added hastily, ‘But you’re over the worst now an’ that’s all that matters.’ Then, to Nell, he said, ‘I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve done these past days.’


He and Dilly knew that many people wouldn’t give Nell the time of day. She dressed a little loudly and was very fond of her rouge and powder. She didn’t suffer fools lightly either and was well known for speaking her mind, but over the last couple of years she had been a true friend to them. There had been many a time she had turned up with a dish of stew or a shovelful of coal in their darkest hours, and not a day went by when they didn’t consider themselves fortunate to know her.


‘That’s enough o’ that sloppy talk,’ she barked. ‘An’ now yer back in the land o’ the livin’ I’m off to cook me old man his tea else he’ll not be best pleased.’
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