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For my family, and for all the handywomen and ­
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PART I
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Belfast, Thursday, 31 January 1935

The day Peggy Cassidy’s life changed forever began with the birth of a baby. At the ripe old age of sixteen – nearly seventeen – she had seen almost a hundred babies born, and every single birth had been unique.

‘The baby’s coming!’

There was fear in Mrs Murray’s voice – fear that could be a problem. Thankfully, Peggy could see the baby’s head descending in a perfectly normal way.

‘Yes, it is,’ she said soothingly. ‘It’s all right, Mrs Murray. You’re doing a great job, so you are.’

Thankfully, this seemed to settle Mrs Murray. Occasionally, first-time mothers would get themselves in a panic, which could make the birth slow down. Behind her, she could hear Aunty Bridget getting ready for the baby. Mrs Murray had provided clean, soft towels, a wee vest, and some terry nappies, and it was clear they would be needed very, very soon. The most important thing she and Aunty Bridget could do now was to help Mrs Murray stay calm and focused.

Taking a thin piece of wool from her pocket, Peggy tied back her long, dark hair in readiness for the birth. The last thing she wanted was for her own unruly curls to get in the way.



‘Now, another pain is coming in a minute, and you’ll feel yourself pushing again, Mrs Murray. Are you comfortable the way you are, or do you want to get onto your knees?’

‘Can I?’ Mrs Murray looked red-faced and tired, but the labour had only been going on since late yesterday, so Peggy knew she would still have good reserves of strength. First babies could be slow to come. A quick glance towards the window told her it was now almost morning, weak light penetrating the thin curtain. The January nights had seemed endless, reluctantly giving way to allow a few minutes of extra daylight each day.

With Aunty Bridget’s help, she supported Mrs Murray to flip onto her knees and grip the wooden headboard of her sturdy bed. And not a moment too soon, for she was pushing again – loud, guttural groans coming from her throat. Peggy and Aunty Bridget’s eyes met – the same eyes, for Peggy had inherited the Doyle blue eyes from her ma. A sense of connection, of shared purpose, flowed through her. This was important work, and she and Aunty Bridget were doing it together. Soon all the hours of patient waiting would be done.

Together Peggy and her aunt arranged towels on the bed between the woman’s knees, ready to receive the baby. Sensibly, Mrs Murray had covered her mattress with a rubber sheet before making it up with cool cotton bed linen. The bed was normally pushed up against the wall of the small bedroom, but with Mrs Murray’s agreement Peggy and Aunty Bridget had pulled it out when they arrived yesterday, to allow them to get around both sides of it.

There was a discreet knocking on the door, which Peggy ignored. Once Mrs Murray’s contraction had eased though, she left Aunty Bridget murmuring soothing words to Mrs Murray and went over to open it a crack.

As expected, it was Mr Murray, his face pale and his brow furrowed. ‘How is she? I can hear her from downstairs.’

‘She’s fine. It won’t be long now. Can we have some more hot water?’

‘Yes, of course.’ He disappeared speedily, and Peggy suppressed a smile. Some of the men would go to the pub during the evening, but once they were back in the house they often needed to be given jobs to do. Besides, she and Aunty Bridget were sticklers for hygiene, and washed their hands with soap and a nail brush on a regular basis while attending a birth, so the hot water was genuinely needed. Mr Murray had been taken for pints by the menfolk yesterday evening, but had spent the night downstairs with his wife’s mother and sisters, as well as his own ma. Peggy had heard the reassuring hum of conversation from downstairs through the night, and knew Mrs Murray would have been comforted by it, too. Sometimes a woman would want her own mammy in the room, which was fine, but more often than not she was content just to have the handywomen.

Having a baby, Aunty Bridget always said, was the most natural thing in the world, but that didn’t mean it should be ignored or taken for granted. A new member of the Murray family was about to come into the world, and the significance for the whole family could not be overstated.

And I am to be part of it! Peggy thought. It never grew old – 
the feeling of privilege that, in her role as trainee handywoman, she got to be part of special moments for so many women. The numbers she had supported were nothing, of course, not in comparison to Aunty Bridget’s experience. For more than forty years Bridget Devine had served the women of West Belfast and as a result, she was held in high esteem throughout the community. All the handywomen were.

Not that there were that many of them. Peggy knew of only four in the west – Aunty Bridget and her great friend Mrs Clarke, as well as Mrs Kennedy and Mrs Quinn. That was why Aunty Bridget was training Peggy, for they knew there would always be a need for five or six handywomen for their sprawling community based around Belfast’s Falls Road. Apparently there had been more handywomen needed at one time, but more recently wealthier women were choosing to pay doctors’ fees and have their babies in hospitals and maternity homes. Not so the working women of West. While emergency care was free, they wouldn’t have the money to pay for a doctor every time they had a baby.

Not that doctors were needed, anyway. Not for straightforward births, which most births were. That was women’s business. The business of the women and the handywomen.

Mrs Murray began groaning again, and Peggy nodded in satisfaction. The pains were coming one after another, which would hopefully prevent the baby’s head from slipping back up the birth canal.

About ten minutes later the head was out. Peggy watched as it moved – a full quarter turn to align with its shoulders. It was fascinating how that happened, every time. Gently, Aunty Bridget checked the cord, and Peggy saw her frown.

‘Try not to push for a minute, Mrs Murray,’ she said, and Peggy saw that the cord was wrapped tightly around the baby’s neck. She held her breath as Aunty Bridget worked at it, trying to resist the instinct to be worried. Babies don’t breathe the way we do, she reminded herself. Before birth they got their oxygen directly from the blood in the cord, so the only problem would be if the cord was nipped so much it wasn’t able to pulse into the baby. Peering closely, she saw that the cord was a healthy colour, plump and purple.

Aunty Bridget’s clever hands, spotted with age and wisdom, were working deftly to release the cord, and a moment later Peggy saw her slip it over the baby’s head. Peggy watched closely, as she’d only seen it done a couple of times, but as before, there was no issue. The cord was still a good colour, its natural springiness ensuring the blood had kept flowing to the baby.

It struck her then that she knew things – that she was genuinely learning from Aunty Bridget. Well, and why wouldn’t she? She’d been helping with births – and with laying out the dead – since leaving school at fourteen.

Nearly three years of it, being sent for after working her shifts in the mill, on her days off, or on Sundays when the mill was closed. She hated being a milly – as the Belfast mill-girls were called – and couldn’t wait to work as a handywoman full-time. She even got paid a bit already, if there was enough money. Sometimes the women paid Aunty Bridget in favours or food, because they couldn’t afford her modest fee. It didn’t matter, for Bridget Devine would help anyway, and everyone in West Belfast knew it.

‘Now then, Mrs Murray, it’s time. With the next push, your baby might be here.’

Mrs Murray nodded, then the urge to push took her over again. A moment later the baby was out, landing squarely on the towels. Its colour was good, the cord was beating healthily, and within seconds it began to cry.



‘Move this leg . . . now turn . . . that’s it.’ Aunty Bridget directed Mrs Murray to turn around safely, then helped her pick up her baby. ‘A wee boy. Maith thú. Well done!’ Aunty Bridget still spoke Irish occasionally, particularly when emotional.

‘Oh, oh, my baby! I can’t believe it!’ Mrs Murray was holding him close, rubbing his wee head and back. ‘Look at that head of hair! Look at his wee hands!’

‘And a good size too, Mrs Murray. I’d guess he’s a seven-­pounder.’ Aunty Bridget was covering his wee back with towels – it wasn’t good for newborn babies to get cold. Peggy congratulated the new mother then added coal to the fire. Mrs Murray’s house was identical to her own, and the fireplace in the upstairs front bedroom of these houses rarely got used. Now that the baby was born, the room needed to be a lot warmer.

Knowing that Mr Murray was probably on the landing, she opened the door again, a little. There he was, along with his mother, Mrs Murray’s mother, and three of her sisters. ‘All well,’ she said. ‘A boy. We just need a wee while longer. And bring us that bucket, please.’ She sent a meaningful look to the women crowding the narrow landing.

‘Ah, that’s great. Right, everybody! Downstairs. Time to put the kettle on.’ Mrs Murray senior was taking everybody in hand. Still smiling, Peggy closed the door and went back to the new mother, who was already undoing the buttons at the top of her nightdress.

‘My ma told me to feed the baby straight away, so she did.’

‘And she was right!’ Aunty Bridget agreed. ‘But let him do it himself. Here, let me fix these pillows.’ She arranged the pillows so that Mrs Murray was still sitting, but slightly laid back. ‘There. Now you can be comfortable, love.’

Peggy was keeping an eye on Mrs Murray’s bleeding. A steady trickle, nothing major. And only the tiniest tear, thankfully. Leaving Mrs Murray to coo at her baby, she and her aunt tidied the room. One of the women brought the bucket – and in the nick of time, for Mrs Murray was groaning again, as the afterbirth announced its imminent arrival.

Peggy took the baby, checking that the cord had finished its work. Sure enough, it was now white and limp – a strong contrast to the purple pulsating of twenty minutes ago. Tying it off in two places with strong wool, she cut between them with scissors cleaned in the freshly boiled water, then took the baby to the foot of the bed to dress him in nappy, wool pants, and vest. The afterbirth was now out, so the baby went directly back to his mammy, wrapped in a wee knitted blanket, while Aunty Bridget inspected the afterbirth before carefully placing it in the bucket.

‘That’s us now,’ she declared with an air of satisfaction, the familiar words delivered in an accent that was pure Belfast. At’s us nai.

And it was. Another baby safely born. Another contented mother holding her wee one close.

Another good day.
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‘Are you ready to show him off?’

The baby had had his first feed and all was well. Mrs Murray, beaming, agreed and Peggy left the room, closing the door behind her. This was such a lovely part of her role, inviting the new father and the grannies in to see the wee one.

A minute later Mr Murray was bounding up the stairs, followed in a much more dignified manner by both grannies, who were even now sharing an indulgent look and rolling their eyes. Peggy grinned, relief and exhilaration coursing through her. Tragedies did still happen during childbirth – no one knew why sometimes – though they were rare. Still, it was always comforting to get to this point, with baby safely out and mammy and baby doing well.

As the women passed her on the landing, Mrs Murray’s mother told Peggy to go to the kitchen, where some fresh toast and a cuppa tae were awaiting her. She needed no second bidding, and a few moments later Aunty Bridget joined her. They had eaten nothing since yesterday teatime, and the toast was all the nicer for it. Mrs Murray’s ma had taken tea and toast upstairs for the new mother, who would be even more ravenous.

They sat chatting idly, warmth coursing through Peggy at the knowledge that all was well. How many times had they done this – sitting in a kitchen after a birth? Night or day, the routine was the same – tea, toast, and a sense of satisfaction.

‘You done well, Peggy,’ said Aunty Bridget, popping the last morsel of toast into her mouth. ‘You’ll make a fine handywoman, so you will.’

The warmth flooding through Peggy at her aunt’s compliment made her smile.

‘Ach sure, I’m only learning.’

‘Another six months or so and you’ll be ready to go to births on your own.’

Peggy’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’

‘Aye. You’re a good girl, Peggy. And a great learner.’

Peggy blushed and stammered. Around here, people didn’t usually say nice things so openly.

‘Don’t you be getting all mortified now, Peggy.’ Aunty Bridget’s tone was firm. ‘You’re like a daughter to me, and that’s a fact.’

It was true, but Aunty Bridget had never said it out loud before. Her husband had died before Peggy was born – a hero of the Easter Rising – and Aunty Bridget had never remarried. Her nieces and nephews all adored her, but Peggy had often wondered if Aunty Bridget had a soft spot for her. After all, she had been the one selected to train as a handywoman alongside her aunt. The deal had been done between Ma and Aunty Bridget, and Peggy had been delighted when they had told her of it.

‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘I’m lucky enough to have two mammies – although that does mean double the telling-off sometimes!’



Bridget laughed, throwing her head back and guffawing the way she did sometimes. Affection coursed through Peggy at the sight. Aunty Bridget’s hair was grey now, her face increasingly wrinkled. But she was one of the most alive people Peggy knew. It was probably because she had managed to avoid a lifetime in the mills. Mill-hands died young – mostly of accidents or lung diseases. The handywoman’s other job was sitting with the dying, and Peggy could recall nights trying to comfort frightened people struggling to get a breath. It was not a good way to die.

Thank God Bridget was unlikely ever to suffer that way, but Peggy worried about the rest of them – Da, who worked long hours in the mill, and Peggy’s brothers and sisters along with him. Ma had escaped because she needed to be a mother instead, and Granda was too old to work now, but Gerard, Antoinette and Sheila all worked full-time as mill-hands. The wee ones – Joe and Aiveen – were too young yet, but their time would come, too. Every penny of wages was needed to cover food and rent. Peggy was lucky the family had taken the hit of her staying a half-timer so she could train as a handywoman.

‘Aye, well sometimes you need a good telling-off, my girl – though to be fair it’s only a now-and-again thing. I recall my own ma – your Granny Doyle – was a fierce woman. I used to dread her shouting at me!’

‘Aye, I remember she was a strong woman.’

‘We all are, Peggy – all us Doyle women.’ Aunty Bridget leaned forward, her blue eyes pinning Peggy’s. ‘You might be called Cassidy but you’re a true Doyle, and never you forget it!’



‘I—’

Abruptly, there was a pounding at the front door. Peggy and Aunty Bridget looked at each other, both rising and making for the living room. Peggy’s inner sense of satisfaction was giving way to fear. Who would make that racket in a house where everyone knew there was a woman having a baby? God, was somebody not well? She bit her lip.

‘Open up! Police!’ The voice was loud, demanding, and utterly terrifying. 

What in God’s name did the police want?
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The pounding on the door was continuing, louder than before.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ Aunty Bridget made the sign of the cross then stepped forward – just as Mr Murray’s ma reached the bottom of the stairs and opened the front door.

Immediately the house was invaded. Two burly men, both wearing the insignia of the dreaded Royal Ulster Constabulary. One headed straight upstairs, while the other came into the living room. Peggy’s heart was thumping like a hammer in her chest, and her palms were suddenly sweaty with fear. What do they want?

The RUC constable was tall and broad, with a red face and a cross expression. He looked at them all, his eyes narrowed. ‘Mrs Bridget Devine?’

Cold fear pooled in Peggy’s stomach. She clutched her aunt’s arm, feeling the tension in her.

Aunty Bridget straightened. ‘I am Mrs Devine. Why?’

‘We have reason to believe that you are practising midwifery without a licence. There have been complaints.’

Peggy gasped. Aunty Bridget was highly respected in the community. Who on earth would complain about her? She moved forward, leaning against Aunty Bridget from behind. I am here.



Bridget straightened. ‘Complaints from whom?’

‘Not one but two doctors.’ He consulted his notebook. ‘Dr Fenton and Dr Sheridan. They say you’re putting lives at risk.’

At this, Peggy felt her sag slightly. Aunty Bridget saved lives! Never would she do anything risky with the women who trusted her.

‘Dr Fenton,’ Aunty Bridget mused, shaking her head. ‘But I’m surprised about Dr Sheridan. I thought he was better than this.’ She turned to Peggy, her face pale but her voice remarkably steady.

‘Peggy,’ she murmured, ‘tell your ma not to fight this.’ She looked her in the eye. ‘Will you do that for me?’

‘But—’ Peggy could barely contain her outrage, her terror on Aunty Bridget’s behalf. The community could have a crowd outside the police station in no time if needed. There would certainly be anger enough.

How dared the police challenge Bridget Devine née Doyle – a woman who was well known and well respected, and who had never broken a law in her life! Or at least, had never broken a sensible law.

‘Will you do that for me?’ Aunty Bridget’s look was intent, and Peggy nodded.

‘And who is this?’ The policeman was now looking at her, his expression disdainful. ‘Another so-called handywoman?’

‘She’s nobody. My sister’s girl.’

‘You wouldn’t be training her up, now would you?’

Peggy could feel the blood draining from her face, but Aunty Bridget was well fit for them. She laughed – actually laughed, saying, ‘Sure she’s only a chile.’

Just then, his colleague reappeared. ‘New baby and mother upstairs. Our information from the pub was correct. She swears she had it alone, but’ – he jerked his head towards Bridget – ‘you got her?’

‘I have indeed. Right, come with us, please.’ He stepped back, indicating that Aunty Bridget should pass him. Helplessly Peggy watched, noticing in that moment that Aunty Bridget was walking confidently, head held high. The sight of her grey hair secured in its usual neat bun seemed incongruous, somehow. Were the RUC really lifting her aunt? A woman who had recently turned sixty? And for what? For helping other women? Rage blazed through her. How feckin’ dare they!

Outside a crowd was gathering, as it always did when the RUC came into their tight-knit community.

‘On yiz go, yiz bastards!’ shouted one elderly man, and a chorus of jeers echoed out.

‘Leave the Murrays alone!’ shouted a woman. ‘They’re good people!’

Peggy could almost feel the moment when the crowd realised what was going on. A wave of gasps and shocked exclamations rippled through the crowd, with people exclaiming:

‘It’s Mrs Devine!’

‘No!’

‘Oh my God!’

‘Leave her alone!’

‘What the hell are you doing with Mrs Devine?’

Stony-faced, the police ignored them, putting Aunty Bridget into the back of the police car, then climbing in the front.

Oh, poor Aunty Bridget!

As the motor car moved off some of the young lads ran after it, hurling insults until it turned the corner and was gone. Peggy, tears rolling down her cheeks, could only stand there, entirely helpless.
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‘So where did they take you?’

Peggy watched silently as her ma questioned Aunty Bridget about her ordeal. It was midnight and Aunty Bridget had finally reappeared in her tiny house, one street down from Peggy’s home. It was the house Bridget and Peggy’s mammy had grown up in. After the Rising, when the news had come of her husband’s death, Aunty Bridget – widowed and childless – had moved back into her home house with her ageing mother. With never a complaint about the hand that fate had dealt her, she had looked after her elderly mother until Granny Doyle’s death. And now this. It was so unfair!

Following hugs, and the kettle going back on, Aunty Bridget was now sitting in her own armchair by her own fire, answering Ma’s questions.

‘The main police station – the one where the Andersonstown Road meets the Glen Road, you know?’

‘And you walked home? In the dark? At midnight?’

‘And sure why wouldn’t I? I know all these streets and everybody that lives in them!’ Aunty Bridget chuckled. ‘It takes more than intimidation from a few eejits to properly scare me – though I have to admit it was a shock when they landed into Mrs Murray’s house. Is she all right?’ Her gaze swung to Peggy, who nodded. ‘And the baby? Good. Absolutely disgraceful carry-on, invading the home of a woman giving birth.’

Ma shrugged. ‘It’s the RUC. What else do you expect from a pig but a grunt?’

‘Ah, now,’ said Aunty Bridget. ‘Don’t you be giving pigs a bad name, Mary!’ They laughed then – laughter that held a great deal of relief. Despite her light-hearted words, Peggy could see strain in the lines of Aunty Bridget’s face. It was as if she had aged twenty years since this morning.

‘Did they formally arrest you, Bridget?’

‘Aye, but it’s nothing to worry about, Mary.’

‘Nothing to worry about? You could be put in prison!’

Bridget shrugged. ‘It’s not as simple as that.’

Ma’s brow was furrowed. ‘I don’t follow you.’

‘They brought in a law to say only midwives and doctors can attend births. They’ve made it a crime all right, but the punishment for handywomen who get caught is a fine, not prison. The whole “you’re under arrest” play-acting was only to intimidate me.’

‘How much of a fine?’

Aunty Bridget grimaced. ‘Ten pounds.’

Ma blessed herself. ‘How are you supposed to find that sort of money? It’s a fortune!’

Aunty Bridget’s eyes danced with mischief. ‘I have a good wee bit put by, but damn sures they’re not getting it!’

Mammy looked puzzled. ‘Then what—’

‘They can put me in prison as a debtor, I suppose . . . but they’re still not getting my savings.’

‘Now, Bridget—’

‘Don’t you now, Bridget me, Mary! I would remind you that I am the eldest, and you the youngest. And you might be Mrs Cassidy now, but in this house you’ll always be Mary Doyle, the baby of the family!’ She pursed her lips. ‘I haven’t been working for forty-five years just so the RUC and a ­couple of big doctors with notions about themselves can steal it from me!’

‘Yeah, who were the doctors who reported you? Do you know them?’

‘I do.’ Aunty Bridget nodded briskly – as though they weren’t discussing the fact she had been detained in a police cell all day. ‘Fenton is a big-shot in the Royal. Thinks he is somebody. Doesn’t surprise me in the least that he did this.’ She paused. ‘Dr Sheridan though . . .’ Her face twisted and Peggy suddenly realised that Aunty Bridget looked hurt. ‘He’s a general practitioner in South Belfast. I never had much to do with him, for he has very few patients here in West. But he always struck me as a good man. Fair, you know?’ Her eyes became unfocused. ‘Just shows you, you never really know anybody, do you?’

‘Ah, this is a disaster.’ Ma’s hand was on her forehead. ‘We’ll talk about it in the morning. Peggy, you’ll stay here tonight.’

Peggy nodded, even as Aunty Bridget protested that she didn’t need a babysitter and Ma overruled her with all the authority of a mother of six.

‘She’s staying, and that’s final.’ She turned to Peggy. ‘You’ll miss work tomorrow – our Antoinette can tell them you’re sick. She can pick up your wages too.’

‘But that’ll mean less money this week. Will we manage?’

Ma looked after all the money in the family, everybody including Daddy dutifully handing over their wages every Friday.



Ma shrugged. ‘We manage when you’re at a birth or a wake. We’ll manage this week.’ Her tone was firm. ‘Now, go and fill a hot-water bottle for your aunty Bridget, for it’s freezin’ tonight.’

Peggy complied, and she was upstairs putting the rubber bottle into Aunty Bridget’s bed when she heard a shriek from below. ‘Peggy! Come quick!’

Hurrying down the stairs, her heart pounding at the fear in Ma’s voice, she dashed into the wee living room. Aunty Bridget was slumped in her chair, one side of her face sagging, and Ma kneeling beside her.

‘It’s all right, Bridget,’ she was saying softly. She turned to Peggy. ‘Go and get Dr Gaffney, quick!’

Peggy didn’t need to be told twice. Grabbing her coat, she ran out the door, heading down to the bottom of Rockdale Street and turning right, passing her own street, Rockville, then Rockmore Road and Rockmount Street. The ‘Rock streets’ as they were known, for obvious reasons. Those who lived here had a tight-knit sense of community.

Peggy knew exactly which house to go to – the big house on the Falls Road beside the chapel. In her three years helping Aunty Bridget, she had been sent for the doctor a few times – for a woman who had a fever, a woman who bled, a woman whose baby wouldn’t come. Dr Gaffney had come, and each time he had arranged for an ambulance, and praised Aunty Bridget for doing the right thing. Emergency care was free, unlike hiring a doctor or midwife. The women and babies had been fine afterwards, thank God. Dr Gaffney, she knew, would never have dreamed of complaining about a handywoman.



As she ran, under her breath she was muttering a decade of the rosary. First, an Our Father, then ten Hail Marys . . . And all the while she was wishing, praying, begging for a miracle.

Aunty Bridget’s house in Rockdale Street was identical to the Cassidy family home one street over. Living room to the front, kitchen to the back, with an outhouse in the backyard. There was running water for the kitchen sink as well as electric lights and even two power sockets. Upstairs were two bedrooms, usually stuffed full of people. At home Granda Joe (who was Da’s da) and Peggy’s brothers Gerard and wee Joe shared the back bedroom, while Peggy shared the front bedroom with her sisters Antoinette, Sheila, and wee Aiveen. Ma and Da slept downstairs on a big mattress that got hauled upstairs every morning. Still, Antoinette and Gerard were both courting and saving to get married, so in a few years the house would be a bit emptier, with two of the six children up and away.

Because Aunty Bridget lived by herself in Granny and Granda Doyle’s old house, that meant there was usually at least one of the Cassidys or their cousins staying over in her back bedroom. Her two-up two-down seemed enormous for just one person. Tonight it would be Peggy’s turn to stay over – especially with poor Aunty Bridget not being well.

Dr Gaffney had come, confirmed it was a stroke, had shaken his head sadly, and left again. Da had been sent for, to carry his sister-in-law up to her bed, where Ma and Peggy had made her comfortable. By morning she was opening her eyes, and even talking – her speech slurred and hard to make out at times. She kept having nosebleeds and was complaining of a bad headache. Dr Gaffney had said Aunty Bridget’s blood pressure was very high and had warned she might have a second stroke. Peggy had only a vague idea what blood pressure was, but Dr Gaffney’s demeanour told her everything she needed to know. He was deeply concerned.

Peggy, used to sitting through the night with women in labour, had made Ma go to the back bedroom to sleep a few hours ago, and had then taken a turn at sleeping herself, but when it got to half-five in the morning Ma came back, letting Peggy go to help Antoinette with Ma’s jobs at home.

Da was already up when she got home, the mattress leaning against the wall ready to go upstairs. It would be stored in the boys’ bedroom for the day as usual. Da had had his strip wash in the kitchen and was currently buttoning up his shirt. With Ma away there was no porridge made, but she saw that he had made himself tea, as well as taking some bread-and-dripping.

‘How is she?’

Peggy grimaced. ‘Talking, but slurred. No power on her left side. It’s not good.’

He nodded, sadness in his eyes, then straightened. ‘Right,’ he declared briskly. ‘I’m away to work. Come and get me if you need me.’

If she dies. ‘We will, aye.’
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Walking through to the kitchen, Peggy started preparing breakfast, her mind elsewhere. Tea. Porridge in the big pot. Checking the bread bin, she saw there was very little left, so she made fresh farls, mixing flour with baking soda, salt, and buttermilk, then kneading it out. After forming the dough into a circle she cut it into four, cooking the farls on the iron griddle on top of the stove.

The smell of the fresh soda farls attracted the attention of Granda Joe along with Peggy’s brothers and sisters, and soon downstairs was bustling. Wee Joe started clearing out the fire, and Gerard, Antoinette, and Sheila went to the table with Granda, eating their porridge as quickly as they could. Once they were done, Peggy gave them half a farl each and sent them on their way – Gerard and Antoinette to get ready for work, Sheila to tidy the bedrooms before school. Everybody did their bit – except Granda of course. At nearly ninety, he had more than earned the right to be looked after. Wee Aiveen, the youngest at only two, had to be changed so Antoinette did that, coming back to the kitchen afterwards to wash her hands and talk again about poor Aunty Bridget.

‘I’ll say one thing,’ she declared, fire in her eyes, ‘it’s no coincidence she took a stroke after being held in a bloody RUC station all day!’



Peggy nodded, but said only, ‘Don’t let Ma hear you saying bad words like that.’

‘What bad words? RUC?’

Peggy smiled, Antoinette’s wit lifting the clouds from about her for the briefest of moments.

‘Here, take the chile,’ Antoinette added, passing Aiveen across. Peggy settled her wee sister on her hip, stacking used plates and cutlery with the other hand, and talking to her in a baby voice. Wee Joe, who was nine, had finished doing the fire – brushing the hearth and setting a new fire with paper twists, sticks, and coal, ready for later. After washing he took his turn at the table, and Peggy put Aiveen into the corner chair, well propped up so she wouldn’t fall. While they were eating their porridge – Aiveen getting it everywhere but her mouth, of course – Peggy washed the first set of dishes, then filled a bowl of porridge for Ma, placing it in one of the wee compartments under the stove to keep warm. There was enough left for half a bowl for herself, and she ate it standing by the stove, unable to settle.

After that she cleared out the big pot and washed it, washed Aiveen in the sink, then started peeling the spuds. A notion took her. Today was the first day of February, 
St Brigid’s Day – the saint that Aunty Bridget had been named after. St Brigid, the patron saint of women, of midwives, of healing, and of art. Maybe it was a sign that Aunty Bridget would recover. On the other hand, if she did die today, on the feast day of her name, it would be somehow fitting.

Peggy closed her eyes briefly. Hopefully Aunty Bridget would be all right. Besides, she had too much to do to be wasting time thinking right now. By the time she had filled the big pot with peeled potatoes covered in water, cleaned Aiveen up, and made sure Joe had washed properly, they were running late.

‘Let’s go, Joe!’ Even though some of the local boys ran to school by themselves every day, Ma usually went along with Joe, calling at the chapel afterwards to light a candle and say a prayer, while making sure her youngest son actually went inside the school. Today of all days, Peggy would do the same.

After cleaning the house from top to bottom while Granda Joe kept an eye on Aiveen, Peggy hoisted the toddler onto her hip and made her way back round to Rockdale Street. A few of Aunty Bridget’s neighbours were out at their front doors, and Peggy made slow progress up the street. Word had gone out that the doctor had called to the house during the night, and again an hour ago, and now it seemed the priest had been sent for. Peggy’s heart sank at the news.

‘What we all want to know, Peggy,’ said Mrs Elliott, her arms folded over her faded cotton apron, ‘is did the RUC harm her? For if they done anything to that wee lady, I swear—’

‘No, no, nothing like that,’ Peggy hastened to answer, seeing Mrs Elliott’s fierce expression. ‘Definitely a stroke. She can’t talk right, and she’s lost the power of movement all down one side.’

‘Ah, God love her.’ Mrs Elliott blessed herself. ‘What time did the polis let her out?’

‘Just before midnight. She was there a good few hours.’

‘Aye, then had a stroke a coupla hours later.’ Mrs Elliott looked ragin’. ‘Them bastards mightn’t have put a hand on her, Peggy, but they killed her all the same.’



‘As did the doctors who reported her,’ Peggy replied, her throat tight. ‘They’re glad of the handywomen when it suits them. But to do what they done to my lovely Aunty Bridget – it’s not feckin’ right.’

‘You’re spot on, Peggy. I’m so sorry.’

Peggy thanked her, moving on before she started to cry. Aunty Bridget was not dead, but the signs weren’t good.

Sure enough when she got to Aunty Bridget’s, Father Fullerton, the parish priest, was coming down the stairs, a green stole around his neck and his box of holy oils in his hand. He had clearly just given Bridget the Last Rites.

‘Ah, hello there, Peggy,’ he said, his kind eyes soft with sadness. ‘Mrs Devine has made her confession and had communion. The doctor thinks she won’t do, so I offered’ – he indicated the box of oils – ‘and she accepted. She knows she doesn’t have long.’ He pressed a hand to her arm briefly before greeting Aiveen, who hid her face in Peggy’s shoulder. ‘She’s asking for you,’ he added.

Peggy nodded, thanked him, then began the long climb upstairs. Surely thirteen steps had never been so difficult before? Taking a breath, she stepped into the front bedroom.

‘Ach, here’s our Peggy, Bridget.’ Ma’s eyes were red, Peggy noticed.

Aunty Bridget was lying motionless in the bed, arms outside the covers. Ma and Sister Mark from the parish were sitting on hard chairs beside the bed. Aiveen reached for Ma, her wee face troubled. Even wee Aiveen knows something is wrong.

‘Peggy.’ The word was almost a whisper, the sounds shaped rather than fully formed.



‘I’m here, Aunty Bridget.’ Sitting on the edge of the bed, Peggy took her right hand – the good hand, for her aunt squeezed it.

‘Good girl.’ She stopped, took a few breaths, then, with visible effort, spoke again. ‘Éist liom.’ That was ‘listen to me’ in Irish. ‘Now, second drawer, at the back.’

Peggy’s mind was sluggish. Seeing Aunty Bridget like this – a woman who, until just a few hours ago, was hale and hearty and fiercely independent . . . it made no sense to Peggy’s brain.

‘Peggy.’ Aunty Bridget’s tone was urgent, bringing Peggy’s attention back to the present. Her mouth was turned down on one side, Peggy saw, the lines in that side of her face smoothed in unwanted idleness. ‘Second drawer. Now!’

Peggy went, crossing the small room and opening the second drawer in what had originally been Granny Doyle’s chest of drawers. At the back, Aunty Bridget had said. Feeling her way amid cardigans and blouses – all clean, pressed, and neatly folded – Peggy suddenly came upon something else. She drew it out, bringing it to Aunty Bridget. A cloth bag, hand-stitched from an old pillowcase, that emitted a metallic clink as she moved it.

‘Open. Go on!’

Peggy opened it, her jaw dropping at the number of coins and notes inside. Turning her head, she looked at her aunt.

‘Saved for years, so I did. Thought I’d need for retirement. God has other plans. Go you to Dublin, Peggy.’ She took a breath. ‘Midwife school. Too many know you as a handywoman around here. It’ll go against you.’ Given her condition, this was a long speech and she stopped, breathing laboriously.



‘No, Aunty Bridget, no.’ Peggy could barely speak. Her throat was painfully tight, her cheeks wet with hot tears. ‘I can’t.’

‘Can.’ Aunty Bridget patted her hand. ‘Great handywoman. Great midwife. Is féidir leat.’ You can.

‘Don’t you be arguing with your aunt now, Peggy.’ Sister Mark spoke firmly. ‘She’s telling you what she wants done with her money, and it’s her right to do so. Now just you say “thank you” and be grateful.’

‘Thank you,’ Peggy managed in a small voice. Her mind was reeling. Aunty Bridget was dying – they all knew it. Giving away her life savings was proof. And Peggy couldn’t possibly take the money.

‘Mary. Peggy.’ Aunty Bridget wanted them both this time.

‘We’re here, Bridget.’ Ma took her sister’s other hand. How many times had the two of them held hands as children? Peggy wondered. Bridget would have helped rear her youngest sister, there was no doubt. Fifteen years between them. Same as me and Aiveen.

‘I want a good wake now, chile. D’ya hear me?’ Whether this was directed to Ma or Peggy was unclear. It was likely that Bridget thought of them both as children right now.

‘The best,’ Ma said, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘I might even get Granny Doyle’s china out when they all come.’

Half of Aunty Bridget’s face smiled at this. ‘Music. And craic. No yappin’.’

‘Oh, there’ll definitely be music,’ Peggy said, hearing the thickness of her own voice. ‘And we’ll have the best of craic. But we’ll cry too, Aunty Bridget. We’ll all miss you. I’ll miss you.’



There was no response. Checking anxiously, Peggy saw that Aunty Bridget was still breathing, but had sunk into sleep.

‘Tanty Biddit sick?’ asked wee Aiveen, who had been watching and listening carefully.

‘Yes, love. Aunty Bridget is sick. But she’s sleeping now.’ Burying her face in Aiveen’s dark curls, Ma kissed her wee head repeatedly, then rose, letting go of Bridget’s hand. ‘I better get the dinner on. Won’t be long till dinner break at the mills, and they’ll all be landing in demanding their champ!’

‘I peeled the spuds this morning,’ Peggy offered.

‘Ah, you’re a good girl, Peggy.’ Ma squeezed her shoulder. ‘If you get the chance, see if you can gather up all your granny’s china and put it on the kitchen worktop.’ She turned to Sister Mark. ‘Thanks, Sister. I really appreciate you being here.’

‘I’m glad to be of help, Mrs Cassidy,’ Sister Mark replied. ‘And me and Bridget go way back. Best friends we were, along with Róisín – Mrs Clarke. Now go you on and feed your family. I’ll sort out something for Peggy and me here.’

Sister Mark was as good as her word, boiling a few potatoes and mashing them with butter and milk. ‘Your champ’s ready, Peggy,’ she said, entering the bedroom. Peggy glanced at Aunty Bridget, who hadn’t woken since. Her breathing was slowing, with brief pauses between breaths. Having sat with the dying many’s a time, she knew what that meant. ‘Go on,’ Sister Mark urged. ‘I’ve had mine. You need to eat.’

So Peggy went, eating her champ at Aunty Bridget’s table, her only company the ticking of the clock. The silence was eerie, wrong. Mealtimes were normally bustling and noisy. Everything about today was wrong.



After washing up she checked in all the cupboards, assembling a collection of delph – both Aunty Bridget’s plain crockery, and Granny Doyle’s precious china. Mrs Clarke arrived then – another handywoman Peggy knew well.

‘Ach, I’m so sorry, Peggy.’ Mrs Clarke hugged her. ‘I can’t believe we’re going to lose our Bridget. One of the best women I’ve ever known.’

‘You were best friends, Sister Mark said?’ Why do I not know more about Aunty Bridget’s past? And now it was too late. Too late to ask. Too late to hear the stories of how Bridget had become a handywoman or how she had met her husband. Too late.

‘We were, aye. Still are, I suppose. Me and Bridget and Mary McKeever – always together, and hardly a bit of wit between the three of us. We had quare craic!’ She chuckled, then sighed at whatever memories were going through her mind. ‘Me and Bridget became handywomen and Mary went into the convent. Then Bridget married Ned Devine and I married my Brendan, and we all got sensible and grown-up.’

‘She told me yesterday that I was like a daughter to her.’ Peggy heard the tightness in her own voice. Don’t cry. Not yet.

‘Well, and that can’t have surprised you, surely?’

Peggy frowned. ‘I suppose. But she wants me to use her life savings to train as a midwife. In Dublin.’ Dublin was a hundred miles away. A hundred miles!

‘Does she now?’ Mrs Clarke considered this. ‘I suppose it would do no harm, having one of our own in among them. And it would protect you from the likes of what happened yesterday.’ Her brow furrowed. ‘I knew that bloody law would make trouble for us one day. But I don’t think any of us thought a handywoman would actually get lifted over it.’ She sent a sharp glance at Peggy. ‘You do what your aunty tells you, Peggy. You hear me?’

Peggy shrugged, knowing an outright refusal would only cause more trouble. Mrs Clarke went upstairs then, and Peggy returned to her dishes. Carefully, she washed each piece, stacking them on the worktop ready for the wake. Aunty Bridget isn’t even dead yet, and I’m washing dishes for the wake.

That done, she returned upstairs with cups of tea for Sister Mark and Mrs Clarke. ‘No, don’t get up!’ She put a hand out to prevent the nun from rising. Perching on the edge of the bed, she looked properly at Aunty Bridget. Death was coming. She’d seen it many times before. Her aunt’s breathing had slowed even more – she counted to ten in her head while awaiting her aunt’s next in-breath.

It was going to be a long day.

Sitting with the dying was a privilege. Peggy had done it as a handywoman, many times. Birth and death held many similarities – beginnings and endings, a family on edge, the need to soothe and to hold and to make things as calm as possible. A good death, she knew, was just as important as a good birth – and both were better at home.

Today, Peggy was struck by a kind of double vision. She herself was that grieving relative awaiting the death of a loved one. And at the same time she was supporting everyone around her, using the skills and wisdom of a handywoman. Skills and wisdom passed on to her by Aunty Bridget herself.

Once the mills closed for the day there was a steady stream of relatives through the house, all wanting to speak to Aunty Bridget, to hold her hand and have a wee cry, or to tell her things. Ma swore that her sister squeezed her hand at one point, but she never woke up properly.

Peggy and Sister Mark had based themselves downstairs, making continuous pots of tea and soothing people’s distress. Mrs Clarke had been called to a birth, reminding Peggy again of the eternal cycle. Births and deaths in their community every day, every night.

But why did Aunty Bridget have to be taken, and her only sixty?

Thankfully it was just close family in the house for now – Peggy’s brothers and sisters, cousins, aunties and uncles. Once the wake began there would be hundreds of people calling to say a prayer and pass on their condolences. Ma had come downstairs to bake two dozen scones this afternoon, and the women of the family were discussing what they would each bake or bring for the wake.

By late evening the house had settled into silence again – Sister Mark resting, Ma away home to sleep, and Peggy holding Aunty Bridget’s hand. As it should be. Together they had held the hands of countless women in labour, and many more grieving the loss of a loved one. The doctor came around eleven, checked her pulse, and listened to the long, long gaps between breaths.

‘I think I’ll stay a while, Peggy.’

She nodded, knowing he thought it would be soon.

Sure enough, just before midnight, in the dying minutes of St Brigid’s day, Aunty Bridget went to her eternal rest.
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‘Dr Sheridan!’

Dan turned, as someone was hailing his father.

‘Dr Fenton,’ Father hissed, and Dan straightened. Dr Fenton was one of the leading obstetricians in the Royal Maternity Hospital, and Dan’s best hope for a junior house officer post after he qualified. At nineteen he had already decided to follow in his father’s footsteps with a medical career, and knew that making a good impression on the senior doctors in the Royal was equally as important as doing well in his pre-med university studies. Which was why his father had brought him along to this drinks reception at Queen’s University, to which all the leading doctors in Belfast had been invited.

Dr Fenton made his way through the crowd in the university medical school meeting room, drink in hand. They greeted one another cordially, Dan noticing that his father seemed a little tense. The two men chatted for a few moments, then Dr Fenton glanced his way.

‘This your boy, Dr Sheridan?’

‘Aye, this is Daniel.’

Dan squirmed inwardly. His parents always insisted on calling him Daniel, even though he preferred the shortened version. And he wasn’t a boy.



‘He’s in pre-med and is going to be doing the medical post-grad in Queen’s. He’s interested in obstetrics.’

‘Ah, good lad, good lad.’ Dr Fenton patted his shoulder. ‘We’ll look after you.’ He turned back to Dan’s father, and Dan felt as though he had been dismissed. ‘After our conversation last week I put in a complaint about one of those awful handywomen a few days ago. West Belfast, name of Devine. I put your name on it along with my own.’

‘You did? Why?’

Dr Fenton looked taken aback. ‘Well, after our chat about them—’

‘Having a chat doesn’t mean a formal complaint though. Many of the handywomen do a good job. Bridget Devine included.’

‘Ah, come on! We both know how dirty they are, and clueless. What would women know about medicine?’ He thought for a moment. ‘And besides, they charge a pathetic amount, undercutting us.’ Outrage was clearly apparent in his tone and expression.

Uncharitably, Dan wondered if the man was more outraged by the financial loss than by any risk to health, but stifled the thought. He needed Dr Fenton.

‘Some of them are all right, as I said when we talked last week,’ said Dan’s father. ‘But I wouldn’t have put in a complaint. And certainly not about Mrs Devine.’

‘See, there’s where we disagree. None of them are all right,’ said Dr Fenton firmly.

‘Well, you shouldn’t have added my name,’ said Da firmly. ‘I didn’t give you permission, and I don’t agree with it. In fact, I might need to formally withdraw my name.’



Dr Fenton now looked decidedly uncomfortable. ‘Ah, no need to do that, Sheridan. I’m not sure they even took it seriously anyway. I wouldn’t expect anything to come of it.’

‘Well, I’m relieved to hear that.’

They talked on for a few minutes more – of mutual acquaintances and upcoming events – until any hint of awkwardness was smoothed over, then Dr Fenton made his escape, saying, ‘Ah, I see Professor Wendell is looking for me. See you later, Sheridan.’ And he was gone, without even a nod to Dan.

‘My God,’ said Dan. ‘So arrogant!’

‘Wheesht! And don’t you be taking the Lord’s name in vain.’

‘But he is. Arrogant, I mean.’

Father sighed. ‘Most of them are. I don’t know whether the role attracts arrogant men, or whether they become arrogant once they’re in the role. They think that general practice work like mine isn’t real medicine, you know.’

‘So why are you encouraging me to go for a hospital role?’

He shrugged. ‘The money is better, and the respect. You make sure you stick it out and develop a hospital speciality. But until the day I die I’ll defend general practice.’

Dan nodded, his mind now returning to Dr Fenton’s complaint. ‘What will happen to the handywoman?’

‘Not being a lawyer, I don’t know much about it. There would be a fine, I think – if they do act on it, which – as Fenton said – is unlikely.’ He frowned. ‘Fenton shouldn’t have put my name on it without my permission, though.’

‘Arrogant, like I said.’

‘Aye. But keep in with him. He has great pull at the Royal.’



Dan set his jaw. He wasn’t so green as to think he could fix the world, or bypass the power networks that riddled Belfast. There were many who wouldn’t even consider opening doors to a medical student who attended Mass rather than Sunday Service. Dan would be tolerated by some of them simply because his own father was a doctor.

A notion struck him. West Belfast, name of Devine. The west of the city was dominated by Catholic areas – apart from the Shankill, which was mainly Protestant and aligned with King and Crown. Devine was an Irish name. Why had Dr Fenton not reported a handywoman from East Belfast called Smith or Simpson or some other English name?

He sighed. Obstetrics was one of the specialities that attracted him – getting things right for mothers and babies at the start of life would make a huge difference to the babies’ life chances. But that meant dealing with pompous eejits like Dr Fenton. Eejits who might well be sectarian as well as arrogant.

‘Good morning, dear. Did you sleep well?’

Dan bent to kiss his mother’s presented cheek. ‘Good morning, Ma.’

She frowned. ‘I have told you a hundred times not to call me that. I am your mother, and I would appreciate you respecting me.’

He stifled a sigh. ‘Good morning, Mother.’

‘Thank you.’

She gave a nod of approval as he seated himself opposite her at the breakfast table. As usual, it was set formally with silver-plated cutlery and fine china, courtesy of Mrs Kinahan, a middle-aged woman who worked for the family. His father’s chair was empty – Father preferring to breakfast alone before heading to his surgery in leafy South Belfast. Today was Saturday, so Father would likely only work a half day.

‘Now, Daniel, tell me again what Dr Fenton said to you yesterday.’

‘Well, it was nothing really. He just said “We’ll keep you right” or “We’ll look after you” or something.’

‘Well, which was it?’

He shrugged. Somehow, when Mother was questioning him, he had the overwhelming urge to resist her. For all that he was nineteen years of age, she still had the knack of making him feel a decade younger. He ran a hand through his thick, dark hair. ‘I can’t really remember.’

‘Honestly, Daniel, you will need to pull your socks up. You’re going to be a medical student soon! It won’t be easy, qualifying as a doctor. And the worst thing would be if you had to give it up, now you’ve told everyone that’s what you’re doing.’ She shuddered. ‘I cannot even imagine what I would say to people.’

Would that really be the worst thing?

‘I’ve no intention of giving it up, Ma— Mother. I want to be a doctor.’ At least, I think I do. The doubts that plagued him occasionally threatened to rise up again and, ruthlessly, he suppressed them. It would never do for Ma to realise he was unsure of his path.

She sniffed. ‘Well, you’d better concentrate on taking in important details then. No, don’t pour from that jug, dear. Use this one first.’

Biting back the retort that had sprung to his mouth, he 
complied. Some of his school friends had chosen to be accountants or lawyers, and every one of them would 
be qualified and free to marry and move out of the family home in just two or three more years. Not he. The four more years of medical school ahead seemed endless. He wouldn’t be qualified until the summer of 1939, which seemed a lifetime away. If he didn’t want it so much he’d have been sorely tempted to base his career choices on whichever option would allow him to escape as soon as possible.







7

The black ribbon was on the door, all the curtains closed, and the undertaker had been spoken to. Peggy and Sister Mark had washed and dressed poor Aunty Bridget in her Sunday best – a service that handywoman Bridget Devine had performed for many a poor soul over four and a half decades. Now the wake was properly underway – even though most of the callers would come later, after the mills closed. Peggy herself was of course still a ‘milly’ – one of the hundreds of girls from the area who worked in the cotton and linen mills dotted around the city. Peggy was special though, for she was still only a half-timer, despite having finished school. Three days in the mill, three days working with Aunty Bridget. Sundays a day of rest. Until now.

What would happen to the women, now that Aunty Bridget was gone? She supposed Mrs Clarke and the other handywomen would pick up the extra responsibilities. While she had been making progress, Peggy wasn’t yet ready to work independently at births, though she could still sit with the dying and help lay out the dead.

The notion of training as a midwife in faraway Dublin was so ridiculous she barely passed any remarks on it. Her life was here, and she would dearly love to be a handywoman, not a milly. But with Bridget gone she couldn’t continue to work as a handywoman, for local women wouldn’t want somebody half-trained. She bit back a sigh. And it had been going so well.

Dr Fenton and Dr Sheridan were to blame. Standing with her hands in the sink washing yet more teacups, Peggy felt a wave of anger ripple through her. She had never hated anyone, but right now she hated the two faceless ­doctors who had reported Aunty Bridget, leading to her death. There was no doubt at all in Peggy’s mind about the cause of Aunty Bridget’s stroke, for she had seen for herself how aged and strained her aunt had looked on returning from the police station.

Da and Gerard had gone to work as usual – the family couldn’t afford for everybody to miss a day – but Peggy, Antoinette, and Sheila were all off, getting ready for the evening when hundreds would come to pay their respects. Once the undertaker had returned with the coffin, Aunty Bridget was placed within, rosary beads laced around her fingers. She looked like herself, which was nice, for not all the deceased did. Chairs and candles were placed around the front bedroom where she lay, and a picture of the 
Sacred Heart moved up from downstairs to hang on 
the bedroom wall.

Taking turns to sit with Bridget – who was never to be left alone – Ma and the girls moved furniture, adding a line of borrowed hard chairs along the wall of the living room, and setting out rows of sandwiches and scones on the living-room table, all covered with clean tea towels. Father Fullerton’s housekeeper had loaned them three large teapots, and there were kettles and pots for boiling the water.

‘Joe, Joe, leave the chile alone!’ Joe was annoying wee Aiveen, and Peggy picked her up to comfort her. ‘Now go and fill the coal bucket out the back, like you were told. And check there’s plenty of newspaper in the outhouse!’

He went – grumbling, but he went. To distract her, Peggy sang a wee song to Aiveen, who stopped crying to listen, thumb going to her mouth. ‘Beidh aonach amárach,’ she sang, ‘i gContae an Chláir,’ There’ll be a fair tomorrow in County Clare. As she sang, Granny Doyle’s precious clock struck nine. Aunty Bridget had been gone a little over nine hours.

Oh, why could the clock not be turned back? If Aunty Bridget hadn’t been lifted. If the doctors hadn’t reported her. If, if, if . . . 

[image: ]

‘I was talking to Mr and Mrs Moore yesterday.’

Mother’s words seemed innocuous enough, but there was something in her tone that had Dan’s senses on sudden alert.

‘Oh?’ he offered, helping himself to another slice of nicely cooked bacon, half-noticing that the clock was striking nine. Mother had spent the last fifteen minutes talking about the new king, and the old one. She heartily disapproved of Mrs Simpson, whom she referred to as ‘the American’. According to Ma’s second cousin in Baltimore, the twice-married lady had led King Edward astray – as though the man had had no choice in the matter. But at least when Mother was rabbiting on about the royal family her attention wasn’t directed particularly at Dan. Not like this. Right now she was entirely fixed on him, her gaze hawk-like.

‘Yes. Their daughter Melissa is home from school for a short break. Lovely girl.’



He nodded neutrally, hoping his expression had remained blank. Here we go. For the past year or so, Mother had become increasingly obvious in highlighting ‘suitable’ girls for his consideration – as if he wanted or needed his mother’s assistance in finding a girlfriend.
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