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  November 1871 – Swindon, England




  Fergus Deagan stood in the kitchen, staring at the doctor in horror. ‘You must be able to do something!’




  ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Deagan, but I can’t stop the bleeding. We doctors are helpless against the trials of childbirth. At least you still have time to say farewell to your wife.’ He pulled out his pocket watch, studied it and moved into the hall. ‘I have to visit another patient now, I’m afraid. There is nothing I can do to help you.’




  He left the little terraced house and walked briskly down the street, his footsteps echoing back like blows to Fergus’s aching head.




  The night had been harrowing, as his wife struggled to give birth, and now this. He couldn’t move for a moment or two, just stood leaning against the front door frame, staring down the street. Then he realised a neighbour was looking at him from her doorway, so he shook his head to show things weren’t going well. Closing the front door quietly, he climbed the stairs, feeling weighed down with sorrow. And guilt.




  As he went into the bedroom, the midwife thrust a wriggling bundle into his arms.




  ‘Take comfort from—’




  ‘This gives me no comfort!’ Fergus said in a low voice, looking down in loathing at the wailing scrap of humanity. He thrust it back at her without asking whether it was a boy or a girl. What did he care about that, now?




  ‘I need to be alone with my wife.’




  When the midwife didn’t move, he pushed her out on to the landing. ‘I don’t want the boys brought up here to say farewell. I want them to remember their mother alive. Anyway, she said goodbye to them when her pains started.’




  Just in case, Eileen had told him with a faint smile. It was as if she’d known she’d not survive. As if she was already moving away from them into another world.




  He closed the door and flung himself down on the floor beside the bed, clutching her hand. She was so pale and insubstantial, he thought for a moment she hadn’t waited to say her final farewell, then he saw the pulse fluttering weakly at her throat.




  She opened her eyes and stared at him.




  ‘The doctor’s wrong,’ he said desperately. ‘We’ll nurse you carefully, get you better.’




  ‘Too tired. Been tired for so long.’ She whispered the words, managing with an effort to raise one hand to caress his thick black hair.




  He held her hand tightly, wishing he could share his own strength with her.




  When Eileen spoke again, it was even more faintly. ‘It is a girl, Fergus. I did so want … a daughter.’




  Her words came in little bursts, as if she hadn’t the energy to finish a complete sentence. ‘When it’s all over … go to your brother. Take the children to Bram. Take my parents too. Nothing for you now, here in England.’




  She’d been saying that for the last few weeks as she dragged herself round the house, waiting to give birth, skeletally thin except for the obscene mass of her belly. She’d had to leave the hard physical housework to her mother.




  He’d spent those weeks cursing himself. They’d decided a while ago not to have any more children because of Eileen’s poor health, and he’d coped without the bed play because he didn’t want to kill her. She’d seemed a bit better, too, without the burden of carrying a child.




  But she’d longed for a daughter, could think of nothing else, and had begged time and again for one last child.




  Guilt wrapped itself round him like shackles. Why had he agreed? He should have known better.




  ‘Promise me you’ll go to your brother, Fergus. Mr Kieran Largan said in his letter all the other Deagans … have left Ireland and joined Bram in Australia. He’ll send you money for fares. I know he will.’




  Still Fergus hesitated. He didn’t want to be beholden to anyone, let alone his damned eldest brother.




  ‘Promise me.’ A tear rolled down her cheek. ‘Please, Fergus. Then I can go in peace.’




  He couldn’t deny her this final wish, so forced the words out, ‘Very well. I promise.’




  ‘And you’ll marry again. Soon.’




  He was shocked that she’d say this.




  ‘Fergus?’




  ‘I can’t think of that yet, if ever.’




  ‘Please. Our children will still need a mother’s love, especially the baby.’




  ‘I may marry one day, if I find someone.’




  There was silence and he didn’t know what else to say to reassure her.




  But she had always been stubborn when she wanted something. ‘No. Promise me you’ll marry … within the year.’




  How could he promise such a thing?




  ‘Fergus? Please.’




  He could see death in her face, couldn’t deny her anything. ‘Very well. I’ll marry within the year.’




  ‘Promise.’




  ‘I promise.’




  When she spoke, her voice was so faint he had to lean close to hear. ‘You’ll call our daughter Niamh. As we agreed.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Don’t let them spell it wrongly.’




  She’d made such a point of this. Her favourite girl’s name was pronounced ‘Neev’, but spelled very differently. Strange that she’d insist on it now. Shouldn’t she be praying? What did he know of deathbeds?




  ‘Fergus?’




  ‘I’ll make sure people know how to spell it.’




  With a sigh she closed her eyes. ‘That’s good. Such a lovely name.’




  A few minutes later she whispered, ‘So tired, my darling, so … very … tired.’




  Eileen didn’t speak again, and a few minutes later she breathed her last. For all he was a strong man, Fergus sobbed over her body, great racking sounds as grief tore into him. Such a short life and he didn’t think he’d made her happy. Not really.




  That was how his mother-in-law found him when she heard his sorrow echoing round the house.




  He didn’t tell her it was as much guilt as grief, just as he’d not told anyone else how quickly his love for Eileen had faded into fondness and then mere habit. Most other marriages seemed to be like that, he’d noticed.




  But he’d hoped for more when they met, she was so lively and pretty. He hadn’t expected to spend his life with someone who echoed his words and opinions back to him, someone whose thoughts were only of her family and home. Oh, she’d listened quietly enough when he talked of the wider world he read about in newspapers, but she wasn’t really interested. He could tell.




  Still, for all her faults, Eileen hadn’t deserved to die so young.




  He shouldn’t have given in to her about the child.




  After their sad and disturbed night, Fergus’s sons were tired. Their grandmother gave them breakfast then took them to sit in the front room of the small terraced house, something they only normally did on Sundays. Their father had stayed with their mother.




  ‘Stay here and be good, boys.’ She dropped a kiss on each of their heads.




  When she’d gone upstairs, they huddled in their father’s armchair, pressed tightly against one another. At ten and six, they knew something bad was happening, because they’d seen their mother fall ill three times already, after losing a baby too frail to survive.




  When their grandmother came back later to tell them their mother was dying, they could only stare at her numbly. She was sobbing as she spoke, which made little Mal cling more tightly to his big brother.




  As she went out into the kitchen at the back, they heard their father start weeping upstairs and this was so shocking, they began to cry as well, huddling close to one another.




  For once, their grandma didn’t come to comfort them. She went rushing upstairs, shouting, ‘No! No! Not yet.’




  They waited but the terrible noise of their father’s grief went on and on, echoed by their grandmother’s weeping.




  ‘Mam must be dead,’ Sean said in a hushed voice.




  ‘What’ll we do now?’ Mal whispered back, wiping his tears away with his sleeve.




  ‘I don’t know,’ Sean admitted. Then he remembered what his mother had made him promise before the baby started to be born. ‘But I’ll always look after you because I’m your big brother.’




  ‘I’ll look after you, too.’




  ‘You’re too little to do that.’




  ‘Am not.’




  ‘Are so.’




  Their grandfather came into the room, tears rolling down his cheeks, and they stopped their half-hearted bickering. He held out his arms and they threw themselves at him, letting him hug them for a long time, needing the solid comfort of his sturdy old body.




  Granda went on crying, though, and he didn’t stop until the midwife came into the front room, holding the new baby in her arms.




  ‘I need your help, Mr Grady.’




  He stood up, fished in his pocket for his handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘What can I do, Mrs Sealey?’




  ‘I’ve some water heating to wash your daughter’s body before I lay her out. When I’ve got everything ready, you must come upstairs with me and get your wife and son-in-law out of the bedroom. Bring them down here to comfort your grandsons.’




  He nodded, looking at the bundle in her arms. ‘Is the baby a boy or a girl?’




  ‘A girl. Very small, though.’




  ‘Eileen wanted a girl.’ He put an arm round each grandson and tried to draw them across the room. ‘You have a sister, boys, a baby sister. Come and look at her.’




  Sean pulled away. ‘No. I hate her! She killed our mam.’




  Patrick looked at his older grandson in shock. ‘She did not.’




  ‘If it wasn’t for the baby, Mam would still be alive. I heard Dad say so.’




  ‘Your mam longed for a daughter. It was she who chose to try for another baby. The baby didn’t ask to be born.’




  ‘Well, I don’t want a sister. I want my mam back.’




  ‘Sean lad, you mustn’t speak like that. It’s the Lord’s will that your mother has gone to heaven.’




  ‘We needed Mam more here than God does up there,’ the boy declared, chin jutting in that stubborn way he had. ‘He’s got plenty of other people with him in heaven.’




  Patrick and Mrs Sealey exchanged shocked glances, but nothing they said would change the boys’ minds.




  ‘Will you hold the baby while I finish getting things ready, Mr Grady?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’ He held out his arms.




  The two boys stepped even further back, scowling across at their new sister.




  Patrick looked down at his granddaughter. The baby weighed so little and yet she was staring up at him as if she could really see him, as if she needed him now that she had no mother to care for her. It was as if she was asking for his love. He felt a tug at his heart at the sight of her tiny hands and wispy dark hair, at the way her little head nestled in the crook of his arm.




  He knew what his daughter had wanted to call her, so he said the name aloud. ‘Welcome to the family, Niamh.’ He turned to his grandsons. ‘Ah, come and look at her, at least, boys.’




  But they continued to scowl and shake their heads, so he thought it best not to push them any more just now and went into the kitchen with the midwife.




  He felt desperately sad, but was determined not to give way to tears again. There were things that needed doing and someone in the family had to keep a clear head.




  When Fergus stopped weeping, he realised his mother-in-law was holding him in her arms and that her cheeks were wet too.




  She moved away and used a corner of her apron to wipe her eyes. ‘Did Eileen say anything at the end, Fergus?’




  ‘Yes. She told me to go to Bram in Australia.’ He saw the terror on her face and gave her a quick hug. ‘And I’m to take you and Pa with me. I’d never do anything that took the boys away from you two, you know that. You’ve looked after them as much as Eileen has during the last year or two.’




  ‘Ah, you’re a good son to us, Fergus.’




  ‘I wish I really was your son, not just a son-in-law, Ma. My parents weren’t loving like you and Pa, no, not at all loving.’ Which was one of the reasons he’d left Ireland to work in England. It had been that or punch his drunken father in the face every time they quarrelled.




  But he’d followed his father’s example in one way, hadn’t he? Deagans always had a lot of children, wore their wives out with it. He’d thought he could do better. But it was hard to fight your own wife when she snuggled up to you in bed and begged for another child.




  His mother-in-law’s voice brought him back to the present.




  ‘Won’t it cost a lot of money to buy passages out to Australia?’




  ‘I suppose so.’ If he hadn’t promised Eileen, he wouldn’t even think of going.




  ‘Where will we find the money for that, Fergus?’




  ‘Remember how I wrote to Bram earlier this year to say where I was, how I thought it was about time to get in touch with my family?’




  She nodded. He’d read her the letter before sending it. ‘And Mr Kieran at the big house answered your letter, saying your brother wasn’t living in Ireland now. I remember.’




  ‘Mr Kieran said he’d sent my letter to my brother in Australia. He said Bram had told him to do that if I ever wrote. He said Bram was doing really well there as a trader.’




  She frowned. ‘I never did understand what a trader does exactly.’




  ‘Buys and sells things, I suppose. But it must be different from being a shopkeeper or they’d call him that instead. He always was a clever devil, our Bram. But Da kept us home to help him in the fields, so neither of us managed much education.’




  ‘That hasn’t stopped you doing well in your work.’




  He shrugged. ‘I’m good with machinery, but I’m still not good with words. Bram was much better than me with words.’




  ‘You should be glad your brother’s doing well.’




  ‘I am. Sort of. But I won’t lie to you, Ma. I envy him. And I can’t help thinking that maybe if I’d made more money, like he has, I’d have been able to get better help for Eileen. That doctor didn’t stay with her, just left her to bleed to death.’ He wiped his sleeve across his eyes as more tears escaped his control.




  ‘Don’t blame yourself, lad. She was never strong, our Eileen. She was like me, had trouble carrying a child. But she never picked up again afterwards because she kept having more babies, and I only quickened twice, her and a boy who died after a few weeks.’ Alana sighed. ‘I’d have liked more children. We spoiled Eileen a bit, I know.’




  ‘Well, you’ve got two fine grandsons, at least.’




  ‘Three grandchildren now.’




  ‘Oh, yes. I forgot the baby.’ He put his arm round Ma and gave her another hug before going on with the tale, finding it hard to get the words out calmly.




  ‘It seems Bram arranged for Mr Kieran to advance the money for fares to anyone from the family who wanted to go out to join him in Australia. He said it was Bram’s dream – you know, to gather what’s left of the family there.’




  ‘That’s kind of your brother.’




  ‘I suppose so. But I don’t like the thought of asking for his help. The thought of being beholden to him, well, it sticks in my gullet, Ma.’




  ‘But he’s your brother. He won’t grudge it you. Families should stick together. And anyway, you promised Eileen. It was her final wish. You can’t break a deathbed promise.’ When he didn’t speak, she added softly, ‘I think it’s a good idea, anyway.’




  He looked at her in shock. ‘You do? You’d be happy to leave your home and come with me all the way to Australia? I thought you and Pa would be trying to persuade me to stay here.’




  ‘I’d go anywhere with you and the children, so would my Patrick. To hell and back, if we had to. You said ordinary folk can sometimes make a better life out there in the colonies, so maybe it won’t be too bad.’




  She might not be able to read and write, but she had an excellent memory. He’d noticed that before. ‘How can we know for sure it’s the best thing to do, though? I have to think of the children.’




  ‘Fergus, darlin’, we can’t know anything for certain in this life.’




  That made them both fall silent for a minute or two.




  She pulled herself together first. ‘Talking of children, I hope the midwife knows someone who can wet-nurse that baby. And you haven’t even asked how she’s going.’




  ‘No. I haven’t, have I? How is she?’




  ‘She looks healthy but she’s tiny. She’ll fade away quickly if she’s not fed.’




  He didn’t care about the baby but didn’t want to upset her. ‘At least Eileen knew she’d got her wish for a daughter.’ To his surprise, something inside him eased very slightly at this thought.




  ‘Yes. And you’ll be calling the baby Niamh?’




  ‘Yes.’ He didn’t care what they called the child, if truth be told.




  ‘You’ll need another name, too, a saint’s name.’




  ‘No, Ma. I don’t believe in that religious stuff any more. A loving God wouldn’t have taken Eileen away from me and the boys.’




  ‘Oh, Fergus, don’t say that. I know you’re upset, but you mustn’t question God. He must have a reason for taking my daughter.’




  He shrugged.




  She sighed, waited a moment, blinking her eyes and sniffing back tears, then said, ‘But if your brother helps us, you will go to Australia as Eileen wished?’




  ‘I suppose so. But only if Bram will pay for all of us. I’m not leaving you two here on your own, not for anything.’




  ‘Thank you, lad.’




  ‘Ah, don’t thank me yet. He’ll probably say no. It’s a lot of money. Anyway, we won’t find out for a while. I should think Mr Kieran will have to write to him in Australia and that’ll take months. So it’ll be a year or more before we have to go.’




  ‘I see. Now, what do you want to do about looking after the baby and the boys?’




  He looked at her blankly. ‘I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet.’




  ‘Well, think about it now. Life goes on, whether we’re happy or sad, and children can’t look after themselves.’




  ‘I’ll still have to earn a living. Can you go on helping us, do you think, Ma? I don’t know what we’d have done without you these past two months and more.’




  ‘Of course I’ll help. But I think it’d be easier if Patrick and I moved in here permanently. I can look after you all more easily then. It’s too hard for a woman my age to manage two houses. And anyway, it’ll save on rent money. With two men earning wages, we should be able to put a bit aside nearly every week for going to Australia.’




  ‘That’s a good idea.’ Ma was far more intelligent than her daughter had been, for all her lack of education, he thought. Smarter than her husband, too.




  ‘Patrick and I could take the front room. You can sell the furniture that’s in there, or I can sell it for you. You can save the money for when we get to Australia. I’ll sell ours too.’ She watched relief settle on him like a cloak and she felt better as well, to have a new purpose in life.




  ‘Thank you, Ma. You’re the kindest woman I’ve ever met. Would you … talk to the midwife for me? About finding someone to feed the baby, I mean. Maybe Niamh could stay with you till you move in here. To tell you the truth, I can’t face that baby yet.’




  Ma gave him another of those troubled looks, but nodded.




  Alana sighed. What Fergus had just said made her determined to move in quickly. She wasn’t going to let him avoid his own child once the funeral was over.




  Bracing herself, she went across to the still figure on the bed and kissed her daughter’s brow one final time, then bent her head in prayer.




  She moved away, stopping beside him to say, ‘I’ll not look at Eileen again in this life, son. I want to remember her like this. At peace.’




  At that moment the midwife came in. ‘Shall I lay her out for you, Mr Deagan? I’ll have to charge you two shillings, but—’




  Fergus threw an anguished glance at the bed, said, ‘Yes!’ in a strangled voice and left the room hastily.




  His mother-in-law stayed behind to speak to the midwife.




  ‘He’s taking it hard,’ Mrs Sealey said.




  ‘Aren’t we all? Can you find us a wet nurse, do you think?’




  ‘You’re in luck. I know just the person. If she’ll do it. She’s just lost her own baby.’




  ‘The poor thing.’




  Cara Payton sat in her bare little room in the lodging house, too deep in despair even to weep. How was she to face life now that her baby had died? Did she even want to try? She’d grown used to the idea that she was expecting, had been comforted by the thought that she’d not be on her own after her child was born.




  But the baby had never even breathed, poor little creature. It’d been a girl, too. She’d wanted a girl.




  When someone knocked on the door, she couldn’t be bothered to get up and answer it. Go away, she thought. Leave me to my grieving.




  The door opened and Mrs Sealey peeped round it. ‘Oh, you are there, Cara. I thought you must have gone out. Didn’t you hear me knocking?’




  She shrugged.




  The midwife came bustling across to study her face and click her tongue in disapproval. ‘You’ve not washed or dressed today, girl. You’re letting yourself go.’




  ‘Who is there to care what I do?’




  ‘Do it for yourself, that’s what I say.’ Mrs Sealey went to scoop some water out of the bucket she’d filled herself the previous evening. ‘Here. Let’s get you freshened up while we talk.’




  Cara allowed her to do as she wished, turning to and fro like a child being washed by its mother.




  ‘There. Don’t you feel better for being clean?’




  ‘Not really.’




  ‘Well, this will lift your spirits. I need your help, dear. A young woman died earlier this morning, but her baby’s still alive and we need a wet nurse for her.’




  That caught Cara’s attention. She stared in shock at the midwife. ‘You’re not suggesting that I do that?’




  ‘Yes, of course I am. Because if you don’t, that baby will die. You’re the only woman round here who’s at the right stage and has milk to spare.’




  ‘No. I can’t do it. Not for a stranger.’




  ‘Yes, you can. I’m not taking no for an answer. You can do what you like with yourself afterwards. If you’re cowardly enough, you can even kill yourself. Oh, yes. I’d guessed what you’d been thinking. But that baby deserves a chance to live. I know you’re not so selfish you’ll let a tiny little girl die when you could save her.’




  There was silence in the room. Voices spoke in the distance, but here was only the quiet breathing of the two women. Mrs Sealey waited a moment before reaching out to touch her companion’s arm, repeating what she’d said, speaking more softly this time. ‘You can save a life, Cara. Will you turn away and let a baby die?’




  ‘Did you say it’s a girl?’




  ‘Yes. They’ve called her Niamh.’




  ‘I … I’m not exactly sure what a wet nurse does.’




  ‘Feeds the baby.’ She pointed to Cara’s full breasts. ‘You’ve got plenty of milk. She’ll suck it out, grow stronger on it. And as well as feeding her, you’ll care for all her needs, change her clouts, keep her clean, wash her clothes.’




  Another silence, then the thought of a little baby dying if she didn’t help settled in Cara’s mind and she couldn’t refuse. ‘I suppose I could try it. If you’ll show me how.’




  ‘Good girl. We’ll go and see the family now. That baby needs feeding straight away.’




  The younger woman’s voice rang with panic. ‘I don’t want to go out or see anyone! Tell them to bring the baby here.’




  ‘You’ll be better going to them. You’ll have to feed her several times a day, she’s so small. Besides, this place is a slum. I’ve seen the black beetles crawling around, even though you’ve kept this room clean.’




  Cara shuddered.




  ‘Anyway, didn’t you tell me you only had enough money to last until two months after the birth?’




  ‘My father didn’t believe me about being attacked by that man, because he’s a friend and—’ Her voice grew scornful, ‘A pillar of the church. When Father turned me out, he gave me what he thought was enough money to see me through to the birth and he said—’ She gulped and had to stop speaking till she had control of her voice. ‘He said I’d be on my own after that. I was soiled and could never be clean, so I wasn’t to go near the rest of the family again, or he’d have me locked away in the asylum.’




  No use offering her sympathy. That poor girl needed to be pushed into this or she’d mope. ‘Who’d want to go near such a heartless man? But the rest of your family aren’t like that. It was your aunt who sent you to me, after all, and she gave you some more money, didn’t she?’




  ‘She gave me what she could, but my uncle isn’t generous with her. He didn’t let her take me in, because he thinks the same way my father does.’




  ‘Well, no use feeling sorry for yourself. Done is done. Let’s talk about your new job. These people will pay you a little, and will house and feed you. That’ll make your money last longer. Every farthing helps when it comes to money, believe me.’




  ‘So I’ve found.’




  ‘You’ll have to share a bedroom with the other children, I suppose, but there are only two of them and they’re well brought up little boys. We can hang a blanket across the room to give you privacy. Or no … maybe they can go in with their father? Yes, that’d be better. I’ll suggest it to him. The boys will comfort him and he’ll comfort them.’




  ‘I’d rather the baby came to me here,’ Cara repeated.




  Mrs Sealey folded her arms and looked at her sternly. ‘You can’t afford to be proud. Pull yourself together, girl! I’m offering you help and you’re just sitting around like an old wash rag. You can’t hide in this room for ever.’




  ‘I don’t know why you even bother with me. I’m a fallen woman now, aren’t I?’




  ‘No, you’re not. I know your aunt and I’ve come to know you. We both believe your side of the story. But you do have to make a new life for yourself. And you can do it, I know you can.’




  Cara swallowed hard, still feeling overwhelmed.




  ‘Come on. Let’s get you dressed neatly, then we’ll go and meet the family. Deagan, that’s their name. There are thousands worse off than you. That baby’s mother, for one. She’s dead, and only thirty years old. You’re still alive.’




  And Cara let Mrs Sealey, who had been so kind to her, bully her into clean clothes and take her outside for the first time since the birth two days previously.




  The sun was bright and she blinked, dazzled by it.




  ‘Hurry up, will you? I haven’t got all day.’




  Cara set off. One foot in front of the other, she thought wearily. That’s how you walked. Even when you didn’t care about getting there.




  The bereaved family lived in a terrace of bigger houses than the one Cara had been living in for the past few months, and these houses were all in much better repair. Mrs Sealey had told her Mr Deagan was assistant to one of the engineers at the Swindon Railway Works and this house showed that he was doing well.




  She’d had only a tiny attic room for the past few months, with a privy across the communal back yard and a tap next to the back door. Mr Deagan had a whole house for his family and there were private yards behind each of these houses.




  Taking a deep breath, she followed the midwife inside.




  ‘I’ve brought you a wet nurse, Mrs Grady. This is Cara Payton. Her baby was stillborn two days ago. She’s a widow. She has plenty of milk, so she can feed little Niamh, but she’ll need housing. And paying, too, of course.’




  Alana Grady studied the young woman, who looked wan and weary, but healthy enough. If she’d lost her own baby, no wonder she looked sad. ‘What happened to your husband, dear?’




  ‘An accident at the railway works—’ Mrs Sealey began.




  ‘I won’t lie to them,’ Cara said, staring defiantly at Mrs Grady. ‘I was attacked by a man as I walked home from the shops at dusk. I was too ashamed to tell anyone. And then … I found I was expecting a child. I didn’t even know what was happening to me. My mother had to tell me. My father threw me out, said I was a fallen woman now and he wouldn’t have me or my bastard under his roof.’




  Alana looked at Mrs Sealey, not sure what to say to this.




  The midwife went to put her arm round the girl. At twenty-two and so unused to the ways of the world, she seemed a mere girl to her. ‘I know Cara’s aunt. She and I believe the girl about the attack, so we’ve helped her as best we can. But with the baby dead and the money running out, Cara needs to earn her daily bread.’




  There was a wailing cry from the corner of the room and they all looked across at the squirming bundle.




  The baby continued to cry and Cara moved slowly across the room, as if she was sleepwalking.




  Mrs Sealey held Alana’s arm and shook her head, mouthing, ‘Let her.’




  Cara stared down into the drawer they were using as a cradle. The baby was tiny, smaller than her poor dead baby, even. It looked sad and lost as it wept for sustenance. Its distress touched her heart as nothing else had done since the attack all those months ago – nothing except her own child’s death, that was.




  She bent down instinctively to pick up the infant and comfort it. ‘There now. There.’ As she cradled it against her, it stopped crying and stared up at her, blinking as if the light from the kitchen window hurt its eyes.




  The light hurt her eyes too, because they were sore and swollen from weeping.




  She turned to face the two older women. ‘If I can save this baby’s life, I will. It’ll bring good out of evil, at least.’




  She waited, rocking the baby slightly, an instinctive action which seemed to soothe it.




  The midwife nodded. ‘Very well. Let’s see if we can get her to feed. Let me help you unbutton your bodice.’




  Cara looked round, blushing. ‘Here? What if someone comes in?’




  It was the blush which made Alana’s mind up. Suddenly she too believed the girl’s story. ‘We’ll go into the front room. I’ll make sure no one else disturbs us.’




  ‘I’ll show you how to do it,’ Mrs Sealey said in her usual brisk tone.




  Exposing her body to a complete stranger was a further humiliation to Cara. But when the baby began tugging desperately at her breast, when the milk started to flow, so did her own tears. But this time they were tears of hope and healing.




  She looked at the midwife. ‘I really might be able to save her life, mightn’t I?’




  ‘Nothing’s certain with babies that small, dear, but you can give her a chance, the only chance she’s likely to get.’ And that child can save you, too, Mrs Sealey thought, but didn’t say that.




  By the time Fergus came home from making arrangements to bury his wife, the two older women had settled everything between them.




  Cara was to stay in the Gradys’ house with the baby until after the funeral, then the boys would move into their father’s bedroom, and the Gradys would move their things to Fergus’s house, into the front room downstairs, leaving Cara and the baby with the back bedroom.




  Mr Deagan was introduced to the wet nurse, but he hardly glanced at Cara. He didn’t attempt to look at the baby, either, which made the two older women exchange worried glances.




  Had Mr Deagan taken against the child because of his wife’s death? Cara wondered. If so, she was sorry for the poor little creature. It wasn’t her business what he did, though. She was there for the baby.




  She turned her attention back to Niamh. Already the baby seemed right in her arms. She felt like a woman just waking from a nightmare. And best of all, she wasn’t on her own any longer.




  Maybe if she saved the child, it would make her feel clean again and she’d find hope of making a decent life afterwards.




  But she never wanted to see her father again. Never as long as she lived. Her mother hadn’t even tried to stand up to him, and neither her brother nor her sister had got in touch with her, though they were only living a mile away.




  She’d never treat a child as her family had treated her.




  The Paytons weren’t the respectable, upright Christians people thought. They were bigots, Pharisees, telling everyone how good they were, but not even looking after their own daughter when she was in trouble through no fault of her own.




  Every time she thought of that, Cara was torn between anger and sorrow.




  2




  The first night she had charge of Niamh, Cara spent more time awake than asleep. She kept jerking out of a brief slumber, listening for the baby’s little snuffling breaths, her heart pounding till she heard them, because she was terrified something would go wrong.




  Mrs Sealey had given her some hints about what to do, but had repeated privately that a baby so tiny might die for no reason anyone could work out, and if so, Cara wasn’t to blame herself.




  Mrs Grady was very kind. She’d thanked Cara for her help with tears in her eyes and made her comfortable in the rear bedroom at their house. ‘I’ve left a lamp burning low, so that there will be light for you to do what’s needed. But if you need anything else, anything at all, don’t hesitate to call me. It must all be very strange to you.’




  When Niamh woke up and began to whimper, it seemed time to feed her. The baby nursed for a while, then fell asleep between one breath and another. Cara stared down, marvelling at the tiny perfection of the little starfish hands, the softness of the infant’s skin.




  When she heard someone clear their throat, she turned to see Mrs Grady standing in the doorway with a shawl wrapped round her nightdress.




  ‘I heard her wake, so came to see if you needed anything, but you both looked so comfortable, I waited till you’d finished. It’s what she needs most now, good food inside her and plenty of loving.’




  And because night seemed the time for confidences, Cara whispered, ‘I’m afraid of not doing the right thing. I’m not used to looking after babies.’




  ‘You’re doing your best, I can tell. No one can do more than that, lass.’




  She fell silent for a moment or two and Cara saw the flickering candle betray the gleam of a tear on the older woman’s cheek.




  ‘I have to change her clouts and wash my hands now, Mrs Grady. I can go down to the kitchen to do that. You need your sleep.’




  ‘We’ll both go down. I can’t sleep, not with my Eileen lying a few streets away in her coffin.’ She began to sob.




  Without thinking, Cara moved across to put an arm round her. ‘Shh, now. Shh. You have your grandchildren, so you’ve something left of your daughter, at least. Take comfort from that.’ Cara had nothing left from her family to comfort her, but she didn’t say that. From the way Mrs Grady stared at her then gave her a convulsive hug, she thought the older woman understood her feelings, however.




  ‘Why don’t you help me change the baby?’




  Mrs Grady’s face brightened just a little. ‘Yes. I’d like to do that.’




  They changed the sodden clout together and left it soaking in a bucket, then Cara took Niamh back up to bed. She didn’t expect to fall asleep at all, but managed two or three hours of light sleep.




  When she woke again, it was just getting light. She heard Niamh fretting softly, and leaned out of bed to check the infant, who was turning her face from side to side in search of another feed.




  She felt relief flood through her. They’d got through the first night together. And it was a good sign that Niamh was hungry, surely?




  Once again, Mrs Grady woke and joined her. They didn’t chat. They were both too sad, for different reasons. But they were together, and each appreciated the unspoken solace of that.




  At some point, Mrs Grady asked, ‘What were you going to call your baby?’




  ‘Hannah Grace.’




  ‘That’s a lovely name.’




  ‘Mrs Sealey took her body away. The vicar said she couldn’t be buried in church because she’d never breathed.’ Cara began sobbing. ‘I don’t know where she is.’




  Mrs Grady’s arms went round her. ‘They’re cruel sometimes, men. We’ll ask Mrs Sealey. She’ll know where they’ve buried your baby.’




  ‘You’re very kind.’




  ‘So are you, doing this for us. You speak like an educated young woman, used to better things.’




  ‘I suppose so. For all the good it’s done me.’




  The whole of the following day passed slowly, but the baby was still alive by afternoon and seemed a little rosier, the two women agreed.




  Cara fed the infant again, then asked if she could leave her with her grandmother for an hour or so. ‘I need to pack my things and move out of my lodgings or the landlady will charge me for another week.’




  ‘Who are you with?’




  ‘Mrs Thomason in South Street.’




  ‘That one! She has a bad reputation for cheating lodgers.’




  ‘I’ve been a good tenant, paid every week on the dot. She’ll be all right with me, I’m sure.’




  When she got to her lodgings, Cara told the landlady she was moving out.




  ‘I heard you were wet-nursing the Irish baby.’ Mrs Thomason looked at her sourly. ‘I’ll have to check your room, to make sure there’s no damage.’




  Cara felt affronted. ‘Of course there’s no harm been done.’




  Once there, the landlady stared round, eyes narrowed, and pointed. ‘You’ve damaged that table. See? You’ll have to pay me for that big scratch.’




  Cara was outraged at this blatant lie. ‘It was badly scratched when I arrived and I’ve done no harm to anything. And what’s more, this room is far cleaner than when I took it. You should be pleased with how well I’ve cared for it.’




  ‘I’ll have to keep your luggage till you pay for that table. No, I tell you what. You can give me that blue dress of yours and we’ll call it quits.’




  ‘Certainly not!’




  ‘Then you and your luggage will have to stay here until you come to your senses. I’ll tell my husband to make sure you don’t try to run off.’




  Cara’s heart sank. Mr Thomason was a brute and was drunk as often as not, whatever time of day. Would he hit her if she tried to leave, as he hit his wife sometimes?




  There was a knock on the front door.




  ‘Don’t think to escape while my back is turned,’ the landlady warned as she hurried down to answer it. ‘My husband’s in the kitchen. I’ve only to call and he’ll come running.’




  She came back scowling, followed by Fergus Deagan.




  He ignored her and addressed Cara. ‘Ma sent me to help you carry your things.’




  ‘I’m ready.’




  The landlady at once launched into a repeated demand for extra payment for damages.




  Fergus went across to examine the table. ‘This so-called damage was done a long time ago, several years at least. Look how dark and smoothly worn the wood is around the gouge marks.’




  The landlady opened her mouth to protest and he glared at her. ‘Shame on you, Mrs Thomason! This young woman has just lost her child and you’re trying to cheat her.’




  He sounded and looked so angry, the landlady shrank back.




  ‘I’ve seen you praying in church,’ he went on. ‘What would Father Michael say to you cheating someone? What does your conscience say?’ Not waiting for an answer, he turned to Cara. ‘Is this all you have?’




  She was ashamed to have so little, could only nod.




  ‘Then we can easily carry it between us.’ He didn’t speak as they walked back to his in-laws’ house.




  Even though he’d helped her, he hadn’t really looked at her, Cara thought. Well, he was grieving, wasn’t he? Why should he care about her anyway? He had enough worries on his shoulders.




  She looked at him a few times, though. He was a fine figure of a man, with his dark hair and vivid blue eyes. But best of all to her, he was kind to his children and his in-laws. That spoke well for his character. She’d been frightened of her father, who could be cruel even to his own family.




  At the Gradys’ house Fergus stood back to let her go in first. ‘I’ll carry your bags up to the bedroom.’




  Mrs Grady came out of the back room, holding the baby.




  ‘You were right, Ma. The landlady was trying to cheat her. Good thing I wasn’t at work today, eh?’




  ‘It certainly is.’




  ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Deagan.’ Cara was surprised that he didn’t really look at his mother-in-law very closely either, even when he was speaking to her. Or was it the baby he was avoiding? Yes, she realised, it was little Niamh. How sad for a father who was kind to his sons to turn against a baby.




  ‘You’re welcome, Mrs Payton. I’ll get back home now. The boys will soon be out of school.’




  The two women watched him go.




  ‘He called me Mrs Payton and I’m not married,’ Cara said suddenly.




  ‘I decided it’d be better that way. I hope you don’t mind. We don’t want people talking. If they ask, tell them you had to sell your wedding ring to buy food.’




  ‘I hate lying.’




  ‘Sometimes you have to, to protect others. It’ll be better for us if you seem to have been married, and better for you to seem to be a widow when we give you a reference afterwards.’




  ‘I suppose so.’ When she told the truth most people didn’t believe her; when she lied they’d probably believe every word she said.




  Something seemed to be worrying Mrs Grady. She opened and shut her mouth a couple of times, then asked in a rush, ‘Did you notice that Fergus avoided looking at Niamh? He hasn’t once picked that poor little baby up, either. And the boys are just as bad, refusing to go near their little sister. What sort of life will that poor child have if her father and brothers don’t want to have anything to do with her?’




  ‘She’ll have you and Mr Grady.’




  ‘She will for as long as we’re spared. But we’re getting older, and what will she do if we die? She’ll need her family when she’s a young woman just as much as she needs them now.’




  Tears came into Cara’s eyes and she tried to blink them away, but Mrs Grady didn’t seem to miss a thing.




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, my dear. I’d forgotten about your family turning you out. I could never do that, whatever my child had done wrong. What will you do after we leave for Australia?’




  ‘I don’t know. I can’t go on being a wet nurse. Mrs Sealey told me the milk only lasts a few months.’




  ‘You can look for a job as a nursemaid, though. When we’re ready to go, we’ll ask Father Michael if he knows anyone needing help.’




  ‘Yes. I suppose so.’ She sighed.




  ‘Not what you’re used to, eh?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What does your father do for a living?’




  ‘He’s a senior clerk, in charge of an office, with six men and an office boy under him.’




  ‘Very respectable. We’re nothing but poor Irish.’ She gave a wry smile.




  ‘You’re kind. That’s far more important to me than where you come from or how much money you have. Do you … think I’ll find a job?’




  Mrs Grady gave her hand a quick squeeze. ‘I expect you went to school regularly and can read and write easily? That’ll be useful too when you’re looking for work.’




  ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘I envy you that. I never was able to go to school. In my younger days many children didn’t. Like me, they were needed to work from when they were as young as five. Well, it was work or go hungry, and that’s the truth. And we went hungry anyway when the potatoes started rotting in the fields. That was what made me and Patrick come to England.’




  ‘That must have been hard. Look, I could teach you to read and write … if you like. Or make a start on it, anyway.’




  ‘Could I still learn at my age? Really? I’ve turned fifty, you know.’




  ‘Of course you can learn. It isn’t hard and I’d love to help you. There’s another thing. I have some baby clothes in my bag. I sewed them myself. Perhaps we could use them for Niamh.’




  Cara received a smacking kiss on the cheek from the older woman for that, and it made her want to weep. She didn’t let herself, though. She’d had a lot of practice in keeping her emotions under control.




  The day after the simple funeral for Eileen, they all moved in with Fergus. Mrs Grady took charge of the household arrangements and proved herself very capable. By the end of a week they’d all settled down together.




  Fergus was quiet and polite to Cara, but behaved in a somewhat warmer way towards the couple he called Ma and Pa. He only truly relaxed with his boys, playing with them, talking to them, reading them stories.




  When he found out about the baby clothes Cara had given to Niamh, he insisted on giving her money for them.




  ‘I only made them out of scraps. They cost very little,’ she protested.




  ‘It’s only right. Will a guinea cover the costs? Or do you need more?’




  ‘A guinea is plenty. I told you, I bought scraps of material and made things myself.’




  ‘But look at the beautiful work you’ve put into them.’




  She looked down at the embroidery and sighed. It had occupied the long, lonely hours, and she’d wanted her child to have pretty clothes.




  ‘What did you call her?’ he asked softly.




  ‘Hannah Grace.’




  ‘Ma suggested we call our baby Hannah Niamh, in thanks to you.’




  Tears flooded her eyes. ‘I’d like that.’




  ‘We’ll do it, then.’




  The Gradys were as kind to Cara as they were to everyone else. Even so, she still knew herself to be the outsider in this cosy group, the one who would be leaving the family when her present task was over.




  In some ways, little Niamh was an outsider too, and that upset Cara. The baby’s father never picked her up, even avoided looking at her most of the time. Her brothers were openly scornful of their little sister.




  ‘Babies are stupid!’ Sean declared.




  ‘You were a baby once,’ Cara told him.




  ‘Not like her.’




  ‘Exactly like her.’




  ‘I don’t believe you.’




  His grandmother came across to join them by the window. ‘Of course you were like her. So was Mal. When she grows bigger, you’ll be able to play with her.’




  ‘I don’t want to play with her. She killed our mam.’




  Cara wanted to give him a good shake, but she didn’t have the right.




  Ma made a muffled sound of distress and buried her face in her apron.




  Sean stared at her in puzzlement.




  ‘When you say things like that, you upset your grandma,’ Cara told him quietly. ‘Do you want to do that?’




  He looked at his grandmother helplessly, then turned to his little brother. ‘Come on, Mal. We’ll go and play catches.’




  Cara went to put an arm round the older woman. ‘I’m sorry he keeps saying that about the baby.’




  ‘So am I.’




  ‘Couldn’t Mr Deagan speak to him, tell him it’s not true?’




  ‘I’m frightened to bring it up with Fergus. He hasn’t been himself since my poor Eileen died.’




  ‘He must have loved her very much.’




  ‘No … He was fond of her, but he was too clever for her. Even I could see that. But he was always kind to her, always. And … in case you’re thinking the worse of him, it was her fault they had another baby, not his. She went on and on about wanting a daughter.’




  ‘Oh. I see.’




  Ma went back to her cooking. Cara put the baby down for a nap and began to straighten the room. They didn’t speak of the incident with the boys again.




  They didn’t make any headway in persuading the two lads to think kindly of their baby sister, but Sean stopped saying things that upset his grandmother, at least.




  One evening, three weeks after the move, Mrs Grady waited till they’d cleared the table after the evening meal, then said to her son-in-law, ‘Have you written to that Mr Kieran of yours to ask if he’ll start making arrangements to send us the money for Australia? We ought to find out what we’ll need to do, make plans.’




  ‘I’m a bit tired tonight.’




  He said the same thing the next time she asked him, but one night, after the boys had gone to bed, she got out the writing paper she’d found in one of the drawers of the dresser and plonked it down in front of him, saying firmly, ‘You need to write that letter now, Fergus. Surely you want to give those children a better life than they’ll get here?’




  He grimaced, but sat down at one end of the kitchen table, with the Gradys sitting at the other, watching him and Cara in the corner on the wooden rocking chair that had somehow become hers.




  When Fergus began to write, there was more sighing and chewing on the end of the pen than working on the letter.




  Cara sat quietly, holding the sleeping baby, wondering whether she should go up to bed and leave them to deal with this in private. But it was early and she wasn’t tired yet. She was starting to feel like her old self again, full of energy.




  After a while Fergus read through what he’d written, muttered a curse and screwed the letter up, shoving all the papers back into the drawer. ‘I can’t do it. I can’t ask my brother for charity. Bram, of all people! We never stopped fighting as we were growing up. Why would he help me now?’




  Patrick said quietly, ‘You have to try, son. You promised Eileen.’




  ‘I don’t have to do it now, though, do I? I need to get used to everything first.’




  Patrick exchanged worried glances with his wife.




  In bed that night, he asked quietly, ‘Can you find this Mr Kieran’s address?’




  ‘It might be with those papers Fergus shoved away. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’




  ‘We could send a letter, explaining how things are. Do you suppose Cara would write it for us?’ He hugged her close as he confessed, ‘I really want to go to Australia, Alana. Everything here reminds me of our Eileen.’




  ‘I feel the same way. I’ll ask Cara tomorrow if she’ll write a letter for us.’




  They were silent for a few moments, then she stirred. ‘I have to move, darlin’. I’m getting pins and needles in my arm.’




  When she was more comfortable, she lay with her eyes open. She could sense that Patrick wasn’t sleepy. Well, nor was she. So she carried on talking. ‘I’m glad Niamh is doing well. I wasn’t sure such a tiny baby would live. But Cara’s taking great care with her.’




  ‘That Cara’s a quiet one. Hardly says a word to me. Does she talk to you?’




  ‘She does chat a bit, yes. I helped her join the library and she’s been borrowing books. She reads the newspaper to me sometimes. And she’s started to teach me my alphabet. I’m going to learn to spell my name next and write it down, too.’




  ‘We’ve fallen lucky with her. She’s very ladylike, don’t you think? Better than having someone loud and vulgar as a wet nurse, or worse, someone who drinks.’




  ‘That’s because she comes from a good family.’ Alana told him more about Cara’s parents and he too marvelled that a father could treat his child that way.




  ‘It’s good that Cara’s a quiet sort of person because Niamh’s a quiet baby. She doesn’t like loud noises. She’s contented, though. And Cara helps me in the house, though I’ve had to show her how to do quite a few things. It’s as if she’s never done much housework before.’




  ‘I’m glad she isn’t too uppity to get her hands dirty. I don’t want you running yourself ragged looking after everyone.’




  ‘She isn’t afraid of hard work, she’s just not used to this sort of work. I’m thinking her family must have had a maid or two. If her father is a senior clerk, perhaps he’s richer than I’d thought.’




  Another silence, then Patrick yawned and said, ‘So you’ll get her to write the letter while Fergus and I are at work?’




  Alana nodded. ‘I will. I’ve kept the one he screwed up. And I’ll post the letter too, so that he can’t stop me sending it.’




  She hesitated, then added, ‘Will you be sorry to leave the Railway Works?’




  ‘No. I’m getting a bit old for the heavy work. They’d have put me on light work soon and cut my wages. That’s another reason I’m glad to be going to Australia.’




  The following morning Alana showed Cara the crumpled letter Fergus had written and put aside, then explained what she and Patrick wanted.




  Cara looked at her in dismay. ‘I don’t think I should do that.’




  ‘We have to. It’s the only way we’ll get to Australia. Read out to me what Fergus wrote.’




  Alana listened carefully, asked for it to be read again, then shook her head sadly. ‘Oh, my! I can see why Fergus threw this away. He sounds so … surly. As if he doesn’t really want to go.’




  Cara had to agree with her. ‘I still don’t think we should do this behind his back. It’s for Mr Deagan to contact this Mr Largan … or not.’




  ‘He never will unless we push him into it. He’s taken a pride in earning a good living for his family, not owing a penny to anyone, and I can understand that he doesn’t want to go cap in hand to his brother. He’s quite a leader among the men, and was chosen to become an engineer’s assistant. We’re very proud of him. But the only way we’ll get to Australia is with help. There are just too many fares to pay. And we’ll need help when we get there too.’




  ‘What will Mr Deagan do for a job there?’




  ‘Call him Fergus. I can’t think of him as Mr Deagan. He’ll find something to do, I’m sure. He’s clever with his hands. Maybe he’ll work on the railways there, like he does here. That’d be the sensible thing, don’t you think?’ She gestured around them. ‘This house is one of the better ones round here, you know, because Fergus’s employers think well of him. A railway house, they call it. If he’d been born in this town, he’d have been apprenticed properly as a lad, and would have trained as an engineer.’




  ‘I’m still not sure I should write the letter. Perhaps he doesn’t want to go. He has a good job and you all have a good life here.’




  ‘Oh, Cara, please help us! You’re the only one who can. We need to go. Patrick and I are desperate to get away from our memories of Eileen or we’ll never be happy again.’ She shook her head, sniffing away a tear, unable to continue. ‘And Fergus isn’t himself. He needs a change, too. I know he does.’




  Cara had seen how deep the other woman’s sorrow about losing her daughter went. Clearing out the last of Eileen’s things the previous day had ended in Mrs Grady crying and wailing, with an anguish Cara would never forget. Such raw grief. She’d had to hold the older woman close while she sobbed her heart out. No one should bear such pain uncomforted. And the clothes had been left till today.




  ‘I’ll … think about it,’ was all she could offer.




  When they went back to sorting out the clothes, Mrs Grady studied her and said, ‘There’s a lot of wear in these still, and you’re very short of everyday clothes. I’ve seen you shivering with cold. Eileen was slender like you, but you’re a bit taller than she was. These would fit you if you put frills or borders on the bottoms of the skirts. I know you’re good with a needle. I’m sure you could do that.’ She indicated the small pile of better clothes. ‘Try them on.’
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