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    England, April 1912




    They were far too early. Standing amid a pile of cases, carpetbags and parcels, one eye on the terracotta clock tower, straining for the distant roar of an engine, the smell of burning coal, the soot and heat that heralded the arrival of the London train into Trinity Street, May Smith watched as the platform began filling with travellers. Some carried briefcases, others parcels, all were intent on their business. She looked over at her husband, dressed in his best second-hand tweed overcoat and trilby, holding Ellen, who was bundled into her new bonnet and coat, and wrapped in a shawl against the cool breeze funnelling down the platform from the moors, her eyes wide with uncertainty at the bustle around them. So many new noises for her to take in; for them all to take in: porters rattling trolleys loaded with boxes, carriage doors slamming, the whistles on the wind from the opposite platform.




    Their train must come soon. This was the early train the businessmen caught, in their smart suits and bowler hats, the train that carried Lancashire cottons down to the city. She wanted to shout out like a child, ‘Guess where we’re going? You’ll never believe it,’ but of course, she kept silent, exhilarated yet ashamed of her excitement.




    These people were used to travelling, unlike her, all dressed up in her sensible three-quarter-length navy-blue jacket, nipped in at the waist and flared out over her long serge skirt, her over-polished boots, her fair hair neatly coiled under a black straw boater with a wide brim. Everything on her back was serviceable, designed not to show the dirt and last their long journey, or so she hoped.




    May ran over her list in her head once again: a tin box of sandwiches and apples, a bottle of milk for Ellen, some fancy biscuits and boiled sweets in case they felt sick, a picture book, clean napkins and a damp facecloth in a toilet bag for the journey.




    Their papers and documents were safe in the leather attaché case Joe had been given as a leaving present from the mill. In their trunk was the fine pair of Horrocks cotton sheets embroidered with their initials, which the girls in the weaving shed had given her on her last day at work. Nestled safely in their folds were gifts for Uncle George in Idaho: a newspaper from his old hometown, studio portraits, a fancy tea caddy and a signed Bible from their Sunday school class.




    ‘It’s late,’ May whispered, but Joe just laughed.




    ‘It’s you who had us here too early. Look, the signal on the track has changed. Any minute now . . .’ He was peering over the platform edge, making her nervous.




    ‘Step back,’ she urged. ‘Ellen will be scared. Not to mention me.’ The locomotives terrified her; they looked like great black dragons breathing fire. She felt the gust of wind, the blast of heat on her cheeks, the deafening roar as the monster thundered into the station, screeching to a halt in a cloud of steam.




    ‘You have got all our tickets?’ she asked Joe once again.




    Ellen burst into tears at the noise.




    ‘Give her here!’ May insisted, wrapping her arms round the screaming child. ‘Hush, it’s only a puffa train come to take us to a new world. Say bye-bye to Bolton. We’re off on our adventure.’




    They piled into the second-class compartment, Joe checking their trunk was wheeled into the guard’s van before settling himself down. Ellen continued to protest.




    ‘She’ll soon settle,’ May said, smiling at the passengers who looked at them with dismay. There was nothing for it but to shove a biscuit in Ellen’s hand and hope for the best. It did the trick and within a few seconds she was contentedly munching away.




    May stared back at their companions, riled. She had as much right as they had to be sitting here. She and Joe might be orphans, but they had a sponsor in America willing to give them a new life. They might not have much in the way of possessions, but they had each other and a lovely little daughter, who was as bright as a new penny. They were young, with all their lives before them. She wanted to pinch herself yet again at this change in fortune, this chance to start anew.




    May caught her reflection in the carriage window and smiled. She might not be a beauty but she had rosy cheeks, a sturdy body and she wasn’t afraid of hard work, the very type of girl to flourish in the New World, if reports were correct. It was a blessing little Ellen had her daddy’s fair curls and sea-blue eyes. Not that they’d ever seen the sea, mind, but they would soon.




    Suddenly carriage doors were slamming, and whistles signalled the train’s imminent departure. The carriage juddered, jolting May forward.




    For a second her optimism vanished and she felt only panic. Why are we leaving all we know? What are we doing? She wanted to stop the train, to get out and go home to everything familiar and comforting. She almost shot out of her seat but fell back when she saw Joe staring out of the window with that determined look on his face. He had been so proud when he’d received an invitation from his relatives in America to join their carpentry business. How could she let him down? She’d walk to the ends of the earth with him.




    It wasn’t that they disliked their northern cotton town. It had sheltered both of them, in their tiny cottage on the edge of the moors, given them useful training and sent them out first into service and then into the mill where they had met. They were childhood sweethearts, married when Joe’s apprenticeship had ended. But she’d always known that Joe had wanted more for his family, that he was restless to prove himself and she was happy to encourage his ambition. Who wouldn’t want a life free from chimney smoke for their daughter, a chance to meet people from all over the world who, like them, were risking everything to start afresh? It took courage to leave all you’d ever known, and she was no coward. But that wave of panic still unsettled her. What if it all went wrong? What if this Uncle George was a tyrant? What if . . . ?




    Stop fretting, she chided herself and looked up at the suitcase labels she had printed and tied on so carefully: Mr and Mrs Joseph Smith, RMS Titanic, Southampton. That would soon be their next port of call.
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    The cathedral bells tolled out across the city as the family gathered by the West Door, lining up to walk behind the cortège. Celestine Parkes was glad of the black lace veil hiding her grief from view as she clung onto her father’s arm and watched as her brothers shouldered the coffin. It wouldn’t be a heavy burden; her mother, Louisa, had shrunk to skin and bone in the final days of her illness.




    Celeste could not forgive herself for her late arrival, her chance to say goodbye irretrievably lost. The ship from New York had been delayed by storms, but they had postponed the funeral until she finally arrived back at the family home in Lichfield. It had been a shock to see her once-beautiful mother reduced to a skeletal stranger.




    Now the wind whipped across Cathedral Close, dead leaves cart-wheeling on the cobbles as the mourners stood before the dean, who had come to escort them into the echoing nave.




    Celeste looked up at Lichfield Cathedral’s trio of spires, those Three Ladies of the Vale piercing a bright March sky. She glanced across at the elegant houses circling the Close in salmon-pink sandstone. How familiar it all was in early spring, with daffodils poking through the grass, the sharp air straight from the Fens catching her breath. Coming home in springtime always moved her, especially the sight of blossom, of buds opening, and the green grass of the parks and fields. Easter in the cathedral was always special but this year it would be tinged with the sorrow of their loss.




    For a second she thought of her own home and her beloved son, so far away across the ocean. She couldn’t help but consider the long return journey to come, but quickly dismissed such weary thoughts. She had other things to think about right now.




    She touched her long woollen coat with the fox fur collar, which she wore over her mother’s beaded mourning dress with her black gloves. It was comforting to feel her mother’s shape in these sleeves and to catch the familiar scent of lavender water in the fabric. Her felt hat, hiding the wildness of her auburn curls, was pinned with her grandmother’s jet hatpins. Celeste had had little time to buy suitable mourning attire and she only hoped she had chosen well. Louisa Forester had always looked so elegant and her daughter wanted to honour her in death as she had loved her in life.




    Celeste had treasured her mother’s lively letters, with all their news of the cathedral, the clergy and the Theological College scholars’ antics. They’d been such a precious link with home. Then the handwriting had begun to crawl, roaming carelessly across the page, and her father had taken to writing, explaining that her mother was not feeling well enough to lift the pen, hinting it was time their daughter came home before the illness took its inevitable toll.




    I didn’t say goodbye to you, she had cried every night since her return. Now there would be some comfort in this service. As a bishop’s daughter, Louisa would be given every dignity and honour and would be interred in the grassy mound close to the cathedral.




    But where will I mourn you when I return home? Celeste wondered sadly.




    ‘I am the resurrection and the life . . .’ The soothing words boomed out as she clutched her father’s hand and tried not to weep.




    Why have you left us? How can I do my duty without your strength and love to guide me?




    Later, when it was all over and they had sipped tea and nibbled cold meats in the refectory of the Theological College, Celeste returned with her brothers to Red House, their home in Streethay It was here their father made his announcement.




    ‘Now you’re all together, I want to tell you that I’m not going to stay here. There’s a place for me in Vicar’s Close. I want to be near your mother and closer to the town, too, to be of service.’




    ‘We can’t stay here without you,’ said Selwyn, a lawyer, who travelled into Birmingham each day.




    ‘Of course you can. One day you’ll marry and your wife won’t want an old man to look after. Bertram’s at university, he needs a billet in the vacations, and Celeste too if she ever manages to bring her family to visit,’ he said, looking to the smiling picture of his grandson Roddy, which took pride of place on the mantelpiece. ‘Your mother loved that photo,’ he said softly. He shook himself from his reverie and continued, ‘Celestine, my dear, you must take some of her things back with you.’




    Celeste was in no mood for dismantling the home, with all its sacred memories. There would be a time for that.




    Her father carried on, though, unaware of her distress. ‘You must take her table linen,’ he insisted. ‘Your mother embroidered so beautifully. She would want you to have it.’




    With tears in her eyes, Celeste fingered the tablecloth, now covered with vases of flowers and condolence cards. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured. ‘But not now.’




    At last her father caught her mood and held her hand. ‘Don’t worry, your mother is always in your heart,’ he comforted her. ‘She’ll never leave you. You’ll all carry on as she would have done, I’m sure. She taught you well. And you have the joy of a loving family to return to, my dear.’




    He was right. She had been taught well and knew that duty and others must come first before selfish needs. So she swallowed back her tears and stared out of the window onto the lawn in its first flush of green. If only Lichfield didn’t look so beautiful at this time of year . . . She should have spoken out then, but always something held her back. This was no time to burden an old man with her troubles. No matter how terrible they might be.
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    Her first sight of London and its magnificent buildings filled May with awe. She stared up at Big Ben with disbelief and caught a glimpse of the Tower of London from the bridge. They stayed overnight in a boarding house close to St Paul’s that was none too clean. One look at the landlady’s grubby face and May immediately turned over the mattresses to inspect them for bugs. Ellen couldn’t settle in the strange surroundings and they had a restless night. If this was what it was going to be like, May said, it would be one hell of a long sea voyage. They’d be wrecks by the end of it. Joe laughed and whirled her around the room in excitement. She couldn’t help but laugh back up at him. His spirit and enthusiasm were infectious.




    Early the next morning, they treated themselves to a cab to Waterloo Station, sending postcards to friends at the mill before they left. May stared in wonder at the queues of omnibuses, horses and carts, and men pushing barrows. She had never seen such a huge city bustling in the early morning light. Where did all these folk come from?




    To think, the next big city would be New York!




    When they finally reached Waterloo to catch the boat train, May didn’t think she had ever seen such a crush of humanity – men and women carrying suitcases and bags, small children lagging behind. She desperately clung onto Joe and Ellen for fear of being separated. The smoke, steam, soot and noise swept them along into the waiting carriages bound for Southampton. Tired, dishevelled, one among hundreds, May felt a familiar surge of pride that Joe had enough about him to want more for his family than the backstreets of a cotton town.




    But as the train rattled on the tracks, taking them further and further from everything they had ever known, she felt uneasy again. How would they fare in a strange country? What would the weather be like? Would they fit in? What if the baby got sick? It was all such a risk. As the train drew into Southampton harbour she saw the grey sea and glimpsed the tall ship with the White Star ensign flying on its mast. It rose high above the trees and houses, and her heart thudded. There was no turning back now. They must trust themselves to the ship’s crew to carry them across the ocean and to their new life.




    When they reached the docking shed May saw the Titanic’s great bulk, its four funnels rising above them, and an involuntary shiver crept down her spine. The funnels were painted cream, tipped with black rings and crowning a wall of cast iron a hundred feet tall, rearing up like a steel mountain.




    ‘How on earth can that thing float?’ she croaked as they joined the embarkation queue making its way onto C Deck. She was so in awe of the scale of the vessel that would be their home for the next week that she stumbled over the skirt of the woman in front, who turned round and glared.




    ‘Had a good trip?’ Joe laughed, but May wasn’t amused.




    ‘My feet don’t want to board this ship,’ she whispered.




    ‘Stuff and nonsense,’ Joe replied, reading her mind. ‘God himself couldn’t sink this ship!’




    ‘I hope you know what we’re doing, Joe. It’s such a long way to go.’ She pulled her coat around her tightly.




    ‘Just look for yourself, the water’s deep enough to hold her up. The Titanic’s brand new, and we are lucky to be sailing on her. The papers say her Third Class is as good as First on other ships. They say she has every safety feature known to man. She’s unsinkable. Don’t go worrying, May.’




    Their tickets were checked off and they were inspected for signs of fever and lice by a man in a white coat and spectacles, which May found utterly shaming. They could strip her down to her chemise and not find anything but clean Lancashire cotton.




    Guided by stewards, they followed the queue onto C Deck. Despite herself May felt a shiver of fear as they descended lower into the ship along a narrow warren of corridors. She’d never liked the water much, not even a ride on the boating lake in Queens Park, though Joe had made her learn to swim up at the reservoirs at Belmont. He’d taught her a half-decent breast stroke one bank holiday at the Blue Lagoon. Splashing and protesting, she’d hated feeling the water up her nose and in her eyes, and had strained to keep her head out of it.




    Down in the bowels of the ship they were directed to a neat pine-panelled cabin with bunks, one of many along a linoleum-tiled corridor with steel walls now as wide as a high street. The passage was crowded with noisy families, racing children excitedly calling to one another in a babble of foreign languages. The air was filled with strange aromas: spices, tobacco smoke, sweat, all mixed with the smell of fresh paint.




    Inside the cabin May sat down on the bunk and instinctively tested it for size. ‘A proper mattress this time,’ she noted. Everything was new: the sheets, the towels, the flooring. ‘I can’t breathe in here,’ she said. ‘It’s clean but . . .’ She couldn’t imagine how she’d spend seven nights cooped up in this wooden box of a room, clean as it was. It smelled like a coffin. She shuddered again and then looked over at Ellen, who was crawling around the floor, exploring. Another one with a thirst for adventure. She needed to pull herself together. At least they weren’t forced to share with strangers.




    ‘Right then,’ she rallied herself, ‘let’s get on deck. I’ll feel better when I get some fresh air.’




    Weaving in and out of a maze of passages and stairs, May eyed the ship’s quarters with wonder, almost forgetting her misgivings. ‘It’s like a town all of its own,’ she exclaimed, peering into every open space. There was a huge dining room with long wooden tables and solid captain’s chairs like the ones in the church vestry. The floors were laid with patterned lino that smelled new and gluey. There was a room for smokers somewhere above but here was a large saloon with comfortable armchairs and a piano in the corner. Everything was polished and sparkling, with framed pictures on the walls and pot plants standing in corners. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be found. It was all most satisfactory and yet . . . She couldn’t help feeling it was far too big and they were accommodated far too low in the water.




    Joe carried Ellen down corridors and up stairs in search of some open space on deck where they could look at the seagulls. ‘It won’t be long now before we’re off,’ he shouted, and May saw the genuine excitement etched on his face. She turned and watched other passengers hugging their relatives, saying goodbye, with something close to envy. She and Joe had hardly one blood relative between them. All their hopes were pinned on ‘Uncle’ George in Idaho. As happy as their little family was, it would be wonderful to have a sense of belonging to something bigger.




    It was strange to think they might never see England again, never see the Union Jack flying or hear good Lancashire voices calling to one another on the pavements. Where would she find a decent cup of tea? She’d heard they only drank coffee in the States. Joe was pointing out ships on the other berths to Ellen, hanging over the side and watching a crane hoist up a beautiful black and gold saloon car. There was such wealth on board higher up in the First Class apartments though May knew the likes of them would be kept well away from such important passengers. They would be living on board in two different worlds but she didn’t care as long as they all arrived safely in New York.




    May turned towards Joe and felt the breeze on Ellen’s cold cheeks. Time to go indoors. She didn’t want to watch the ship sliding away from her homeland or see the teary farewells from relatives pausing for one last glimpse of their loved ones. It had been a long day and she wanted to explore further below deck. If she got lost there were stewards to help her and she’d memorized their cabin number. Depending on the weather there would be seven nights to endure, she thought with a sigh. She hoped she could hold on until Wednesday.




    Later that evening Joe was pacing up and down the little cabin, impatient. ‘Why do you huddle in here like a hermit crab when there’s so much to explore? There’s a piano playing, and singing, we can listen to the orchestra, have a bite to eat. I’ve never seen so many choices on the menu: pies, pastries, salads. We should fill up our bellies while we can,’ he advised.




    ‘You go on,’ May replied, groaning from her bunk. ‘My stomach’s not up to it. I don’t fancy moving about. It’s thronged with people now. We don’t know anyone and half the people I’ve seen don’t speak a word of English since we picked up that lot at Cherbourg. What a racket they make.’




    ‘We’re all in the same boat, love,’ Joe smiled. ‘Everyone’s wanting to make a fresh start in the New World. Don’t begrudge them their chances.’




    ‘I’m not, it’s just I feel safe here. I can’t explain it but I just feel safe with all my things around me.’




    ‘No one’s going to steal anything.’




    ‘You never know.’




    ‘Oh, May, you are funny. Here we are on the high seas – where would they run to? And what have we got to be stolen?’




    ‘There’s those lovely sheets I was given,’ she argued, knowing she was being a worry guts.




    ‘With our initials on them? Don’t be daft! They probably have far nicer ones of their own. Come on, let’s give Ellen some fresh air before we turn in for the night.’




    ‘I’ve had this funny feeling in the pit of my belly ever since I saw the size of the Titanic,’ May argued. ‘I can’t shift it. You go and let me rest.’




    ‘Now you’re being morbid; that’s not like you,’ Joe replied. ‘Fresh air will do you good.’




    ‘I suppose you’re right, lying here won’t change anything, but I wish I didn’t feel so worried.’ May put on her woollen jacket and muffler and pinned on her beret with the pompom on the top, tying Ellen into her plaid shawl.




    ‘That’s better. Let’s go and see the stars and make a wish.’ Joe took her hand.




    May smiled up at her husband. She must trust in Joe’s good common sense. He was the sort of man that was handed nothing but blows in life, no parents, no money, no education. Now he was going to make something of himself, no matter what. How could she not love a man like that?




    Despite her misgivings May slept well on that first night out at sea. The meals in the dining room were delicious and settled her stomach. It was such a treat to be cooked for and waited on, and it gave her and Joe a chance to wander round on deck and let Ellen toddle between them. After they docked in Ireland, there’d be nothing but the grey open sea between them and their final destination. She must try to relax and enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime voyage.




    It was cold and she was glad of her thick jacket and Joe’s overcoat. Ellen had layers of knitted wool with a felted coat, bonnet and firm leather boots given to her by a neighbour for when she started to walk properly. It was strange to think she’d spend her first birthday thousands of miles away from the place where she had been born.




    May looked up with wonder at the stars stretched across the sky. Where would they be this time next week? ‘Do you think we’re doing the right thing?’




    Joe nodded and smiled, dismissing her edginess. ‘It’s been a smooth ride so far. We’re in safe hands.’ He pointed up where the captain, with his distinctive white beard, strode on deck inspecting his crew, then watching over them from his perch. ‘He’s the best captain or he wouldn’t be steering this ship on its maiden voyage, now, would he? Enjoy it, we won’t be doing this again in our lifetime, will we?’
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    Celestine looked up through her black veil at the ship that would be taking her back to America. Her shoes felt like lead as she stepped along the First Class gangway, her brother storming ahead, dying to inspect the transatlantic liner from bow to stern.




    ‘Wait for me!’ she called.




    Selwyn turned and grinned. ‘Come on, slow coach, I want to see what all the bally fuss is about this Titanic, and Father wants you to meet that old dear, the archdeacon’s aunt . . .’




    ‘My chaperone. Honestly, can’t a married woman be allowed on board without a guardian? I hope Mrs Grant isn’t as awful as the one I had coming over. She could see I was worried about Mama but she insisted on talking throughout the entire journey.’




    ‘Grover was quite insistent you were not to travel unaccompanied,’ Selwyn replied. ‘Though why he couldn’t accompany you himself beats me. We all wanted to meet little Roddy too. Poor Mama never got to see him . . .’




    ‘I know, but my husband’s a very busy man.’




    ‘It was your mother’s funeral, for pity’s sake! You could have done with some support on the journey over, especially in the circumstances.’ Selwyn was not one to mince his words. It was one of the things Celestine loved about him.




    ‘You’ve all looked after me so well. I’m fine. Of course, I’d like to have my own family around me but Grover said funerals are not for children.’




    ‘He could have made the effort, Sis.’




    ‘I know . . . it’s just . . .’ How could she explain that Grover didn’t take much interest in England or her family? He had his own parents close by and was insistent that Roddy’s routine must not be disturbed. Her only thought now was to return to her son and settle back into the daily routine, and to do that she must climb onto this monster whale’s back to go west, home to Akron, Ohio.




    Selwyn helped her settle herself into her cabin, making sure she could spread herself out and not be disturbed. If the voyage were as bad as her crossing five weeks ago, she was in for a painful time and would spend most of it in her cabin.




    Because of a coal strike that had caused disruption to shipping schedules, she’d been given an alternative berth on the Titanic for her return to New York. She ought to be thrilled to be on its maiden voyage with all the razzmatazz in Southampton, but her heart was heavy to be leaving her family behind. She wondered when she would see them again. If she would ever see her father again. He’d looked so frail, so broken after her mother’s death.




    The First Class apartments were on the upper decks; state rooms and private cabins were connected by corridors laid with thick, plush carpets. Her cabin was well lit with electric lamps, and she had a brass-railed bed with sumptuous soft linens and an eiderdown. The walls were lined with panels of flock wallpaper like a fine hotel room, and fresh flowers everywhere; the scents of hothouse lilies, freesias and jasmine barely disguised the odour of newly decorated paintwork. There were even excellent stewardesses at her beck and call with the push of a button on the wall. If only she could get away from the smell of paint and glue, which made her feel queasy. It was a pity her sea legs were so poor. Sea travel was a luxurious business these days.




    They met up with the elderly widow Mrs Grant at the top of the grand staircase by the wonderful carved clock. Selwyn stood to admire the elegant sweep of the stairs and the great latticed glass dome, which allowed light to shine down the carved oak balustrades. ‘Not one for sliding down, Sis?’ he smiled. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’




    Ada Grant was going out to visit her sister in Pennsylvania for the summer. There wasn’t time to get very well acquainted before the whistle blew, but Celeste promised to take tea with her later.




    It was time for Selwyn to leave the ship but Celeste clutched his hand. Tears welled and she clung to him. ‘I wish I could stay longer.’




    ‘Steady on, old girl. Mama’s at peace now.’




    How she wanted to cry out to him, finally to tell him the truth. ‘I know and I must return. Roddy needs me but . . . You will look after Papa for me.’ She felt sick to her stomach, knowing that her bereaved father and two brothers thought her so fortunate to be married to a wealthy businessman with a darling little boy and a lovely house. They knew only what she wanted them to know. She couldn’t let them worry.




    ‘Goodbye and good luck.’ Selwyn hugged her. ‘Bon voyage and all that, and don’t leave it so long next time. Roddy will be in long pants before we get to meet him.’ With that he was gone, striding down the corridor and off the ship.




    Celestine looked after him, bereft. She didn’t think she’d ever felt so entirely alone.




    What she needed now was fresh air and one last lingering look at the dockside. She must take her leave of her country. ‘Be British and stomach your sorrow,’ she chided herself, thinking of her father’s words when he’d caught her crying in her room the evening before. She hadn’t had the heart to tell him the real reason for her tears.




    Wrapping herself in her new black coat and pinning the black hat and veil firmly over her face, she made her way down the panelled corridor with its two-toned blue carpet. There seemed to be smiling stewards around every corner to guide her out onto the promenade deck.




    The ship was stirring into life, and she wanted to watch it turning out of the dock to face up the river to Southampton and out towards Cherbourg, seventy miles across the Channel. France would be their next port of call.




    A crowd had gathered at the railings as the whistles blasted over the city. People were climbing up poles and through windows, waving them off from every vantage point along the coastline, shouting and cheering them on their way. How she wished she was a little girl again at the seaside at Sidmouth, watching as the tall sailing ships floated across the water. Roddy would have loved all this. He was nearly three and such a chatterbox. She’d bought him picture books of London and postcards of the Titanic and a toy yacht to help her explain to him where she’d been all this time.




    The Titanic drifted slowly from the dock, pulled out by little tugs and manoeuvred into a position so she was facing downriver.




    There were other big liners tied up at their berths like a stable of restless horses, but as the ship passed there was a sudden swell of water, and Celeste could see one of the liners jerk from its mooring.




    ‘The ropes on the New York have snapped!’ shouted one of the sailors working behind her.




    ‘It’s going to crash into us!’ screamed a passenger.




    ‘Bloody hell, what a start to a maiden voyage!’ another shouted across to the officer looking on in shock.




    All eyes were fixed on the New York. Its stern was arcing outwards, drawing to them. But below, a little tug was coming to the rescue, gathering up its loose rope, gaining control of the errant steed, somehow pulling it away as the captain on the bridge above them was steering the ship out of danger, edging it slowly out of the path of the oncoming liner. They seemed to be going backwards.




    ‘Drama over. That was a close call!’ A sigh of relief went round the onlookers but Celeste overheard a steward mutter under his breath, ‘I didn’t like this ship before, and now I like it even less. It can’t even get into the water without causing trouble.’




    She smiled to herself. Sailors were a superstitious lot and she didn’t have time for such folly. You made your own fortunes, she thought. It was the one thing she agreed with Grover about. No point in dwelling on misfortunes that didn’t happen. There were enough of them that did. The danger had been averted by skill and science. It boded well for their journey.




    Now they were on their way, delayed for only an hour or so. It was time to explore the rest of this floating palace but first she must take tea with her chaperone. Mrs Grant was waiting in the Café Parisienne.




    ‘Isn’t this modern? It’s like an open veranda and the wicker trelliswork with the ivy is so realistic, don’t you think? They’ve thought of everything. It’s all light and air and sea views. Isn’t this journey going to be fun?’




    Celeste tried to look enthused but all she could think of was Selwyn on his way home and what might be waiting for her in Akron, Ohio.




    Later she strolled around the freshly painted deck, enjoying the familiar strains of music from the ship’s orchestra playing in an open gallery nearby. She’d seen signs to a gymnasium and both a swimming bath and a Turkish bath down below deck. She found her way to the reading room to seek a quiet corner to read her Edith Wharton novel: The House of Mirth. She must make the most of her remaining time alone. This perhaps would be where she took her refuge, among the soft armchairs and the writing tables. The room was decorated in a Georgian style with moulded panelled walls painted white, simple fittings and a bay window overlooking the promenade deck letting in even more light. Here she could sink into a chair and escape into her book.




    But as the waters drew them further and further from the shore, she felt a peculiar churning in her stomach. It was time to head for the safety of her four-poster bed until this feeling passed. All this luxury didn’t make for happiness but it certainly made misery more comfortable.
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    It was Sunday morning and May had heard there was a church service taking place somewhere on the upper decks. She asked a steward exactly where it was being held.




    ‘It’s only for First and Second Class passengers, ma’am,’ he said, eyeing her up and down.




    ‘Well, I am Church of England so where do I worship then?’ she replied, refusing to be cowed by his abrupt manner.




    ‘I’ll go and see,’ he sighed. ‘Wait here.’




    She was feeling brighter now she’d got used to the pitch of the ship, and Joe had told her to go and have some time to herself while he looked after Ellen. She looked respectable enough, spruced up in her Sunday best. Why shouldn’t she be in church along with the best of them?




    Judging by the to-ing and fro-ing, her request had caused a bit of a fuss, but eventually a steward escorted her upstairs, unlocking some screens onto the upper decks to let her into the holy of holies. ‘You were right, ma’am. The service is for everyone.’




    No odours of stew, gravy or stale sweat clouded the air here. Instead, May smelled the wafting perfume of fresh arum lilies, carnations and cigar smoke, and felt the thickest of rich-patterned carpets at her feet. She was underdressed and self-conscious, but no one seemed even to notice her as they promenaded around the decks. The steward pressed her on apace until they came to a sumptuous dining saloon with leather chairs in rows and a rostrum at the far end.




    ‘Stay in these back rows, please, madam. They are reserved for visitors.’ By that May knew he meant the steerage passengers, and she was relieved to see she was not the only brave soul to venture forth into this strange uncharted territory. In fact there were rows of visitors, and sitting next to her was another woman wearing a dowdy coat and plain hat. Soon the room filled up with the rich and famous, according to her neighbour, who, by her own admission, was here only to gawp and gossip.




    ‘Are you here to see how the other half live then? Just look at those hats. I bet each one of them would cost our men a year’s wages? Still, they do put on a show for us; they say the richest men in the world are on board, Astor, the Guggenheims . . . and I bet some of them fancy women aren’t their wives. I saw one carrying a dog with a diamond collar, I ask you.’ She rattled off who they all were and who was related to whom; names that meant nothing to May.




    Then the captain arrived along with several members of the crew armed with hymn sheets, which were passed along the rows. He led them through a simple service that wouldn’t offend anyone. The singing was polite and muted, but May loved a good hymn and when it came to ‘O God, our help in ages past’ she couldn’t help but sing out, her strong soprano voice betraying her enthusiasm until people turned round to see where the noise was coming from. She blushed and lowered her voice.




    She sneaked a closer look at Captain Smith. He was older than she expected, with his silver hair and portly figure. May couldn’t help but think about the congregation gathering back at her parish church in Deane. Another wave of panic flooded her at the thought of them all in church without her. Here she was, a stranger among strangers in a steel ship at the mercy of the waves. Tomorrow the girls from the mill would be lining up at their machines for the new week without her. Would any of them miss her?




    Still, it was her chance to glimpse into a world where passengers wore furs, exquisite hats, velvet coats and fine leather boots. A restless pampered toddler, dressed in silks and swansdown, was whisked away by her maidservant. May was glad she hadn’t brought Ellen, not least because her homespun clothes would have looked shabby in contrast. Alone, there was time to drink in her surroundings and gaze on the congregation at leisure.




    She had never seen such sumptuous rooms. The wall panelling was decorated with beautifully carved flowers and leaves. Joe would know how it was done. And above her head electric domes of light hung from ceilings of ornate white plasterwork.




    No wonder there were stewards at each door to make sure the likes of her were promptly escorted back to their rightful deck. They might all be equal under the Lord, she smiled ruefully, but on board this British ship it was everyone in their proper station. She was honoured just to be in the same room as these grand people, if only for a few minutes. She didn’t mind being set apart. It was only right and proper. These gentlefolk had paid much more for their tickets so they deserved all this finery. It was a different world up here in First Class. Would America be as class bound or was it truly the land of the free?




    Celeste attended morning service in the First Class dining room. She caught glimpses of the famous in their seats at the front: wealthy American hostesses from Boston and Philadelphia; the cream of New York society, the Astors, Guggenheims, Wideners; Walter Douglas, founder of the Quaker Oats factory, a familiar face from the pages of Akron’s Beacon Journal, returning from Paris with his wife. Some of the wealthiest men in the world were aboard. Grover would be impressed by her fellow passengers. It was more like a ballroom than a church assembly. The captain did his best using the ship’s order of service sheets to cater for a broad church sort of worship but it made her feel even more homesick.




    She couldn’t help but think of the vaulting roof of Lichfield Cathedral, the peal of its bells ringing through the morning air, the organ’s great basso profundo, the parade of choirboys in their white and scarlet robes and the dean in his gold vestments.




    This service was perfectly acceptable, though. At least they’d allowed other classes of passenger to attend. She’d heard one young woman singing her heart out in the back row, in tune and on time, although she’d made a quick diminuendo when she realized this was no Evangelical Revival tent but a polite token to Sunday worship. At the end of the service, the back rows were rushed out from view as if their presence would somehow offend the sensibilities of the First Class passengers. Pity, Celeste smiled; she would like to have had a good look at the girl with the golden voice and thank her for raising the quality of their singing, if only for a few verses. She looked like a nice woman.




    It was proving to be a long voyage with only Mrs Grant for company, and a novel about a young girl struggling to fit into New York society at the turn of the new century was hardly cheering reading.




    If only there were some like minds to talk to over the dining table, not the usual mixture of wealthy travellers reliving their exotic adventures in Europe, dropping names like croutons into their soup, or Ada Grant chattering on about her relatives and their children.




    Celeste wondered what it was like for that girl with the lovely voice down below in steerage, and was glad she had managed to cross the golden gates into this pampered cocoon. What must she make of all this luxury and privilege that was making Celeste feel so uncomfortable? It was all too much on this ship so aptly named Titanic. Why couldn’t she just relax and enjoy the experience of being cosseted? Why did she feel so uneasy?




    ‘So what’s it like up there in the gods?’ Joe asked over lunch, slurping his soup with gusto.




    ‘Another world. You’ve never seen the like: acres of thick carpets – it was like walking on air – and the women dressed like mannequins in a shop window, weighed down with so many pearls and gems. But they can’t sing for toffee.’




    Joe grinned. ‘I bet you showed them how.’




    ‘I tried but I got stared at and so I shut up. I enjoyed it, though, seeing how the other half lives. We got a bum’s rush as soon as it was over, though, in case we ran off with the silver. I’m glad I’m back down here.’




    ‘That’s a relief. Don’t want you getting no fancy ideas. It might be a log cabin for us when we get out west.’




    ‘At least we’ll all be equal out there. How do folks get to be so rich that they can spend thousands on a ticket? I’m sure they’re no happier than us. There was one poor widow all in black who looked as if she was about to burst into tears any minute and she wasn’t a day older than me. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you. You won’t ditch me for some rich American fancy woman, will you?’




    Joe grabbed her hand, laughing. ‘I don’t know where you think all this stuff up, May. You and me are stuck together like glue, and that’s a promise. We’ll never be apart. Not until our dying day.’
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    For Celeste it was proving to be an uneventful Sunday. She was feeling squeamish and picked at her luncheon while old Mrs Grant struggled with fearful indigestion. In her mind Celeste was preparing herself for the rigours of her marriage and duties in Akron. The thought filled her with dread. There was only Roddy’s welcome to look forward to.




    She spent the afternoon listening to the orchestra, promenading the decks for fresh air before it was time to prepare for yet another dress parade in the dining room.




    She was still wearing her mother’s black silk two-piece with the jet-beaded collar and cuffs. It smelled of home and Father’s pipe smoke. Who was there here to notice that she was wearing the same dress each evening? She was in mourning, after all; it was hardly a time to be the belle of the ball. Defiant though she felt, faced with all the fuss of dining rituals, she did make a valiant effort to dress her hair without the aid of a lady’s maid or stewardess. The damp air had turned the loose ends into a frizz of curls.




    She still wasn’t hungry but listened to the restful serenades and waltzes, music designed to instil a sense of calm. The livelier numbers would be reserved for the dancing later.




    The orchestra lifted her mood until she saw the menu presented so beautifully before them, and her heart sank. No one could eat ten courses, though Mrs Grant made a valiant attempt to work her way through each one. She would undoubtedly suffer again later, Celeste grimaced. She settled for the Consommé Olga, the poached salmon with mousseline sauce, the sauté of chicken, but couldn’t face the entrée of lamb, beef or duckling. She skipped the Punch Romaine, tasted the roast squab and cold asparagus vinaigrette but the pâté de foie gras defeated her. There was just room left for the peaches in Chartreuse jelly. She resolutely stuck to water, refusing any of the wines chosen for each course. Rich wine went to her head and made her weepy.




    Grover would have insisted she had his money’s worth but Grover wasn’t here, she thought defiantly.




    By ten o’clock Mrs Grant was half asleep and Celeste amused herself listening to the chatter and laughter around her, the clink of glasses, savouring the noise before another night descended and she’d be alone with her increasingly dark thoughts. The glitter of diamonds flashing in the lamplight, the scent of Parisian perfume, the shimmer of silk and feathers was a feast for the eyes. Everyone around her looked so relaxed and glamorous but Celeste could take no pleasure in this ambience. Her heart was not in the First Class dining room, with its gilded opulence and Louis Seize décor, but was yearning for what she had left behind.




    She’d had enough of sitting with Mrs Grant, who was hard of hearing and wanted to regale her with gossip.




    ‘It’s like a club, you know; they all gather in Paris, Cairo . . . wherever. Captain Smith is their favourite so that’s why they’re all here now. They only travel on his ship. He’s never had an accident . . .’




    ‘What about the incident before we left Southampton?’ Celeste asked.




    ‘There you see, it didn’t turn into anything and that’s because Captain Smith is so lucky.’




    There was no use arguing, and Celeste was horribly bored, trying not to yawn. Once again it annoyed her that she – a respectable married woman – was unable to sit alone. She didn’t want any unnecessary attention from some of the single men who were ogling her table with interest. They’d gathered a coterie of giggling females to their side but still had time to give her the glad eye, mourning or not. She’d have to fend them off for three more nights.




    When Celeste returned to her cabin, a stewardess came to help her undress. She laughed when Celeste clutched her full stomach and groaned.




    ‘You’ve not seen anything yet, madam. We’re coming to the “Devils Hole” where the icebergs float and the water boils.’




    ‘Oh, don’t tell me that!’ Celeste said laughing. ‘I’ll never sleep now.’




    ‘You will, I assure you – there’s nothing like a rich meal, fresh air and Mr Hartley’s band music in your ears to send you off.’




    Celeste did indeed nod off but woke about midnight, her stomach protesting at her gluttony. She felt a small shudder, a shake, a jerk, enough for her crystal water jug to rattle and her tumbler to slide along the mahogany surface. Then the engine seemed to judder to a stop like a train pulling into a station. Was she still dreaming? She turned back, irritable at being woken, and drifted back to sleep. Suddenly there were noises in the corridor, not party revellers but the sound of rapid footfall, and the echoing bangs of doors opening and closing in haste. Instantly she was wide awake, alert to trouble.




    ‘What’s going on?’ she called out, wrapping her Japanese silk kimono over her nightdress as she opened the door. She was thinking about deaf Mrs Grant down the corridor. Did she know what was happening?




    ‘The ship’s hit an iceberg,’ someone called across.




    ‘No! Not at all . . . no panic,’ the same stewardess who had helped her undress hours before called. ‘There’s nothing to be alarmed about but we would like you all to make your way up on deck as a precaution. Wrap up warmly, please, and take your life jacket too. I’ll assist you if you are unable to reach.’




    Celeste threw on her black jacket, tugged her skirt over her nightdress, found her thick coat and her fur tippet, and pulled on her boots. Without thinking, she took her purse, a photo of Roddy and the rings Grover had given her. Everything else could wait for her return.




    She followed a line of hastily dressed passengers, wondering where they were being led. She’d felt nothing at all to suggest a crash, but suddenly the corridors were lined with stewards checking them over and pointing the way to the boat deck. What on earth was going on? Why were they disturbing them in the middle of the night? She felt her stomach lurch with fear. Could the unthinkable possibly be true? Was this just a safety drill or something much more serious?
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    May had never spent such a jolly Sunday night. Her feet had tapped to the music in the saloon, accordions, banjos, the clatter of clogs and boots on the wooden floor, couples spinning around in foreign dances, while children slid across the floor like they did in any church hall, getting in everyone’s way.




    She and Joe took a stroll on deck before bed to look at the stars but it was too chilly to stay out long, especially with a sleeping baby over Joe’s shoulder.




    ‘What a stretch of stars! Look, Orion’s Belt,’ Joe said, pointing to a shape of twinkling stars. ‘And there’s the North Star, the sailor’s special compass point. You feeling a bit more relaxed now, my love?’




    ‘A bit, but let’s turn in. Another night can be ticked off,’ May replied. She couldn’t wait to be back on dry land. If she never sailed again, it would be too soon.




    ‘I don’t want to forget a minute of this journey. Who’d have thought it, you and me on the high seas? I don’t regret it for all the tea in China.’




    ‘I hope we don’t regret it,’ she replied darkly.




    ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Are you having second thoughts about leaving?’




    ‘Of course not . . . but a week at sea. It’s too long, too cold and too far from land.’ There was no use pretending she wasn’t still feeling nervous. She knew the worst part of the voyage was to come. In the bar, there had been talk of icebergs and waves as high as church steeples. Wild talk, fuelled by drink, May knew, but she couldn’t help but think there must be a grain of truth in the tall tales.




    ‘Where’s your sense of adventure? Don’t be such a wet blanket.’




    ‘I’m sorry but it’s how I feel,’ she said, close to tears now. ‘Don’t laugh at me. I can’t help it.’




    ‘I know, and I love you just the same for being a worrywart,’ Joe said, hugging her and stroking her cheek. ‘You are cold. Sorry, love. Let’s go down and I’ll warm you up good and proper.’ They both laughed.




    ‘None of your sauce, young man, I’m a respectable married woman, I’ll have you know.’




    ‘And I’m a married man, so that’s all right then.’




    May slept deeply, sated from lovemaking, fresh air and rich food, and Ellen continued to sleep soundly in her cot even when May was woken by noises in the corridor outside. Doors were banging; then there was a knock on their own door. Joe got up to open it and May’s anxiety only increased when he took his time returning.




    ‘What’s going on? Is it drunks?’ she called out. ‘I’ll give ’em what for if they wake the baby!’




    ‘Nowt . . . just something about a bit of a bump with ice. We’ve all got to get dressed and put on life jackets . . . just in case,’ Joe assured her. ‘Better wrap up warm, love. It’ll be parky up there.’




    ‘What time is it? I didn’t feel anything, did you?’ she said, struggling to her feet, aware the floor wasn’t quite level. ‘What are they playing at, messing us about like this?’




    ‘Just get dressed and do as you’re told. Get Ellen togged up well. Can’t have her getting a chill now, can we?’ His voice was calm but May sensed Joe was rattled.




    May grabbed everything she could lay her hands on, pulling on a cardigan, jacket and a warm skirt over her nightgown. Struggling into her boots, and tying up her hair, she shoved on her bonnet. She wasn’t going to get her best straw wet. They’d soon be back down.




    ‘Have you got our money, Joe?’




    ‘Don’t worry, it’s all in my wallet together with the ticket and George’s address. Follow me and don’t let me out of your sight. It’s probably just a practice drill.’




    They tried not to wake Ellen but she stirred and cried as they piled on her clothes. May’s heart was thumping. What if this wasn’t a drill? What if it was for real?




    In the corridor it was bedlam. People were yelling in a babble of foreign tongues, shoving and pushing forward. The ship lurched forward again and everyone screamed. They were going in the wrong direction, surely? May had memorized her bearings and knew that to get up on deck they must turn the other way. She pushed against the crowd but it was no use. They were forced along with everyone else and found themselves lined up in one of the dining rooms where everyone was checked for life jackets.




    ‘What’s going on?’ Joe shouted to a steward.




    ‘Nothing to worry about . . . We scraped past an iceberg and took in a little water. The captain wants the women and children to go up to the lifeboat area as a precaution. There’s just a bit of a queue, don’t panic.’




    The ship was making funny grinding noises, lights flickered on and off and a scream went up for the wrought-iron doors to be opened but the stewards stayed firm.




    ‘For the love of mercy, let the women and kiddies up on deck!’ shouted an old Irishman.




    ‘Not until I get my orders,’ shouted one of the stewards on the other side. May saw the raw panic on his face and knew the worst was happening.




    ‘We’ll never get off this ship, Joe, if we wait for him,’ she whispered. ‘I just know it. Like I knew there was something wrong with this ship the minute I clapped eyes on her. Now will you believe me? We can’t wait here . . . If we want to live, we need to go. Now.’
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    The First Class passengers were herded down their corridors and assembled on the promenade deck, where officers were patrolling up and down directing them to various muster stations. Could this really be happening? Celeste wondered. She hadn’t seen Mrs Grant but there was no reason to think she hadn’t been woken by the stewards, as she herself had been. Then to her horror a stoker burst in on them, his face covered in soot, burns and blood, holding up a stump of a hand, its fingers blown off. He was speechless, just shaking his fist.




    The nearest officer ran to move him aside. ‘Not here!’ he bellowed, but one of the passengers shot forward.




    ‘Is there any danger?’ he asked the injured man, holding his wife and his little boy back from the terrible sight.




    ‘Danger, I should bloody say so!’ screamed the man. ‘It’s hell on earth down there. This ship is sinking!’




    Celeste felt the grip of sickening fear. This was real. The officers turned quickly into guards ordering them efficiently to muster points, letting no one else through. It was past one o’clock in the morning and the night was bitterly cold, the stars bright.




    Celeste continued to look out for Mrs Grant, but couldn’t see her. ‘I have to go back,’ she said, trying to return down the stairs. ‘There’s an old lady, she can’t hear . . .’ But she was pushed forward out onto the boat deck, where the ropes on the arched davits holding up the lifeboats were being unravelled.




    ‘We’re not going in there, are we?’ asked one of the women.




    ‘I have to find Mrs Grant,’ Celeste repeated to no one in particular before turning back again. ‘She might not have heard the instructions.’




    An officer barred her path. ‘You’re going nowhere, miss.’




    ‘But she’s old and extremely deaf!’




    ‘The stewards will see to her. You stay exactly where you are now!’




    What could she do but comply? She stood huddled with the other women not half as well covered as she was, some with small children wrapped in blankets to keep off the chill.




    ‘Lower the boats!’ cried a host of voices.




    ‘Women and children first!’ shouted one of the officers, looking grave. ‘Only women and children!’




    Celeste watched husbands and fathers stepping back instinctively, making no protest, pushing their families towards the lifeboats. Some of the wives clung to their men, refusing to move any closer to the dangling boats.




    ‘You go on, dearest . . . I’ll follow in the men’s boat later . . . Please, think of the children,’ said one man, lifting a sleeping child into the arms of a seaman in the boat, knowing his wife would have no option but to follow.




    Celeste felt herself drawn back with the men. She was not going to be the first to get into the fragile wooden vessels, not when the old lady was nowhere to be seen yet. Then a young man, seeing the empty spaces, pushed forward from the back, ready to leap on board. The officers instantly hauled him back. ‘Not now, son! Ladies and children first.’




    Two lifeboats were lowered down out of sight. Celeste was appalled to see one was almost empty. Still she couldn’t move, her eyes constantly searching through the crowds for Mrs Grant.




    When the third boat was half full, a sailor caught her arm. ‘Time to go, lady,’ he ordered.




    Celeste froze on the spot. ‘I can’t!’




    ‘You can and you will,’ he said, and wrapping both arms round her waist he dragged her forward and almost threw her into the lifeboat. She landed with a crunch but quickly gathered herself and took a seat. Looking up, she saw some of her fellow passengers standing back with their husbands, shaking their heads as she was being lowered down, past the other decks. There were people hanging out of portholes desperately waving for help but the descending boat didn’t stop to take them on board.




    She daren’t look at the drop. The boat swung violently and children cried out in fear. They landed on the sea with a great slap and she saw the icebergs looming like blue mountains, one with a twin peak, beautiful but sinister, and felt their chill on the frozen water. Only as they rowed away did she see the unnatural angle of the great ship, its electric lights glowing from every deck and porthole. Only then did she hear the ragtime music played by Mr Hartley’s band shift into more sombre tunes coming floating over the air. Only then did she realize she was saved, while all those remaining were doomed. And only then, when she felt the stinging of her ankle and the last bars of the haunting music, did she finally realize that this was no dream but a nightmare about to begin.
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    Clutching Ellen to his chest, Joe pushed May back in the direction from which they’d come and they gradually made their way through the maze of corridors, through an unlocked door and up onto the deck above. There were people standing around in queues and May could hear music somewhere above them. There were no lifeboats on this deck.




    A man in uniform opened another gate into First Class and ordered the women to make for the grand stairs to the upper deck, but the men forced their way through, not wanting to be separated from their terrified families.




    They were walking through a terrible fairyland. Chandeliers swayed, beautiful carpets ran as far as the eye could see and there was hardly a soul about. Stewards rushed to and fro, pointing them ever upwards. Joe’s eyes were out on stalks. This was another world. There were men in evening dress, smoking, ignoring the stampede, the frantic cries for directions; some were playing cards as if there were all the time in the world to finish their game as the large gilded clock on the mantelpiece struck two o’clock.




    May could feel the ship lurch at an alarming angle. Precious glassware was smashing around them, table lights were knocked over, chairs were sliding away. Through the golden lounge and the Palm Court they continued. Up above she could hear ragtime music playing. Where was everyone?




    ‘I don’t like this, Joe.’




    ‘Just keep moving, love. I’ve got Ellen safe. Better to do what they say. I’m sure it’s all organized up top.’




    Suddenly they felt a rush of cold air as they found themselves up on the boat deck among a crowd of people clinging to each other, crying.




    ‘Where are the lifeboats?’ said Joe, staring up at the empty davits.




    ‘You may well ask, laddie,’ replied a gruff Scottish voice. ‘They’ve all gone . . . not enough for the likes of us.’




    The ship lurched deeper again. May clung to Joe, trying not to panic.




    ‘What do we do now?’ She couldn’t bear to think of what lay ahead. The thought of swimming in the dark water was terrifying, but to stay and drown . . .




    ‘There’s boats on the port side,’ yelled a passenger. ‘Come on, follow me!’ It was hard straining against the slope, trying to stay together. When they reached the other side, they found no lifeboats but some men were trying to release some collapsible boats without success.




    ‘Go back to starboard. There’s collapsibles there,’ ordered a seaman, pointing at May and the baby in surprise. ‘Women and kiddies should’ve gone ages ago!’




    Joe tugged May back from the crowd but she remained rigid. ‘This is no good . . . there’s nowt left for us, is there?’ she cried as panic rose in her throat. How long before the vessel would tip into the sea, throwing them all into the freezing water?




    ‘There’s got to be boats. They wouldn’t leave us in danger . . . not with little kiddies!’ Joe cried grim-faced, clasping Ellen closer. Struggling to stand upright as the ship pitched once more, he yelled, ‘We’re going to jump, May. Ellen’s safe with me. I’ve tied her into my coat. We must go now while there’re lifeboats close enough to pull us in!’




    ‘I’m not going anywhere without you!’ she screamed, her eyes wide in terror at the sight of the sea edging ever closer towards them.








  



    


    




    10




    Celeste watched the drama unfolding, her eyes locked onto the stricken ship as it slid further and further towards its final descent. She didn’t even feel the chill in the air as her heart pounded at the sight of men leaping into the water and trying to swim.




    ‘We’ve got to get away before it sucks us all in,’ screamed a woman clutching her Pekinese dog to her chest. ‘We don’t want them scrabbling into the boat and capsizing us.’




    ‘But we must rescue people! This boat’s not full,’ Celeste insisted. ‘There’s plenty of space. We can’t just row away and leave them.’




    ‘I’m not having steerage passengers sitting next to me,’ the woman continued. ‘You never know what you might catch.’




    Celeste couldn’t believe what she was hearing. This very woman had sat in the same row as her that morning, sharing her hymn sheet. They had sung ‘Eternal Father, strong to save’.




    ‘Don’t listen to her nonsense,’ Celeste yelled. ‘We have to help these poor souls.’




    But the men rowed faster away from the ship with determined looks on their faces.




    The noise of the doomed passengers, the screams, the roar of spluttering engines grew ever louder. Floating debris bobbed around them, the wreckage of deck chairs, baggage, planks of wood torn from the decks, terrible reminders of what had once been this ship, clogging up the path to safety for those still thrashing towards them in the water.




    ‘Oh, stop! Please, in the name of all that’s merciful, stop. We have to wait for them. What if it was your wife or child or husband? Would you leave them to die?’ Celeste yelled, hoping to shame the sailors into turning round.




    One by one the men slowly lifted their oars and the lifeboat began to drift towards the sinking ship. Celeste bowed her head in relief. Perhaps now there was a chance of saving more lives.
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    May froze with panic at the choices before them. The sea was slowly creeping up, deck after deck submerged, and her ears were filled with the screams of the frantic passengers scrambling for safety. Others were kneeling, praying, holding hands, waiting to be saved by a miracle that would never come.




    ‘We’re going to have to make a jump for it, love.’ Joe grabbed her hand.




    ‘I can’t!’ She was shaking with terror but Joe was adamant.




    ‘Jump! For Ellen’s sake. She deserves a chance. Hold my hand and we’ll jump together. Only God can save us now,’ he coaxed. The surface of the water lapped ever closer.




    ‘But I can’t swim.’




    ‘Yes, you can. I taught you. The jacket’ll hold you up. You must try.’




    ‘I can’t.’




    ‘We can together. We didn’t come all this way to die like rats.’




    His words were stirring up fury in her. Die? Who said anything about dying? This was not how they were going to end their lives, thrown into the vast ocean. She could see what had happened to those who had jumped first. The water was full of floating life jackets with no life left in them. But Joe was right: they had to jump. They were going into the sea one way or another.




    ‘Hold my hand and good luck, but if luck’s not on our side, I’ll see you in paradise. No one will separate us there.’




    A wave rose from nowhere, washing over them, throwing them clear of the ship. The frozen water pierced May with icy darts, taking her breath clean away as she spluttered for the surface, her eyes searching in the dark for Joe.




    She tried to scream, thrashing in her clumsy effort to stay afloat. The jacket miraculously held her up. The roar of the rising water in her eardrums drowned out all coherent sound. Her arms were like useless propellers and the weight of her clothes impeded her limbs as she thrashed away from the ship. She had to keep sight of them but it was so dark, and she was so very cold.




    In slow motion she thought she saw an outline, a head, but there were so many people in the water, some face down, floating like flotsam. Then her limbs tried to swim, suddenly freed in a frenzy of panic, but they were like lead weights, her strokes powerless to propel her forward as the icy water held her in its iron vice. She gasped for breath and bobbed on the water, desperately searching for Joe. He was drifting further and further from her grasp. She paddled on like an automaton, using every last ounce of her body’s strength. She caught another glimpse of Joe’s head bobbing and little Ellen floating away like a bundle of rags on the surface. May tried desperately to catch up with them. Ellen was slipping out of reach and Joe’s head had suddenly disappeared. She must reach her baby. ‘I’m coming!’ she tried to yell but her mouth was filling with salt water, muffling her cries, choking her. She was starting to feel drowsy and limp, her hope ebbing, her efforts weakening.




    There was only darkness and death, empty faces with eyes staring up at the cruel stars. The water was awash with barrels, bottles, trunks, coal scuttles, plant pots, deck chairs. She couldn’t push past them, she couldn’t find Joe.




    ‘Take me now, pull me under, Lord,’ she prayed. What was the point of living if they’d gone ahead without her? ‘I’m coming! I’m coming.’ Her voice was getting weaker but the life jacket held her firm in its grip as she floated further and further from the spot where she last saw her family. Her fingers were numb, too cold to grasp the surrounding debris; lifebelts drifted by, useless, as the chill began to squeeze the life out of her. The light faded from her eyes and her voice was reduced to a whisper as she gave herself up to the sea.
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    The lifeboat edged further into the wreckage and a torch was shone through the gloom to search for any survivors.




    ‘There’s one here! Her lips are moving. She’s just a slip of a thing.’ The sailor hooked the floating body closer to the side and another member of the crew helped pull her into the boat.




    Celeste forgot her own chill as she stepped across to help rub life into the girl. Her eyes opened briefly and she tried to shake her head, muttering words of protest.




    ‘No, no . . . baby’s in the water . . . Go and find them! Joe . . . Let me go!’ Celeste hurriedly covered her with a spare blanket. ‘No,’ the girl whispered. ‘Go back . . . my baby . . . Let me go . . . Joe, we’re coming.’ She tried to sit up, her hand rigid, her clenched fingers unable to point.




    ‘Put her down in the bottom with the dead one. Look at the state of her. She’s not going to last long.’




    ‘No, I’ll look after her,’ Celeste insisted. ‘She’s got a baby in the water. For God’s sake, stop and find it.’




    ‘Shut that bloody woman up, will you!’ said a voice from under a shawl.




    ‘We’ll never get away if we keep picking up waifs and strays! They’ll capsize us all!’ the woman with the dog ranted once again.




    ‘You shut up, you selfish bitch! Call yourself a Christian? Don’t be so cruel,’ Celeste barked back with such confidence and vehemence she surprised herself. ‘This poor soul’s lost everything and you just sit there with your pet dog on your lap. We must go back and find more of them.’




    ‘I’m sorry ma’am, this is as far as we can go. The ship’s going down now and we don’t want to be sucked down with it,’ the crewman was shouting. ‘We’ve found some. How this one managed to survive so long beats me, but enough’s enough. I can’t risk the rest of us. Row on!’




    The girl was shivering, crying as Celeste wrapped another blanket around her. ‘Sit tight, now . . . Be British, be brave, you’re safe here.’ The warmth of human touch in the darkness was all she could offer. ‘We must all stay calm.’




    It was while she was nursing the girl that there came another commotion from the water and an arm stretched out, dumping a sodden blanket into the lap of a shaking boy. ‘Take the child!’ a gruff voice shouted. Celeste thought she caught sight of a white beard in the lantern light.




    ‘It’s the captain . . . Sir! Captain Smith. We can take you aboard,’ yelled a sailor, reaching out to the man in the water.




    The arm hovered for a second and then withdrew. ‘Good luck, lads, do your duty.’




    Silence followed.




    ‘Give the bairn to its ma,’ the sailor shouted, and suddenly the bundle was passed down the boat into the girl’s arms, swathed in dry blankets. The girl clung to the baby with relief, suddenly roused from her stupor, groping in the darkness for the baby’s face, fingering her frozen cheek, listening for every breath. She cried with relief on hearing the baby whimper.




    God in His mercy had reunited them! Celeste thought. What a wonderful thing to see amidst the horrors of the night. What if this had been Roddy? Thank goodness she had not brought him on her travels. For once Grover was right to withhold his consent. How could she ever have lived with herself if he had been lost?




    Celeste strained to see in the darkness, leaning over the boat’s side, knowing so many babies and their families were in the icy water. How many more would survive the night? One thing was sure, after this terrifying ordeal, after what she had just seen, life would never be the same for her again.
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    May clutched her baby for dear life, barely able to believe, through her stupor, that such a miracle had happened. Now, relief jolted her back into life, the numbness replaced by a stinging pain. In the darkness she could feel the baby was warm, alive, her breathing soft as she slept. If only she could peel back the layers and kiss her downy cheek, but the chill off the Atlantic was too raw for her safely to disturb the blankets.




    She smelled of the sea, oil, salt. She looked up to see stars shooting across the midnight-blue sky and thanked God her darling girl had been saved. There was mercy after all.




    ‘How can such a terrible thing be happening on such a beautiful night?’ whispered the girl by her side, her auburn hair trailing under her black hat. Together they watched the ship rising up in its death throes, silhouetted against the sky like a black finger accusing the heavens of a great treachery. Then came more terrible screams as passengers threw themselves off the vessel, swimming, thrashing, drowning, crying for their mothers, to God, to the saints for mercy. May knew she’d be hearing those voices for as long as she lived.




    ‘Go back, please, go back!’ the women both cried. ‘My husband’s in the sea . . .’ May insisted.




    ‘So is half the ship,’ yelled one of their crew. ‘We’ve done our bit. It’s too dangerous. All hope is lost now.’




    May turned her back. She couldn’t bear to watch any longer as she nuzzled the baby into her chest, trying to blot out the cries.




    ‘For God’s sake, help them!’ the woman next to her cried out. ‘Have you no hearts?’




    ‘Shut up! You’ve got your bairn. We can’t take on any more, we’ll capsize.’




    ‘Save your strength, lady, it’s going to be a long night,’ a hoarse voice ordered.




    The girl in black slumped forward, silently shivering as they watched two funnels of the great leviathan collapse. The ship was snapping in two, one half slipping underwater, the other rearing up like a pointing finger before it slid smoothly into the deep as if it was the most natural thing in the world. May rocked her baby back and forth, grateful for the warmth and comfort of her.




    If Ellen was safe there was hope for Joe too, May reasoned. Her heart lightened at this thought. Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, she prayed for those lost souls, trusting Joe must be on another lifeboat. She looked up again and strained to listen as the watery screams grew fainter. There followed an awesome silence.




    ‘They’re all gone,’ whispered the young woman next to her. ‘Their pain is over, but ours is only beginning, I fear. The crew didn’t mean to shout at you. Fear makes us do terrible things. Thank God your baby is safe. Come on, chaps, row us to the other boats. Someone out there must be looking for us.’




    ‘Aye aye, lady, they will that, and all the boats must stick together,’ shouted the sailor in charge of their lifeboat as the lantern swung slowly across the prow.




    Soon they made a silent flotilla of bobbing boats strung together like toy ships on a great millpond. Slowly the dawn was breaking. May had never felt so cold. Somehow the baby slept on. Hours went by when there was nothing but ice and the lapping of the oars on the water. She felt the chill numbing all sensation in her limbs. It was hard not to drift into sleep. In her mind’s eye she could see Joe swimming, being lifted into a lifeboat, alive out there just as she was, searching, praying they would soon be united. She clung to this hope like a life raft.




    ‘Keep awake, everyone. Don’t go to sleep or you might not wake up,’ a warning went out. It was hard not to surrender to sleep, to blissful ignorance, but May was on guard, watching for any change in her baby’s breathing. Every time her head nodded she jerked it back. Then suddenly there were shouts of a light on the horizon, a real light this time, not a false dawn, and a rocket arced into the night sky.




    ‘They’re coming! Look over there; a ship is coming! Wake up! We’re saved!’
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    Celeste tried to coax her frozen limbs back to life. For a few precious minutes she’d held the baby girl for the mother while she rubbed her icy hands and tried to thaw them. How could a baby sleep through such drama? She had no idea what a miracle child she was. Had it really been the captain who’d saved her? He had made no attempt to rescue himself.




    ‘About bloody time!’ shouted an old lady with a shawl round her head that ‘she’ no longer bothered using to conceal the beard on ‘her’ chin: another spineless wonder who had jumped ship to save his skin, Celeste thought, sickened. How she despised such cowards, along with the woman who edged herself away from the mother and baby as if she suspected they had fleas.




    Celeste watched the chunks of iceberg all around them, transfixed by the beauty of the growlers. As the sun rose they sparkled like jewels, among them the monster that had caused the disaster. How cruel was nature in bringing them so low with such magnificence.




    The sea began to swell and toss them from side to side as if to challenge this rescue attempt. The ship was coming closer. Celeste wrapped her own dry blanket round the baby. How had it come to this?




    ‘Are you all right?’ she whispered to May. ‘Shall I take the baby?’




    ‘Thank you, but no. You have been so kind. I don’t even know your name.’




    ‘My name is Celestine Parkes. I was on my way home. And this little one?’ she asked, touching the baby’s arm.




    ‘This is Ellen and I am May Smith. My husband, Joe, will be on another lifeboat. We’re heading out to the Midwest and he’s got the address and everything.’




    The poor girl was not taking in what had happened to them at all, Celeste realized. The chances of her husband being picked up would be slim. ‘How will you manage?’




    ‘We’ll get by,’ May Smith whispered to the baby in her lap. ‘We’ll be all right.’




    Only as the dawn light brightened and the ship on the horizon loomed large did May relax her grip of the blankets that swaddled Ellen so securely. She was so tiny, she thought, as if she had shrunk in the water, and still she slept on. Better not disturb her. When Joe met up with them she’d have such a story to tell him: how she was dragged from the water half dead and the baby rescued not five minutes later. She felt so tired and weary and her whole body ached as she shivered. One glimpse of her daughter would bring her back to life.




    As the light flooded into the lifeboat she pulled back the blankets framing her tiny face to see if she was awake.




    The eyes staring back at her shone like coal. Eyes she’d never seen in her life before. Ellen’s eyes were blue. Swallowing the scream that rose in her throat she pulled the blanket back down over the face again to blot out the discovery, her heart thumping with horror. This isn’t her, she thought in horror. It’s not my baby!
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    No one was taking any notice of May; they were too busy cheering on the rescue ship. She looked again, only to see those strange eyes peeking out from a lace bonnet, piercing her soul. She examined the baby’s face minutely to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. From what she could see of its clothes under the swaddle of blankets, they were different from Ellen’s too.




    May sat back shaking as the great ocean liner steamed towards them. This wasn’t right. This was not how it should be: The Lord gives and the Lord takes but not from me. Is this His idea of a joke, this gift of life from the sea? Was this the captain’s last act of courage, to put a stranger’s baby in my lap? Where is my own baby? I want her back.




    She stared behind her to all that was gone, to the murderous sea so calm and treacherous and then at the face staring up at her, wide-eyed, questioning: Who are you? This baby was all there was, this child of the sea, someone’s daughter or son.




    What do I do? Oh, please God, what do I do now?
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    Celeste watched the ship racing towards them with mounting excitement. She sighed with relief that their ordeal was almost over. If she lived for a hundred years she would never forget what she’d seen this night. Her escape had been smooth, plenty of time to pile on warm clothes on top of her nightdress, a walk over planks into a descending lifeboat. They’d been warned early by the stewards in First Class, handed life jackets and ushered quickly to safety. She had seen the look in the stewardess’s eyes that made her obey her orders, a grimace of a smile and that hesitancy when she asked what was happening.




    But what she had just witnessed was obscene, unspeakable suffering. This was the greatest ship on earth on its maiden voyage and yet a hazard of nature had ripped it apart. Amidst the horror had she really seen a baby restored to its mother’s arms by the captain? She’d seen a silver beard and white hair – was it really him? Poor man, whoever he was. How could she ever forget him tugging away the arms that would have rescued him? And those final words?




    Thank God she hadn’t brought Roddy. How she longed to have him in her arms now but he’d be back home, tucked up in his bed, with his nursemaid, Susan, in the next room. Grover would be in his office burning the midnight oil or out on the town somewhere. With God knows who, she thought grimly.




    The sea began to swell again, throwing them from side to side. For a brief second she felt panic, to be close and yet so far from safety. Would she ever see her little boy again? She watched the girl next to her hugging her child, moaning from the chill, calling out the name of her lost husband over and over again. Pain was etched on her stricken face.




    At least Celeste’s new coat was keeping them both warm, and the fox fur tippet was now wrapped around the girl. She’d pinned her purse into her coat lining alongside her rings and the photos of Roddy she’d brought to show to Papa. How futile possessions seemed now, she reflected.




    She looked at the pathetic procession of lifeboats. Why were so many only half full? She’d assumed earlier that other passengers had been on the other side of the ship being loaded up, following behind them but now she realized just how few survivors there appeared to be. So many must have been trapped, so many of the Third Class passengers left to fend for themselves. It wasn’t right.




    At least their crew had eventually had the heart to linger, pulling out three swimmers before the poor girl whose agony tore at her heart. The young mother was about her own age, a tiny thing, her accent northern. It would be Celeste’s duty to see them safely aboard the rescue ship. She would also see that she got good treatment for her frozen hands. A clergyman’s daughter knew her responsibilities. It would take her mind off her own sad thoughts.




    Mother’s funeral seemed far off now. At least she’d been laid to rest with dignity, unlike all those poor frozen souls thrashing in the ice until they thrashed no more and gave up in despair. She hoped what they said about drowning was true, that it was like sleep in the end.




    The steerage passengers had been called up too late, anyone could see that; one rule for the rich and another for the poor. It was shameful.




    What were her meagre problems now compared to the women who had watched their husbands drown? She must grit her teeth and return to Akron, to the smell of its chemical factories, back to darling Roddy, back to Grover and the difficulties of their marriage. Her brief respite was over: a funeral and a shipwreck, not much of a holiday.




    She had been spared for a purpose. She must swallow any discontent and fear for herself. Shocked as she was, she knew she must bear witness to what she had seen and ask for answers. Why had this disaster happened? How many had died needlessly? Who would be accountable for all this slaughter? But first she must take these two survivors under her wing. It was the proper thing to do and would take her mind off an unholy thought growing inside her.




    Celeste looked back to where the Titanic had sunk. If her husband had accompanied her, he would now be resting fathoms deep under the ocean. Grover liked to think he was a gentleman. Would he have stepped back like the other husbands and done his duty? She couldn’t be sure. How could she be thinking such a terrible thought at such a time? But it was there in her mind and would not be dislodged.




    ‘It’s the Carpathia! She’s come for us.’ A weak cheer went up as the big liner steamed to their rescue. Soon they would be safe. Celeste turned to her companion, wondering how on earth they’d get the children and the injured up the ladders to safety. She knew she would stay with her two charges until they did.
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    May sat by the railings on board the Carpathia, looking out across the silver expanse of water, alongside the other widows, praying there would be more boats to come. They’d been hoisted up in nets like cargo. She had been too weak and too cold to climb the ropes. Some were frozen in shawls and nightclothes, others dressed in furs clutching bedraggled, bewildered children, wrapped in blankets. All were equal in their suffering here.




    There was an eerie silence punctuated by survivors scrabbling from deck to deck asking for news of their kin. ‘Have you seen . . . ? Which lifeboat were you in? Did you see my husband?’ The foreign women huddled in groups trying to understand their predicament while interpreters waved their arms, pointing out to sea and shaking their heads. May could hear the women screaming when they realized that they were now alone in the world with only the clothes they stood up in.




    May sat back in a deck chair, cocooned in blankets, refusing to go below deck. She would sleep outside, if need be. How could she face the bowels of a ship again? She sipped strange coffee laced with spirits, warming her hands on the mug, the searing pain coursing through her fingers as they came back to life.




    The girl in the fine coat had never left her side, fetching and carrying for her like a servant until she felt embarrassed. She couldn’t even recall her name. Was it Ernestine something? No, no matter . . . She was too tired to think.




    She should have spoken up then, told her the truth about the baby, but she couldn’t let go of it. The panic of having empty arms overwhelmed her when a nurse came out to take the baby below for a medical examination. May had tried to follow but, overcome with anxiety, had sunk sobbing onto her deck chair. Now the child was back on her lap, clean and dry, and none the worse for her experience, they said. ‘Her.’ So, a baby girl, then, May noted. The power of those chocolate eyes bore into her heart as she smiled and the baby, wary at first, responded with a toothy grin. This poor little mite would know nothing of their ordeal, remember none of what went before. But May would remember this night for the rest of her life. She knew she would never be able to put it behind her.




    Only yesterday she was snug with Joe in their cabin on the way to a new life, and then came those terrifying moments on deck before they were separated. Were Joe and Ellen gone? How cruel it was not to be able to say goodbye to them. There were no tender words of farewell, no kisses, just a frantic thrashing in the water in a desperate bid for life. Was she the only one left now to fend for herself? Her heart was numb with terror. The Titanic was indeed a monster swallowing every precious thing she possessed. Out there in the water, Joe and Ellen lay frozen, and in her heart she knew she would never see them again. She had lost her truest friend, her soul mate and their darling child, the flesh of her flesh. She clutched the rails desperately hoping for sight of another boat on the horizon.




    She heard other women telling their stories to the crew of the Carpathia over and over again as if to make some sense of the terrible night’s drama.




    Suddenly she heard the din of screaming voices as a mother was pulling a baby from the arms of another woman. ‘That’s my child! You have my Philly! Give him to me!’




    The other woman, a foreigner, was clinging to the child. ‘Non! Non! Mio bambino!’




    Then an officer came to separate them. ‘What’s going on?’




    ‘That woman has my son, Phillip. He was thrown in a lifeboat without me. She has my son!’




    A crowd gathered, staring at the two crying women, who were quickly bustled out of sight by the crew. ‘Captain Rostron will sort this out in private,’ said the officer, who took the screaming baby in his arms and disappeared with it down the stairs, the women howling after him.




    Unnerved by the scene, May knew she must take off the baby’s lace bonnet and force herself to walk around so people could admire the child’s lustrous dark hair and someone might lay claim to her.




    ‘Isn’t she lovely, and not a mark on her,’ said one couple, who were clinging to each other.




    ‘The captain rescued her himself and put her into the boat after me but he didn’t stop. The sailor told me, didn’t he?’ She looked around for her new friend from the lifeboat to confirm her story but she was out of earshot.




    ‘Did you hear that? Captain Smith saved the baby. He deserves a medal,’ said another woman, patting the baby’s curls.




    May walked round every corner of the deck showing off the child, but no one claimed her as their own So it began right there, the slow realization that she could keep the little orphan. The baby was younger than Ellen, dark-eyed and olive-skinned but perfect.




    May found some shelter to unpeel the blankets and examine the dry new layette given to her by passengers on the Carpathia. She couldn’t help but marvel at its quality. It was fit for a princess, made from fine lawn and merino wool, a lacy jacket and pretty ruffled bonnet, all donated willingly. Her kind befriender promised the baby’s original clothes were being laundered for her.




    Discreetly, she opened the baby’s napkin, shaking with anxiety but to her utter relief she saw the baby was indeed a girl. The temptation was growing stronger now. Why should she not keep her? A baby needed a mother, not an orphanage full of other children. She should know, she’d been in one herself, later brought up in Cottage Homes outside the town and put into service without a relative who cared for her welfare until she met Joe. What would Joe make of it all? Suddenly she realized he would not be there to help her. Oh, Joe, what shall I do? Her mind was numb. She wept into her blanket, knowing she was alone in making this momentous decision.




    The icy numbness of the night was wearing off into an aching in all her joints.




    She knew when the baby had been declared unharmed by her experience, she should have spoken up to the ship’s doctor and confessed her mistake. But still she couldn’t spit out the words that would separate them. Perhaps later, when they docked, she would tell the truth, but she knew in her heart the deed was done.




    ‘You were given to me, the captain’s gift. It’s meant to be, you and me. Mum’s the word!’ she whispered into the baby’s ear. The baby was already nudging May’s chest for milk, fidgeting in her blankets and staring up at her in hunger.




    ‘Ella wants a feed,’ smiled her new friend, Celeste Parkes. The name suddenly came back to May.




    ‘I’ve no milk left,’ May muttered. Her own child had been weaned months ago.




    ‘I’m not surprised, the shock alone will have stopped your breast milk,’ Celeste replied. ‘Let me find her a bottle.’




    Out of earshot, May bent over the baby. ‘I’m not giving you to no strangers after all we’ve been through together. I’ll be taking care of you from now on.’




    The ship was heading back towards the site of the disaster. The passengers were warned not to stay on deck and it was raining, but May still refused to go below. She could see white objects bobbing on the horizon: wreckage and bodies. She turned her back on the sea. There was no point tormenting herself. Joe was never coming back, nor little Ellen. She felt sick at the thought of them out there somewhere at the mercy of the waves. How could she leave them and sail away? How can I live without you both? What shall I do now?




    Suddenly she knew she hadn’t the courage to go on to Idaho alone. She couldn’t go back to Bolton either. How could she explain the change in Ella’s size and colouring? Ella. Mrs Parkes had misheard her name but this suited May. Ella Smith was close enough to the name on her own baby’s birth certificate but different enough not to cause a shard of pain to pierce her heart every time she uttered it. Already she was proving adept in planning this terrible deceit.




    Her mind was racing now. The two of them must go as far away from the sea as possible and from the memory of this terrible night, somewhere where no one knew them, where she could start over, and live this lie.




    Hanging over the railings, she sobbed into the wind. I have to do this, fill this emptiness in my heart with a bigger secret. There was no hope for her now, only a lifetime of pain, but Ella was a remedy of sorts. May could hardly breathe for the ache in her ribs, that wave of relief to be alive, yet guilt, fury and loss were drowning her at the same time. She must turn aside from her own grief and live for this baby in her arms. In the purple twilight between darkness and daylight, she stared out to sea, wild-eyed, bewildered like a frightened child watching the sea crash against the ship, her eyes searching for something that was no longer there.




    It came to her then that this was the most she could make of life now, a lonely journey carrying such a momentous secret in her heart, crippled with pain and guilt, with only this tiny mite in her arms. Numb as she was, part of her mind was alert, reasoning her actions. God be with you, my darlings. I hope you understand there’s a little one here who needs me now. You will remain in my heart for as long as I live but now I have another purpose. She had survived to take care of this baby. Ella would be her reason to live.
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