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PART ONE

COUNTY DURHAM
1849


Chapter One

The bucket was heavy and water slopped on to Shona Farrell’s boots as she changed hands to relieve her aching shoulders.

‘Here, Shona! Give it here, blue eyes!’ The water splashed out again as the bucket was wrenched from her hand. She raised her head to face the narrow menace of Terry Kennedy rearing over her and her nostrils were filled with the stench of old cabbages. He was holding the rope handle awkwardly, making even more water skim over the bucket’s wooden edge.

Shona drew breath then went into battle, grasping the handle and jerking it out of his hands, getting even wetter in the process. ‘Now see what you’ve done, Terry Kennedy!’ she snapped. ‘Won’t I have to go right back to the tap for more?’

‘Let’s help you, Shona.’ He smiled and loomed even closer.

Her hand went out and pushed him away. Her nose wrinkled. ‘You stink, Terry. You must have been sleeping with bears in your back room, never mind pigs. What’re you doing here anyway? Did they tip you out of the ironworks early or are you a leisurely feller now, without wages?’

He took a short step back. ‘Why, pet, I been workin’ hard all day deliverin’ steel screws over to the railyards at Shotwell. Special delivery from our boss to theirs. No point in going back to the yard. The lads’ll be down in Showy’s bar any minute. I’m meetin’ Pat there. Likely your Tommo too.’

‘Our Tommo?’ She looked sceptical. ‘Sure, he has more sense than to be found drinkin’ beer with the likes of you!’ She moved her gaze up and down the length of him, eyes gleaming. ‘I tell you what, Terry, you can do another delivery.’ She held out the near empty bucket. ‘There! Fill it up at the tap and bring it here.’

He stared at her for a moment, then lifted his shoulders. ‘They say y’are all right, but you’re an odd lass, Shona.’

‘Lucky for you I’m that odd then, isn’t it? Less odd and I’d tell me brother Tommo about all this lurking around and jumping out at me like some Christmas ghost.’

He grasped the bucket, the heat of his large paw covering her hand for a split second.

Her eyes followed him as he shambled off and shouldered his way through the giggling women at the tap. He was scowling as he came back.

She held out her hand for the bucket, now brimming full. ‘Now get off to Showy’s bar, you clumsy snake, and tell our Tommo the bacon broth’s on and I won’t save it beyond nine o’clock.’

She turned to go. He watched her as, straight-backed in her gritty pit-clothes, she made her way down the narrow street. Then he lumbered after her and caught her by the shoulder. ‘What is it with you and that brother, lass?’ he hissed. ‘What’s it you and Tommo do that no one else gets a look-in?’

Shona looked at him, frowning. This was a new tack. Then she smiled broadly, her white teeth gleaming in her blackened face. She would wipe that sly, knowing smile from his leering face. She lifted her free hand, curled it into a fist and hit him hard on the jaw. Then she ran, holding the bucket away from her, trying not to spill a precious drop. His roaring voice filled the space behind her as he took up the chase.

Always quick on her feet, she moved swiftly, still looking round, fearful now of the consequences of her hasty action. The dark streets ahead were empty except for a single small figure leading a pony.

She sighed with relief as she recognised her younger brother. ‘Richie! Richie! Over here!’

Boy and pony turned and the empty street was filled with the clatter of hooves and the thud of Richie’s feet. Terry slowed behind her and his curses faded to a low muttering.

‘Richie! Wake up, will you?’ Her voice was sharp. ‘You carry this water. Make the pony work for his keep.’

Her brother threw an arm over the pony’s neck. ‘There, Cush, tek no notice, it’s only Shona! Sharp tongue. Soft heart.’

‘Here! Get here!’ she demanded.

They were at her side. Now the only sound behind was of heavy breathing. Richie stared across at Terry lumbering towards them. ‘What’s that feller up to, Shona?’

‘Give him no mind. Now, I want that animal to carry this water!’ She thrust the bucket at him.

Richie took it from her. ‘Jump up on Cush, Shona.’

She cocked one leg easily over the animal’s back. Seated, her feet were only inches from the ground. She looked back at Terry Kennedy. ‘Like I said, you can tell your mate Tommo that I’m home putting on the broth. If he doesn’t get back from Showy’s and the broth’s gone, bad luck to him,’ she called, jaunty once more.

‘Bacon stew? Pigs! It’s always pigs with you Irish!’ The tall man made a snorting, honking noise down his nose. Richie and Shona just stared at him until he finally turned and made his shambling way back along the narrow muddy street.

‘Bad man to make an enemy of, that Terry Kennedy,’ murmured Richie as he gently stirred the pony into action. It carried them up the hill and along the lane to number seven Stables Street. This narrow house, one window wide, no different from the thirty others in the street, had been home to Shona and Tommo for two years; to Richie less than one.

He took only five minutes to get a big fire blazing on the stone hearth. Shona used a careful scoop of the water from the bucket to splash over her blackened hands and face, then poured four equally careful scoops into the great black pan they had brought with them from Ireland. She stirred the water hard to mix it with the thick residue of yesterday’s broth, then placed it on the fire.

‘D’you see Tommo at the works, Richie?’

‘Yes. He sent me out for beer halfway through the shift. And at hometime he walked out with me.’ Richie worked at the ironworks, labouring for a group of puddlers, and, being the youngest, earned extra pennies running errands and messages for the men. He endured his hard working day for the moment he could race out and see to his pony, which he kept on a loose tether on land just outside the village.

He took some bread from a shelf and pushed it inside his coat. ‘I was just on my way to take Cush down to Gil Tait’s. He might have some work.’ He grinned at his sister. Richie lived also for the time he could spend in Gil Tait’s stables. Shona knew he would vanish now.

Working at speed, she peeled potatoes and carrots and stripped down some leeks to throw into the pot. Then she sat down on one of the two hard chairs by the fire to watch it come to the boil. She stretched her toes into the warmth and rested her head against the wooden back of the chair.

There was little work to do in the dark house which was just about bare of furniture. There was the leatherbound box; the two chairs; a rough table; one bracken mattress in the corner where she slept; another in the loft where Tommo slept with Richie. That was it.

Terry Kennedy, she thought, as she allowed herself to stretch into the warmth. Half Irish himself yet hating all the Irish. What was it he had said about her and Tommo? Her mouth tightened at his sneering hint that there was something wrong between them.

Wrong? There was nothing wrong with Tommo! He was Irish and proud of it. And there was nothing wrong between them.

She had been fifteen when the two of them had walked hand in hand the breadth of Ireland from west to east. It had taken them days, following the tiny donkey-cart which groaned under the weight of the two chairs, the leather-bound box and their bundles of clothes.

They had trudged through villages consisting merely of tumbledown houses, unroofed and bare to the sky, with no people at all in them. They wandered warily through a few hamlets where gaunt skeletal figures had congregated in corners. It was hard to tell men from women. People stood humbly by the wayside begging for food or just looking with hollow misery at those with the strength to walk away out of it.

Tommo and Shona had resisted the weary blandishments, husbanding their meagre resources to pay for the boat to Liverpool. As they disembarked in a whirling fog, they talked to a Cork man who thought he was in New York. ‘I’ve a brother and three cousins in this city,’ he said. ‘You can be sure I’ll thrive now.’

They had finally found their own distant cousin, Anthony Shaunessy, but he was unwilling to add them to his own household of sixteen which occupied a cellar not far from the docks. He had cocked his grey head at them and said, ‘But I thought you were all right, Farrells out there in Clare. Sure didn’t Thomas Farrell have fields as well as the smithy! Wasn’t I there once?’

Tommo’s voice filled her mind again, spitting his words as he faced down his sceptical relative. ‘We had to come away finally, see?’ he had explained angrily. ‘The fields and the smithy itself were by grace of Grandon Seley, Lord Marsteen’s agent. Then there was the potatoes going bad in ’45 and no cash for the rent and our own potatoes failing. And no one working their own fields, nor even the landlords’, so no horses to shoe neither.’

‘And Thomas, what came of him?’

‘He died, just dropped dead one day.’

‘And the fields were gone?’

Tommo bit his lip then and went on furiously, ‘Seley threw us out. Me brother Gerard was shot for taking a shot at the landlord. They tumbled the farm while we watched. Out we were, into sheds and pig houses – and then even those roofs were taken from over us too! Then sleeping on me auntie’s floor, and then her own crop getting that stinking blight too. And me sister Maire, weak from hunger ’til she died. And there was me mother crying ’til I could hit her for it! Then I had to sell me father’s boots and his father’s watch for me fare across to Liverpool. And for money to leave behind for me mother and Shona and our young Richie.’ His voice tailed off as he finished.

‘And your mother?’ Anthony Shaunessy had peered round them into the darkness, as if he expected her to emerge from the shadows.

‘Didn’t she just turn her face to the wall and die too?’ Tommo answered shortly. Shona remembered the bleak horror of it, how she had then insisted on coming to England with Tommo, leaving little Richie with their aunt who said she would keep him as long as she could.

Anthony Shaunessy had stared hard at them, then sighed. ‘Well, I’ve this brother to my son-in-law, Paul Kelly. He’s going to County Durham to a place where they’re making iron. There’re big furnaces being built by the day, he says. I’d make my way there if I were you. There’s no room here. No work in Liverpool. Too many of our people.’

Tommo and Shona had pushed the cart part of the way and then sold it for money for tickets on the new railway. They had walked to New Morven ironworks from the station, Tommo carrying the leatherbound box with all their possessions on his back, Shona carrying the two chairs on her head, looking through the bars like a prisoner.

Tommo had come out of the ironworks office with the keys to Stables Street in his hand. The seventh house on Stables Street was the first proper house they’d lived in for a long time.

Now, two years later, Shona was still trying to let memories of that hard journey fade. She stood up and stretched herself, then leaned over to stir the broth. She walked across to the box and stroked its leather bands. It held so little. Two of her mother’s dresses and boots and shoes not worn out but all outgrown. Even this was riches to some of the people they had seen on the road in Ireland; people walking half-naked, having exchanged the clothes from their backs for bread.

She turned the key and opened the box, reaching in to poke at the blue jug that held her pennies and sixpences. She did like to earn her own money. It was little enough for all the hours she worked, but it meant she didn’t have to ask Tommo for every penny.

He wouldn’t save, of course. Sometimes he earned very big money at the ironworks. When she said to him, ‘Save some, a bit every week,’ he would pat her on the head, saying coins were made round to go round, not flat to pile up. So his money would go on a bit of essential food for the house, a good deal of beer and too much gambling. And before the fortnight’s end there would be nothing left.

He was generous in his own way, though. Sometimes he would roll in from the Puddler’s Arms with some gaudy ribbons or a piece of cloth he had bought from a traveller and present it to her with a great kiss on the cheek. But normally he didn’t have two pennies to rub together. He didn’t know about the contents of the blue jug or in certain moods would have wheedled them out of her too.

She closed the box carefully, turning the key in the lock. Then she yawned and threw herself on the mattress for a little rest while the broth bubbled in the pot.

‘Now, Tommo! Sure isn’t it nice to slide through them big black gates and into Showy’s?’ Pat Daley slipped on to the narrow bench beside his friend and stretched out his legs like a cat.

Tommo grunted and stared into his greasy glass. He rubbed a finger against his left ear, which was still throbbing from the clanging echo which resounded through the ironworks like a great iron pulse. His skin felt stretched too tight, shrunk by the burning heat. His hand clasping the glass was bound by a rough grey cloth which protected a searing gash, caused by a boiling spillage earlier that day. His bones felt brittle and weary from the long shift.

He lifted the glass to his lips, not lowering his bandaged hand until the beer had gone. The liquid coursed down his throat and lapped through his body, cooling his parched flesh, loosening his skin to make it more comfortable on his bones. He raked in a breath and expelled it in a huge grateful sigh. Then he stood up and pushed his way through the crowd to the narrow aperture where Showy McLaglan dispensed pints. Showy was always on the hop. Blackened hands reached endlessly through the hatch to grasp mugs and glasses as fast as the little barkeeper could pour them.

Tommo pushed a few coppers on to the stained wooden counter and in his turn grabbed four pints of foaming beer, holding the glasses as gently as eggs in his two hands. He placed two in front of Pat and two in front of himself.

The first hour at the Puddler’s Arms, though always busy, was usually quiet. The men spent this time silently pouring beer inside themselves, plumping put their parched bodies and making their tired brains blossom. Later on, laughter would start to ripple, passed around the room like a ball in a game. There would be calls for Manny Carling to get out his fiddle and for Gil Tait to go out and get his squeeze-box from underneath the seat of his trap, where it lay all day in a waxed cloth bag as he plied his trade through the district.

And later still, one voice then another would be raised in some soft Irish tune. The tone would grow wilder and the songs more bawdy; then the ballads would become more sentimental, setting the men thinking nostalgically of their mothers and their sisters.

After downing his second pint, Pat paused. He fingered his third glass, still half full, and eyed Tommo. ‘Me mother was saying it must be terrible to be left with no family. Just you and young Richie and Shona.’ He had been talking too enthusiastically to his mother about Tommo’s sister and she had started to ask questions about the Farrells.

Tommo shook his head. ‘There’s no one left but us. True there’s that crew in Liverpool, but they’re only distant cousins. Not blood relatives. My father moved out of Waterford to County Clare to take on my grandfather’s smithy. There’s his brother and some sisters back in Waterford but likely the hunger’s got them too, like it got most of the rest of them. My father’s sister was the one we left Richie with at first. She died of the hunger. How he didn’t die as well . . .’

He stared into his beer. He knew they didn’t have that much of a life here, the three of them. Shona’s work at the pit stopped her doing much more in the house than clearing out the fire in the morning and putting on the pan with the potatoes and bacon at night. Richie was out all the time with horses. In terms of comfort they were living not much better now than they had out of the cart that had brought them from Ireland.

Tommo whistled through his teeth. But then wasn’t it true they lived no different from other families on Stables Street? A job, a roof and beer at the end of the shift was all they could expect and all they got.

Pat watched his friend uneasily. The two of them sat there in silence. They ignored the laughter all around them and drank their way gloomily through four more pints of Showy’s ale.

‘Now, Pat!’ The wooden partition shuddered as Terry Kennedy leaned against the wall beside them. ‘Another one ower. D’you see that bugger Morrison drop his load? Took an hour to shift it! An’ will we get paid? We bloody won’t.’

Terry was only Irish on his father’s side and was proud of the fact that he was born and bred in County Durham. In drink, he had been heard to mention more than once that he was ‘No Irish tinker’. A smaller man would have been beaten for such calumny, but his size and wiry strength prevented that.

Pat and Terry worked together at the rail-siding, loading iron to be shipped out to Tyneside and Pat lifted his glass to return Terry’s greeting and gestured towards a stool. It creaked as Terry sat down. ‘I can’t think what it is you’re moaning about, Terry. You were missing half the afternoon.’

Tommo stared glumly at the newcomer, pulled back his head and shouted above the growing chatter, ‘So, where’s your soft sound, Manny? Where’s that fiddle of yours?’

There were roars of agreement, followed by whistling and stamping. In the end, shaking his head in mock modesty, Manny took down his fiddle from the shelf where it was kept and, with a flourish, placed it under his chin.

Listening to the careful measures of the slow song, Tommo put his head in his hands and stared at the pitted surface of the table. As he did the wood dissolved into the smooth face of his sister Shona. He blinked hard. Now he could see the wrinkled face of an older woman. He blinked and it too was gone. He shook his head to clear it.

Swigging off his sixth pint, he finally joined in the singing, beating the flat of his hand on the rough table in time to Manny’s fiddle as it wove faster and faster tunes in the smoky air.

Tommo stood up, swaying slightly. ‘Well, Pat, now for Shona’s bacon stew.’ He beamed his rag-toothed smile at the company. ‘The darlin’ sister might have her faults, but her stew is like the food of heaven.’

Terry Kennedy hauled himself to his feet and clapped Tommo on the shoulder, peering too closely into his eyes. ‘The darlin’ sister has her faults, but no one, not even the blessed Saint Anthony,’ he looked around the room and back at Tommo, ‘could deny that even in her pit-dust, no one in the county has a finer pair of eyes, a neater pair of ankles, a finer pair of . . .’

Terry’s fulsome list of compliments was brought to a halt by Tommo’s fist smashing into his face. Caught off balance, the blow felled the tall man and he tumbled into the space obligingly vacated by the crowd, cracking his skull on the corner of the bar. He was out cold. The music stopped and still he lay on the floor, disappointing the crowd who waited eagerly for a bit more action.

‘Get rid of that!’ Showy McLaglan’s cross little face peered through the narrow aperture. ‘Get it out of me bar! And, Manny, will yer get on playin’ that bluddy fiddle of yours!’

It took two men to grasp each of Terry’s arms and drag him out after the retreating Tommo Farrell and his friend Pat. They dumped him on the unpaved surface of Top Road and returned to the bar to finish their pints.

Top Road, which led away from the ironworks, was busy at this time of night. Scattered along its length were five public houses: the Red Cockerel, the King’s Arms, the Queen’s Head, the Black Bull and the Puddler’s Arms, which was also known as Showy’s bar. These were all packed to the door at the end of every shift, as men slaked their mighty thirsts.

The buildings which comprised the street between the public houses were mostly rooming houses, curtainless and bleak, shelters for the single men who were pouring into New Morven to work at the ironworks. The beds which crowded every room never cooled: the shift system at the works was mirrored in a shift system for sleeping.

One house was different. Its coloured curtains were pulled back and its neatly painted door stood ajar. Leaning against the doorpost was a tall woman of perhaps thirty years. Her dress was dark green and quite tidy, if pulled in a little too tightly at the waist. She had a pale blue ribbon threaded through her light-coloured hair.

‘Now, Maudie!’ said Pat, cocking his head at her as he passed.

She reached forward and pulled at his arm and he vanished from Tommo’s side. The painted door closed firmly behind him. Tommo grinned into the wood panels. He was a dog, was Pat! A real dog.

His own house was in darkness when he got home. He could hear the familiar sounds of Richie’s sleeping mutter from the loft. He stirred up the fire and the reflection of the leaping flames outlined the shape of Shona snuggled under the dark blankets on her mattress in the corner.

Her voice, thick with sleep, struggled through the folds. ‘That you, Tommo?’

‘So it is. Get to sleep.’

‘Stew on the edge of the fire there for you.’

He picked up the large pan and put it on the table. He tore off a piece of bread from the lump left among the crumbs in the centre and started to spoon the food straight from the pan into his hungry mouth.

Shona pulled herself up into a sitting position, easing her shoulders away from the damp wall.

He spoke to her with his mouth full. ‘How old are you now, Shona?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘What do you best remember? About things back there?’ His voice was wistful, ruminative. The beer, Shona knew, sometimes took him like this, but she liked it.

‘Home?’ she answered. ‘Oh . . . the fine days when the rain was really soft, no more than a fine veil. Our mammy holding on to Gerard’s arm, standing laughing at Richie’s antics. And our daddy standing at the edge of a field of fully grown corn. Him by the smithy fire and you sweating at the bellows. Maire sitting in the window watching for us to come home.’

He poured lukewarm water into a jug and drank it to the last drop, wiping the residue from his chin with the back of his hand. ‘We’re all right here, an’t we? You and me and our Richie? Plenty money from the works?’

She laughed. ‘Maybe. But there’ll never be plenty as long as you pour it down your throat. Or on to lame dogs or horses. Or on to the wrong side in pitch-and-toss. Good job I get me own wage.’

‘An’t no need for you to work at the pit, Shona. Dirty work that for a woman. Pit-women, they’re too . . .’

‘The pit suits me,’ said Shona firmly. ‘I like working at the pit. To be sure, I hate the getting up in the dark, trudging down that road with the rain seeping in your boots! But I like the old men at the screens, Tommo, and the other women. And as for pit-women being too easy . . .’

‘They say they do anything.’

‘That’s down the pit,’ she scoffed. ‘What woman can run away in a three foot seam? Nowhere to run. So they call them easy. And that rubs off on us who’ve never been a foot underground. Sure, even on the screens you’ve to be quick with your tongue and your feet to keep the men off you!’ She pulled the blanket up around her. ‘But I like the pit, Tommo, for the smiles and laughs. And the secrets the women share with the old men! Look at Mary Challoner, works alongside me. Worked in one pit where they wouldn’t let you talk at the screens while you worked. But old Len Hall, he doesn’t bother – as long as you fling the coal about he’s quite happy. More, he’s sometimes adding to the gossip himself.’

Tommo laughed. ‘Aren’t you singing a song now, Shona, about the dirty old pit?’ He stared at her. She was sitting in the deep shadow cast by the late glow of the fire. ‘You’re keepin’ yourself right, an’t yer, Shona?’

She laughed and slipped back under the blankets. ‘Don’t you say silly things sometimes, Tommo Farrell?’ Her voice was muffled and indistinct.

His head was aching now with the beer. In a few hours he would be up again, facing another shift at the furnaces. He wanted, longed, to jump in beside his sister and lie quite still.

He stood up and pulled the ladder across, setting it up to the roofhole. He clambered up the steps and threw himself on to the mattress beside Richie, who turned over and clasped him tightly round the waist. Tommo had to lie there very still so as not to wake his younger brother.

Biddy O’Farrell clambered down narrow brick steps and knocked hard at the door that faced her. A creased and dirty face peered out at her. ‘Shaunessy?’ she asked.

‘Yes, what is it?’

‘My name’s O’Farrell. We’re cousins of a kind.’

‘We’ve no room here.’ The door started closing.

She put her weight against it and forced it back. ‘I’m not wanting to stay. I’m looking for the sons of my brother. Thomas Farrell. And his daughter.’

‘Hmm. Brother and sister came, years back. Then a little’n much later. Same story.’ Anthony Shaunessy let the door gape now. If the old woman didn’t want space, it was easy enough to talk. ‘They went off further north. On the east coast somewhere. They make iron there. A relative of mine is there too.’

‘Then you’ll tell me just where and I’ll be on my way.’

‘New Morven it was called. A village in County Durham where they make iron.’

The door started closing. She pressed on it again. ‘Would you have a drink for an old woman? Hasn’t it taken all day for me to find you, and haven’t I the divil of a thirst on me?’

‘Wait. I’ll see if there’s any left.’ The door stayed half-closed.

Biddy O’Farrell leaned back against the wall. It had been a long walk from Waterford to Clare; all for nothing when she found her brother’s and his wife’s crudely marked graves. And a newer one for Marion, her sister. She relived her feeling of relief when the priest told her the boy and girl had gone to England, aiming to contact their relative, Anthony Shaunessy. Of the smaller boy he knew nothing. The child had vanished the day they buried Marion. One minute he was there, the next he was gone.

The sea crossing had been rough. Biddy closed her eyes and said another prayer of thanks for her safe arrival.

‘Here!’ A tin mug was thrust into her hands.

She drank the water eagerly, ignoring Anthony Shaunessy and his anxious looks.

Thoughts crowded each other in her head. Now she was on the last stage of her journey and England was kinder to people than Ireland. The skies were brighter here. People stayed alive here. Those children would be safe now, in New Morven, this village in the north. And she would find a safe place with them. Wouldn’t she?

For the next two days, on her way home from work, Shona kept a wary eye out for the lumbering figure of Terry Kennedy. She made Richie get water from the well for her, despite his eagerness to get off to Gil Tait’s stable and his beloved horses.

Richie scoffed at her timidity. ‘The feller’s all mouth, Shona. It isn’t like you to shy off a loudmouth.’

‘It’s not that, Richie,’ she said, firmly handing him two buckets. ‘There’s something about him . . . He’s such a dirty man, even being near him makes you feel dirty.’

Leaning against the door watching Richie lope along the street, a bucket in each hand, Shona knew that the worst thing Terry Kennedy had done was to sully somehow the thing that was special between her and Tommo.

‘Tell Tommo!’ As if reading her thoughts, Richie bawled it from the end of the street. ‘He’ll beat the pulp out of that big snake, so he will.’


Chapter Two

Biddy knew she would have to lie there, helpless, until someone came along. Heaving herself up on to her elbows, she peered at the chalky bloom on her boot as it stuck out from under the frayed hem of her long skirt. She lifted the foot out of the slushy puddle, then yelped. Red hot pokers seemed to be piercing her ankle bone. She lowered it again. The slush cooled it to lukewarm. Then the foot became cold. Too cold to bear.

She lifted her head above the frosted winter grass. The road, a rutted track, stretched away into the grey distance; at its edge, black branches scratched against the whitened sky. She rubbed one hand against the other, transferring heat from palm to finger. Then she said a rosary, fearing she would die of this cold.

Her mind strayed to another place, one springtime in Ireland. She was a child again, skipping barefoot along just such tracks or dragging her feet, peering under hedges to look for baby birds and little creeping creatures; playing with a light heart.

She didn’t know then of the times to come; the way the snares of life would drag her to this foreign place. There was Peter Callan, with his black curls and bright eyes, to be taken from her before their marriage with some coughing disease. Her own fate to be a useful sister and a trusted aunt was well sewn up then: she was to be no more than another pair of hands at the stove and by the cradle.

Trying to forget the perishing cold, she pushed her thoughts onward to that heavy boat called The Green Rose. Didn’t it hang deep in the water! Then that journey through a storm from the bustling port of Dublin to the equally bustling one of Liverpool. On the boat she had stood up on deck watching the sea, its turbulent, glittering grey stretching to the horizon.

The creaking old vessel had dipped and tossed, mimicking the fear that churned away deep inside her. No one as old as she was should feel such fear. It was a relic of childhood, that stomach-turning distrust of the unknown.

A child . . . Now she was actually seeing a child. It was moving slowly along, peering into the bushes. Biddy frowned, wondering whether she had formed this from her own imagination, from her own self across the water, from the child deep inside her own old body.

Now a round young face was thrust close to hers, peering as if the old woman herself were a creeping creature of the hedgerows. A soft hand was placed on Biddy’s cheek. The hand was podgy and furnace-hot, melting the ice in the old woman’s blood: ice crystallised hard in her veins during three hours of lying in the white winter grass. The blood from the child’s heart had such a short way to travel to that hand, so fat with food and soft with kind handling.

‘Hello, lady!’ It was a high fluting voice.

The twisted cord of pain inside Biddy snapped. She shook her head. Her clearing vision made out pale bright eyes and fair springing hair escaping from a white woollen cap. The child was real enough, standing beside her on the cold rutted track.

‘Hello, sweetheart.’ She said this calmly, as though she were on the street, basket on hip, busy with the marketing.

‘What your name, lady?’ The little head was round in its tight cap and the sun, low now, glinted through the straying curls, making a shadowy arc.

‘I’m called Biddy.’ Her mouth was stiff with cold and lack of use. She rolled a little to shift the painful weight. ‘And what’s it you’re called, then?’

‘. . . Etta.’ The child took a breath. ‘Lauretta.’

‘Lauretta dear, Lauretta me little darlin’, will you go now and tell your mammy that Biddy’s down here with a bad foot and cannot get moved.’

The child frowned, then her brow cleared. ‘You a grandma?’

‘No, me darlin’. Not a grandma, no more a mammy. But I’ve had other children to take care of, another mammy’s children. And here I am in this Godforsaken place and come to do the same for my brother Thomas’s children.’

Another little frown sketched itself on the child’s smooth plump brow.

The old woman sighed and tried again. ‘I’m Auntie Biddy. Go tell your mammy Auntie Biddy is poorly. Tell your . . . mummy!’ A family she’d once lived with in Dublin said it that way. The only Irish thing about them had been their name.

Lauretta’s brow cleared again and she smiled, showing small teeth. ‘I have no mummy. Only a grandma and a daddy.’

‘Well then, sweetheart, go and tell your daddy about poor Auntie Biddy.’

The child smiled even more widely. ‘I tell Daddy. I tell my daddy!’ She padded off, the soiled edge of her petticoat dragging over clods of frozen earth on the rutted track.

A minute later Greg McNaughton watched his little daughter run towards him and sighed with relief. Laughing, he swung her aloft and on to his shoulders. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been shouting you. Aida’ll have my life for being this late. Where d’you get to?’

She pulled at his hair and leaned her face against his. ‘Auntie Biddy wants you, Greg. Says she wants my daddy.’

‘What auntie?’ He looked back the way she had come, then peered sideways at her on his shoulder, inclined to believe her. She wasn’t given to fantasy. ‘Down Shotwell Lane?’

Then he was loping along, taking giant strides, so that the child was joggled up and down and had to cling to him, squealing, her fingers locked tight in his short springy fair hair.

He turned the corner and slowed to a halt when he saw the black bundle sprawled half in and half out of a ditch.

‘Auntie Biddy! Auntie Biddy!’ Lauretta cocked one leg over his shoulder and clambered down to the ground as though he were a tree. She bent over the bundle. ‘Auntie Biddy! Here’s my daddy.’

Concentrating on the cold, Biddy had hardly heard the two of them coming. She lifted her head at the child’s voice and managed a faint smile. ‘So I see, me darlin’, so I see!’ She squinted up at the tall fair man who was blocking the winter light and smiled again. ‘Sure you don’t look old enough to be anybody’s daddy. But you’ll do! I asked for her mammy.’ She lifted her one good hand, palm out.

‘She’s no mother at all so I expect she thought I’d do.’ The young man squatted beside her. ‘Fell down, did you?’

‘I got off the train and the boys there told me this was the way to New Morven. I’m walking along the middle o’ this road, to keep out o’ the ruts. I turn a corner – and bang! There’s this feller with a wagon. Knocks me down and never looks back. Scallywag!’ Her voice, weak at first, gained strength. ‘Well, me darlin’ boy, will you get me up or do we blether on ’til I freeze to death entirely?’

Greg’s concerned face broke into a smile. Placing his hands under her arms, he pulled her free of the ditch.

She gasped with pain as he tried to set her on her feet. ‘Me ankle’s twisted and me wrist is as useful as unbaked bread. Can’t use either of ’em or I’d’a pulled meself out of the water.’

He clasped her clay-cold hand and touched her icy face. ‘By, Missis, you’re frozen all right.’

‘Auntie Biddy cold,’ put in Lauretta.

‘Here!’ Greg removed his jacket and his scarf and wrapped one around her body over her shawl, and the other around her head over her bonnet. Then he lowered her gently so that she was sitting on the grass.

He looked around at her scattered bags and parcels. ‘I don’t know how I can carry these as well as you, and give a hand for our Lauretta . . . I know!’

He gathered up the packages, leapt across the ditch and put them behind a bush whose drooping twigs still clung to their red berries. Then he looked down at the canvas bag she was still clutching and prised it gently from her hand. ‘Here, our Etta’ll carry this for you.’

He leaned down and looped the long handle of the bag over the child’s head and under one fat arm.

‘Me carry Auntie Biddy’s bag!’ Lauretta’s broad face dimpled into a smile.

‘Take good care of it, me darlin’. Sure it’s got all the bits of me life in there. All me papers and all me past. All me money and all me baubles.’

‘Now!’ Greg turned his back on the old woman and squatted down. ‘Can you reach over with your good hand on to my back?’

She put her good hand on his shoulders and he grasped it, then stood up so that her legs, despite being trammelled by skirts and petticoats, first dangled free, then went round his waist. Her good leg clutched at him with wiry strength.

‘Now let’s get your Auntie Biddy up to New Morven, Etta, before she expires with cold.’

They talked as they walked along, the old woman bouncing on his back and the child dancing along beside him, with Biddy’s bag dragging along behind her.

‘You’re Irish,’ he stated.

‘Now how would you be guessing that, then?’ The soft voice tickled his ear, sounding surprisingly young.

‘There’s Irish lads working in the railway sheds. They talk like you.’

‘Me own boys don’t work on the railways. Some ironworks, they work at. They came themselves just after my brother Thomas died. A feller called Shaunessy says they came here.’

‘What brought you here then?’

‘Well, our Paddy that I lived with and all his little ones goes to Americky, don’t they? What does an old woman want in a new country? So didn’t I go looking for them, my brother Thomas and his brood? Well, Lord save us, there wasn’t one of that family left when I got to Clare. All dead from the famine or fled across here. Or Americky. Me poor sister Marion was the last. The rest’re all here now, working in some ironworks. With no woman to mind for them.’

Greg wriggled his shoulders against her weight and laughed. ‘It’s some ironworks! You should see it, growing by the minute! A new blast furnace every week, seems like. They ’tice our railway lads away with high wages. They build a new street of houses every week. Money pouring into the place like leeching blood. They do say the Catholic priest’s there on payday collecting a hat full of silver to build his church.’ The sneer in his voice labelled him Protestant.

‘You work on the railways?’ She hooked her good ankle tighter round his waist.

‘Everybody from Shotwell works for the railways. Just like all the New Morven lads work at the ironworks. I’m an engineer there. My brother is book-keeper. My old man designs new kinds of engine. Helped build the first ever engine.’

‘Clever feller, then?’

‘Oh, yes. He’s a very clever feller, my father.’

Biddy dug in her chin and peered harder over his broad shoulder. She noted with widening eyes the shops in the narrow street: butchers with the white stretched pig carcases hanging high like ghosts in their dark interiors; bakers with rows of pies filling every window; one shop displayed fancy plates and cups; another filled with brightly coloured bolts of cloth.

Yellow flaring lights, roaring voices and the scrape of a fiddle spilled out into the coming night. A crowd of men stood talking and laughing under the creaking sign of the Puddler’s Arms.

A heavy-faced man joked with Greg. ‘What cheer, sir! Playing Atlas, are you, to some old souse?’

‘The old’n wracked her ankle.’ Greg looked sideways past the skewed bonnet into the old woman’s bright eyes. ‘What name was it you sought, Biddy?’

‘Farrell. I want Tommo Farrell. Son of me brother Thomas. God love him, he’s dead now. His wife too.’ She flicked a stiff finger in the direction of the tall man. ‘And I’m no souse, cheeky fox that you are.’

The man laughed, showing the bright pink flesh of his underlip. ‘Farrell? Farrell it is you want now? Cheeky crew, them Farrells. Like the old’n here. Stables Street, you want, sir. Turn left up the alley by the Burnt Bush. Farrells’ll be about seventh or eighth down that road.’

Greg turned away and Biddy clutched the broad shoulders even tighter as she heard the whisper of insults behind her. ‘Ye want more than using some Proddy pig for a hobby horse, Missis!’ one voice muttered.

They counted five pubs before they came to the Burnt Bush. By the time Greg was stubbing his toes on the rocks and loose stones of Stables Street, the light burden of the old woman was as heavy as any load he had shouldered in the yards of the railway shops.

They counted seven houses and stopped at one with its door hanging open. Someone inside was singing, a lilting sweet song.

Lifting the old woman lightly from his back, Greg leaned her up against the doorpost, then hit it with the flat of his hand. The song faded on the air.

Biddy hopped into the house, leaning on Greg’s arm, followed closely by Lauretta.

The kitchen was stuffy and dimly lit. Heat radiated from the iron fireplace although the fire was only on a dim smoulder. The air smelled of burnt pan and boiled potato. A girl with a blackened face, dark hair dropping in long curls over her shoulders, was sitting at the table, patting scones into shape. She had a leisurely air; her movements were without urgency, as though this were all a pastime rather than work. She smiled up at them, a keen bright smile, the white teeth making her lips look redder. ‘Well, who’s this then?’

‘I can see you’re Shona, seeing you are your mother’s own self. I’m Biddy, sister to your father Thomas.’

The girl simply looked at her.

‘Well, your cousins in Waterford is dead now, God rest them, from the potatoes failing. And your Uncle Paddy and his Kathleen is off to Americky with their brood.’ She paused again. ‘They’re big now and don’t need their Auntie Biddy.’

The girl stood up and brushed her dusty hands down her skirt. She took a step forward, then backward as she caught the rather severe glance of the tall young man standing behind her aunt. ‘Auntie . . .’

‘Auntie Biddy,’ interrupted Lauretta. ‘Me Lauretta.’

‘And I’m Greg McNaughton,’ he said, looking intently at the girl with her blackened face and floury hands. ‘I – we – found your aunt in the road. Her ankle’s hurt.’ He eased the old woman on to a leatherbound box, which stood beside the door.

Shona smiled ironically at him. ‘It’s kind you are, Mr McNaughton. Here – Lauretta, is it? Have a little rice cake. Just from the oven.’ She tipped one into the child’s waiting hand, avoiding the man’s intense gaze. ‘And I’ll stir the fire under that kettle. I’m betting our auntie could do with a dish of tea!’

Greg put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. ‘Was it you I heard singing?’ he asked Shona.

‘Who else?’ She looked around the empty room then smiled at him, her eyes teasing. ‘Father O’Reilly says I have the voice of an angel, sent by God, sent by God to make up . . .’ She failed to finish her sentence, realising that the Protestants squirmed when you spoke of the priest.

A rumble of voices and a clatter of feet outside filled the awkward silence, heralding the entry of two men, who shouldered their way past Greg into the room. Tommo was at the fireplace in a stride, turning round to face them, his back to the blazing fire as the steam from the kettle danced lazily around his head. Pat Daley stood, swaying slightly, in the doorway.

‘What’s this, then?’ Tommo’s hard glance ranged from the old woman to Greg. ‘They said down at the Puddler’s . . . said some Shotwell feller was seeking us out, with some old woman in tow.’

‘Tommo!’ Shona’s voice was raised in protest. She turned to Biddy. ‘This is my brother, Auntie. This is Tommo. And him in the doorway, that’s his friend Pat. Our little brother Richie’s around somewhere.’

‘He has a look of my brother Thomas, the big feller,’ said Biddy. ‘The shoulders, the very eyes.’

Tommo pushed his hands hard into his trouser pockets. ‘We need no old woman. Haven’t we taken care of ourselves for two years now?’ He glared at Greg McNaughton. ‘We need no old woman. Wasn’t young Richie delivered to the door like a parcel by John O’Carrol, all the way from County Clare . . .’

‘Look, Mr Farrell!’ interrupted Greg. ‘All I did was find your aunt flaked out in a ditch on Shotwell Lane and bring her this way. I’ll get off now.’

‘She’s not wanted!’

Shona started to protest but Tommo pushed her further behind him. ‘We want no old woman here, brought by no Protestant bigmouth. You picked her up – you have her!’

Greg looked at Biddy and caught a glitter of a tear. He leaned over and swept her up in his arms like a baby. Lauretta carefully put the uneaten part of her cake on the table and rubbed her fat hand down her woolly coat, then followed her father through the door.

Pat slammed the door behind them.

Outside, Greg set Biddy gently on the ground and Lauretta grasped her hand, starting to cry. Biddy wiped the child’s eye with the edge of her shawl. ‘It’s hard to believe, me darlin’, isn’t it?’ she said softly. ‘That your own’d turn you off like so much rubbish. But the hard times he had in Ireland – seeing his mammy and daddy die from the great hunger – makes him blind to his own. Thomas Farrell’s boys here in County Durham were my last throw.’ Her voice had, at last, lost its merry ring. Her whole weight sagged against the wall.

Lauretta threw her arms round the old woman’s legs and buried her face in her skirts.

Greg sighed. ‘Just wait here, will you? Stay with Auntie Biddy, Lauretta.’

In four minutes he was back with a pony and a creaking cart driven by a tiny man wearing a tall battered hat. Alongside the cart walked a boy with a lick of hair falling on to his forehead.

‘This is Gil Tait,’ said Greg. ‘And his assistant. He’ll drive us back to Shotwell.’

‘For sixpence,’ put in the little man, flourishing his whip and smiling, nodding and winking all at the same time.

‘For sixpence,’ agreed Greg as he lifted Biddy into the back and sat opposite her, Lauretta on his knee. The boy leaped up lightly and sat on the hard bench beside Biddy.

The curtains of the Farrell house twitched as the cart slowly moved away. The silvery eyes in Shona’s blackened face gleamed briefly into the night. Spotting her, Biddy waved and a hand sketched some kind of response.

‘Ye’ll get no change out of them Farrells, Missis,’ said Gil Tait. ‘Hard as nails. Rough as badgers. Only one any good is young Richie here.’

‘Richie?’

‘Sittin’ right there beside you, Missis. Dropped like a parcel at Stables Street last year. Eight year old and on his own, all the way from County Clare.’ The phrase rang out like the chorus of a much repeated hymn. The driver threw back his head and winked wildly at the boy sitting beside Biddy. She looked at him with renewed interest. ‘Best marrer a man could have is Richie. Working with the horses alongside me all God’s hours, when he’s not up at the ironworks workin’ for the men. Never knew anyone for not sleeping like young Richie here.’ Gil flourished his whip and set the old horse faster on her plodding way. The sky was clear now, the stars unquestionably in their place.

Biddy looked hard at the side of the boy’s head but he didn’t turn to look at her. She leaned back against the side of the cart and relaxed. The boy would take his time.

She smiled across at Greg, sitting opposite. ‘Isn’t it true that boys are perverse and shy? I’ve never met one that age that wasn’t.’

Greg stared at the boy who returned his look coldly. ‘Seems from what they say things are hard across in Ireland now? Your auntie here said your parents died . . . or was it another auntie?’

The boy peered more thoughtfully at him in the gloom, then looked at the old woman beside him on the cart. Out of the folds of his rough cape he drew a pipe. He leaned over and borrowed Gil Tait’s then lit his own from it. The action had the ease of long repetition, and the grace of unspoken agreement. He blinked at Greg through the smoke, then looked at the brown-spotted hands of the old woman beside him.

He sighed. ‘Well, sir, as you ask . . . I was the only one there when she died, my Auntie Marion. Wasn’t I there on me own with this poor dead woman? I’d seen the dead all right, including me own mother and father. But that was the only time I shed tears, when my auntie died. She and me was the only ones left, see?’ He drew hard on the pipe which flickered briefly and brightly in the dark. Gil Tait glanced back at him with a look of brief surprise. ‘After that I started walking. Some days I fell in with people; the last time with this family called O’Connor who were coming across to Liverpool. They talked of me staying with them but by the time we landed they all had the fever and some men took them on stretchers and I didn’t see them again.’

‘Came right here on your own, did you?’ Greg asked.

‘No. I set off north. They said there was mountains to walk through to get to here. Anyway, didn’t I fall in with this man from Clare? He put me on the back of his pony. I weighed next to nothing, sir, and was no burden for the beast! He was a Clare man, John O’Carrol, though I didn’t know him.’

‘Yer Uncle Paddy knew him well,’ put in Biddy eagerly.

The boy stared at her unblinking, and went on as though she hadn’t spoken. ‘The man bought me food to eat. The cloak I’m wearing now is from off his back. And he brought me here to my brother, though I know he was on his way to Glasgow. Me brother Tommo was pushing food into my face for weeks after I arrived!’

‘He’d be sorry, leaving you behind like that,’ said Greg grimly.

‘Nothing else he could do, sir. Can’t you see that? He got me a job at the works and let me save my pay ’til I had money for a pony. His name is Cush and he lodges with Gil Tait’s horses. I work there in my spare time for his keep. And on Sundays we ride through the countryside. Have you seen the countryside round here, sir?’

‘I have that!’

‘It’s very fine when you get away from the ironworks an’ the pits. Sweet rolling green, b’god, like in the old country.’

‘What about your sister, Richie? The one called . . . Shona, was it?’ The mocking silvery eyes were before Greg again.

‘Shona? She works at the pit, sir, but on Sundays I take her for a ride on Cush out across the fields towards the fells. Shona likes the countryside just as I do, sir. And she can sing, b’god! They say that Father O’Reilly says she has the voice of an angel. But I wouldn’t know that, me never being in church. Shona twitters on, so she does, about my immortal soul but I fear I have little reckoning of such things. Shona worries that Father O’Reilly’ll come for me. But with the town filling up with hordes of new believers he’s no time to chase up sinners like me.’ He grinned ruefully.

‘And your brother?’

‘Tommo? Oh, he goes once every week or so to keep the priest quiet. But back home he never missed a Sunday. Didn’t our own mother see to that?’ He paused. ‘In the end there was no one to see whether I did or I didn’t. So I didn’t.’

‘May God have mercy on your immortal soul,’ put in Gil Tait from the front, bringing Richie’s confidences to an end. The old driver had never heard the boy talk so much.

The cart swayed along, its creaking swept up on a growing breeze and lost in the hedgerows and the whispering trees.

The old woman smiled at the boy, raising her good hand from her lap and letting it rest on his arm above the greasy ragged cuff.

Gil Tait leaned over the side of the trap and aimed a glob of spit into the hedge. ‘The lad’s a wonder with horses,’ he asserted.

The boy’s face split into a wide grin and his hand turned to grasp Biddy’s thin one, before dropping it.

‘B’god, ye’re bloody frozen, Missis,’ he said.

He leaned down to the floor and collected an armful of straw to pile into her lap, covering both her hands. Then he scooped up another handful and threw it at the watching Lauretta, so that it caught in the fine soft curls of her fair hair. The child laughed and Biddy settled back for the rest of the bumpy journey to Shotwell, speculating on the possible harm to her immortal soul which might come from consorting with Protestants.
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