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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the memory of

the Addergoole Fourteen and all those who lost their lives

on Titanic on April 15, 1912




EPIGRAPH

Never since the dawn of history was such disaster known

Fifteen hundred human bodies on the waste of waters thrown

Ah! The loss of the Titanic is deplored in every clime,

And the story sad recorded even to the end of time.

—FROM A POEM BY MITCHELL O’GRADY,

CONNAUGHT TELEGRAPH, MAY 25, 1912

And as the smart ship grew

In stature, grace, and hue

In shadowy silent distance grew the Iceberg too.

—THOMAS HARDY, FROM “THE CONVERGENCE OF

  THE TWAIN”(LINES ON THE LOSS OF TITANIC), 1912
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Marconigram message sent from Julie [Jules E. Brutalom], New York via Cape Cod, to Miss Dorothy Gibson, on April 16, 1912
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CHAPTER 1

Ballysheen, County Mayo, Ireland

April 10, 1912

Maggie Murphy stood alone and unnoticed on the doorstep of the thatched stone cottage that three generations of her family had called home. She twirled one of her rich auburn curls around and around her index finger, the way she always did when she was anxious, and watched as the day she had been dreading dawned in the sky above the distant mountains.

Narrowing her usually wide blue eyes against the glare of the early morning sun, she wrapped her arms around herself for warmth as she quietly observed her friend Peggy Madden. Peggy’s laughter was carried on a light breeze as she vigorously scooped up armful after armful of cherry blossoms and, giggling like a schoolgirl, threw them into the air. The pale pink and white petals cascaded down onto the heads of her cousin Jack and his wife, Maura, whom Peggy had caught kissing under one of the trees a few moments earlier.

“Just like your wedding day, Maura,” she cried. “There’s confetti enough here for all of us to be brides, and then maybe there’ll be some kissing for us too.”

As the two women laughed, Maggie shivered in the cool morning air and wondered how they could be so carefree when her own heart was so heavy and troubled.

Unseen, she continued to watch her fellow travelers for a few moments longer, Peggy fussing with the new hat she had bought especially for the journey to America (Peggy Madden will arrive in America as she means to live among the American people: as a lady, with style, she’d said) and Maura placing a hand protectively over her swollen belly, clearly visible beneath her coat even though her baby wasn’t due for another few months yet. Maggie was fascinated by it, by the fact that an actual person was growing in there. She wondered how Maura would fare on their long journey. She’d heard talk of the strain that a crossing of the Atlantic could place upon a person, and for a woman in Maura’s condition she was certain that it couldn’t be such a good idea. She’d expressed her concerns to her aunt Kathleen a few days previously.

“You certainly don’t need to be worrying about Maura Brennan, I can tell ye,” Kathleen had replied, brushing Maggie’s naïve fears easily aside. “She’s crossed that ocean more times than most men ever will, and a baby in her belly won’t make one bit of a difference. Anyway, we’re sailing on the Titanic, the biggest ship in the world. Unsinkable, y’know. No better crib for any of us.”

Her aunt’s words hadn’t really reassured Maggie. Neither had the adverts in the Western People, which Peggy had insisted on showing to Maggie and their good friend, Katie Kenny, during the previous weeks.

“Look, girls,” she’d enthused, hurling herself down onto the grass between them as they sat by the lakeside, shoving the pages of the local newspaper under their noses. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? Listen to what it says: ‘The queen of the ocean, Titanic, the finest steamer afloat, over forty-five thousand tons of steel and triple screws.’ Can you believe we’re going to be sailing on that? They say it stands higher than Nephin Mór and that there’s a hand basin in every cabin—even the third-class ones!”

Peggy’s enthusiasm about the journey to America and the fancy new ship they were to sail on was hard to ignore. Maggie knew that most of the fourteen who would be leaving their small parish that morning had never been on a train or a boat. Were it not for the fact that this journey didn’t come with a return fare, they might have been quite excited at the prospect. As it was, most of them—herself included—knew that this would probably be the last time they would see the sun rise over their homes in Ballysheen. It was a thought that cast a dark cloud over many of their hearts.

For Maggie, the prospect of leaving Ballysheen and traveling across the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean toward a new life in Chicago filled her with a sense of sorrow and dread. There was nothing she could do, or say, to alter her circumstances. After the death of her mother—her only surviving parent—that winter, her aunt Kathleen had returned to Ireland as Maggie’s guardian, and arrangements were quickly made for Maggie to travel to America that spring with her aunt. Her fate was sealed, despite the ache in her heart and the doubts and worries that raced through her mind.

Not wanting to dampen Peggy’s excitement and well aware that her pragmatic aunt Kathleen had no time for the silly notions and unfounded worries of young girls, Maggie hadn’t mentioned her doubts or anxieties about the trip to any of her fellow travelers. Not even last night, when Joe Kenny had read the leaves in his sister Katie’s teacup and told her she would drown.

“For the love of God, Joseph Kenny, don’t be tellin’ me stuff like that, you great eejit,” Katie had hissed at her brother, hoping that Maggie hadn’t overheard. “Especially not in front of Maggie, she’s nervous enough as it is.” But from her perch on the butter churn in a dark corner of the Kennys’ cottage, Maggie had heard, and wished she hadn’t.

Maggie was very fond of Peggy and Katie. They were like the sisters she had never had, and she took some comfort from the fact that, along with eleven others from the parish, they would be making the journey to America together: Peggy to join her cousin in St. Louis, Missouri, and Katie to join her sister, Frances, in New York.

Peggy Madden, renowned for her sharp sense of humor and flighty notions, was the perfect balance to Maggie’s reflective, considered nature. She was also renowned for her good looks, with a pretty, heart-shaped face, long blond hair, and full lips, which the boys seemed to especially like. Maggie was envious of Peggy’s hair, which she would leave to hang loose about her shoulders whenever she could. Maggie would often frown in the mirror at her own unruly auburn curls, which barely reached her shoulders, brushing and teasing them to try to make them lie sleek and flat like Peggy’s hair. They never did.

Katie Kenny was a blue-eyed, rosy-cheeked girl who was well known in the parish from her job at O’Donoghue’s shop and well liked for her caring and kindhearted temperament. Maggie knew how much Katie missed her sister, Frances, who had been in America for the last three years, and knew how much she was looking forward to seeing her.

Although she couldn’t share in their optimism, Maggie enjoyed listening to her two friends’ romantic notions of America, where they imagined lives of wealth and independence waiting for them. Peggy and Katie aspired to the American way of life, which they saw in the likes of Maura Brennan and Maggie’s aunt, Kathleen Dolan; women who seemed to bring back more than just a strange lilt to their accent whenever they returned to visit their relatives in Ballysheen. The self-assurance and poise displayed by Maura, Kathleen, and others who had seen America for themselves was undeniably inspiring to the naïve younger girls of the parish, and they could often be found gawping at the “American ladies,” whispering remarks to each other about their fancy hats and shiny brass buttons.

Maggie often wished she could join in with her friends’ enthusiastic conversations, share in their excitement, and dream about the prospect of a new life in America, but all she wanted, with all her heart, was to stay in Ballysheen, with Séamus by her side.

The sound of laughter outside caught Maggie’s attention again, and she smiled as she watched Peggy adjusting the precious new hat on her head. “As fashionable as you might find in any store in St. Louis,” the shopkeeper in Crossmolina had told her. It was olive green, wide-brimmed with a silk ribbon and organza detailing, secured with a fancy peacock-feather pin. The gloves were of a matching olive green: suede day gloves, with three dainty silver-tone buttons at the wrist. Peggy carefully brushed some dust from them as the strengthening breeze caused the slender cherry blossom trees to sway easily.

There were fourteen trees in total, flanking the lane between Maggie’s stone cottage and the lake. Fourteen, she thought. One for each of us who will make this journey. She had loved these trees and their candy-colored blooms since she was a young child, loved watching the fragile petals as they fluttered like snowflakes to the ground. Over the last year, she had developed a particular affection for the sixth tree on the lane, as it was there that she and Séamus met every Wednesday after market. It had been his idea, and the arrangement had suited them well. She thought about him now and wondered whether he might change his mind and come to see her one last time. She almost didn’t dare hope and closed her eyes to stop the tears coming.

“Right so, Maggie, the traps are ready. It is time.”

Maggie jumped at the sudden sound of her aunt Kathleen’s clipped voice behind her, her heart leaping in her chest and her breath catching in her throat. This was it then. It was really going to happen.

“Fetch the others, will you?” Kathleen continued as she busied herself, wrapping the still-warm bread rolls in muslin cloths before placing them in the top of her trunk, where she could easily reach them during the several hours of journeying that lay ahead of them to the port of Queenstown in County Cork. “And tell them to hurry. We still have to collect our tickets from Mr. Durcan in town, and we don’t want to be late for the train.”

Eager to please her aunt, as always, Maggie walked out of the narrow doorway to inform the others that it was time to leave. Shivering in the cool morning air, which easily penetrated the calico fabric of her dress, she pulled her green woolen shawl tighter around her shoulders as she stepped over the cat, which was curled up on the doormat. She envied its ignorance of the events unfolding around them.

“And never mind the train,” her aunt called after her. “I doubt whether that big ship will wait on us either.”

Maggie turned.

Aunt Kathleen stood in the doorway, filling the space with her ample frame. Her hands were placed on her hips, an authoritative stance she often took, even when she was chatting casually with a friend. Her long black skirts skimmed the top of the stone step, the billowing tops of the leg-of-mutton sleeves on her fashionable white blouse touching either side of the doorframe, her thick chestnut hair swept up impeccably around her angular face in the American style. Maggie thought she could almost detect a smile at the edges of Kathleen’s thin lips. Her aunt wasn’t usually a woman to express emotions, other than a sense of satisfaction for a job well done, so the slight smile was somewhat surprising.

For Kathleen and two other women—Maura Brennan and Ellen Joyce—who were among their party, this was a journey without the uncertainties that preoccupied Maggie’s imagination and the sorrow that troubled her heart. For them, this was a journey back to their American homes as much as it was a journey away from their Irish ones: her aunt would be returning to the sister and the Chicago home she loved; Maura and Jack Brennan were heading out to join members of their family in Pennsylvania, where Jack had the prospect of a good job; and Ellen was returning, along with her substantial wedding trousseau, to marry her beloved fiancé. No wonder these women could afford a moment of carefree laughter under the cherry blossom trees or a wry smile on the doorstep of the home they might never see again.

Almost as quickly as the smile had crossed her aunt’s lips, it faded, and Maggie watched her turn back into the house, with a swish of her skirts, to fetch the last of their belongings.

Maggie walked hesitantly over to Peggy and the Brennans.

“It’s time,” she whispered, noting how beautiful the cherry blossoms looked in the early morning light.

Her words caused the others to stop their games, and a more somber mood fell over them immediately. It was Jack Brennan who spoke.

“Right so, Maggie, we’ll be right there.”

She nodded at him in reply before stooping to pick up a few petals, admiring their fragile construction and breathing in their sweet scent. She absent-mindedly put them into her coat pocket and went on her way. She walked briskly, her sturdy black boots feeling unusually heavy as they crunched on the shale and stones that formed the rough road through their village.

Maggie felt an eerie stillness about Ballysheen that morning as she walked from house to house, knocking at the doors and quietly telling those inside that it was time. It was as if the village, and all its inhabitants, had taken in a deep breath and was afraid to let it out.

Her duties complete, she started to make her way back up the road, watching a solitary cloud drift across the pale blue sky, casting a shadow over the sheep that grazed in the fields at the foot of the mountain. The men were already at work in the lower fields. She imagined their hands muddied from cutting the turf and sowing the potatoes. Taking in the scene around her, Maggie was struck by the thought that to anyone passing through, this would seem like an ordinary, unremarkable spring day in a small rural village. How wrong they would be.

Walking on, she turned the bend in the lane that would take her back to her own home.

And then she saw him.
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CHAPTER 2

Southampton, England

April 10, 1912

Harry Walsh studied his reflection in the mirror above the fireplace, checking one last time for good luck. The crisp white jacket, brown waistcoat, blue serge trousers, black shoes, and White Star Line cap suited him, making him look taller somehow. He had slicked his dark hair, parting it down the center in the fashionable style, and was clean-shaven for the occasion. He was pleased with how he looked and turned to his mother.

“I don’t scrub up too badly really when I try, do I?”

Helen Walsh was a short, slight woman with a permanent air of dissatisfaction about her. She fussed around her son now, brushing flecks of dust from his trousers and stray hairs from the shoulders of his jacket. He smiled at her, glad of the attention she paid to him and pleased to see the unmistakable look of pride on her face, pride in the fact that her son was to work as a steward on Titanic’s maiden voyage from Southampton to New York.

“Not bad, love, not bad at all … for a Walsh,” she replied, tugging at his waistcoat to remove a slight pucker and pulling at his cap to straighten it. “Now, you remember to work hard, Harry Daniel Walsh,” she chided, “and mind that you look after those third-class passengers just the same as you would any of those wealthy Americans. The poor might not have the hats and the fancy shoes, but they deserve to be treated good ’n’ proper, you hear?”

With her family roots set deep within the working-class society of Southampton’s docks, Helen Walsh had no time at all for the stuck-up American millionaires and socialites who, it was believed, had chosen to sail on Titanic to make business contacts or to give them something to boast about at one of their dinner parties. Nevertheless, her background didn’t prevent her from being a proud mother, and she was absolutely delighted that her son was going to be one of the three hundred stewards who would work on this much-talked-about ship, taking great pleasure in telling all her friends and neighbors about it. And although the gossip-loving, spying-on-the-neighbors part of her would have quite liked to know exactly how ostentatious the first-class accommodations were, she was especially pleased that Harry had been assigned to steerage class, to look after people like themselves.

Despite his mother’s obvious delight that it would be Titanic that he would sail on, it hadn’t actually been Harry’s intention to work on the ship at all. He’d originally been assigned to work on a smaller liner, the Celtic, which should have left Southampton a week ago. As a result of the coal strike, she had been berthed, along with most of the other transatlantic liners. Harry had got word, just a week ago, that he had been reassigned and would now work a round trip on White Star Line’s impressive new ship, Titanic.

Adjusting his cap one last time, Harry leaned down to give his mother a farewell kiss. Her cheeks were flushed and glistening with perspiration from all her fussing and rushing around.

“Love you, Mum. I’ll send word when we dock in New York. And tell Dad I’ll bring him back a memento of some sort. If I find my way up to the first-class decks, it might be something half decent this time!”

“Sally!” his mother called up the stairs, her voice breaking with emotion. “Your brother’s leaving. Come and say good-bye.”

Harry watched his sister make her way slowly down the stairs and smiled as he noticed that her eyes were red and swollen. They’d been through this routine of saying their farewells plenty of times, but on this occasion, with their father so unwell, it had affected them both more than usual.

“You going to miss me after all then, Sis?” he joked as she wrapped her arms around him.

“Might do,” she said, barely able to look at him. “A bit.”

He turned then and gave his mother a final embrace, both of them happy to linger longer in each other’s arms than they usually would.

“I love you, son,” she said, rubbing tooth powder off his cheek with her thumb. “We’ll be coming down to the docks later, to have a good look at this ship and to wave you off.”

“Well, then, I’ll wave back,” he said, smiling at them both as he slung his small duffel bag over his shoulder and walked out of the narrow terraced house into the bright morning sunlight.

“And happy birthday again, love,” his mother called after him. “I’ll make you a cake when you get home.”

He turned, gave her a thumbs-up, and strolled casually to the dockside, whistling as he walked.

Helen Walsh closed the door softly behind her and let the tears fall freely.

Through all his twenty-three years, Harry Walsh had watched his father head out to work at the docks every day, except Christmas. He had never heard him complain, grumble, or fuss, even when the bitterly cold winds that blew in off the Solent in the winter almost froze his hands solid. Harry had fond memories of scampering down to the pier with his father’s forgotten lunch, or walking with him, hand in hand, to watch as yet another newer, bigger steam liner sailed into view. Living by the docks was more than just a choice of home for Harry’s family, it was a way of life, and it was no surprise that Harry had loved boats since he was a little boy, no surprise that the ocean had called to him for his vocation.

For the past five years, Jack Walsh had been employed as one of the construction workers building the new White Star Line dock, which would accommodate the huge transatlantic liners. He was proud of his work and liked nothing better than to sit with his son on an evening and tell him all about the impressive new dock they were building. “It spans sixteen acres, Harry,” he would tell him, “sixteen! And it’s been dredged to forty feet!” It was a scale on which nobody in the community had worked before, and they could barely begin to imagine the sight of the ships that would sail from there.

Although she had been berthed in the White Star Dock for almost a week now, Harry hadn’t seen Titanic yet. His father’s health had been suffering, so his mother had decided that the family would go to stay with her sister in the Devonshire countryside until his father felt better and the coal strike was over, when there would be the chance of employment for the men again. Harry, his sister, and his mother had arrived back in Southampton the previous evening; his father had stayed on in Devon, feeling too unwell to make the return journey. It bothered Harry that after all these years of work his father wouldn’t get to see the biggest liner in the world set sail from his hometown, and he had tried to persuade him to come back to Southampton.

“Stop fretting, son,” Jack had said. “You’re as bad as your mother. I’ll come down to see Titanic when she comes back. She’s not planning on anchoring in New York for the next forty years, y’know.”

As he reached the top of the steady incline of his road, Harry could see in the distance the distinctive black tops of Titanic’s four funnels towering into the sky, the red flags of the White Star Line fluttering in the bright sunshine on the impossibly high masts at bow and stern. He smiled and broke into a steady jog, his heart racing with excitement.

After weeks of unemployment and uncertainty in the town, there was a sense of jubilation in the air that morning. As he approached the new, purpose-built dock, Harry caught the sounds of drums and trumpets from one of the many local bands who had been hired to entertain the first-class passengers as they waited to board. The chatter and cries of the crowds who thronged the dockside grew steadily louder as he walked nearer. Horseshoes clattered on the cobbled road beside him as the wheels of the carts bringing more passengers generated a steady rumble that reverberated through his body. The incessant cries of the seagulls were the only familiar sound to him among all that was new. All these noises amalgamated into one exhilarating melody of thrill and anticipation as he turned the final corner.

Nothing could have prepared Harry Walsh for the sight of that ship in Southampton docks. No amount of description or expression could have conveyed what his eyes saw now. The sheer enormity of her was breathtaking. He stopped walking and gazed in silent awe; the black steel bow soaring into the sky, the letters TITANIC emblazoned across the front in white. Her funnels reached so high above the waterline that he almost fell over backward, he had to lean his head so far back to take them in. The gleaming steel hull, the endless lines of portholes, every single iron rivet completely fascinated him. She was, quite simply, the most unimaginable thing he had ever encountered, towering above every other vessel in the dock. Even the other mighty liners Oceanic and New York, which were berthed, out of action due to the coal strike, seemed to resemble children’s toys in Titanic’s mighty presence. Harry and all the passengers already massing around the dockside were dwarfed by her, and he felt suddenly insignificant, totally overwhelmed.

“She’s a beauty, ain’t she?”

Harry turned to the voice behind him.

“Billy Wallace!” he exclaimed, relieved to see his good friend, who would also be working as crew on Titanic, slapping him on the back as they shared a comfortable embrace. “She’s bloody unbelievable, all right. Bloody unbelievable!”

“She certainly is that,” Billy agreed, craning his neck to try to take in the height of the ship. “D’you know, some fella told me that you can drive a whole locomotive through one of those funnels and a double-decker tramcar through each of the boilers—and there’s twenty-nine of ’em. Imagine that!”

The two friends stood side by side for a moment, mesmerized. Harry caught a whiff of beer and cigarette smoke off his friend.

“You been in The Grapes then?”

“Ah, just for one, y’know. For good luck an’ all that. There’s half of Southampton in there, and every last man seems to be heading off to work on Titanic. As usual, some great fools have been drinkin’ since last night—I doubt they even know what day it is, never mind what ship they’re supposed to be working on. Eddie Collins for one certainly ain’t gonna make this sailing, I can tell you. He’s slumped on a table at the back of the snug. Arthur Smith says he ain’t moved in two hours.”

“Eddie Collins? But he doesn’t even drink ale.”

“Well, apparently he does now. And quite good at it he is too, by all accounts.” They both laughed. “Anyway, we can’t stand here gawping at her all day,” Billy continued, nudging his friend in the back. “There might be some idiots still propping up the bar, but I don’t suspect Captain Smith will be best pleased with anyone who turns up drunk, or late, to report for duty on his ship. Come on.”

The two friends moved through the swarming crowds, unable to take their eyes off Titanic as they pushed and shoved their way toward the crew assembly point. All around them was frantic activity: men hefting heavy mailbags onto their shoulders and walking with them up the temporary gangways, the pale white hulls of Titanic’s lifeboats swaying gently high above their heads. Passengers with their hats on their laps and overcoats placed casually over their arms sat about on piles and piles of luggage and crates, sharing a cigar, playing cards, or chatting about the journey ahead. A lone bugler on the pier played a haunting tune as porters joked among themselves while they waited to transfer luggage from the dockside. Signal lamps were inspected by port officials and Titanic’s officers, who recorded their notes in important forms attached to clipboards. It was an exhilarating sight to Harry and was somehow perfectly organized in all its apparent madness.

Reaching the crew assembly point, he and Billy joined a line of men, mostly familiar faces, a mixture of young and old, friends and neighbors who nodded to each other or exchanged a friendly embrace. For some, this would be the last time they would sail before retirement; for others, it was the first transatlantic crossing. For all, there was a shared sense of relief to be working again and an unspoken excitement about the prospect of sailing on this, the biggest and most luxurious ocean liner ever built.

At the front of the queue, several of Titanic’s officers processed the crew members’ details. Harry added his signature to the sign-on list, noting his previous voyage details: Majestic, 1911, First Saloon Steward. Second Mate Lightoller passed him his steward’s badge as he added Harry’s details to the crew agreement.

“To be worn at all times to enable passengers to identify any steward whom they might wish to complain about,” Lightoller muttered, without taking his eyes off his paperwork.

Harry studied his badge, admiring its copper base with the raised metal star bearing the number 23. “That’s funny,” he said as the badge was affixed to his right arm with an elastic fastener, which, he noticed, also displayed the distinctive red swallowtail flag of the White Star Line. “That’s my age exactly. Today’s my twenty-third birthday.”

“Really.” Lightoller sighed, still not looking up. “Happy birthday. Next!”

Harry picked up his duffel bag and moved off toward the gangway leading to the third-class decks. He turned to Billy, who had been assigned to first class.

“See you in New York then, mate,” he said, aware of the fact that with the ship being so vast, they were unlikely to come across each other once on board.

“Yep. See you there. Of course, you’ll be there a bit later than the rest of us, what with you being in steerage an’ all.”

“Ah, sod off.”

The two friends parted, laughing, and Harry unfolded the deck plans he had been given and set off to find his quarters on E Deck.

Like most of the other crew members’, Harry’s accommodation was in the main working crew passageway, which ran the length of the ship. He knew that this corridor, like the crew corridors on other liners he’d worked on, had the nickname Scotland Road after the street of alehouses in Liverpool, which was well known to sailors and those who worked the docks. Dozens of people—cooks, stewards, waiters, plate washers, pantry men, and storekeepers—milled around this endless passageway now. The ship was teeming with activity. The victualing crew was already hard at work in the galleys preparing lunch and the evening dinner; deckhands were constantly brushing and sweeping the decks to make sure they were immaculate for the boarding passengers. There was a definite industriousness, a steady sense of purpose about every single person aboard the ship.

After several wrong turns and missed staircases, Harry located his dormitory cabin. He dropped his bag on one of only two simple iron bunk beds still available among the rows and rows arranged in the large, sparsely furnished room. He chose the bottom bunk, the top one already being occupied by a bag and an overcoat. Placing his coat on the pillow of his chosen bed, he sat for a moment to say a short, silent prayer, as he always did before he set sail.

As the third- and second-class passengers started to board—the first-class travelers being permitted the privilege of waiting a little while longer—the call was raised for the crew to report to their stations. Harry sprang into action, glad of the chance to begin the work he had been looking forward to for so long.

Having already negotiated the labyrinth of corridors, passageways, and stairwells on E Deck to get his bearings, he was efficient at showing his passengers to their quarters. He enjoyed listening to their gasps of amazement and comments as they walked through the pleasantly furnished general room toward their cabins, which, although simple and functional, were of a standard beyond that which the majority of steerage passengers had experienced on other liners.

As he returned to the gangways, he overheard several passengers being refused entry to the ship, having lost their tickets or failed the steerage passenger health inspection. Some were just too drunk from the hours they had spent in the local alehouses and were returned to the White Star offices to exchange their tickets for another sailing and given stern instructions to sober up before they attempted to board the next ship. How awful, Harry thought, to have planned for this journey and now, at the foot of the gangway, be unable to come aboard. He didn’t feel sorry for the drunks, but he did feel sorry for the sickly.

At noon, the blue peter pennant was run up the foremast to signal Imminent Departure. Ascending the three flights of stairs to the promenade deck to get a final look as Titanic set sail, Harry got another sense of her size. Forty feet above quay level and still only halfway up the ship, he leaned over the side. In each direction, for as far as the eye could see, was a wall of blackened steel. They were high above the rooftops of the buildings below them, and the people on the quayside looked miniature.

“You wouldn’t want to be afraid of heights, really, would you?”

Harry turned to his right, where a young, fresh-faced boy stood, his knuckles white from grasping the railings so tightly.

Harry laughed. “You certainly would not. It’s something else. It really is.” He considered the boy. “First time sailing?”

“Yep.”

Harry smiled, remembering his first crossing of the Atlantic. “Well, enjoy it.”

“I intend to.”

“Harry’s the name,” he added, holding out his hand. “Harry Walsh.”

“Will,” the boy replied, shaking Harry’s hand firmly. “Will Johnson.”

With the last of the passengers and supplies on board, at 12:15 P.M. the triple-valve whistles were blown three times, their deep tones echoing off the buildings on the quayside. The mooring ropes were cast off, and the tiny tugboats, which looked like scurrying ants alongside the mass of Titanic, spewing black smoke from their funnels, moved into place to push her out to sea.

Harry observed the crowds of onlookers all along the quayside, hanging out of the windows of the dock offices and White Star Line offices, many waving white handkerchiefs and raising their hats as a final farewell to their family and friends who massed around the portside railings of the poop deck. He knew that some didn’t expect to return to these shores, a fact which made the scene particularly poignant. He searched and searched the faces in the crowd for his mother and sister but couldn’t see them. It struck him that he had never wanted to see their faces more than he did at that moment.

As the band played a fanfare of triumphant music, the engines were fired up, sending a shudder through the lower decks. The three massive propellers sprang to life, churning the water into a whirling, broiling mass. Harry’s heart pounded in his chest, the rhythm of its beat seeming to match the pulse of the mighty engines.

Titanic was on her way.
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CHAPTER 3

Ballysheen, Ireland

April 10, 1912

It had been a cold, clear February evening when Séamus Doyle first asked Maggie Murphy to dance with him. They were guests at Jack and Maura Brennan’s wedding, and she’d stepped outside for a moment to take a breath of fresh air, it being so hot and sweaty inside. She’d been admiring the brilliantly starry, moonless sky when he’d appeared, as if from nowhere, at her side.

“Maggie Murphy,” he’d said, extending his calloused hand in invitation, a palpable edge of nervousness to his soft voice, “would you like to dance?”

It was the first wedding Maggie had been to, and although she would attend many others in her lifetime, she would never forget that particular one, because of that remarkable sky and the unexpected invitation from Séamus.

She had just turned sixteen at the time but felt as though she had already loved Séamus for most of her life. He was nineteen, the son of a laborer, the grandson of a laborer, and a laborer himself. His crippling shyness was what most people noticed about him. But not Maggie. She’d noticed his gentle manner, the freckles on his bare arms, his unusually long eyelashes, the way his feet turned inward slightly when he walked, the way he licked his lips when he was nervous, the way he cared, uncomplainingly, for his sick father. She’d noticed all of this from a distance, too shy herself to acknowledge
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Chapter 1
Nancy


China Inland Mission School, Chefoo

December 1941



“We’ve been contacted by your parents, Nancy,” Miss Kent announced, arms folded across her rose-pink cardigan as she stood
beside the window. “I’m afraid you won’t be spending the Christmas holidays with them after all.”



Her words seemed to echo off the wood-paneled walls of the principal’s office—a small suffocating room that smelled of linseed
oil and bad news—so that I heard them again and again. You won’t be spending the Christmas holidays with them after all. I wanted to cover my ears. I didn’t want it to be true.



I stood, floundering, in the middle of an Oriental rug, the pattern worn away by years of children coming and going to receive
bad news, or the sharp end of the principal’s tongue. I looked up at my teacher, and couldn’t think of one word to say.



“Your mother sent a letter each for you and Edward,” Miss Kent continued. She held out an envelope, addressed to me in my
mother’s elegant handwriting. I stared numbly at it. “Well?” she prompted. “It won’t read itself.”



Reluctantly, I took the envelope, opened it, and removed the letter. The scent of English lavender bloomed around me as I
read the awful words.




I’m so desperately sorry to disappoint you again, Nonny, but your father insists it’s too dangerous for us to travel, with
the Chinese and Japanese armies still fighting. Besides, the roads are in a desperate state after the recent landslides. You
should have seen the rain! I’m sure you’ll have wonderful fun with your friends. I can’t wait to see you, darling. How you
must have grown!




I imagined Mummy at her writing desk, the sun on her face, her pen poised in midair as she composed the next sentence. I imagined
her more often than I saw her.



Since starting my first term at the school two years earlier, my parents’ missionary work had taken them from the China Inland
Mission compound at the International Settlement in Shanghai, all the way to Ch’ing-hai Province on the other side of the
country. Hard winters, landslides, and the Sino-Japanese war had, in turns, prevented them from traveling back to Chefoo;
back to me.



Seeing my eyes fill with tears, Miss Kent offered an encouraging, “Come along now. Chin up.” She studied me through her round
wire spectacles. The gray eyes that peered at me, often so serious, carried a hint of an apology, as if she somehow felt it
were her fault that I would spend another Christmas away from my parents. “Better to be safe than sorry,” she concluded. “And
think about all the displaced Chinese children and refugees who are benefitting from your parents’ missionary work.” She smiled
a thin little smile. “And at least Dorothy and Joan—or should I say, ‘Sprout and Mouse’—are staying, too, so that’s something,
isn’t it?”



She hadn’t used my friends’ nicknames before. I suppose she did it to make me feel better.


I held the sheet of writing paper to my nose. “It smells of her,” I whispered. “Of lavender. Her favorite.” I tucked the letter
into my pinafore pocket and wiped a tear from my cheek. “She likes the smell of sweet peas, too. And roses. She doesn’t care
for lily of the valley though. It makes her sneeze.” My mother had become a collection of such memories; scraps and fragments
I rummaged through. “I really did want to see her, Miss. Ever so much.” I pushed my hands into my pockets. “It isn’t fair.”



I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud. Self-pity was not a trait to be admired, and homesickness was considered “sentimental
nonsense.” We were often reminded how disappointed our parents would be to learn that we were thinking only of ourselves,
but still, it was unfair that I couldn’t see Mummy, and I didn’t care that I’d said so.



Miss Kent asked me to join her at the window. We stood for a moment, side by side in silence. I wondered if she might place
a comforting arm around my shoulder, but she kept her arms stiffly folded and looked straight ahead.



“What do you see outside?” she asked.


I reached up onto my tiptoes. Beyond the window, several school servants, dressed in their uniforms of cropped black trousers
and a white blouse with knotted buttons, were busy with various tasks. “I can see Shu Lan carrying a basket of laundry. And
Wei Huan, with a rake and broom . . .” I trailed off as we watched them work.



Wei Huan, one of the school gardeners, had helped us with our Gardener badge for Brownies that summer. He called us his “Little
Flowers.” Shu Lan was less friendly and wasn’t very popular among the girls as a result. If we interrupted her before she’d
finished tidying our dorm, she would shoo us away with her hands, and mutter things at us in Chinese.



“Perhaps it isn’t fair that Shu Lan has to carry that heavy basket, full of our dirty bedsheets,” Miss Kent said. “Or perhaps
it isn’t fair for Wei Huan to sweep up the leaves that we walk over and kick into the air, for fun.”



I thought about my amah, one of many “little mothers” at the Mission compound in Shanghai, who’d helped with domestic chores
while our parents carried out their missionary work. Having our own servant had been a novelty when we’d first arrived from
England, but I hardly noticed them now. I certainly didn’t think about all the work they did to make our lives more comfortable.



“We might see them as the school’s servants, but that’s just their job,” Miss Kent continued. “They’re also somebody’s daughters
and sons, and no doubt they also receive disappointing news from time to time, and wish they could see their mothers more
often. Life isn’t always fair for them, either.”



When she was cross, Miss Kent spoke in a way that reminded me of brittle twigs snapping underfoot on autumn walks. I felt
my cheeks go red. Without giving me a ticking-off, she’d done exactly that.



“We all have to make the best of the circumstances we are given, Nancy,” she continued as she turned to face me, her expression
softening a little. “All things considered, I’d say we have plenty to be grateful for. Don’t you?”



I nodded, and bit my lip. “Yes, Miss.”


“Then we won’t need to discuss things being fair or not again, shall we?”


I shook my head and took Miss Kent’s handkerchief from my pocket to wipe my tears. The embroidered letters EK and HE had started to fray a little, but the fabric still carried the scent of roses and kindness, just as it had when Miss Kent
had first given it to me.



She let out a funny little gasp. “Gosh! So that’s where it went.”


“You gave it to me on the boat, remember? When we left Shanghai.” I thought about the promise she’d made to Mummy, to keep
a special eye on me during the journey to Chefoo. Miss Kent had given me the handkerchief to dry my tears as I stood beside
her at the railings. I’d waved madly to Mummy until she’d eventually disappeared beneath a sea of colorful rice-paper parasols
held by elegant ladies sheltering their faces from the sun. “I’m sorry, Miss,” I said as I held the handkerchief out to her
now. “I should have given it back.”



She hesitated before closing my fingers around it. “It’s yours now. Let it be a reminder that there’s always somebody worse
off, no matter how rotten things might seem.” She let her hand rest on mine for just a moment before folding her arms again.
“Now, run along.”



I forced a smile as I left the office and set off down the corridor.


“And pull your socks up, Nancy Plummer,” she called after me. “It’s impossible to feel cheerful with socks sagging around
your ankles like bread dough.”



I added the letter to the collection I kept in the tea caddy beneath my bed. It was almost full of letters and other special
things that reminded me of Mummy: a button from her coat, a photograph of us standing outside our house in England, the eye
of a peacock feather I’d found in the Pleasure Gardens in Shanghai. Simple mementos of time spent with her; precious treasures
while we were apart.



*  *  *

Even my best friend, Sprout, couldn’t cheer me up.


“It’s not the end of the world, Plum,” she said, using my nickname. She tucked a strand of wispy blond hair behind her sticky-out
ear and made herself go cross-eyed to make me laugh. “We’ll have plenty of fun. And you’ll see her in the spring.”



Sprout—given her nickname for being skinny as a bamboo stalk, and much taller than the rest of us—was from Connecticut, in
America, which made her fascinating to me, a freckled English girl who’d grown up in the Sussex countryside and enunciated
everything in Received Pronunciation. Sprout spoke with a lovely loose confidence that I envied and admired. Out of nearly
two hundred children who attended the school—mostly British nationals, a dozen or so Americans, and a handful of Canadians,
Australians, and Dutch—Dorothy “Sprout” Hinshaw was the funniest and most interesting person I’d ever met. She was also very
good at getting herself into trouble. I often wished I could be more like her, more American and carefree.



For once, I wasn’t in the mood for Brownies that evening. I tried not to let it show as we stood in our Fairy Ring and recited
the Brownie Promise, because as Sixer of Pixies, I had to set a good example to the rest of the girls. As we recited the familiar
words, I really did promise to do my best and serve my king and country and help other people, but a flush of shame rushed
to my cheeks when I promised to love my God. I wanted to, very much, but I had an awful lot of questions about Him that nobody
could ever answer, mostly about why He never answered my prayers to see Mummy. To make up for it, I squeezed my eyes shut
extra tight as we said the Amen.



I’d been a Pixie since joining the 2nd Chefoo Brownies in my first term. We were one of two Brownie Guide packs, and several
Girl Guide and Boy Scout groups at the school. I’d worked hard for Golden Bar, and the interest badges I’d sewn onto the sleeve
of my tunic—Booklover, Thrift, Musician, Gardener, Collector, and most recently, First Aider. Every badge earned was a source
of immense pride, each one a step toward becoming a Girl Guide. I was especially proud of the second yellow stripe I’d been
awarded recently to signify my appointment as Sixer.



Our Guide leaders, Miss Kent and Miss Butterworth, were known as Brown Owl and Tawny Owl during our meetings. They were different
at Brownies. Less strict. It was part of the reason we all enjoyed it so much.



“We’ll be doing Christmas paper craft this evening,” Brown Owl announced when we’d all sung our Six songs and she’d finished
inspecting our hands, nails, and hair. “I’ve asked Shu Lan to help. I’m sure you will all make her feel very welcome.”



We always admired the intricate “window flowers” Shu Lan made and hung at the dormitory windows every spring as symbols of
good fortune and happiness for the new season. She called them chuanghua. We watched in awe as she started to make delicate
paper snowflakes with the same skill and precision.



We did our best with our scissors, but our snowflakes were simple and clumsy, while Shu Lan’s were as beautiful as the real
thing. Only Mouse managed to make anything half decent.



“That’s ever so good,” I said, offering her an encouraging smile.


Joan “Mouse” Nuttall—nicknamed because she was always so quiet—muttered a “thank you.” I felt a little sorry for her, although
I’d never admitted it to anyone. Like a doll you’ve grown tired of playing with, most of the time I forgot she was there.



“You make many folds, and then, very carefully cutting,” Shu Lan explained as we all started again with a fresh piece of paper.


Sprout’s sister Connie, who was ever so grown-up, and styled her hair just like Princess Elizabeth, had once told us that
Shu Lan, and some of the other servants, had come to Chefoo as refugees from the city of Nanking, where something terrible
had happened a few years ago. She wouldn’t say what the terrible thing was, only that it was something to do with the Japanese
Imperial Army, and that lots of Chinese people had died rather horribly. I tried not to think about it as I watched Shu Lan
make her paper snowflakes. I found her fascinating. She was so beautiful I had to force myself not to stare, because that
was rude.



Apart from the local fishermen we often saw at the bay, and the occasional rickshaw puller rushing past the school gates,
the school servants were the only Chinese people we saw regularly. When the wind blew in the right direction, we could hear
the bells from the Buddhist temples, and from the upstairs dormitory windows we sometimes watched the little hongtou sampans on the bay, and the graceful junks with their bamboo sails spread wide like enormous wings. At harvesttime, we liked
to watch the farmers and their water buffalo working in the fields, bamboo hats shading the farmers from the baking sun, the
women pulling the ripe plants from the ground, often while carrying their babies on their backs. That was the China I’d imagined
when I’d looked in Edward’s atlas before we’d left England; the China I’d been so excited to visit. Part of me wanted to climb
over the school walls and run through the rice fields, to know what life was like for a ten-year-old Chinese girl.



While we worked, Miss Kent asked Shu Lan to tell us about her great-great-grandfather, an imperial metalsmith who’d made beautiful
jewelry using feathers from kingfisher wings.



“The feathers are placed close together, to look like enamel,” she explained. “The jewelry is very delicate.” She described
the elegant aristocrats—wives and daughters of emperors—who’d worn the treasured pieces. I enjoyed the story until we learned
that the kingfishers were captured in nets, their feathers taken from them while they were still alive in order to preserve
their beautiful blue color.



“But that’s cruel,” I said.


“And yet it is a Chinese tradition, and a highly valued skill,” Miss Kent countered. “We can’t simply dismiss things that
are unfamiliar to us as cruel, Nancy. We must learn to understand, and respect.”



Even so, I was relieved when Shu Lan explained that the activity was now illegal.


*  *  *

That night, I dreamed of lost things and of kingfishers trapped in a metalsmith’s net.


I was still dreaming when I was woken by the sound of an airplane. The dormitory was dark as I crept out of bed and tiptoed
to the window. The floorboards were cold. They creaked beneath my bare feet.



As I opened the shutter, a Japanese plane flew low over the school chapel and headed out across the bay. In the distance,
a line of soldiers marched toward a truck. The Japanese army had occupied the city of Chefoo a year before I’d arrived at
the school, so I was used to seeing the soldiers coming and going on operations against their enemy. We understood that Britain
wasn’t at war with Japan, so although it was unusual for one of their planes to fly so close to the school, I hardly gave
it a moment’s thought and turned my attention instead to the fat snowflakes tumbling from the sky. I pressed my forehead to
the glass, delighted by the spectacle. 



I watched until I began to shiver from the cold and climbed back into bed. I pulled the sheets up to my nose, wrapped my arms
around myself, and listened to the soft patter of snow at the window. I imagined Mummy lying awake somewhere, too, remembering
a time when we’d watched the snow together, missing me so much that her bones ached. I wished, more than anything, that I
was with her and not stuck at school, and hoped I would see her in the spring.


But wishes and hopes are fragile things easily crushed by the marching boots of enemy soldiers.
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