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1

The Pedlar’s Pony


Becky lay still, her eyes adjusting to the shifting light of a morning arriving. Coughs, snores, cries and the wheezing of weakened chests echoed through the Derry workhouse. A tear escaped and she hurriedly wiped it away. Her mam’s cloth sewing bag was clutched in her other hand, and Mam’s boots were in the bed with her. ‘Sorry, Mam,’ she whispered, ‘but I’m not for staying here. And I won’t let the others either — I will find a way out for them, just not right now.’ Felix’s letter was tucked in the bodice of her petticoat. She could feel the paper against her skin as she slipped out from under the thin blanket. The soles of Mam’s boots knocked together as she knotted the laces and hung them about her neck.

‘Becky?’

‘A leanbh, shush now – sleep.’ She was terrified her younger sister would fully wake and scream out, ‘Becca’s running away!’

‘I love you, Molly. I can’t take you with me, but one day we will be together again, I promise you that,’ she said, softly kissing her sister’s forehead, then quietly backing away.

She sent a silent prayer to her two younger brothers, asleep in the men’s part of the building, and her heart ached for the long days ahead of them, pulling apart old rope and being fed bad Indian grain instead of Mam’s delicious colcannan. She crept out of the girls’ dormitory, down the stairs and into the street.

‘Can you tell me which way to Belfast?’ she asked the first person she saw.

The man lifted his hat and scratched his head. ‘Well, I don’t know that you’d be wanting to start from here.’

Smelling the poteen, Becky realised he was drunk. Red-eyed and swaying, he’d not be able to help her.


Panicking, she moved on quickly. Which way? Where to go?

‘Why’d you have to go and die, Mam? Why?’ Left, right, blindly running in anger. Angry with Da for going to look for work and never returning. Angry at Felix for taking to the sea and his letter coming too late to change anything.

‘Slippers, needles, shawls, sheets, scissors from your friendly Saul.’

The voice stopped her in her tracks. The Jewish pedlar. Twice a year he knocked on the doors of the factory row houses where she’d lived, selling his wares, sharpening knives and mending pots. The streets were too narrow to bring his pony with him, though. It was like a sign from heaven. She slowed and made her way to the corner. There he was in the distance. She mustn’t be far from home, then. Not that it was home anymore. The shirt factory had turned them all out as soon as Mam died, and had refused to give Becky work even though she was ten, because of the new labour laws.

The day was brightening. Saul, a large basket on his back and another in his arms, turned the corner. ‘Slippers, needles, shawls …’

Her bare feet were stinging with cold and turning numb as she made her way to the Black Swan, her surroundings now familiar.

‘Rebecca Kelly, you’re a wilful girl, but I didn’t raise you to be a thief.’ Clear as anything her mam’s voice spoke inside her head. Her heart beat faster. ‘I have to, Mam.’ Felix’s ship would be in Belfast any day now and she had no money for the train. She had to get there. ‘I’m not stealing it, Mam, I’m only for borrowing it.’

‘Please don’t let him be stabled.’ Luck was on her side: the inn was so busy that the stable boy had only had time to tie the pony loosely to the gate rail. Quickly Becky began untying the halter rope.

‘Oi, what are ye doing?’ the stable boy demanded, appearing at her side.

Becky lifted the reins of the bridle. ‘Taking the Russian his pony. For sure can’t you see with your own eyes what I’m doing?’

‘He was only just for leaving,’ said the stable boy.

‘Well he changed his mind, and I don’t get the penny if I don’t bring the pony.’ Becky began to walk off, and the pony, used to being led, followed.

‘A penny? Taken for a fool, you were. I’ve sixpence for the stabling of him.’

‘Rather a fool with a penny than a genius with nothing,’ she laughed and continued to walk away, willing herself not to panic. ‘Dear sweet Jesus,’ she prayed softly, ‘let me get away with this, let the pony know how we get to Belfast, and don’t let me fall off and kill myself before we even cross the River Foyle.’
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The Albert Clock


Hours later the sun was high in the sky behind the thick clouds that had followed them all the way from Derry. Becky’s plait beat time against her back with every hoofbeat. Her hands were sweaty and blistered from the crude rope bridle.

To take her mind off her hunger and thirst, she chanted, ‘Queen of Nations, Queen of Nations, his ship is called the Queen of Nations.’ There was no point taking Felix’s letter out again, for she couldn’t read it. What with minding her younger sister and brothers, she hadn’t often gone to the free Sunday afternoon classes taught by the nuns. Far better to be helping Mam with the sprigging on fine linen shirts.

‘Please, let me get to the ship before Felix leaves forever,’ Becky said to the animal’s neck. The letter had been sent several weeks ago, but it was only the day before that Becky had found someone to read it to her. Felix’s signature was all she truly recognised. The words themselves had leapt about the page, teasing her.

Becky dug her heels into the flanks of the pony, urging it on, trying not to feel guilty. ‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t bring them with me, Mam, but I had to take this chance, which must have come from the angels themselves.’ Her mam’s voice spoke firmly in her mind: ‘Rebecca Kelly, it wasn’t the angels – you did as you wished, as you always have.’

‘You’d have done the same, Mammy, to save us all from the workhouse – don’t tell me you wouldn’t have,’ her shouted words echoed back to her, turning the sweat upon her skin cold with worry that some other traveller might hear. Hopefully moving closer to the road when she’d realised the pony couldn’t cross a railway bridge wasn’t the mistake that would catch her as a horse thief.


The pony cantered unchecked through the day and into the night. Tired, and sensing her distress, he started to whinny and toss his head. She slowed him to a walk and shushed softly to quiet him. Sliding from his back, she led the animal to a stream to drink. She bent to drink the chilly water, too, then washed the grit from her hands, the raw skin stinging where her blisters had now broken. Tears falling, Becky felt lower than she thought it was possible to feel. The pony nudged her. ‘I know, I know.’ In spite of her tiredness, Becky clambered onto the animal’s back, ‘Gee up, boy – I fear we’ve a long way still to go.’ Beside them the stream was a whispering trail of light leading them to the Belfast docks and, hopefully, to Felix.
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‘Wake up! Come on now, child. The clock will strike the hour soon and we’ll be moved on.’ Becky tried to shrug the voice away, she was so very tired and cold, but a firm pinch opened her eyes. ‘Ow!’

The woman standing over her smiled, showing gaps where teeth used to be. Becky rubbed her arm and looked around. It was near dawn, the sky having lightened since she’d left the pony as close to town as she dared before walking the rest of the way wearily on foot.

‘You can’t be resting here. All sorts round here, and it’s no place for yourself.’

‘I’m looking for my brother’s ship. The Queen of Nations.’

‘Well it won’t be sailing from beneath the Albert Clock now, will it? Clarenden Dock is that way.’ The woman pointed.

Fully awake now, Becky could smell the salt on the air, hear the early morning sounds of a town stirring, gulls calling, a bell ringing. She tried to stand, but her legs were unsteady, and she would have fallen if the woman hadn’t caught her. ‘Ach, you’ve nothing to stand for and everything to fall for, haven’t ye?’

‘Buy a Telegraph? Stabbing in the Falls last night.’ A paper boy waved his pages in front of them.

‘Alfie, ye can see I’ve got my hands full here.’

Becky leaned against the woman and thought she could smell Mam for a moment, before regaining her balance and straightening up. Thankfully Mam’s boots were still about her neck, the sewing bag at her feet, and a hand to her chest brought the comforting crinkle of Felix’s letter. ‘Thank you, I’m all right now.’

The clock in the tower above chimed the hour. ‘A long life to you,’ the woman said as she hurried away.

‘Buy a paper?’ Alfie asked, following Becky as she walked towards the docks.

‘I’ve not a coin in the world, and the only news I’m wanting for is that the Queen of Nations hasn’t yet sailed.’

‘Is she a clipper, barque, sloop …?’

Becky’s face fell. A ship was a ship wasn’t it?

‘Just joking with ye. The harbour’s full to bursting, so you can have any ship ye like.’

‘My brother is on the Queen. We’re sailing to New Zealand.’

‘New Zealand, that’s a far long way. Emigrating then?’

‘Yes,’ Becky said, firmly crossing her fingers.

‘What’s your brother’s name?’

‘Felix, Felix Kelly.’

‘Aww, why not a name less common? If ye wander about the wharf calling out for a Kelly, they’ll all be replying.’

‘But I’ve got to find him. Will you help me?’

Alfie grinned, ‘Why not? We’ve just crossed the Queen’s square, so let’s see if I can’t find her ship. See ya!’ he called as he ran off, his bag stuffed full of papers sailing out behind him.

‘Wait! How will you find me again?’

He turned back and pointed at three great balls hanging on a building. ‘Pawnbrokers in a wee while, eh?’

Becky hoped he could find Felix, for if he couldn’t, what would become of her?
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The Luck of the Irish


Becky’s stomach growled as she waited outside the pawnbrokers. Mam’s pearl brooch, the only thing of value the Kelly family had left to its name, was pinned to the waistband of her petticoat. ‘Mam, should I?’ Perhaps it could fetch enough to send for the little ones? The ghost of her mother was now silent. As Becky put her hand to the door, there was shouting in the street.

‘Mammy, I amn’t – you can’t make me!’ A boy was protesting to a woman carrying a baby.

‘Patrick! You’re troubling me more than that tooth is troubling you.’


‘It can fall out of its own will.’

A smaller child peeked out from behind the stout woman and joined the argument: ‘Patrick naughty.’

‘Be quiet, Martha.’

The baby in the mother’s arms began to fuss, and the mother changed the position of the child on her hip. Despite the cold day she looked very hot and bothered. ‘Patrick Walker, if we were not about to travel from one side of the world to the other I’d happily allow that tooth to grow wings if it could, but it’s coming out and it’s the dentist for you.’

The boy looked as though he was about to obey, but as his foot was near to cross the step he turned and ran down the street. Towards Becky.

No one should speak to their mam like that, she thought as she swiftly put out her foot. The boy sprawled across the cobbled street, grazing his hands and hitting his chin soundly on the hard stones.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’ cried the mother, rushing to her son. Becky automatically reached out to take the young child from her, as she had done so often for Mam. The wee girl stopped at Becky’s side.

‘Patrick, you eejit boy, you’re bleeding. How could you fall like that?’

‘I didn’t fall! She tripped me.’

Becky clucked at the baby in her arms. ‘For sure, I believe you tripped.’ On your own tongue, she thought.

‘Patrick. Apologise at once.’

‘I will not.’

‘A piece o’ twine and I can take that tooth out for you, missus. Save on the dentist.’ Becky jigged the baby up and down. They looked at the bleeding Patrick, who was feeling in his mouth carefully.

Mrs Walker swayed a little as she stood, and Becky steadied her. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m sure I will be, thank you. I had been going to stay aboard our ship, but Patrick needed the dentist, thank the Lord the man’s a cousin to us, and I had to bring these two along as well. Our servant Alice is—Oh goodness, that’s no story for you. Here, let me take young Robert from you.’

Becky handed over the baby.

‘I found him – no trouble at all!’ It was Alfie – and Felix! Turning away from the horrid boy and his family, sure she’d never see them again, thank goodness, Becky stepped into Felix’s outstretched arms. How tall and broad he was now, with tanned and weathered skin, and shaving, like Da.

‘Becky, what’s happened? Why are you here?’

‘Oh, Felix.’ Becky poured out the whole story, except the part about stealing the pony, with the paper boy still there with ears as big as pitchers.

‘Mam died? And the babby as well? The little ones are in the workhouse? Da’s not returned?’

Becky wiped her eyes with the heels of her hands, ‘Take me with you to New Zealand. I’m not for the workhouse – I’m not!’

‘I can’t, Becky. The ship has taken passengers and also a load of emigrants, but they’ve all had to pay their fare or have it paid for them. There are some single lasses, but none under fifteen years old, and you’re but ten—’

‘Nearly eleven! I’m coming with you. We can make a new life in New Zealand. You can hide me on board.’

Felix thought for a moment. ‘Even if I could, you wouldn’t go unnoticed for long, and I’ll be working. As it is I’ve taken a risk leaving the ship without permission.’


‘I don’t want to cause any trouble.’

Alfie coughed theatrically beside them. ‘If you don’t mind me making a suggestion?’

‘What is it?’

‘That woman you was talking to, and her husband, they’ve been looking for their maid for the past two days … pestering everyone high and low …’

‘Alfie, you shouldn’t be selling the papers – you should be a reporter for all you see.’ Felix smiled widely and dropped some coins into Alfie’s upturned palm.

Becky’s eyes widened. ‘Felix, I …’

‘I should have recognised them: they boarded yesterday. Becky, you could be their maid!’

‘But Felix—’

‘What luck, I’ve spoken with the man already. He’s an orchardist – from Armagh I think, before he lost his land.’

Becky tugged at her brother’s arm, ‘I don’t think—’

‘Where did they go, we’ll find them at once.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Now, what was their name?’

‘Walker,’ mumbled Becky.


‘That’s right – Walker! So you’re acquainted already – that’s grand news!’ Felix took her hand. ‘We’ll find Mr Walker and see what he says.’

Towing Becky behind him, an unwilling anchor, Felix fought his way through the throngs to find Mr Walker. The same Kelly determination that had allowed Becky to steal a horse and ride over sixty miles flowed in his blood also. She thought she could hear Mam laughing: ‘You’ve made your bed, Rebecca Kelly, now lie in it.’
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Setting Sail


The call to cast off came early that afternoon. Mrs Walker, resting on her bunk below, had said she didn’t need to see Ireland to say goodbye to it. Mr Walker and Patrick were arguing further along the railing.

‘I don’t want to berth with the single men.’

‘It’s all arranged, Patrick.’

‘So she gets my place and I have to share with strangers?’

‘Paddy, you’re twelve, so they’ve transferred your status.’

Becky tried not to listen, and pointed out the Queen’s features to Martha and James. ‘Look up at the flag – see, the red one, swallow-tailed with the white star.’ She gazed around the smart ship in awe. It looked truly lovely with its carved shield figurehead, green painted sides and all the spars and blocks bright and white on the dull day.

‘She’s twelve – why can’t she be with the single women?’

‘That’s enough, Patrick. Your mother needs the help.’

Mr Walker sounded angry, and Becky wished Patrick would just leave it be. The little ones had only now stopped crying that their beloved maid, Alice, wasn’t coming. Where she might be, nobody knew.

Robert, a chubby one-year-old, grew heavy in her arms as she watched those ashore waving handkerchiefs and caps to farewell those on board.

The vessel tipped and swayed as the ropes were untied from the bollards and thrown aboard. To keep their balance, children held on to the coarse cloth of their father’s trousers or their mother’s skirts. The ship’s sails would not be unfurled until the steamer tug had towed it to the end of the Victoria Channel.


The yeasty scent of the breweries mingled with the salty air and the basket girls’ fresh fish. Hawkers on the dock were selling salted meats, shells and even brooms; although why anybody would want a broom on a ship, Becky couldn’t imagine.

They watched the city passing, at first slowly and then more swiftly. She lifted her face to the sky, and there above her was Felix on the spars with the rest of the crew. A smile spread across her face. What an adventure! For the first time in days she felt full – full of hope with the promise of a fair wage, full of belly thanks to Mrs Walker’s meal of bread and cold meat, and full of joy to be with Felix again.

‘I shall write in my diary every day,’ a voice further down the railing exclaimed.

‘Will you write in a diary, Becky?’ asked James.

‘I’ve no diary with me.’ And if she’d had a diary, a boring account it would make, with only her name in it, as that was all she could write.

‘I can write,’ said James. ‘J-A-M-E-S, James.’

‘For sure, aren’t you the cleverest seven-year-old aboard?’ Becky smiled.

‘No, I’m cleverest.’


‘You can’t write, Martha, you’re only four.’

The call to ‘Cast off the gallant sheet port and starboard’ was repeated back as the crew at the bow and stern of the ship began hauling on ropes. The tug was left behind as the sails unfurled and snapped to attention on the breeze.

‘Look, Martha, we’re nearly to the Irish Sea, and then sailing away we will be.’

‘You made a song, Becky,’ laughed James.

Becky marvelled at the noise; the creak and groan of timber, the crackle of the fine-cut canvas, the clucking of hens and geese in the crates lashed to the bucket rail. All this accompanied by the whistles and commands to the crew and the quiet murmurings of the emigrants.

‘Give me my brother – you’re like to drop him overboard while you’re looking at clouds.’ Patrick took little Robert from her. ‘Strange one, you, grinning like a loon to be leaving your home forever. You’re soft in the head, you are.’

‘I amn’t!’

‘I know you tripped me.’

Becky didn’t reply. Patrick had a swollen cheek from the pulled tooth, and had hardly eaten a thing earlier. She felt guilty about the graze on his chin, but he shouldn’t have been so rude to his mam, especially as she was going to have a baby – though please God not until we reach New Zealand, thought Becky.

The shore became a shadow of purple in the late afternoon, and the motion of the vessel increased. Becky’s stomach felt queasy and her head as though it was filled with air. James and Martha didn’t understand why the people around them were sad, and were jumping up and down in excitement.

Becky felt anxious about the change that the emigration man had made on the ship list from Alice McCall, servant, 19 years, Armagh to Rebecca Kelly, servant, 12 years, Londonderry, officially making her an assisted immigrant. Hopefully her wages together with Felix’s would be enough to send for Molly and the boys as soon they were settled in New Zealand.

‘I’ll take this fellow back to his mother.’ Mr Walker took the baby and went below. Left with Patrick, Becky was about to ignore him entirely when she remembered how long the journey would be.


‘Patrick, shall we line up?’ A queue had formed where the third mate was ladling out water, and now others were coming up from below with their pails, tins and buckets.

‘You might be older than me, but you’re not the boss of me.’

Becky was about to tell Patrick that she wasn’t older than him, when she remembered Felix had fibbed about her age.

‘You’re only a girl, and a nuisance girl at that.’ Patrick snatched James and Martha’s hands from Becky’s grip and joined the line. Helping with the children would be easy if Patrick kept taking charge of them, she thought, as she nimbly made her way down to the t’ween deck for their buckets.

‘You’ll be told your mess group tomorrow,’ grunted the sailor as he filled the buckets. Patrick took one and Becky the other, James and Martha helping keep them steady as they carried them back to the bunks.

‘I’ll take you forward, Paddy,’ said Mr Walker, fetching the lamp and leading Patrick to where the single men were berthed.

Even though the warm bodies of Martha and James beside her were not her own brothers’ and sister’s, it was a comfort to share the scratchy and slightly damp straw mattress with them. If I did have a diary, she thought, today I would write that the twenty-first of March 1874 is the beginning of my new life on board the Queen of Nations.

When the call for ‘lights out’ was made at ten that night, Becky thought she’d sleep straight away after all she’d been through, but the sounds of other people kept her awake. Many were groaning with seasickness, some crying, talking or softly singing to their children, and a noisy game of cards was underway.

‘You’ve experience with childbirth, your brother said?’ Mr Walker’s voice startled her.

‘Yes,’ she answered, sleep now impossible as she relived that terrible last night with Mam. It was the early hours of the morning before finally, exhausted, she slept.
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5

The Invisible Diary


‘Rebecca, wake up!’ called Mrs Walker. So began Becky’s life as a servant, which turned out not to be so very different from being at home with Mam. First, after Mrs Walker had fed him, there was Robert to change, then his soiled napkins put in a bucket for washing with sea water drawn up from overboard by one of the willing crew. With the motion of the ship the bucket would not stay still, and Becky’s petticoats and skirt were soon soaked.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, child,’ scolded Mrs Walker, ‘let’s be having you into some dry things.’

‘I have no other things, Mrs Walker,’ said Becky.


‘Well, we’ll have to see what’s in our main trunk of Alice’s that might fit, but it won’t be brought up again for three weeks. For now, let’s see what we can do with my shawl and a bit of imagination.’

The shawl became a skirt of sorts, and Rebecca carefully transferred Mam’s brooch to it so as not to lose it.

‘Becky, what’s that new fashion you’re wearing?’ called Felix when he saw her on deck. But he was cross when he heard her story. ‘We could have found you some things in Belfast. My old oilskin trousers could do you. I grew out of them almost before I paid for them – they’re good as new.’

‘I can’t wear trousers!’

‘You can and ye will, Rebecca Kelly. Mam would never forgive me if you died o’ cold. I’ll bring them down later. The steward said you might need this as well when we reach the Southern Ocean,’ Felix pulled the woollen cap over her long, dark hair.

‘You look quite the sailor, Becky.’

‘You’re the sailor, Felix, although I’m glad not to be seasick. Mrs Walker has been struck down, and Mr Walker with her, even the little ones are lying as limp as cabbage leaves.’

‘About your watch, Kelly!’ yelled a black man with a gold tooth glinting in his mouth and a gold earring swinging from his ear. As he headed toward the fo’c’sle, Felix laughed, ‘Don’t worry, Becky, his bark is worse than his bite. He gave me the cap for you.’

Muster was called with a whistle and a shout, and all those who were able assembled on deck to be addressed by Captain Donald, the chief officer and Dr Allnutt, the surgeon.

Becky, swallowed up by the crowd on deck, was grateful that the written instructions posted about the ship were being read out by the captain. Not being able to read was no excuse if you broke a rule.

‘The rules of the ship are displayed prominently for all. I will tolerate no disorder and expect the rules to be followed. There will be no smoking below, no …’

‘There you are! You should be helping Mam.’ Patrick appeared at her elbow.

‘Your mam doesn’t need any help lying ill on her mattress,’ answered Becky.

‘Daily after breakfast, below will be made ready for inspection in a clean and …’


Patrick pulled Becky aside, ‘What kind of maid are you? The buckets need emptying again. They’re all throwing up down there.’

‘Then why didn’t you do it?’

‘All steerage passengers may promenade on the poop deck only between …’

‘Because it’s your job.’

‘Dancing is permitted at the same time, but so as not to impede those walking …’

Becky gritted her teeth and hurried below.

‘Becky, I feel sick,’ said Martha, when Becky made it to the bunks. James had thrown up in the bed, Mrs Walker was as yellow as bleached bone, and Mr Walker the light green of bad cheese. Becky breathed through her mouth so she wouldn’t throw up herself. Thank goodness the first inspection is tomorrow, she thought. Taking on the brisk behavior of Mam when there was nothing to eat and nothing to burn, she turned to Mr Walker, ‘I’ll thank you to take this bucket above, while I sort out this mess.’

Mr Walker took off slowly with Martha. Becky then took a bottle of vinegar from the Walkers’ sturdy carpet bag, dampened a cloth with it, and wiped Robert and James’s faces, then turned to do the same for Mrs Walker.

‘Thank you, Rebecca.’

‘You’ll feel so much better if you come above for some fresh air.’

‘I will try, Rebecca.’

The rest of the day passed in a blur, retrieving the washing, changing nappies, fetching water, and learning that the Walkers’ bunks and the two to each side of them formed their mess group and that their days for firing bread and cakes would be Tuesday and Thursday. It was another black mark against her with Patrick that he wasn’t in their group now that Becky was berthed with his family instead of him.

Before lights-out, James and Martha demanded a story, so Becky recited the day’s events from her invisible diary.

When they were fast asleep, Becky continued to speak softly: ‘I am the queen aboard the Queen of Nations. My subjects are the Walker family, the McGlaughlin family, the Rudds and the Harris family’, for they were all members of Mess Group Nine, numbering eight adults and fifteen children.


‘Not too much of a queen, I hope, to put our Maria in with you, for sure she kicks with her feet like a donkey,’ said Mrs Harris.

The adults laughed. Becky shut her mouth quickly; Mrs Harris could keep Maria’s hard little heels to herself.
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6

The Porridge Pot


‘Becky, are you awake?’ Felix was shaking her shoulder gently. Immediately her eyes popped open and she rubbed the sleepy dust from their corners. He put a finger to his lips. ‘Come with me – the sun is rising and we may see Cape Finisterre.’

Becky scrambled out of the bunk. After two weeks at sea, many were stirring as they’d got used to the captain’s six o’clock wake time. Standing with her brother at the rail, Becky felt happy despite the demands of the Walkers, her fears for her siblings, and the constant movement of the ship.

‘See there – the light?’


‘I see it. Felix … I’ve something to tell you.’

‘What is it?’

‘Have you not wondered how I got myself from Derry to the ship?’

‘I have.’

Becky took a deep breath. ‘I stole a man’s horse.’

‘Becky, you never did!’

‘For sure I did, and I amn’t sorry for it neither. I would never have made it, but for that pony.’

Felix hugged his sister close. ‘I’m forgetting you said such a thing and we’ll not speak of it again.’

Relief flooded through her. ‘How did you come to be on this ship, Felix?’ she asked.

‘My first ship was a steamer to America. Captain Donald likes music under sail and heard me playing in the street in Liverpool when I returned.’ He yawned loudly. ‘Sorry, Becky. I was middle watch and only stayed awake to show you the sunrise. It’s a beat for the island of Madeira now. I’m for my bunk.’

Becky watched him go, then turned back to the view.

‘There you are! Mrs Harris is in the galley making breakfast and Mam’s still too poorly to help. It’s time you earned your wages.’

‘Patrick!’ gasped Becky. Where had he appeared from? Had he overheard her confession to Felix? ‘I’m coming,’ she said.

By some poor chance, Patrick was in Mess Group Ten, so they were at the stoves together.

‘Don’t you think you should stir it faster?’

‘Don’t you think you should worry about your own pot, Patrick?’ Becky stirred the oats slightly faster.

‘Don’t you think you need more water?’

‘Don’t you think it’s a fine day to be quiet?’ Annoyed that Patrick was right, Becky turned away to scoop some more of the precious fresh water. Mrs Harris had left her to make sure the porridge didn’t scorch while she fetched everyone with their bowls.

‘Make sure you salt it properly.’

‘I will!’ Becky snatched the waxed packet from Patrick and added salt. What a luxury. The Harrises and the Walkers had brought aboard extra food to add to the ship provisions. There was even syrup!

‘Ready.’ Becky smiled at Mrs Harris and began spooning out the porridge. After scraping the pot clean for her own bowl, little Robert’s and Mrs Walker’s, Becky bowed her head for the blessing. Mrs Walker had barely risen from her bed since they’d left Belfast, and Becky was in the habit of taking their plates to them.

‘Come on now, Robert – open wide.’ Becky pushed the spoon into the baby’s mouth. He grimaced and swallowed it down.

‘Urggh!’ exclaimed Mrs Walker screwing up her face as she tasted the first spoonful.

‘What’s wrong?’ Becky lifted her own spoon to her mouth.

‘Salt! Oh my.’ Mrs Walker hurriedly bent to the slops bucket and retched.

Becky licked at the porridge tentatively. Oh no – the porridge was ruined.

Mr Walker appeared with the children crying behind him. ‘You stupid girl! Good food gone to waste!’

Becky could feel the tears welling in her eyes, but she wouldn’t cry, she wouldn’t. ‘I’m sorry – I put in only a little salt.’

‘A little? There’s more salt in this bowl than in the ocean itself,’ exclaimed Mrs Harris, who had appeared with her children and husband, and all of them complaining. ‘I’d already salted it, girl.’

Mrs Walker pushed her bowl into Becky’s hands and lay down again.

Becky bowed her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t worry, half my mess are sick so won’t be eating – you can share ours,’ said Patrick, who had followed.

‘Thank you, Patrick. We won’t say no, son.’

‘Becky made bad porridge,’ complained Martha.

‘She’s a useless servant – we should get rid of her as soon as we arrive in New Zealand,’ Patrick said as the disgruntled group left with him.

‘But … but …’ Becky began to defend herself, but what could she say? Then Robert threw up. On him, on her, and on the bedding. She wiped him as best she could and tucked him next to Mrs Walker, then started pulling up the mattress to take on deck and sluice.

‘Terrible servant,’ she muttered. ‘That’s because I’m not a servant, I’m a girl. Mam, I wish you’d taught me to be a better cook.’ Thinking of Mam made her chest hurt so much she wanted to cry, but there was nowhere on this floating wooden jail to be alone.
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By the end of the day, when they were settling into their bunks again, Mrs Harris made a joke of it. ‘Tonight, in your invisible book, Rebecca, do you think you might tell the magic porridge-pot story?’

‘Oh leave the girl alone,’ said Mrs Walker. ‘For sure haven’t we all halved a potato more than once in our lives?’

In the dark, where they couldn’t be seen, Becky’s tears fell until they pooled in her ears. She was sure she’d only put a little in, so how had the mixture become so salty?
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7

The Handsome Prince


‘Ooh, Becky, look at your neat work!’

Because Felix had lied about Becky’s age, she couldn’t attend the school on deck and was expected to help the single women with the shirts. At this rate she’d never learn to read or write.

‘Me mam taught me. I often did her sprigging when she was too tired.’ A memory came of Mam laughing at Becky’s temper as she pulled stitches out, unhappy that hers weren’t as beautiful as Mam’s. ‘They’re for one of the cabin passengers,’ Becky said of the handkerchief she was embroidering. She was grateful to Felix for arranging the job, as the Walkers hadn’t paid her tuppence so far, despite their promises.

‘I’ve a fine piece of linen I’d like to see something special on,’ said Isabella Sinclair, the needlewoman in charge of the shirt-making. Becky beamed with pride. Isabella was as fine as anyone at stitching, so her compliment was true. ‘I wouldn’t be able to pay you anything, though,’ she added. Becky nodded: nobody on this ship claimed to have a note or coin on them. When she’d told Felix about Mam’s brooch, he’d insisted she keep it hidden, especially after she thought her things had been gone through.

When the talk turned to the single men on board, Becky concentrated upon her needlework.

‘He’s a bricklayer, from Fermanagh.’

‘Danced a polka with him last night – his feet are like bricks, too!’

‘I’m glad I took a turn with Moses McNickle, then. For a ploughman he’s light on his feet, and his collars are always clean.’

‘My heart is for the groom,’ announced Eliza McDonald.

The women laughed at the joke, for Eliza was fifteen and the only groom on board thirty-three. Matilda, her sister, said sourly, ‘Oh, you’re always for cracking yourself up, Eliza. Groom being husband and groom of a horse indeed. When we arrive in Maori Land you’ll settle for the first lad with a flashy waistcoat.’

‘If a man can gentle a horse, he can gentle a woman.’ The women all laughed.

This talk of horses was making Becky uncomfortable, when suddenly the ship shifted and everyone started shrieking in fright. It rolled back again soon enough, and the seamstresses looked at one another in silence.

‘Well, go on, Becky. Find out from that handsome brother of yours what’s happening with the weather ahead,’ said Eliza.

Becky packed away her work and wondered at Eliza’s comment. Perhaps Felix was a handsome lad, but he would not be walking out with a servant girl like Eliza McDonald of Tyrone. Not if I can help it, thought Becky.

She found Felix easily, although his verdict – ‘Storm ahead, we’re shortening the sail on Captain’s orders’ – was unnecessary, as she could see for herself the darkening sky and the black water with angry white caps. The wind whipped her hair about her face. Satisfied with his reply of ‘Who’s Eliza McDonald?’, Becky headed quickly below again. It would be a long night.
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‘Come above, Mrs Walker. Madeira is beautiful! Come and see the little white houses and the yellow government buildings, and the green trees and steep, rocky hills. Please try.’

Becky hoped the sight of land would have Mrs Walker up from her bed. She’d spent most of the journey lying down because it made her feel better, but her legs were swollen and Becky was certain she should try to get up.

Mrs Walker would need her strength when the child eventually came. For, even though her mam had said ‘Having a babby isn’t an illness, it’s as natural as breathing, Becky’, they’d walked the floor of their cottage endlessly during her mam’s terrible last labour.


‘See to Martha and James, Rebecca. I’ll be all right here with wee Robert.’ Mrs Walker lay listless on the bunk. In the end Becky left her there with Robert happily sucking on his toes.

‘Becky, I pulled up the bucket!’ James spotted her at once. ‘The black man with the gold tooth held me, and we dropped the bucket and pulled it up full again.’

‘That is an adventure, James. Aren’t you lucky? Where’s Martha?’

‘I have Martha. Some servant you are, running off doing whatever you want instead of taking care of them as you should be,’ Patrick sneered at her.

‘That’s not fair. Your da brought them above, he was going to see Dr Allnutt—’

Felix sauntered past with his fiddle, and pointed the bow at Patrick. ‘Keep a face on you like that when the wind changes and you’ll have it forever.’

‘She needs to keep a better watch on these two – they could have fallen overboard.’

Felix ignored Patrick. ‘We’ll be hard beating to Funchal Bay now.’ With that, he hurried off to the poop deck to play the jaunty tunes the captain liked.
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Late the next afternoon the ship was close enough to signal. Felix explained what was happening to Becky, James and Martha. Patrick stood off to one side, close enough to hear, but pretending he wasn’t interested.

‘There’s the flag gone up to signal that we want to come ashore. If they say yes, then we’ll put a boat down and meet the harbour master and doctor about a hundred yards off. If they say everyone is healthy enough, they’ll transfer to the harbor master’s boat. It’s a pound each.’

‘A pound!’ Patrick and Becky exclaimed.

‘That’s the Portuguese for you. Oh ho – we’ve got the all-clear. See the flag?’

Becky pulled Felix aside. ‘Every penny I have is for getting Molly and the boys out of that workhouse.’

‘I know. I’m to stay aboard anyway. The steward is going to bring back some extra provisions for us – and fruit, Becky, fruit that you’ve never had before!’

‘We want to go in the little boat,’ James and Martha pleaded.


Becky crouched down. ‘Shall we go and see if Mrs Harris’s brack is baked, and have a piece while it’s hot?’ Patrick sighed and followed along behind to get the hot sultana-bread treat.
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With the ship anchored and those who could afford it still ashore, the remaining passengers had a merry dance that night. Becky danced with Mr Walker and with the groom Eliza had mentioned. She carried Martha on her hip in a reel, and swung James in a circle. Mrs Walker felt well enough to come above, and sat watching everyone with little Robert on her knee. Felix played his fiddle, someone a tin whistle, and someone else a flute; even a comb with a piece of paper joined the orchestra.

The night was warm, lanterns lit, fresh water had been brought aboard, and Felix hadn’t been wrong about the fruit. The tastes, textures and strange appearances intrigued Mr Walker. ‘Do you think this will grow in New Zealand?’ he asked everybody of the sweet mandarins that were Becky’s favourite, next to the succulent dates and the strange custardy fruit with big black seeds. All too soon their small portion was gone, but Felix said oranges, tangelos and mandarins would be given to those who needed them along the way, and a supply of lime juice was on board as well.

‘Tell us the invisible diary, Becky,’ begged James and Martha when they had settled into their bunk.

‘Today is the ninth of April 1874. And I, Rebecca Kelly, am the Queen of the Queen of Nations.’

‘And I’m your princess sister.’

‘You’re my sister, Martha,’ James protested.

‘We have seen the volcanic island of Madeira,’ continued Becky firmly, because if they started bickering she wouldn’t get a word in. ‘I have danced with a handsome prince.’

‘That’s me – I’m the prince.’ James tugged on her plait to confirm it. Becky suddenly didn’t know what to say, or even why she’d said she’d danced with a prince. Her cheeks grew hot. Patrick had danced with her, much to her surprise, and he hadn’t stood on her bare toes once. He hadn’t even said anything mean. ‘Enough of the invisible diary – what’s the best thing you did today?’

‘Ate a banana!’ shouted Martha.

‘Pulled up the water in a bucket!’ shouted James even louder.

‘Shut those brats up or I’ll come and do it for you!’ shouted somebody a few bunks over.

Becky ignored them, far better to remain silent if you had nothing good to say. ‘James, stop tickling my leg.’ Becky didn’t mind too much sharing the bunk, but she hated being tickled.

‘I’m not tickling your leg.’

‘Martha?’

‘No.’

‘Arggghh, it’s a rat!’

The lantern light showed a fat, furry creature scampering from Becky’s leg to Martha, who sat up in fright and began screaming. Mr and Mrs Walker hurried below to see what was happening. Mrs Walker grabbed a broom and began beating at the floor in a fury, trying to kill the horrible animal. Mr Walker, carrying Robert, tried to keep out of the way. Others joined in as the rat ran to and fro looking for an escape.


‘He’s done for!’ a shout came back.

Mrs Walker leaned heavily on the broom. ‘My, that was an effort.’

‘It was lovely to see you up and about. A swinging broom suits you well,’ said Mr Walker.

After some time everybody settled again. The rat must have been attracted to the sweet smell of the fruit. Becky sighed. Everyone on board was also at the mercy of cockroaches, lice, fleas and bedbugs, but no queen should have to put up with rats.
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8

Setting Things Straight


The Queen of Nations had passed the Canary Islands and the coaling station for steamers at St Vincent, and was heading for the Equator.

‘Why do they say “crossed the line”, Becky? Will we see the line in the water? Will it hurt?’ asked James.

Becky laughed.

They were on deck with baby Robert and Martha. Mrs Walker was lying down below, and Mr Walker was helping to butcher a sheep with Patrick.

A month at sea, and the constant movement, cramped conditions, rations and rules had become tiresome.


Even so, Becky loved almost every minute of it, especially now the trunk had come up and she had a selection of Alice’s things to wear. Although the weather was so warm you hardly needed clothes at all. A tarpaulin shaded the deck, and all of the hatches were open.

Becky smiled as she thought of the brooms she’d seen for sale back on Clarenden Dock, for it turned out that the t’ween deck could be as dirty as a factory row cottage. She’d be glad to forget the smell, too, when they arrived in New Zealand.

Thunder boomed in the sky above, and with it the breeze picked up and the Queen surged forward.
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‘Who’s that?’ Becky was startled awake by the light at her bunk in the early hours.

‘Shhh,’ Felix said. ‘Follow me.’

Scrambling from the berth, Becky followed him. ‘What are we doing?’

‘We’re turning you into a mermaid, Becky. You and some of the other lasses.’


‘A mermaid?’

‘Of sorts, seeing as you all have legs,’ Felix grinned back. ‘The steward is playing Father Neptune. We’re holding a mock court. Just don’t eat one of the special seasickness pills he’s made.’

‘Why not?’

‘There may be treacle on the outside, but the inside won’t taste so pleasant.’

On deck, Becky found Eliza and Isabella laughing at the mermaid costumes. Painted scales on canvas tails that had holes for their feet; dried seaweed wigs; and great wide necklaces made from feathers, shells, nuts and seeds. They all jumped when the steward leapt out at them, yelling and waving a hayfork as his trident. The skin from the butchered sheep was his cloak, his dark chest was bare and oiled, and his trousers were of the whitest canvas.

‘Becky, you look a true sea princess,’ laughed Isabella.

‘Don’t take the medicine,’ Becky warned her.

‘Will Felix be shaved?’ asked Eliza.

He answered her himself, and stood far too close to her, too, thought Becky.


‘It’s my first time over the line, so indeed I’m one for shaving,’ he said.

King Neptune wielded the wooden ‘razor’. Passengers and crew were called forward to be lathered with some sticky mess from the galley, shaved with the wooden razor then dunked in a bath of sea water by two sailors dressed as polar bears. The mermaids passed out ‘seasickness pills’ for those who had not crossed the line before, and Becky laughed at the faces they pulled when they crunched into a peppercorn or bitter nut.

The James Wishart was spotted to starboard and was signalled to as the two ships crossed the line together. A man with a telescope wanted to go up the mast to see better, but, with all the brandy being drunk, it was decided he should wait until the next day.

‘He’s as drunk as a lord,’ Felix said to Becky, kissing her cheek and leaving it sticky with treacle, flour and soap.

‘Or as drunk as a fiddler?’ Eliza winked at Felix, and Becky felt cross that they seemed to be sharing a joke she didn’t know about.

Then came the ‘court’. Penalties were handed out by the steward with a flash of his gold tooth and a shake of his trident. The bricklayer from Fermanagh was slapped in irons for being ‘too heavy on the toes of all the Irish ladies’. Then came prizes of raffle tickets for a ship in a bottle for good deeds reported.

‘Fair passengers and foul, we take our leave now, back to the depths of the sea! Unless there are any more crimes to report?’ said the steward.

Becky and the other mermaids gathered close to him, and the sea bears, looking hot and bedraggled after hauling those to be ‘shaved’ into the bath, dropped down on to all fours and joined them.

‘I have a crime to report!’ called a voice.

Becky froze and, despite the heat, the heavy canvas tail and the sunburned seaweed on her head, felt a chill in her bones. Patrick! What crime could Patrick be reporting?

‘Speak of this crime briskly, for we must take our leave!’ said the steward, pointing his trident towards the voice. Sweat ran down his chest from the heat of the day and the weight of the fleece.

Patrick stepped forward and looked Becky square in the eyes. ‘The criminal is Rebecca Kelly. She stole a horse and rode it from Derry to Belfast.’

‘Oooh, Rebecca, you never did!’ said Mrs Harris, but Patrick wasn’t done recounting Becky’s crimes.

‘She lied about her age and tricked my father into hiring her. She stole a brooch.’

The crowd all oohed and ahhed, and the steward interrupted the ruckus: ‘How say you, Miss Kelly?’

‘Guilty, King Neptune – my sister is guilty of all those crimes!’

Becky gasped. Felix – her own brother – was naming her as a criminal! But then she realised what he was doing when others joined in, too. Isabella shouted above the noise, ‘And stitching! Why, her embroidery is a crime to behold, so neat and perfect it must be the work of the faerie people!’

‘Miss Kelly is guilty of being sister to the most handsome fiddler aboard,’ said Eliza smiling at Felix.

Martha joined in: ‘She makes terrible bad porridge.’

‘Enough!’ shouted the steward. ‘My verdict is guilty, and you may not return with us.’ He pulled the seaweed from Becky’s head and threw it overboard. The necklace was removed by Isabella. Everybody cheered at the punishment.


Martha came forward and claimed Becky’s hand. ‘Becky’s not a mermaid lady – she’s my princess sister, and I’m hungry.’ This was met with more laughing as Neptune and his attendants moved to the fo’c’sle and waved their goodbyes. Everyone was in good humour except for Patrick, who stood red-faced and seething, fists clenched at his sides. Becky pushed past him without a word. She would never forgive him for calling her mam’s brooch stolen.

‘Mrs Walker, it’s true … I am only ten years, but eleven soon.’

Mrs Walker sighed. ‘Of course you are not twelve, I knew that at once. Although you’ve been a real help with the children while I’ve felt so ill. As for stealing a horse, take the size of ye, you’re no more able to steal a horse than hold the wheel of this ship.’ Her tone changed: ‘Now what’s this business about a brooch?’

‘It’s me mam’s.’

‘Your mother’s you say?’

‘I do say.’ Becky felt her stomach turn over. Did Mrs Walker not believe her, then? When even Mam’s wedding band had been pawned before Da left, Mam still couldn’t bring herself to part with the brooch, which had been her own mother’s before her.

Becky spent the rest of the day avoiding Patrick. Despite his untrue claims, they both knew she was very much able to steal a horse. It seemed they’d crossed the line just in time, as everyone had heard the accusation and dismissed it as a joke.
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9

The Storm


‘Then we saw St Paul’s rocks.’ Becky cast her mind back to the sharp rocks that many ships had been wrecked on. After the excitement of crossing the Equator, life on board was now a list of landmarks passed, cockroaches killed and food prepared. Becky would recite the events to James and Martha so she could remember her invisible diary for the day she would be able to write in one for real.

‘Then the shark, Becky. Don’t forget the shark.’

‘How could I forget, Martha?’ said Becky, for the day the shark was caught was squally and dark, a bit like now, and they’d seen the island of Fernando de Noronha to the south of them. The shark was taller than Mr Walker and took three men to pull on board. An excellent feast had been held that night. Even Mrs Walker had eaten her fill.

‘Then the bird day!’

Becky laughed. On her eleventh birthday the man with the telescope had been up the mast to view the many ships around them. Sail and steamers travelling north and south, and, after vigorous signaling, a packet of letters and newspapers was transferred. The man with the spyglass had been tied up there by the crew so he couldn’t fall, but a large brown bird had startled him and he’d dropped the spyglass and it broke. A sailor caught the bird, and the steward had skinned it to make a muff for Becky as a present. Ever since, the children referred to Becky’s birthday as the ‘bird day’.

Unfortunately Becky’s happy memory of her birthday was marred by the event that followed. Eliza’s elder sister had taken a fever and died. Dr Allnutt worried that it may be typhoid, so the flag was raised, but thankfully nobody else became ill. As they sailed between Trinidad and the Martin Vaz rocks, they buried Matilda at sea in the early morning.

The breeze freshened and Becky noted the clouds chasing one another and growing darker. The rolling of the ship had got worse while she sat with the children in the lee of the top gallant deck.

‘Let’s go below – we shouldn’t even be here, and the weather’s turning bad.’ Becky hurried the children ahead of her. As they reached the hatchway, a large sea washed over the deck, drenching their ankles and washing down the steps after them.

As they made their way aft they could hardly keep upright as the deck rose and fell in front of their feet. The mess tables and benches were still out, and Becky struggled past the seated bodies, finding gaps to squeeze through, pulling the children along with her.

‘There you all are,’ said Mrs Walker. ‘Rebecca, I do wish you wouldn’t wander off with James and Martha. I like them here where I can see them.’

‘She’s shipping water, all the vents will be closed,’ said Mr Walker, who’d lit a lantern and was reading one of the much-shared newspapers.


‘It’s turned very rough above, Mr Walker,’ said Becky as she took her sewing things out and climbed onto the top bunk with James and Martha.

James sought her hand with his own, ‘I don’t like it when they close the hatch.’

‘Be brave, James.’ Even though it frightened her, too, when the hatches were closed.

There was just enough light for her to work on the bonnet for the baby for a while. She held a finger to her lips, cautioning the children: the bonnet was a secret. They nodded and went back to their picnic tea of bread and meat and pickles. Becky sighed, crumbs in the bed again, as the ship crashed down into a trough.

Baby Robert began to cry. The lantern swung this way and that, making shadows on Becky’s work. ‘Oh, this is impossible,’ she complained and put it away. Martha sought refuge in her lap. Becky worried for Felix above, helping work the ship in the massive seas. James quietly found her hand again, and the three of them lay down lest sitting up knocked their heads together. Mr Walker lay with Mrs Walker and tried to help calm the fretting Robert.


‘No naked flame below!’ came the call through the hatch before it was sealed. All lamps were trimmed, and the emigrants waited out their fate in the dark. Storms had come and gone before, but this time the wind screamed around the masts and raked its nails down the canvas, and the waves thrashed at the decks, thrusting watery fingers into every crack and crevice.

‘Tell us a story, Becky,’ said James as Martha began to cry.

‘I’ll tell you about Jonah and the whale.’ For sure didn’t their own situation seem similar to his.

‘Becky, I feel—’ James didn’t finish his sentence as he leaned over the bunk and threw up.

‘Oh, no!’ Becky was tired of the constant smell of vomit surrounding them, but at least it wasn’t in the bed with them for once.

‘Rebecca, we’ll have to see to it in the morning,’ said Mrs Walker wearily.

‘Other end, James, I’m not having that sick smell this end with me and Martha.’ The boy did as he was bid. The ship rolled and rolled again, and the noise of the weather filled their ears.


‘What about Jonah and the whale?’ asked Martha.

‘He didn’t do what God wanted of him and so was punished for it,’ said Becky. She didn’t want to tell stories. She didn’t want to be on this ship anymore. She wanted her mam and to be with her brothers and sister. She was frightened.

‘I’m sorry,’ said James, ‘I’ll help you clean up.’

Becky instantly felt ashamed. It wasn’t his fault he’d been sick.

The storm tossed the Queen this way and that throughout the night. Becky stroked Martha’s curls to calm them both. Belongings came loose, causing new thumps and bangs to join the anxious shouts from the crew above as they fought the weather. When a lamp fell, smashing the glass, everybody nearby screamed. Thank the Lord it wasn’t lit.

Becky felt unkind for sending James to the other end of the bed when it seemed they may not live to see the morning. Although morning brought a punishment upon Becky for her unkindness far greater than Jonah’s three days in the belly of a whale.
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10

The Lost Boy


As soon as Becky opened her eyes, she sensed something was different. The wind still roared, although not as ferociously. The Queen still rocked to and fro, although not as violently. The dark was as complete as ever; the smell as rank. She turned her face to the soundly sleeping Martha.

James! Where was he? ‘James?’ she whispered. Silence. Maybe he’d climbed in with his parents during the night? She hung over the end of the bunk: she couldn’t tell if James was with them. Tucking the blanket around Martha, Becky clambered down. No, he wasn’t in with his parents. She’d check the water closet. Feeling her way in the gloom to the hatchway, she was glad to find it open. Isabella was waiting in the line.

‘Have you seen James, Isabella?’

‘I’ve seen no children up. Why?’

‘He’s not in his bed.’ The words filled Becky with dread, but she wouldn’t panic just yet. Maybe James was with his older brother. Not wanting to wake Mr Walker, she made her way to the men’s quarters and stood at the threshold. ‘Is Patrick Walker awake?’

‘Who’s asking?’ called a voice.

‘Is that you, Rebecca?’

‘Patrick, it is. Do you have James with you?’

A lamp was lit while Becky stood hopping from foot to foot, her ankles and the bottom of her skirts wet again, and the spray from the open hatchway fast dampening the rest of her.

Patrick appeared. ‘Is he lost?’

‘I fear he is!’ She couldn’t stop her voice rising in a cry, but Patrick was already heading off to his family’s berth. Felix, she’d find Felix to help.

‘All the crew will search. There are few places the little fellow could be. If he’s on board, we’ll find him.’


His words terrified her, for what if he wasn’t on board? Becky made her way back to the Walkers – perhaps he was back there again already.

Mrs Walker was crying loudly, ‘James, my James, where are you? Rebecca, when did he wake?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Where did he go?’

‘I don’t know.’

As the day drew light and the ship continued to rock about in the tail of the storm, everyone on board searched for James. So many voices were calling for James that he couldn’t help but hear. Then Becky discovered that their bucket was missing – she would have to tell Mr Walker.

His voice was very quiet when he asked, ‘Do you think he tried to fetch water alone?’

‘I don’t know, Mr Walker.’

‘She doesn’t know, she doesn’t know anything at all,’ scoffed Patrick. ‘If she’d been watching them as she should have been, it would never have happened. Why would James fetch water if she weren’t so lazy to begin with?’

Becky tried to ignore Patrick’s anger. ‘He’s never done it alone before, always with the steward and only in fair weather. I can’t believe he would try by himself.’

‘No matter what you believe, the bucket is gone. And so is James!’ Mrs Walker wailed into Mr Walker’s chest.

Robert’s cries joined them, and Martha, too, began sniffling, ‘Is James drownded?’

‘This is your fault, Rebecca Kelly. I wish we’d never met you. Never left Ireland and had never come on this stinking ship!’ Patrick yelled.

‘You should leave us now, Rebecca.’ Mr Walker’s voice was hard. ‘Your carelessness has lost our boy his life.’

‘He’s not drowned, Martha, Mr Walker, I’m sure of it. I will find him.’ Then she fled from the Walkers and their certainty that James had been lost overboard, unnoticed in the storm. And that it was her fault.

Felix gave her no hope. ‘Becky, a rope is missing. So if the pail is lost and the rope to hold it—’

‘Noooooo!’ Her cry came from the deepest part of her as she ran to the rail and stared into the dark green depths. The white caps spat spray at her as she felt her heart almost break in two. ‘It can’t be,’ she cried to Felix, who held her tightly. ‘He wouldn’t do that alone, he’s a smart boy. Has everywhere been searched?’

‘Everywhere. Some places more than once. He’s gone, Becky.’

But Becky refused to give up hope. Even when the storm increased its intensity and the hatches were closed again, she circled the t’ween deck, asking at every berth. Exhausted, late that afternoon she collapsed onto the bunk with Martha and Robert. James was nowhere to be found; the sea had claimed him.

Dr Allnutt had given Mrs Walker something to calm her and she was asleep. Patrick and Mr Walker were nowhere to be seen.

‘Becky?’

‘Yes, Martha?’

‘Would James be in a lot of trouble if he went below?’

‘Below where?’

‘Where the beer and salt and iron and bolts are?’


Exhaustion fell from Becky. ‘Has he been down there before?’

‘Never!’

‘Then how do you know what’s below, Martha Walker? Tell me now! Oh, never mind.’

Becky ran along the deck up through the hatchway and into the rain to find the steward. He grabbed a lamp and they went down into the bowels of the boat.

‘James! James … It’s Becky.’

At first there was no sound but the shifting of the ship and its cargo. Then they both heard the sound of a little boy crying. ‘I’m sorry, Becky’ came a little voice. ‘I tried to get the water and the rope pulled out of my hands. See?’ He held his hands up to the approaching lamplight. ‘I lost our bucket. Is everyone very cross?’

‘No, James, not cross at all. Not now that you’re all right,’ Becky said through grateful tears.
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The New Baby


‘That’s when the wind increased and the mizzen topmast staysail shred. It were another long night, Becky.’ Felix and Becky were huddled together just below the hatch.

‘I know, roll after roll and not one you could eat with jam!’ Felix smiled at the feeble joke. Rebecca went on, ‘The Harris’s chest came loose, and crushed Mr Harris’s leg.’

A knock at the hatch signalled the arrival of coffee, and they took the tin mugs. The cold of the Southern Ocean made the brew a welcome treat.

‘Any more trouble from Patrick?’


‘Only the usual. Why doesn’t he like me?’

‘He doesn’t like the world, that lad. Don’t take it personally.’

Becky sipped her coffee. ‘How much longer?’

‘Maybe a month, or less if last night was anything to go by, thirteen and a half knots before the sails split in shivers. Don’t be fooled by this patch of calm, it’s going to be the same again for the next twenty-four hours.’

Then brother and sister clinked cups and Becky made her way back through the gloom to the bunks.
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She was surprised to find Mrs Walker standing leaning against the partition. ‘Is it time?’

‘It’s too early.’

‘The pains, how often are they?’

‘Not so close together yet. Ooooh!’ Mrs Walker leaned forward and clutched at Becky’s shoulders. Becky braced herself as best she could and the empty tin mug dropped to the floor.

Mr Walker appeared. ‘What is it, my love?’


Becky answered for Mrs Walker: ‘It’s the babby.’

When the pain passed, Mrs Walker stood upright again, pressing her hands to the small of her back.

‘Is it not too soon already?’ Mr Walker kept his voice low.

‘The Lord decides on the coming and going of children … not anxious men. So we’ll go now, Rebecca.’ Mrs Walker spoke equally low, and Becky gathered up the things they’d put aside for when the baby was coming. They made their way to the single women’s area where a quiet space had been arranged for the birth. Rebecca tried to still her pounding heart as she remembered that the women set to help had been quarantined yesterday with lice. Would they risk a hefty fine by the captain to come and help? Twice on their way there, Mrs Walker had been overcome with pain, gasping and panting, and Becky guessed she had been in labour awhile already.

‘Shall I get Dr Allnutt?’ Mrs Walker’s panting gasps took Becky back to the night Mam had died. Suddenly the ship seemed very small in the ocean of the world, and far away from everything that made her feel safe.


‘I’ve brought four into the world without any doctors fussing, so we’ll do just fine with the fifth I’m sure.’ Then Mrs Walker screamed something terrible, and thankfully Becky was joined by Mrs Harris and Isabella.

Mrs Walker’s cries gave way to concentration while Becky and Isabella held her shoulders and mopped her brow during every pain.

As Mrs Walker clenched their hands in hers, the day stretched into the afternoon.

‘Surely we can see the wee one very soon?’ Isabella’s softly voiced question was full of fear.

‘Shall I run for Dr Allnutt?’ Becky whispered back.

‘At once,’ hissed Mrs Harris.

Mrs Walker groaned again, her eyes blank.

As Becky clambered through the bucking boat, Mr Walker saw her. ‘Is everything as it should be?’

‘Everything is, just time to fetch the doctor is all,’ Becky said, and moved on quickly. May God forgive me the lie, she thought.

Banging on the closed hatchway, she called out: ‘Help, help!’

‘I’ll help.’ Patrick joined her on the steps and pushed at the hatch.

‘Hatches lively!’ he called to warn the crew, and Becky made her way as quickly as she could to the doctor’s cabin.

‘I’ll get my bag,’ he said as soon as he saw the worried young girl at his door.

‘I wanted to fetch you sooner, but she said no.’

‘How long?’

‘All through the night, I think, and all of today. The pains are very close. There seems no gap between them.’

The sea was dark and huge around them, and the clouds in the sky swirling to grey.

‘This is women’s business!’ screamed Mrs Walker at the doctor, as she was wracked by pain yet again and fell back into the arms of Isabella, who was red-faced with the effort of keeping them both steady.

‘Certainly it is, Mrs Walker.’ Dr Allnutt quickly examined Mrs Walker, who shut her eyes and pretended he wasn’t there.

‘Everything seems all right.’

‘Seeming and being aren’t two of the same now are they, Doctor?’


‘No, Mrs Harris. They are not. The child is not coming down – I believe the cord is around the neck.’

Becky froze as his words wove with those of her mother. You can do it, Becky – your hands are small and nimble. Smooth and lift that cord off from around the babby’s head – quickly, quickly, quickly. Her mam’s desperation had terrified Becky, though, and she’d panicked and run for the midwife instead. By the time they’d got back, the babby had already suffocated, and Mam did not live much longer. Both dead, because I ran in fear, Becky cursed herself.

Mrs Walker screamed again.

Dr Allnutt grunted and pressed his lips together as he worked on freeing the baby, ‘Can’t quite …’

‘All the Saints! “Can’t” is not the word for today,’ screamed Mrs Harris.

‘I’m sorry, Mam!’ Becky cried to the ribs of the ship. Barely knowing what she was doing, she moved to the doctor’s side. ‘I can do it, Dr Allnutt.’

The doctor moved to the top of Mrs Walker’s great belly, placed his hands upon her and sent a quick glance at Becky. Becky felt the head of the child and the cord firmly tucked beneath the tiny chin. She nodded.


‘Here we go, Mrs Walker. Ready?’ Dr Allnutt pushed. Mrs Walker pushed. Isabella and Mrs Harris grimaced as their fingers were clenched white in Mrs Walker’s grip.

Becky struggled to slide even one finger beneath the slippery cord, but once she did the rest was easy and the child arrived in a slithery wet rush. She held the baby upside down, but still no change of colour or cry came forth. Placing her own mouth over the face, as Da would with a lamb, Becky blew gently. ‘Come now,’ she rubbed the chest, and slowly the infant turned from blue to pink to the living flesh of a newborn baby.

‘It’s a girl!’ Dr Allnutt announced. The women helped Mrs Walker to sit up, and Becky passed the wrapped child to the reaching arms of its mother. ‘Thank the good Lord,’ Mrs Walker cried. One hand stretched to find Becky’s own. ‘And thank the Lord for sending you to us, Rebecca. An angel in disguise if ever there was.’

‘Does she have a name?’ asked Dr Allnutt.

Mrs Walker’s eyes never left the baby’s face as she spoke, ‘What was your mam’s name, Rebecca?’


‘Johanna. Me mam’s name was Johanna.’

‘Johanna. That seems right to me, if it pleases you, Rebecca.’

Becky beamed. Mrs Walker looked up. ‘Johanna Mary Walker, you are then.’
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12

Setting Foot in New Zealand


The day was fine and clear as Felix and the crew cleaned the deck for the ship’s arrival into the Waitemata Harbour. The James Wishart lay far to the port side of them, their crew also busy painting and varnishing. The two ships had kept company for a couple of days since passing the Three Kings Islands. Everyone was excited at the prospect of soon arriving in New Zealand.

Becky walked the deck, patting Johanna’s back, and pointed out the dolphins dancing around the ship to James and Martha. It was difficult to talk with Felix this way, but it was better than nothing.


‘When all the trunks were brought up, the damp had made Mam’s boots mouldy. I had a terrible time scrubbing them clean again.’

‘You’ll be pleased of good boots since it’ll be plenty of walking you’ll be doing, fetching and carrying for the Walkers. And if Mr Walker is to start an orchard, you’ll be a distance from the city for certain.’

‘I’m leaving the Walkers. They’ve asked me to stay on and paid me £6, nearly half a year’s wages, but Isabella has offered me a job. She’s going into business for herself, and says we can probably find rooms in the town. I’m not built to be a servant, and I have to get the others out of that workhouse as soon as possible, which will take more than a maid can ever earn. And Isabella says you can join us.’

Felix looked away and took a deep breath. ‘Becky, I won’t be coming ashore. Well, only to have our portrait taken at Clarke Brothers, and to get a good price for Mam’s brooch. But I’ve got to travel back again, to Liverpool.’

‘What do you mean? Why would you go back to Liverpool?’

‘For my wages, Becky. It’s a condition of the job: we’re paid upon return. Captain Donald isn’t as hard as some, who even lock their crew in the local jails to stop them jumping ship or running off to the gold fields, but there’s no wages paid until I return to Liverpool.’

Becky’s knees gave way and she sank to the deck, holding Johanna close.

Felix crouched in front of her, held her shoulders and shook her gently. ‘But I’ll come back. I’ll find the little ones and I’ll come back. I’ll apply for free emigration and bring them with me. We’ll be a real family again.’

‘That you will, Felix Kelly. That you will! And I’m not selling Mam’s brooch. If she could keep it through the worst times, then I will, too.’
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Becky lay awake long into the night, wishing that Mam was still alive, that Da hadn’t left, and that Felix could stay with her, as she was suddenly frightened to be alone in this new country. Why, oh why had Ireland become so hungry and poor and sad?


‘Becky? It’s me. Patrick.’

Wary, she whispered, ‘What is it?’

‘The pilot is landed. We’re here. Properly in New Zealand. Come and see.’

‘Why would I want to go anywhere with you?’

‘I know I’ve made your life something awful during this journey. Forgive me, Becky?’

‘I won’t.’ Becky made her voice as stern and grumpy as possible.

‘For sure now, I know that you will.’

Reluctantly Becky clambered out of the berth, for as much as she didn’t trust Patrick she was excited that they were really, truly, finally here.

In the pre-dawn darkness only the moon shone upon them as they looked at the long, dark green countryside surrounding the harbour city of Auckland. Lights shone on the land, beckoning them to their new home.

‘What would you write in that invisible diary today, Becky?’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘Nothing is a secret around James and Martha.’

‘I would write that after 107 days at sea I am finally about to step foot in a New Land. That my brother Felix is going to travel back to Liverpool, collect his wages and fetch my younger brothers and sister from the workhouse. That I’m going to be part of a business called All the Queen’s Clothing with my new friend, Isabella Sinclair. That I’m going to learn to write and record all the stories of this journey. And that I’ll be forever thankful to the Walker family for helping me get this chance, even if their son Patrick is a toothless dunderhead.’

To her surprise, Patrick laughed. ‘True enough.’ He smiled at her. ‘For that I’m sorry, Rebecca Kelly. You’ve helped Mam so much. James and Martha love you like a sister, and Da thinks you’re the queen of this very ship after Johanna arrived safely. I’m sorry you won’t be staying with us, but do ye think you might bring yourself to visit, if I were to stop being a dunderhead perhaps?’

Becky was about to say never in a hundred years would she want to visit Patrick Walker, when the change-of-watch bells sounded, and the sound of her brother fiddling a tune to welcome the morning reminded her of the gentle sea in Madeira when she danced beneath the stars with a handsome prince …

‘Look, there’s the boat with the doctor and immigration officers! Patrick, we’re here.’

‘That we are, Rebecca Kelly.’

As for Patrick’s question, she didn’t answer … Perhaps anything was possible in a new land. Even being friends with a toothless, dunderhead of an Irish boy whom she’d tripped up once in the streets of Belfast. She looked to the shore and wondered what else the future could hold for Rebecca Kelly of Londonderry.
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Glossary


aft – The back of the ship

barque – A sailing ship with at least three masts and both square and fore-and-aft sails

beat – ‘Hard beating’ is sailing in a zigzag pattern into the wind

clipper – The fastest of all sailing ships, with three masts fully set with square sails

colcannan – A meal of stir-fried cabbage and potatoes, sometimes with bacon

fo’c’sle – The forward part of the main deck of the ship

forward – The front of the ship

gallant sheet – Or ‘topgallant’; a square sail hung from the yard of a sailing ship

hawkers – Street vendors selling goods from trays or baskets

lee – The most sheltered side from the wind

mess deck – The place below where sailors gather to eat

mess group – The group of people you eat with when on a ship

mizzen topmast staysail – A three-sided sail set between two masts

muster – An assembly and roll call, where notices are given

pawnbrokers – A place to leave an item of value in return for cash; the pawnbroker would sell this on if you didn’t return and pay them back

pedlar – A door-to-door salesman selling goods and mending household items

poop deck – The deck formed by the roof of a cabin at the rear of the ship

port – The left side of a ship when you’re facing forward

poteen – An alcohol made from potatoes, illegal in 1874

sloop – A sail boat with one mast and one headsail

sprigging – Very fine embroidery done by hand

starboard – The right side of a ship when you’re facing forward

the Falls – a cemetery just outside Belfast

top gallant deck – Any raised deck above the fo’c’sle deck

trident – A three-pronged spear held by King Neptune, or Poseidon, God of the Sea

t’ween deck – The deck of a cargo ship under the main deck and above the cargo hold

watch – A group of sailors who are ‘on watch’ for a period of four hours, marked by the ringing of a bell

workhouse – A place where the poor were housed and put to work in return for food and board











How I Became a New Zealand Girl
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I was born in New Zealand, but know few details of how my family came to be here. My Polish relatives arrived by sea and walked from Wellington to Masterton, where they settled, and my Scottish ancestors arrived in Dunedin via India. But it was my husband’s story of his Grandma Molly, an Irish girl who rode a horse to the ports and sailed to New Zealand on a steamer, that really caught my imagination. That was enough to bring my fictional Rebecca Kelly to life.

The time of this story and the real ship I chose for Rebecca’s journey were exciting to study, as the invention of steam power at this time changed the world. Although Rebecca’s journey is on a sailing ship, all over the world what people hoped and worked for was changing at the very time New Zealand was trying to attract new residents to come and settle here.

For me the sea is a fascination and a fear, as it has claimed the lives of a great-grandfather, an uncle and a cousin, and this was with me always when researching and writing this book. I’ve lived near the sea all my life and probably always will, but I would have been terrified to make such a journey myself.

Luckily for me, my ancestors took that brave step, as New Zealand is quite the best place in the world – as I think Rebecca Kelly would agree.


Deborah Burnside











The Queen of Nations
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The Queen of Nations was a real ship built in Aberdeen, Scotland, and was operated by the same shipping line that built the Titanic.

She only ever made one journey to New Zealand via Belfast, leaving Belfast on 21 March 1874 and crossing the equator on 23 April, the same day as the James Wishart, another ship sailing to New Zealand, with the two ships arriving into Auckland together on 5 July.

Almost all of the characters in this story, including the Walker, Rudd, Harris and McLaughlin families, were real people and their names and trades are recorded in the passenger list.

Only three deaths occured on the way – two were very young children and one was a young woman – as by 1874 conditions had improved slightly on board for assisted immigrants to New Zealand, after many earlier immigrants had written home to say how terrible the journey was.

A week before the Queen of Nations arrived a false report had spread around Auckland that the ship had been wrecked and everyone on board drowned.

On 31 May seven years after her arrival in Auckland, the ship was driven by a drunken captain onto Corrimal Beach, north of Woollongong, Australia. Part of the cargo was cemetery tombstones, wines, spirits and Hennessy cognac.

The Queen of Nations wreck lies there today and is being studied by the University of Florida.
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1874: Ireland to New Zealand
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Ireland had suffered a great famine between 1845 and 1851, and the effects were still being felt at the time of Rebecca Kelly’s story. By law, landowners had to pay their tenants’ rates if the tenants hadn’t made enough money in the year. This meant landowners didn’t want lots of tenants, and so evicted farmers of small-holdings, sometimes by force, and destroyed their homes so they wouldn’t try to come back. By the 1870s many more were evicted when they went on a rent strike for better conditions. With no land to farm, their only choices were assisted emigration or the workhouse.

Londonderry, where Becky’s fictional life began, had a thriving shirt-making industry at this time, and houses were supplied to its workers. There was also a rail line to Belfast, and illegal alcohol stills making poteen, an Irish liquor, were widespread outside the city walls.

The year 1874 was when the largest number of assisted settlers arrived in New Zealand – 32,118 of them. Changes were taking place in New Zealand as well as in Ireland, and a new Mayor of Auckland, Henry Isaacs, was appointed the very day after the fictional Rebecca Kelly arrived.

Clarke Brothers was a real portraiture store on Queen Street in 1874, and if your ancestors were aboard the Queen of Nations they may well have had their photograph taken there.
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Coming soon
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Hene and the Burning Harbour
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Northland, 1845. When Hene’s twin brother falls dangerously ill, her parents fear she will also catch the sickness, so they send her away from her home at the pa to the Paihia mission station. Life with the missionaries is difficult. Hene must wear a hot European dress and learn to sew, which she hates.

Meanwhile, across the water in Russell, the world is in turmoil. Hone Heke has cut down the flagpole again and has attacked Kororareka. Hene sees smoke and fire from across the bay; the town is on fire and her best friend from the mission house, Rangi, is trapped there. Hene is the only one who can save her.

Charlotte and the Golden Promise
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Otago, 1865. Charlotte loves to play marbles with her best friend Harry and read about adventures on the high seas. But Charlotte will have to leave school soon and help her mother with the house and the younger children. Charlotte can’t imagine anything worse.

When it looks like her mother is going to keep her home for good, Charlotte and her new friend Cyril board a Cobb & Co coach and head to Dunstan, where the Otago gold rush is in full swing. But the mining town isn’t what Charlotte imagined.

Can Charlotte find a fortune in the gold fields? Or will she have to return home to a narrow life of sewing, cooking and looking after her little sisters?
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