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Ulverston, Lancashire,
August 1886

“S

hh, my darling, don’t you cry.”
The nanny bent over the carriage, as Clara peeped
around the corner, from across the road, and saw the
woman rock the child until the crying stopped. The sound of the
baby had made Clara stop to watch. A baby is what she wanted
most in the world with her partner Henry. Clara thought that
the woman who lived in that big house had it all. She must be
rich. She had servants and a front garden with a gate. Those
posh people, with their fine clothes, had no idea how people like
her lived. They didn’t know what life was about. Clara looked
down at her shabby clothes and bare feet and imagined what the
unknown woman was wearing—silk and lace, with shoes and
silk stockings, but more than that, she had a baby.
Clara watched the nanny and envied her job. She couldn’t
wait to have a child. She wanted a baby now, and decided she
wanted that one. As soon as the nanny disappeared, Clara walked
to the carriage, picked up the baby, and wrapped it in the blanket
that covered it. She tucked the baby inside her shawl and ran to
town end.
No one gave her a second look. They were oblivious to her,
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as they went on with their own lives. Clara left town end and
walked into the fields, hurrying to put a little distance between
her and the town. As she walked through the gate of the first
field, she heard the piercing scream in the distance. The nanny
must have found the empty carriage. The scream carried a long
way, but Clara knew she would be gone before anyone could do
a thing. She heard the pandemonium, accompanied by whistles
and shouts, and Clara ran holding the baby tightly, so it wouldn’t
fall. She eventually stopped running and walked instead, as her
breath came in short gasps.
No one knew her, so no one would be suspicious of her
carrying a baby. She only came to Ulverston to find her auntie
to beg some money, but she failed. She was old enough to be
a mother, but she and Henry hadn’t produced. Henry told her
it was because she was barren. Maybe he was right, but Henry
said lots of things that weren’t nice. She wanted a child, and
she wanted this one—now. She looked down at the sweet bairn.
Clara couldn’t believe it. She had a baby at last, and it had been
so easy. She guessed the family would be upset, but they’d soon
get over it; meanwhile, she would have a child. She had what
she wanted, at last, and that was the main thing.
The grass was lush beneath her feet and the sun warm and
bright as she walked through the fields. It felt good to be out in
the fresh air and away from the house she shared with Henry.
Henry made Clara work hard to earn money for his drinking
habit, but she felt sure she could look after a child, too. Maybe
he’d soften towards her and not keep bringing men home if she
had the child.
She hoped it was a boy, to make things easier, and thought
that the baby’s face looked like it could be a boy. She kept to
the paths through the fields instead of the road, avoiding the
cowpats. She didn’t want to slip with such a precious bundle. She
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struggled as she passed through a gate, and then climbed over
a fence. Then she heard the baby whimper. Clara stopped for a
moment and looked again into its face. The eyes stared back at
her, and she wondered what was going through the bairn’s mind.
Clara became tired and stopped; she sat down in the cool
grass and laid the baby by her side. She hadn’t eaten, as yet, and
she needed to rest. Regaining her stamina, she picked up the
baby, rocked it in her arms, and began to sing. The baby seemed
to appreciate the song because it smiled back at her. She tickled
it under its chin and it felt soft, like velvet. Clara wondered what
kind of life they would share.
The weight of the child had felt light at first but soon began
to feel heavy the longer she walked. She needed another rest.
After resting, Clara carried the bairn into a field of cows and
watched them warily. A bull looked as if it was going to charge,
but then she noticed its udder and ignored it. Placing the bundle
on one hip and then the other, she continued to walk until finally
she neared Barrow-in-Furness, and home. The child was still
quiet and must have liked being held. Maybe the bumping along
helped it to sleep. It was a good baby. By the time she reached
home, she breathed a sigh of relief.
When Clara reached the house, she looked up at the windows
and knew this poor mite would never see anything like the house
where it had been born. No posh curtains covered her windows,
and the curtains she did have weren’t as clean as those in the
house where she had stolen the baby. She didn’t have a carriage
for the child either. Luckily, it wouldn’t remember anything of
its past life. It would only know love.
Once in the house, Clara pushed things to one side on the
table and placed the baby on the old newspaper that covered it.
It had to be a boy. Now she would find out for sure. Clara began
to take off the baby’s clothes. The infant smelled sweet, and the
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clothes felt smooth and looked of good quality. Maybe she could
get a good price for them when they were sold. The child’s eyes
were open and seemed to look straight into Clara’s soul.
“You’re beautiful,” Clara spoke softly as she took off the
nappy. Then she swore in disappointment.
“Bloody hell, you’re a girl!” Now what? Clara pondered
whether to keep it. Henry might not like a daughter. She looked
again into the bairn’s eyes, and then came to a decision.
“You will have a different life with me, baby.” Clara picked
the child up and cuddled her. “And you’ll more than likely never
wear posh clothes again.” Placing the baby back on the table,
she folded the clothes, wrapped them up, and put them to one
side before Henry came home. “You will learn to love me, but
you’ll have to work hard for your living like I do. No one will
ever know who your real ma is—no one—because I’ll be your
ma. Oh yes, baby, I’m your ma now.”
There were no regrets. As far as Clara was concerned, the
mother of the child could afford to have another baby. Why
should the rich have everything? Clara was just making sure of
her future, that’s all; she had to keep her man somehow.
Clara had been with Henry for a while with no sign of a child.
Maybe she couldn’t have children. Maybe she was barren like he
said, but he didn’t know that for sure. Maybe he couldn’t father a
child, but she dare not say that or he would lose his temper, and
she knew that would be followed by a good hiding. Suppose she
told Henry she snatched the baby. They could demand a ransom
for the child’s return. She looked into the bairn’s face again, and
the baby gurgled and smiled at her in return. It could have been
wind—she heard they did that—but she was sure that the child
was accepting her, and her heart melted.
Clara thought deeply. What should she do? Perhaps she could
pretend it was hers. Henry wouldn’t know any different. He’d be
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drunk when he came home; he was always drunk. She’d just
say that it came as a surprise and that she didn’t know she was
with child. After all, if she hid the baby’s clothes and blanket,
no one would be any the wiser. Henry once said he’d like a son,
so maybe he would spend more time with her if she told him it
was a boy. Maybe he would marry her. He didn’t need to know
he was a she.
Finding out the baby was a girl was a great disappointment.
She didn’t think Henry would be as keen on a girl, as he had
often talked about having a son in the future, not a daughter. He
wouldn’t know any different. He wouldn’t be looking after her,
she would. Then she began to make plans. She would pretend
she had given birth unexpectedly, and call the baby Nelson after
the great admiral. Henry had connections to the sea, with his job
and everything, and would like that. What’s more, she always
liked that name. Henry would never know it wasn’t his baby
because she would never tell him.
“Mustn’t let your daddy Henry see these clothes, or he will
know you’re not mine, Nelson.”
Upstairs, she emptied a drawer, took a thin blanket off the
bed, and replaced it with her coat. Lining the drawer with the
blanket, she picked up the old dress she wore in bed, and then
went downstairs.
Clara tore the dress, and then picked up her scissors and began
cutting it into pieces for the baby’s nappies. Lifting her skirt, she
unpinned the safety pin that held up her bloomers. Wrapping the
cloth around the baby’s bottom, she pinned it together with the
safety pin, leaving the child otherwise naked. She stepped out of
her bloomers, which had now dropped to her ankles, and placed
them in the boiler to be washed later.
The baby didn’t have a lot of hair, but what she had was light
brown with a reddish tinge that Clara saw when the sun shone

6

Denise Buckley

X

through the window. When Clara noticed a small white patch
of hair, she looked closely and wondered what happened. She
picked up the hem of her blouse, spat on it, and gently rubbed at
the white mark. It didn’t come off.
“What have they been spillin’ on you darlin’?” Clara placed
the child in the drawer.
After bringing in more coal from the yard, Clara began to
stoke the fire. She would make it as cosy as she could for when
Henry returned. The house never got warm, even in summer, and
she needed to bath the baby—as long as Henry wasn’t around at
the time. She decided to make soup. He would like that, and she
could get on his best side, so she busied herself in the kitchen.
She placed two spoons on a cleared part of the table, picked up
a jug, and went to the nearest pub to fill it with beer for Henry,
leaving the baby alone. When she returned, she tidied up the
house while the baby whimpered, then sat and waited for Henry
to come home from the inn.
The baby began to cry. Clara knew they fed babies milk, but
did she have any? She didn’t know. Not knowing much about
children and babies, she decided to try the baby on her breast.
Maybe all women had milk just waiting for a baby to suckle. She
undid her blouse, picked up the baby, and awkwardly tried to
slip her nipple into the bairn’s mouth. The baby refused to accept
it at first, but then attempted to suck, stopped, and cried. Clara
tried again, gave it up, and fastened herself up again.
Now the child was upset. She didn’t cry for milk before, but
now she did. Clara decided to give her soup and put some in a
bowl. She picked up the baby, rocked her, and then sat her on her
knee. Taking a spoonful of the soup, she blew on it before trying
to give it to the bairn. Clara laughed when the baby pulled her
face, but she managed to persuade her to have a few spoonfuls
before she spit it out all over her face. She absolutely refused to
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have anymore and started crying. Clara rocked her again, and
then placed her back in the drawer. While she waited for Henry,
she touched the baby, fascinated. She couldn’t believe her luck.
A baby at last! She, Clara, had a baby to call her own. She smiled
at the thought, and tried to visualise what the baby would look
like when she grew.
The smell of soup made Clara feel hungry, and she wished
Henry would hurry home. She hadn’t eaten for ages. Plus, she
couldn’t wait to get this over and done with. Then she heard
him talking to someone; another customer for her, she supposed.
The door opened and he walked in with his “friend.” He didn’t
appear to be in a good mood, and he couldn’t walk in a straight
line. He was drunk, as usual. Cigarette ash covered the front of
his waistcoat. The baby began to cry.
“What’s this, then?” Henry asked.
“It’s mine . . . ours, Henry.”
Henry raised his voice. “Gerr’ away.”
“He is, Henry. I started having pain after you left, and here
he is. Unexpected I know, but he’s ours.”
Henry turned to the man. “Can you believe that?” The man
looked dubious.
“He is ours. I’m telling you the truth, Henry.”
“So what happens now?” the disgruntled man asked.
“She’s lying. Take no notice of her. It doesn’t make any
difference at all. She’s still able. Aren’t you, Clara?”
The man snorted in disgust, turned, and left the house,
banging the door behind him.
“Now look what you did. We lost money there.”
“I can’t help it. The baby is ours, Henry. I know he wasn’t
expected. It came on me, and in no time it . . . he was born . . .
our son.”
Henry looked sceptical. “You were all right when I left you
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this morning.”
“I know. That’s how quickly he was born . . . your son.”
Henry picked up the child and held it high. “My bloody son?
You’re a big boy, too big if you ask me. How can you know that
he’s mine anyway? He could be anybody’s.”
Clara could feel her body tremble. “He is ours, Henry . . . he
is our son. I should know. A mother knows these things. I was
thinking of calling him Nelson. What do you think?”
Henry held Nelson in his arms and sat on his chair. “Let’s
have a look at the old dingle dangle, then.” He began to undo the
pin in the nappy.
“Don’t do that, Henry, he might pee.” Clara got hold of his
hand to stop him, but Henry carried on.
Clara closed her eyes and cringed as Henry took off the cloth
and shouted out a string of abuse. “What the hell are you telling
me, woman? Don’t you know the difference between a boy and
a girl? You stole it, didn’t you? Take the damn child back to its
mother, you idiot.”
“No, Henry, I didn’t. He’s ours.”
Clara cowered as Henry placed the child back inside the
drawer. He turned to Clara and smacked her hard across the face
and shouted, “You’re a liar. I’ve had enough. That’s it, girl . . .
I’m leaving.”
“Henry, you can’t leave me now. Not now that I have the
baby.” The baby began to cry.
“That’s no child of mine . . . or yours. You’re stupid. I’ll find
myself a woman who doesn’t tell me lies.”
“But, Henry . . . what can I do now with a child?”
“Take the baby back, and don’t bother me again. You’ve
gone too far, woman. Do you think I’m daft or something?”
Henry walked out of the house.
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