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​ CHAPTER ONE
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“It’s a beautiful girl, Mr Ginns, do come and see,
she’s lovely. ’ Frank Ginns had been dispatched downstairs after
wishing his wife good luck. He had left the two women to do
whatever women had to do during a birth.

Frank felt anxious and lonely; he wanted a
drink to calm his nerves, but it was dark and everywhere would be
closed now. Then he remembered the cooking sherry in the kitchen.
Grabbing a candle, he went through to the kitchen to the
newly-bought cupboard, took a glass from the draining board, filled
it and drank it all without a thought.

Suddenly he heard a faint call from
upstairs, and he climbed the stairs two at a time. He burst into
the bedroom to see his new daughter. They’d discussed names before
Florence became pregnant, one day while visiting Hathern, near
Loughborough, where Florence’s grandparents lived. They had chosen
Frank for a boy and Ann for a girl, so Ann it was.

Ann was so small, lying there wrapped up in
a shawl knitted by Mrs Kilby. It was her first day, August 18 1906.
It still was not light, though dawn had broken. The two “midwives”
looked weary but satisfied, proud even. Florence lay proudly
cuddling the baby, tired but happy. She looked over at the two who
had been with her throughout the night.

“Thank you both so much, and also please
thank Walter and Jack for looking after your boys Ellen, and Jack
for not making a fuss when you rushed out. You didn’t even have
time to replait your hair, either of you!”

After they’d left there was a lonely silence
in the room. It reminded Florence of coming home after a wedding.
She shook herself out of her despondency, looked at Ann and decided
to put her in an old but sturdy wooden drawer which she’d readied
before the birth. Frank hadn’t been around much then - and where
was he now? The pubs weren’t open yet. She guessed that the cooking
sherry bottle was empty.

It was silent apart from the sound of a few
horses in Highcross Street. Slowly, ever so slowly, Leicester was
waking to a cloudless sky. Florence drifted off to sleep, only to
be awoken by Frank, who had been over the road to Mrs Cashubar’s
for some Woodbines and sherry.

Frank stiffened when she asked him if he
would ride over to Belgrave to tell both their families the news of
Ann’s arrival. Frank said he had a lot to do now that the station
was well on its way, construction wise. Ann’s birth had been put to
one side; she was only a day old.

Frank woke early; Florence still slept, as
did Ann, judging by the noises coming from the drawer. Hell, it was
cold. Glancing at the fireplace, he saw the ash had tumbled out,
leaving cold and blackened wood where Florence had banked it up
there. Frank dressed quickly, taking his collar-studs down with
him.

It was warmer downstairs. Frank thought to
himself that Charlie Hancock must have arrived early and begun his
day’s work. Frank had only employed Charlie a few days before; he
had been a groom. Frank’s friends knew him and said what a
conscientious worker he was. He’d been working for the Glovers in
Birstall until Frank had offered him work. His job would be to
light the fires, clean the shoes and open the doors to Highcross
Street. Charlie was a short man, about the same age as Frank and
originally from Bristol; he had kept his dialect.

The previous day had been wasted going to
Belgrave, where he had met some men in the Hat & Beaver who
might be useful with regard to the Great Central station. He
usually used the Joiner’s Arms, which was only over the road from
his new home.

Frank walked to the white Belfast sink in
the kitchen, where he looked at himself in old piece of mirror
before he washed last night away from his eyes and his face. He had
so much to do today. One thing he must get sorted was the plans for
the entrance between Highcross Street and the stables; his father
was coming on Sunday and it would be good to have something to show
him, especially as he would be paying!

He thought of Harrison’s, the builders, next
to the church. The church – oh, Florence could sort the christening
out.

Frank was about to put his collar on when
Florence appeared with Ann.

“Morning, Frank” she said. “I must have been
woken up by Ann, or the cold - why was it so cold? It’s warmer down
here, I should have fed her here.”

“Morning Florence. I was up early. I have a
lot to do today, I shall be glad when things get back to normal.
I’m going to the Harrison’s this morning to see if they’ll give us
a quote for doing the front of the two houses so we can get
carriages down to the stables. What are you doing today?”

“I must go to All Saints and book Ann’s
christening as Harrison’s are very close. Will you walk down with
me? I am very excited to use the new pram my parents gave us,
aren’t you? We’ll go when we’ve had something to eat. Porridge
maybe, it’s so cold!” she said jokingly. Frank didn’t smile.

They arrived at Jack Harrison’s, the
builder, first. Frank knew his father would need three quotes, but
at least he would have something to show him on Sunday. Frank and
Florence parted at the gateway to Harrison’s, leaving Frank to walk
down to the yard to the office.

 


Florence felt slightly nervous; though she
had been to church many times before, she had never been to All
Saints. It was Tuesday morning and she doubted anyone was be in
there.

Florence kissed Frank farewell and turned
with the new pram down the slope to All Saints church. It was hard
to miss, as it protruded out into the pavement. She stood and
looked at the unusual clock, said to have been built by one of the
congregation. Fixed about 18 feet above the main door into the
church, it was a black painted rectangle with a round clock face in
the top half with gold Roman numerals and golden hands. On the
piece nearest the door were two golden male figures about 12 inches
tall with sticks, with which they struck the bell every hour.

Florence didn’t understand why she felt
nervous and breathless; she’d been into churches plenty of times
before. She decided to carry Ann and leave the pram behind the
bushes. Putting her hand on the heavy metal doorknob, she opened
the door gingerly. On a Tuesday morning there wouldn’t be anyone
around, surely. She showed Ann the font where in a few days she
would be christened, then walked down the aisle, talking to the
baby as she walked. She saw the motes of dust lit by the shafts of
sunlight coming through the windows, and told her they were baby
fairies who would grow at the same time as she would.

She was shocked to see that there was a man
kneeling by the altar. He stared up at her, as surprised as she
was. He stood up and she saw that he was wearing a baize apron; a
cleaner, she thought.

“Good morning, my name is William
Gutteridge” he said. “I’m one of the churchwardens here, may I help
you?”

“Er, good morning, I am Mrs Ginns” replied
Florence. “My husband and I recently moved to Highcross Street from
Belgrave, and a few days after that I gave birth to Ann here. The
main reason I am here is to see the Reverend Swingler about her
christening.”

“I’m so sorry, the Reverend is away in
Thurlaston” replied Mr Gutteridge. “He left yesterday. But let me
take your details.”

He asked for her name and address, the name
of her husband, if Ann was to have any more names, who were going
to be the three godparents and what relationship they had with Ann.
He wrote it all down in a big book he’d fetched from the
vestry.

“When would you like it to be?” he
asked.

“We would like it to be at three o’clock on
a Sunday” she said. “We will be asking guests from as far away as
Hathern.”

William looked at Florence in a new light.
He liked a woman who was confident and could speak her mind.

Florence was lying in bed, on her back. It
was dark, and there were lights left on in Highcross Street. The
pains were encompassing her belly more and more frequently. It was
no good, she would have to wake Frank. Her screams finally
penetrated his sleep.

“Frank, you must go and get help” she said.
“The baby is coming. Fetch Mrs Disley or Mrs Johnson, anyone from
Friars Causeway. Now!”

Florence was in agony and the pain was worse
after each contraction. She needed a gin and hot water. She told
Frank to go and get help. She wanted her mother, who had given her
gin for period pains, but she was in Belgrave, with her husband and
son, Francis, all calmly asleep without a care of what was
happening on the other side of Leicester.

Florence and Frank had not long ago moved to
Highcross Street. They had married at St Philip’s Church on
Belgrave Road and decided to look for premises nearer to the
long-awaited Great Central Railway station. Frank and his father
were horse sellers and carriers and Frank had met Florence at the
Dolphin, the public house where Florence had been born.

Her parents had been very unsure about Frank
as he grew up. He liked a drink and went into the Dolphin most
nights. Florence’s parents often looked on with mild amusement,
noting that he and Florence seemed to be getting closer and closer.
The only time they disliked him was when he was in with his
shooting friends, all of whom were considerably older than he was
and had more money to spend. Sometimes it really was ‘booze in,
brass out’ with him, but he was fond of Florence and she of him. He
had a good eye when choosing a horse, worked hard for his father
and looked as if he had a good future ahead of him as a cabbie.

Frank awoke with a terrible headache. It
took him long, bleary minutes to realise that he was in his new
home and no longer in Loughborough Road.

Florence called again. “Go and get help, the
baby is coming, go now!”

Frank was dressing as she shouted. “I’m
going!” he said. Florence could hear him thundering down the
stairs, but she was screaming and crying too much to hear much
else.

After what seemed an eternity, Florence
heard a scuffle from below. Frank was back with Mrs Disley and
young Annie Johnson, recently married but willing to do whatever
she could to help. Ellen Disley was a short, busty lady who already
had four boys. She bustled into the darkened room, telling Annie to
get more lights on. She could see there wasn’t long to go and told
Annie to get a cold towel and to talk to her, keeping an eye on her
breathing.

Mrs Disley and Annie lived in two of the
four small cottages; their gardens abutted the stables in the same
premises. Annie lived at number 1, Ellen at number 3. Ellen was in
her forties, while Annie was young enough to do what Ellie told
her; a good pair.

Frank’s father had been with Frank to look
for premises before. The station was ready and they needed
somewhere with stables for about four horses, harnesses, carriages,
a hansom cab and a house for a family.

They looked at Churchgate, though they were
pipped to the post by John White. They looked on Highcross Street
at Earps’, the funeral directors, but Earp didn’t want a partner.
They finally looked at the one which was the nearest to the station
and obviously more expensive. There was a back way through to Great
Central Street but the four cottages were there. Sam, Frank’s
father, thought they’d found the perfect position and said he would
help them buy it and the four cottages as well.

Florence thought she must get Frank to ride
over to Belgrave with her. She wasn’t taking Ann out before she had
been seen by Dr Angus, whose surgery was only 100 yards up
Highcross Street, on the other side. She was surprised at Frank’s
reluctance to go. The Cambers were in Belgrave too and would be
excited to meet Ann. Florence had arranged for Mrs Disley to come
round to help with Ann, but knew it would be too much for her with
four boys and was wondering if maybe Annie, young as she was, might
like to be employed full time to help with Ann and to keep the
house.

When Frank was back from Belgrave they had
to register the birth and get Frank to go to All Saints and arrange
the christening. Soon she would be back to normal.
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“Where have you been?” snapped Florence. “You stink
of cigarettes and booze! I know it takes a while to ride to
Belgrave, but you’ve been so long!”

“First I went to see my parents” replied
Frank. “They were so happy. Then I went across the yard to tell
Francis, who was in the stables, about to take two of the horses to
be reshod in the village. He was excited too. An uncle! I told them
they were invited to Highcross Street to eat with us on Sunday, and
to see Ann for the first time. Then I went to The Dolphin sand
repeated it all again. They will be coming too, probably all in one
of my father’s carriages. “ He omitted to mention the two hours
he’d spent in the Hat & Beaver.

Frank undressed and was soon snoring beside
her. Once Ann had been fed Florence took her back into the drawer,
stoked the fire, turned the gas off, said her prayers and went to
sleep.

“I have just begun the veg for tomorrow.
Glad you’re up and almost dressed. I think Annie Johnson will be
here very soon for her interview, so you can see if you think she
will be good to look after Ann and clean and do a bit of shopping
and cooking.

I may well see if she can help me prepare
tomorrow’s dinner.”

“I liked what I saw of the girl, how old do
you think she is?”

“I think she’s in her early twenties, but
we’ll know more soon.”

Florence dried her hands and looked at the
clock. At the same time there was a knock at the door.

“Now you’re washed and dressed, will you go
and show her into the sitting room? I’ll make some tea and bring it
in.”

A few minutes later Florence went in with a
heavily-laden tray.

“Hello Annie, thank you for being so prompt,
you came by Highcross Street. I’m sorry, I forgot to ask Mr Ginns
to unlock the door through the stables.”

“Good morning Mrs Ginns, you are looking
much better, how is Ann? And how are you? A week tonight, seems to
have gone by very quickly.”

“It does indeed. Would you like tea and a
biscuit?”

“Yes please.”

“My wife and I are wondering if you would
like to come to work for us, Annie” said Frank. “To help Florence
with Ann and also help with the house, shopping and cooking, in
fact it would be good if you could stay on. We have a family party
tomorrow and Florence could do with some help with and cooking,
couldn’t you dear?”

“I would love to look after Ann and be your
housekeeper” she said. “How much will you be paying?”

“I think we can pay you two pounds per
week.”

“Well, I would like to talk it over with
Jack first. I can come round tomorrow to help you, but I have plans
for today, I’m afraid. Oh, Jack would be happy to make a bigger
cradle for Ann. Could you ask Mr Cambers for some wood please?”

Florence had forgotten that Annie would know
that her father was supplying Mr Ginns with wood; they were going
into partnership. Then she remembered that he had a put up a sign
outside, which Florence had thought was going to be pulled down
when Mr Harrison began to alter the front of number 98. Frank had
seen two others but decided on Jack (another Jack) Harrison, as he
had put in the best quote and lived nearby.

The church bells had stopped, and Florence
hoped the vicar had returned from Thurlaston; soon Rev Swingler
would call to see them. She remembered that Frank must go to
Pocklington’s Walk to register Ann’s birth. It was 12th August,
1906.

Annie picked up her gloves. “Thank you for
the tea and the offer of a job” she said. “I’m sure Jack will agree
to your terms. I will go and see him before I see you about half
past eight tomorrow.”

“I’ll let you out the stable door way, Mrs
Johnson, I’ll leave it unlocked until tomorrow.”

When Annie had left, Florence carried the
tray into the kitchen and began to wash the teacups. There was a
knock at the front door.

“Will you get it, Frank?” she said. “My
hands are wet and I’ve my apron, I was just about to make the
batter for the Yorkshires.”

“It drives me insane when people arrive
unannounced” said Frank.

“Me too, I have my day all planned.”

Frank went to the door to see that the
caller was Mr Gutteridge from the church.

“Good afternoon Mr Ginns” he said. “Your
wife and I met at All Saints a few days ago, when she came to book
Ann’s christening. I told her that Rev. Swingler would call to see
her on his return from Thurlaston. Is she in?”

“She is, busy preparing for a family visit
tomorrow.”

“Oh yes, she told me about it. It seems I
held Ann before most.”

“Did you really? Florence hasn’t mentioned
it.”

“Yes, your wife looked tired, so I suggested
she sat on a pew, and while she did I held Ann.”

“Oh, she mentioned that. I’m sure she would
like to see you, would you like a cup of tea?”

“I would, it seems a while since
breakfast.”

Florence’s heart skipped a beat when she
heard who the caller was. “I’ll make some more tea then” she said.
She thought she would never get the batter made. She took her apron
off, thinking Ann needed feeding too.

Walking to the sitting room, she felt
herself trembling with excitement, as well as embarrassment at the
furniture, which was hand-me-downs from her parents, including the
oval oak gateleg table which they would use tomorrow. She wondered
where the tablecloths and best cutlery was. Annie would have to
find it.

“Mr Gutteridge, good afternoon. Mr Swingler
must be back, I heard the bells. We have not really talked about
the christening, though I think I know the three godparents.”

“I don’t think you discussed it with
me.”

“I thought we would discuss it when Mr
Swingler calls.”

“Ah well, the Reverend asked me to tell you
he would like to call at 11. 30 on Tuesday. If that isn’t
convenient I’ll be seeing him at the church tomorrow.”

“That will be convenient for me” said
Frank.

As Florence was about to speak, the sound of
crying came from Ann’s room.

“You’ll have to excuse me, I must go up and
feed her” she said. Why don’t you two go and have a drink over the
road? I shall be forty-five minutes. Please come back for lunch Mr
Gutteridge, and bring Frank with you please, or he will be there
until closing time.”

“I know you need to go to Ann, but please
call me William, and I would love to eat with you. Thank you.”

Florence went up the back stairs, which was
quicker but involved a large step up the first step. She never knew
whether to change or feed Ann first, but this time it was
obvious.

She sat on an old Lloyd Loom chair she had
brought with her from Belgrave and fed Ann, who appeared to be very
hungry. Then she changed her and went downstairs, just as the men
walked in. Wondering what to do with Ann, she asked Frank to bring
the pram.

While he was gone, William asked if he could
hold Ann for a while. Florence was grateful that he cared enough.
He and Frank were around the same age, she thought, but Frank had
never shown any interest in Ann, which saddened her greatly.

Frank came in and asked what he should do
with the pram, glancing at William with fascination. Why, he
wondered, was he holding Ann?

“I’ll put her outside whilst we eat” said
Florence, taking Ann from William. When she returned, she left the
men whilst she went into the kitchen to poach three eggs and make
toast and tea. Then she went in to set the table. When she returned
with a loaded tray, the men were talking about horses, a shared
interest.

She’d put a drop of vinegar in with the
eggs, a tip of her mother’s. She was coming tomorrow! Panic swept
through her. The toast was done and she buttered the three slices
without thinking and put the meal together. She carried the three
plates through and they all sat down to eat.

“William lives on St Nicholas Street
Florence, did you know?” said Frank.

“Why don’t you go to St. Nicholas, if you
don’t mind me asking, William?”

“I went there once, but I didn’t like Rev.
Gill at all, so I went to All Saints. I get on very well with Mr
Swingler.”

“Being newcomers we don’t know anyone yet”
said Frank. “We’ll meet Rev Swingler on Tuesday you said, I must
put it in my diary. We need to get it organised. My parents are
coming tomorrow and we can talk to them about it. Where do you
stable your horses, William?”

“Oh, just at the back of where I live, in
Duns Lane, bit of a trek now the station’s up and running but I
keep two carts there too, and some men work for me there. I think I
told you this though Frank, at the pub, didn’t I?”

“Anyone like more tea?” said Florence.

“Thank you, but look at the time, I have
things to do” said William. “As I’m sure you do, with your families
coming over tomorrow.”
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