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This book is for our dear friends Peter and Dorothy, in memory of their beautiful, brave and very precious daughter, Lizzie.

The night the Titanic went down the sky was alive with shooting stars; the brilliant shooting star that Richard saw when Lizzie went home to be with her Lord was a word to those she loved that she’s free from pain at last, wonderfully healed, and singing praises to the God she loved with all her heart and soul.

I know you, and Phil and Richard, miss her more than words can say. Clive and I continue to pray that the Lord Jesus will give you songs in the night and treasures in dark places, and that he will carry you when all else fails and grief is overwhelming. We love you very much.
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There has been so much written, and have been so many films, about the terrible tragedy when the Titanic went down in April 1912. I wanted to portray the facts of that disaster which could so easily have been avoided as seen by someone who was on board ship, without being confused by the many myths and fables that can colour things over a passage of time. To this end I gathered together a great deal of research, but one book which stands out above all others for clarity and objectivity has to be Unsinkable: The Full Story of RMS Titanic by Daniel Allen Butler.




‘Every city or house divided against itself shall not stand’

Matthew 12:25




PART ONE

January 1890 - A Divided House




Chapter 1

For a long time afterwards he asked himself how things would have panned out if he hadn’t come home unexpectedly that sunny April morning. Would he have discovered the truth in time, or would he have carried on thinking he was the luckiest man alive to be married to Geraldine, even if she did pick fault with everything he did? But all that was relative. He had come home.

Stanley Brown pressed his lips together, his eyes narrowing on the snow-covered fields in front of him. It was bitterly cold. The heavy blue-grey sky threatened further squalls of blustery snow, but chilled to the marrow as he was he preferred the icy landscape to the warmth of his house in the heart of Bishopwearmouth’s terraced streets. House . . . His wide mouth curled in self-derision. Two rooms, to be more precise. Rooms where at this very moment his wife was in the process of giving birth to a child who would be a sister or brother to their little Sarah.

Hunching his shoulders against the raw January wind, he began walking along the Durham Road. He passed the north moor on his left. To the east of that was Silksworth Colliery but the mine would be silent today, it being a Sunday.

No one was about, but why would they be on a day like today? He smiled grimly. You’d have to be mad to be taking a  constitutional in this weather. Mad, or so sickened by what was at home that anything else - even this piercing wind - was preferable.

He walked for over an hour before once again stopping to stand and gaze over farmland. The exposed blackened skeletons of a number of beech trees were being assailed by icy blasts but otherwise the normal laws of nature seemed suspended by the extreme cold of the January afternoon.There were no birds about, not even the odd seagull.

Resting his elbows on the drystone wall bordering the narrow lane he’d turned into a few minutes before, Stanley ran his fingers idly over the raised scar covering the bridge of his nose. The accident had changed his life for ever. Funny how a moment in time could do that. It had been his own fault though, he’d forgotten the cardinal rule of the shipyards which declared you couldn’t afford to lose concentration for a second. He’d been working with a plater in the fabrication shed on a guillotine that chopped the steel plates. It had a little hand crane which you worked yourself and he’d got distracted. He hadn’t realised his finger was on the button of the crane when the sling was going up. It had caught the guillotine and snapped, hitting him full in the face and breaking his nose.

He shook his head at his stupidity. They didn’t call Doxfords where he worked the blood yard for nothing, that and Thompsons Yard.They were the worst on the Wear for accidents. Only yesterday poor old Shane O’Leary had copped a load. Shane had been climbing a ladder between decks and his boot had got caught in the handle of his paint tin. He’d fallen on the tank top, landing on his hands and knees. The bones of his wrists had been sticking out through his skin when he’d climbed back up the ladder before passing clean out.

Stanley straightened, as though throwing something off. You couldn’t dwell on what might happen though, you just had to get on with it. Mind, if he was being honest he wouldn’t want to work anywhere else. From a bairn he’d been fascinated by the shipyards, probably because his da and his granda had been shipwrights. He’d absorbed tales of what went on with his mam’s milk. Gantries  collapsing, girders falling, men and boys losing fingers and eyes or having limbs sliced off. He’d heard it all long before he’d turned thirteen and started work as a rivet catcher boy. He’d thought he’d landed in hell that day. The deafening noise, the hammering and riveting and black belching smoke had made him all fingers and thumbs as he’d climbed the staging above the engine room. He’d looked down on the heaters’ fires and it had reminded him of a picture the teacher at Sunday school had showed them, Dante’s Inferno, he thought it had been called, by some French bloke. But he’d survived that day and the ones following it although two lads he’d started with hadn’t been so lucky.The fatalities among catcher boys was high.

A gust of icy wind tried to snatch his cap and he pulled it further down over his forehead, tightening his muffler round his neck. Slowly he began to retrace his footsteps to the town.

He’d broken his nose that April day because he had been worrying about Geraldine. For some weeks he’d had the notion there was something wrong with her but he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it. Once the infirmary had patched him up and sent him home for the day with a thudding headache, he’d walked to their rooms in a house in Church Street West at the back of the cement works wondering how he was going to tell Geraldine he was losing a day’s pay. In the event that had been the least of his troubles.

Sarah had been in her play pen in the kitchen when he’d let himself in to the house the back way. She’d been crying earlier, if her tear-blotched face was anything to go by, although she had been sitting quietly with a rag doll his mam had made her when he entered the room. She’d raised her little head and seen him and immediately clambered to her feet, holding out her arms, in spite of his knocked-about face. He’d lifted her up and cuddled her for a moment or two before placing her back in the pen. In hindsight he knew that even then he must have suspected something, although what he didn’t know. But something had been telling him not to make his presence known.

Sarah had settled down with her dolly again and he had carefully made his way into the hall. The upstairs of the house was  occupied by an Irish couple who worked during the day. He had stood for a moment outside the front room which was their bedroom, Sarah’s cot having been squeezed in next to their brass bed. All was quiet and Geraldine could have been merely lying down for a rest. Maybe it was her changed behaviour over the last weeks that had alerted him but when he quietly opened the door and saw the two bodies lying among the ruffled covers, he found he wasn’t surprised. Nauseated but not surprised.

They must have had their fun because they were lying entwined with their eyes shut, the man’s white buttocks facing him. He hadn’t reacted for a moment, he’d simply stared at them. Geraldine’s hair had been in a fan on the pillow behind her and one full pink-tipped breast had been visible. That had perhaps enraged him more than anything else. Since the time they had found Sarah was on the way and had a hasty wedding, Geraldine had insisted on undressing in the dark. And this the woman who hadn’t been able to get enough of him. And there she was, in the middle of the day, lying as exposed as one of the whores who plied their trade down by the docks.

The sound he’d made deep in his throat had brought them both jerking upwards seconds before his fists found their target. The fight had been short but savage and all the time Geraldine had been as silent as the grave, shrunk back against the bedhead clutching the sheet to her as though he’d never seen her naked before. The other man hadn’t stood a chance. Not only had he been taken by surprise but his nakedness, combined with the fact that he was slight and finely boned, had put him at a severe disadvantage.

If it hadn’t been for the fact that the neighbours would have had a field day he would have booted him out of the house stark naked. As it was Geraldine’s fancy man had left fully dressed but looking as though he had been hit by a tram.

  



The snow he had been expecting all afternoon was beginning to fall, great fat flakes that whirled and danced in the icy wind. He had reached the outskirts of Bishopwearmouth now but he didn’t hurry. His hands thrust deep in his trouser pockets, he walked steadily on, his mouth a thin line in his grim face.

And now his wife’s bastard was being born and under cover of his name.Whatever Geraldine said, he knew it wasn’t his. She hadn’t let him near her for weeks before that April day and he hadn’t touched her afterwards. Just the proximity of living in the same house sickened him these days. No, this baby was her fancy man’s, all right. When he’d found out she was expecting a baby and done his arithmetic he’d told her to clear off to this fella and it had been then she’d admitted he was long gone, that he’d scarpered the day after he’d found them together. Should he have still thrown her out? Probably. But there had been Sarah. He hadn’t wanted to lose his bairn.

The snow was fast becoming a blizzard but as he passed the grim confines of the workhouse its austere lines mocked what he was trying to tell himself. All right, so it hadn’t altogether been his love for Sarah which had stayed his hand, nor the fact that with nowhere to go Geraldine might well have ended up in the workhouse. It had been the thought of folk knowing he’d been made a cuckold of he couldn’t bear. The neighbours might have their suspicions because you couldn’t so much as sneeze before the old wives knew about it, but suspicions were one thing. Fact was another. He’d always prided himself on being the big man, in deed as well as stature. Stanley Brown, who’d won Geraldine Preston as his wife and her the daughter of one of the big nobs in the town who had his own engineering works. Never mind her da had cut her off without a penny once he’d discovered she was pregnant by a common steelworker, it had been him Geraldine had been mad about. At least in those first heady weeks and months.

Pride goes before a fall. How often had his mam said that? But she was right. After her fancy man had limped off with his tail between his legs Geraldine had screamed at him that she hated the two rooms they were stuck in, hated having to wash and clean and cook from dawn to dusk, hated being a mother, hated him. Julian was the man she’d had an understanding with before she’d met him, the son of one of her father’s wealthy friends. He could have kept her in the manner to which she was accustomed and he loved her.

Oh aye, he’d loved her all right, Stanley thought bitterly as he passed Millfield engineering works and approached the maze of  streets close to the river. He’d loved her so much he’d high-tailed it off abroad leaving the thick, stupid, clodhopping husband to bring up his bairn. The words Geraldine had flung at him that night still rankled. And now the living proof of her betrayal was making an appearance.

He ground his teeth together as he stood at the top of Church Street West. How often in the last months had he looked at his wife’s swelling stomach and loathed her and the new life growing inside her? Times without number. Some days he’d been unable to think of little else. He knew his mam and da were worried about him. His mam never missed an opportunity to press him as to what was wrong but he’d rather cut out his own tongue than suffer the humiliation of revealing the truth.

The kitchen was empty when he walked in. Mrs McKenzie from next door had taken Sarah once it was evident the baby was on its way. He could hear Geraldine groaning in the bedroom and the midwife’s voice. So, it wasn’t over yet.

The kitchen wasn’t as warm as usual, the fire in the range was low. After throwing some coal on, he lifted the kettle from its steel shelf at the side of the hob. It was empty. Walking through to the small backyard which housed the privy and the wash-house, he bent over the tap. When he turned it only a thin trickle of water dribbled out. He knew the signs. Within hours the tap would be frozen and it would take umpteen bits of burning paper pushed up its spout to get it going. With this in mind he took the full kettle through to the kitchen and placed it on the hob. Then he returned to the yard and filled two buckets of water and brought them into a corner of the room for later.

Once the kettle was boiled he made a pot of tea and brought it to the kitchen table. At this stage of his Sarah’s birth he’d been frantic. In fact, he’d been so beside himself the midwife had come out of the bedroom where she was seeing to Geraldine and given him a bit of a talking to. ‘Your wife’s doing fine, man. This is perfectly natural after all.’

When he had protested Geraldine wasn’t very strong and had a delicate constitution, the midwife had been even more forthright.

‘She’s stronger than she looks, Mr Brown. We all are. It comes from having to tend a family and do several things at once. I know your wife wasn’t born round these streets’ - this was said with a sniff and stated quite clearly the midwife was aware of Geraldine’s parentage and furthermore, he’d suspected, had been the recipient of what he privately termed Geraldine’s uppity side - ‘but she’s young and strong and healthy.’ He had thought the midwife somewhat hard and unsympathetic. He had been a fool in those days. But no more.

He drank two cups of scalding hot tea straight down but still the chill inside him made his insides shake. Geraldine’s pains had begun just after breakfast and, deciding he needed more than a bowl of porridge in his stomach considering it was nigh on twilight, he made himself a sandwich. The bread was fresh, Geraldine had baked the day before, but he found he had to force each mouthful past the constriction in his throat. He had just finished and was drinking his third cup of tea when the back door opened and his mother walked in.

‘Mrs Stamp told me she’s started then.’ Ava Brown was a small plump woman, the very antithesis of her tall, lean son.

‘Aye.’

Ava plumped down on one of the hardbacked chairs, unbuttoning her coat. ‘It’s enough to freeze your lugs off out there. Bitter, it is. Is there another one in that pot, lad?’

Silently Stanley poured his mother a cup of tea and pushed it towards her. He was supposed to have fetched her once the baby was on the way; she had offered to look after Sarah and Geraldine each day till he was home from work. He didn’t refer to this but his tone was apologetic when he said, ‘I was coming to see you later.’

‘Aye, well, I’m here now, aren’t I, so I might as well stay put till she’s had it. You had your tea?’

‘I’ve just had some bread and cheese.’

‘That’s not a meal for a full-grown man. I’ll get you something—’

‘Leave it, Mam.’ His tone had been too sharp and now Stanley  moderated his voice as he said quietly, ‘I’m not hungry, Mam, but thanks anyway.’

Ava looked at her lad. She still thought of Stanley as her lad even though he was twenty-five and had been married the last three years. He was her first-born and although another five bairns had followed him, of which only three had survived beyond their first year, she knew she loved Stanley differently to the rest. Possibly because, in spite of his being over six feet two, he had a vulnerability about him her two daughters and other son didn’t have. Which was how that one in there had got her claws into him in the first place.

Taking a deep breath, her voice low, Ava said, ‘What’s wrong, lad? And don’t say nowt. You haven’t been yourself for months now. I know I keep asking—’

‘And I keep telling you, I’m fine.’

‘Aye, and pigs fly.’

‘Drink your tea, Mam.’

Ava said no more. As she sipped her tea she glanced round the kitchen. The range needed black leading, the floor was filthy and there was dust thick enough to write your name in on the dresser. She was no housewife, Geraldine. Always harping on about them being stuck in two rooms and she couldn’t even keep them clean. Mind, she hadn’t heard her complain the last little while, not in Stanley’s hearing anyway. Minded her Ps and Qs now in front of him she did, which was better than how she used to talk, as though he was muck under her feet. And him, she’d never known such a change in a man. From worshipping the ground Geraldine walked on, he seemed sometimes as though he couldn’t stand the sight of her. Could the gossip be true? Mrs McKenzie had been positive there’d been some man visiting when Stanley was at work. Could Geraldine have been carrying on and he’d found out? It would explain a lot.

Once she had finished her tea, she rose to her feet, saying, ‘No doubt there’s a basket of ironing waiting. I’ll be getting on with that. What time is Mrs McKenzie bringing the bairn back?’

Stanley didn’t question how his mother knew the neighbour had taken Sarah, it was the way things were. ‘I’m to collect her when I’m ready.’

‘Well, I’ll do the ironing and a few jobs and maybe pop round meself.’ Ava waved her hand at the battered old armchair to one side of the range. ‘Why don’t you settle down and shut your eyes for a minute or two, you look done in, and you won’t be getting much sleep with a new bairn in the house.’

Stanley did as his mother suggested without comment. He hadn’t slept well for months and lately hardly at all. He had been dreading this day. He’d prayed the bairn would be stillborn more times than he could remember but he didn’t expect God to answer his pleading. How could he if he was a holy God? But he still kept praying it nonetheless.

He had brought Sarah’s cot out of the bedroom that morning and the small wicker crib he’d bought cheap at the Old Market in Sunderland’s East End in readiness for Sarah’s birth now stood in its place. Sarah would be sleeping in the kitchen from now on. He had already made up his mind that he would join her most nights whether or not she needed him to. His armchair was comfortable enough and infinitely preferable to sharing a room with his wife and her bastard.

‘What’s the matter, lad?’

Too late he realised his mother had been staring at him and he quickly wiped his face of all expression. ‘Spot of toothache,’ he said briefly.

Silence reigned in the kitchen, the only sound coming from the bedroom next door.At some point he was vaguely aware of his mother putting the ironing away and then the midwife coming in to ask for hot water, after which his mother went through to the other room with her, but then he must have fallen into a deeper sleep. When he next opened his eyes it was in response to a baby’s cry.

He found he was wide awake, every nerve in his body sensitised, but he didn’t move from the chair. A few moments later his mother appeared in the doorway. They stared at each other and  his mother’s voice held none of the elation a new life normally brings when she said, ‘It’s another little lassie.’

He nodded. He would rather that than a boy who might resemble the slight blond man he’d seen just that one time but whose face was forever etched on his memory.

‘She’s nothing like Sarah was. Half her size for one thing, and this one’s got no hair to speak of.’ Sarah had had a mop of straight black hair that had stuck up comically over her forehead.

He nodded again. ‘Every bairn’s different.’

Aye, every bairn was different but she thought she had her answer as to what was troubling her lad. Did he know the bairn wasn’t his? Then she answered herself with, Why ask the road you know? He knew all right. But of course she might be mistaken. She might be putting two and two together and coming up with ten. But every one of her other five grandchildren, including Sarah, had the Brown stamp on them. The mass of black hair and high forehead and the fact they were all nine pounders and over when they were born. It was a family joke. But she didn’t think there’d be much jesting over this little lassie. Flatly, she said, ‘You can come and see her in a minute, the midwife’s just tidying them both up.’

They were still staring at each other and her suspicion she now knew the reason for the dramatic change in her son strengthened when Stanley blinked, looking away from her into the fire. ‘There’s no rush. I’ve seen a baby before.’

As big and old as he was, Ava had the desire to go across to him and take him in her arms as she’d done when he was a bairn. There was no one better than her lad, no one, but hadn’t she always been fearful this would end in tears? From the minute he’d let on he was seeing Mr Preston’s daughter on the quiet, she’d felt in her water it would go wrong. He had been fair barmy about Geraldine but the lass had been in a different class to him with her da having his own business and them living in a fancy house Hendon way. She’d known what had attracted Preston’s daughter, it had been her son’s looks and his size. Ever since he was a lad Stanley had had the lassies falling over themselves to catch his eye. But she’d worried herself sick Geraldine would discard him when the novelty  had worn off, and most likely she would have done if the bairn hadn’t come along.

Ava stood a moment or two more. ‘I’m going to get you a bite of supper.’

It was said with the air of one who had just thrown down the gauntlet and Stanley was aware his mother expected him to argue. Whether or not he would have done so Ava never found out because the next second the kitchen door opened and Mrs Boyce, the midwife, came in carrying the infant who was swathed in a blanket. ‘Mrs Brown’s asleep so I thought I’d bring this one in here for a bit, give her a chance to have a proper rest. Likely you want to see your new daughter?’ she added cheerily and, without waiting for an answer, bent down and placed the baby in Stanley’s arms which opened automatically to receive the bundle.

He felt rather than saw his mother’s instinctive move towards him. He sat absolutely still and rigid, and as he stared down at the tiny little thing in his arms he saw his mother had not exaggerated. This child seemed half the size Sarah had been when he’d first held her. The baby had been sound asleep in the midwife’s arms but now she stirred, opening her mouth and yawning before looking sleepily up at him.

‘Shall I take her?’

His mother was at his elbow but he kept his eyes on the child. ‘No,’ he said numbly.What had he expected? Some kind of monster, probably, the way his mind had been the last little while. Certainly the swelling in Geraldine’s stomach had taken on a devilish appearance to him; something foul, unclean. But this was just a baby, a tiny little girl with a sweet face who had been born into bitterness and despair. Because that’s what he’d been feeling, gut-wrenching, blind despair.

He swallowed hard, horrified to find he wanted to cry. He couldn’t break down now, not with the midwife watching. Forcing words past the constriction in his throat, he mumbled, ‘She - she’s very small.’

‘Aye, she’s a wee one, all right, but bonny and perfectly formed. There’s nowt to worry about save she’ll need feeding more often  than most. Still, you’re going to be looking after things for a week or two, aren’t you, Mrs Brown?’ the midwife added, turning her gaze on Ava.

‘Aye, lass, I’ll be here. Now can I get you a cup of tea?’

‘No, I’ll be away home, it’s been a long day.’

Stanley looked up, nodding with his head to the mantelpiece. ‘There’s your money there, Mrs Boyce. Can you get it, Mam?’

The midwife took the brown envelope Ava passed her, saying, ‘Thanks, lad. By, I wish everyone was like you I don’t mind saying. I have to wait weeks with some of them and even then it comes in dribs and drabs. And I know for a fact more than one or two of the husbands wet the baby’s head regular as clockwork, if you know what I mean. Any excuse with some of them, and the poor wives at home with next to nothing in the cupboards and the rent man knocking at the door. Pitiful, it is.’

Ava smiled at the midwife as Mrs Boyce put on her hat and coat. ‘I dare say you see plenty with your job.’

‘Oh aye, that’s for sure. But I keep me own counsel.’

‘Best way, lass. Aye, best way.’

Stanley was aware of the women’s chatter as his mother saw the midwife out, but his whole being was taken up with the emotions tearing through his chest. He hadn’t wanted to feel like this, damn it. He gazed down at the sleeping baby. The minute features were perfect - beautiful - and she had none of the red puffiness Sarah had had when she’d been born. This one looked like a little porcelain doll.

He swallowed again as his mother came back into the kitchen. The child in his arms was the only innocent one in this mucky mess, that’s what he had to face up to. He should never have taken Geraldine down in the first place and then he wouldn’t be in this position. No matter she had been brazen in her wanting of him and he had been dazzled by her. He should never have begun anything with her and he had known it all along. He had been courting Sally Hammond from a few doors down, his childhood sweetheart, before Geraldine had beguiled him. He had broken Sally’s heart and felt like the worst scab out but he still hadn’t been  able to give Geraldine up. Even when he’d discovered he wasn’t her first lover it hadn’t deterred him from seeing her again. It was like he’d been bewitched; that was the only way he could explain the madness to himself now.

‘I’m going to nip back an’ let your da know she’s had the bab afore I get Sarah; do you want me to put her in the crib afore I go? I’ll get your supper once I’m back.’

‘No, she’s all right with me.’

His mother came to stand by his elbow.‘Have you and Geraldine picked a name for the little lassie?’

They hadn’t discussed names. They hadn’t discussed anything since the night he had told his wife she could continue to stay under his roof on the understanding that she did exactly as she was told. Her days of being pandered to were over, he had said grimly. From now on she would toe the line and stop acting like Lady Muck or she could sling her hook. Frankly, it was all the same to him. He looked at his mother. Her second name was Lily and his maternal grandma had been Rose. ‘Lily Rose.’

Ava’s plump face flushed with pleasure and there was a smile in her voice as she said, ‘That’s nice, lad.’ Pulling on her coat and hat, she eased her woollen gloves over chapped hands. ‘Ta ta, then, I won’t be two ticks.’

Once he was alone, Stanley put out a finger and touched the silky smooth brow and then the wispy down on the tiny head. Lily. Aye, it fitted her. The wild lilies that grew in the fields Tunstall way had the same pure transparency and beauty. Unbidden, he felt the same fiercely protective love he had experienced when he’d held Sarah for the first time welling up inside him.There was none of the joy of that occasion, but, strangely, it made the feeling for the scrap of humanity in his arms stronger, if anything.

The pricking in his eyes became unbearable but he was alone now. As the tears flowed they rolled down his cheeks so fast they fell on the baby’s face like raindrops.




Chapter 2

It was late the same night. Sarah had made no objection to the new arrangement whereby she slept in her cot in the warm kitchen and she was fast asleep. Lily had just been fed and settled down and Stanley was snoring gently in his bed. Only Geraldine Brown was wide awake. She was tired, but her mind was grappling with the events of the past hours, especially the moment when her husband had informed her, in a tone which had brooked no argument, that the new baby would be named Lily Rose. She had stared at him, wondering if this had indicated a softening in his attitude, but the same coldness as before had masked his face. And the bolster was still in place between them in the bed.

The light through the bedroom curtains from the street lamp positioned outside their window allowed her to see the contents of the room quite clearly, and she lay with her eyes open and her body taut. How she hated that bolster. Stanley had placed it in position shortly after he had found her with Julian and the humiliation and rage she’d felt then had grown with time. The silent declaration that he wanted no part of her and could do without her had cut her to the quick and hurt her pride.

At first she’d told herself he wouldn’t be able to keep it up, not wanting her as he did. From the time they’d bumped into each  other in High Street West one Saturday afternoon when she’d been browsing for a new dress with a girlfriend, she’d sensed she could twist him round her little finger. He had been crazy about her, putty in her hands. The fact that she could engender such passion in the tall, handsome steelworker had thrilled her. But the bolster  had remained in the bed. As the weeks and months had crept by and her body had burnt for release from sexual frustration, so her humiliation had intensified. From the time she had returned home from the select private school for young ladies she’d attended till the age of seventeen and enjoyed her first sexual encounter with a boy after a dance at the tennis club, she had recognised the fires which burnt within her did not burn inside all women. And when she had set eyes on Stanley she’d known he could satisfy those cravings as few men could. And he had.

Geraldine shifted her body on the old flock mattress. It was lumpy and threadbare but had come with the bed and had been all they could afford. She’d got used to it after a while, but tonight her back was aching - not that this birth had been like the first, and for that she was grateful.

She hadn’t expected her relationship with Stanley to last too long, just till she had got her need of him out of her system. After all, he wasn’t of her class and she knew her parents would have a blue fit if they found out. But they had slipped up. And her father had further compounded the situation by washing his hands of her. She’d never forgive him for that, never. He’d consigned her to these two wretched rooms and a life spent working her fingers to the bone simply because she had gone against him. They’d had a maid and cook at home and although the house hadn’t been large by some standards, she and her sister had had their own sitting room where they could entertain friends. And now Millicent, who wasn’t half as pretty as her and who had no figure to speak of, was married to a country squire with a great deal of money. It wasn’t fair.

Tears seeped from her eyes as she considered her lot.Who could blame her for having a bit of fun with Julian? He had been so sweet to her that afternoon when they had met in Mowbray Park  when she had been walking Sarah in her perambulator. She had known Julian ever since they had been children and had always been aware he liked her; when their parents had made it clear the two of them should get married she had gone along with their wishes although he’d been a little too slight and almost feminine looking to stir any real interest in her. They had been on the point of getting engaged when she’d discovered she was pregnant by Stanley. And then, much later, when they’d bumped into each other again, their assignations had given her something to look forward to, something to break the numbing monotony of her life in this horrible place.

Wiping her tears on the sleeve of her lawn nightdress, she turned over. Her feet felt like blocks of ice. Although Stanley had lit a fire in the small grate because of the baby, the room was still cold. It was always cold. More often than not a thin crust of ice covered the inside of the window in the mornings. She hadn’t noticed the cold so much when she’d been wrapped in Stanley’s arms and sleeping curled close to his big body.

This thought brought more tears. Stanley was cruel. She would never have believed he could be so cruel to her. No one understood what she’d had to give up when she had come to this place. Everyone was against her, everyone.

But he had named the child. She hadn’t expected that. She had thought he would want nothing to do with the baby. It was a good sign. Perhaps now the child was born and she could regain her figure he’d want her again. She didn’t believe he didn’t love her. He was just angry she’d slighted him by going with Julian. He’d look on it as a slur to his manhood; his class was so provincial. Her lip curled. But now she was herself again she would bring him to heel. In the fullness of time she would make him suffer for his treatment of her but she would play the loving wife first. Now she wasn’t encumbered by her shape that would be easy. She relaxed, slowly allowing the physical exhaustion to take over. And she would also make sure they did not live the rest of their lives in this hole. She wanted a house of her own, a place where she could close the front door and pretend the mean streets surrounding  her did not exist. It would make being married to Stanley and living in this vile part of the town bearable.

  



It was a full three months before the incident occurred which told Geraldine her relationship with her husband would never resume its early pattern. It was the occasion of Lily’s christening at St Andrew’s church at the bottom of Church Street West.

The day had gone well on the whole. Stanley’s parents, and his two married sisters and their husbands and children, along with his sixteen-year-old brother, Matthew, had come back to the house after the service to toast the baby and have a bite to eat. Geraldine had made sure she put a good spread on, and had cleaned the two rooms from top to bottom the day before. She’d dressed carefully in one of the good-quality day frocks she had brought with her when she had left her father’s home. Although it was now past its best, the fine soft cloth in jade green showed off her red hair and hazel eyes to full advantage.

She had been bright and vivacious and on her best behaviour for the benefit of the company, satisfyingly aware she stood out from the other women present like a butterfly among moths. Having regained her figure and begun to take an interest in her appearance again, she had been working towards this day. She was determined to show Stanley what he was missing. He had been all hers till he had found her with Julian, she knew that, and such was her character that once he had shown her he could do without her, it made her want him as she had never done before. More especially, she didn’t want any other woman to have him. She knew from experience Stanley was a man of deep and fierce passions. If he wasn’t sleeping with her it stood to reason he’d eventually find release elsewhere, and that mustn’t happen.

The kitchen had been crowded all afternoon but Stanley and the other menfolk, including Matthew, had left for the Shoulder of Mutton in Ropery Road. Jinny and Rachel, Stanley’s sisters, had also left to put their children to bed, it being seven o’clock. Geraldine and Ava cleared up together, Sarah watching from her playpen and Lily asleep in her crib which now reposed in a warm  corner of the kitchen. Since the baby had begun to sleep through the night after her ten o’clock feed, a couple of weeks before, they’d moved Sarah back into the bedroom.The little girl had been quite happy to sleep in the kitchen but had remained wide awake till they had left the room to go to bed, causing her to become a little fractious during the day.

Geraldine was not happy Stanley had gone drinking.The Shoulder of Mutton was one of several pubs serving the industrial workers of Deptford, and she knew he was bound to meet some of his shipyard cronies and only roll home once the pub closed. She had hoped after her triumph of the day that it would be just the two of them when the others had gone. She was sure he was beginning to mellow. Admittedly the bolster was still in place, but he treated Lily exactly the same as Sarah and since the baby had been born he had appeared less sullen at times. She just wished the children weren’t so different; Sarah with her dark hair and stocky frame and Lily as tiny and pale as a fairy with eyes as green as grass.

Ava had been thinking along the same lines. Without looking at her daughter-in-law, she said, ‘You couldn’t get two sisters less alike than your two. Mebbe the bab’s fairness runs in your side?’

Geraldine glanced at her mother-in-law who was busy scrubbing at a dish which had held roast potatoes. She neither liked nor trusted Ava, a feeling she was sure was reciprocated, but she needed to keep on Stanley’s mother’s good side if she was going to win her husband back. He thought a great deal of his mother, did Stanley. Curbing the tart retort which had sprung to her lips, she said flatly, ‘My sister has fair hair.’ Actually Millicent’s hair was a horrible mousy brown but that was by-the-by and none of Ava’s business, she thought irritably.

Ava nodded, keeping her eyes on the dish. ‘Mebbe that’s it, then. Breeding outs, one way or the other.’

Her remark could be taken two ways. Geraldine glared at Ava’s back. She knew her mother-in-law had been wondering what was wrong between her and Stanley but she hadn’t mentioned anything directly, not to her at least. Perhaps she had to Stanley but if she had, he hadn’t confided in her. Geraldine found this encouraging.  Deep down he must want to make a go of their marriage if he was averse to turning his mother against her.

She reached for a plate and began to dry it, hating the sight of her red chapped hands. They used to be so soft and pretty. But she’d looked bonny today, everyone had said so. Everyone except Stanley and his mother. As Ava placed the dish on the work table to one side of the washing-up bowl, Geraldine said, ‘That’s the last of it; you go now, you’ve done enough. I want to get Sarah to bed, she’s over tired with all the excitement.’

Ava looked at the young girl in front of her. And that’s what Geraldine was, she told herself. A silly young girl. She wished she could find it within herself to like her because, after all, she was Stanley’s wife, but the older that wee bab got the more she was sure she wasn’t a Brown. Still, as Albert kept reminding her, what went on between a married couple was their business and theirs alone unless one of them decided different. Mind, if he said, ‘Least said, soonest mended, lass’ one more time she’d hit him over the head with the frying pan.

Pulling off Geraldine’s apron which she’d put on earlier to wash the mountain of dishes, she nodded to her daughter-in-law. ‘Right you are then, lass. I’ll leave you to it. An’ it was a nice do, you did the little lassie proud.’

Geraldine smiled stiffly.These awful people. A nice do! Everyone hemmed in so they could hardly move and the men guzzling the beer Stanley had bought as though they’d never had a drink before. There had been enough to last them all night if Jinny and Rachel’s husbands hadn’t been such pigs and then Stanley would have had no excuse to go to the pub. The more she saw of her in-laws, the more she realised Stanley was a cut above most working men. He had ambition, that was the thing. In the early days of their relationship he had talked of bettering himself, becoming a gaffer, as he’d put it. And he could do that, he had both the determination and a way with people. Yes, he could do it and she would make sure he did.

Geraldine’s face revealed a lot more than she thought it did and Ava kept her smile in place and her voice civil with some effort  as she said goodbye and left. Once she was in the back lane she stood for a minute or two, breathing deeply and telling herself not to get riled. The April night was cold enough to quell the smell from the privies in the backyards and the twilight was thick, a lone blackbird digging frantically in a patch of dirt a little distance away for his supper. She watched him pull up a long fat worm and smiled to herself as he made short work of it before flying off. It was only then she moved; she hadn’t wanted to deprive him of his meal.

She hoped she was wrong about the bab. She’d give all she possessed, such as it was, to be wrong and for her lad to have the old light in his eyes when he looked at his wife. And Geraldine was a bonny piece, there was no doubt about that. Whatever was wrong between them now she had turned his head at one time. Maybe she could do it again, as long as it wasn’t . . . that. Because what man worth his salt could overlook the living proof of such carryings-on?

Ava continued to chew the matter over on the short walk home to the two-up, two-down terraced house in Charles Street, close to the old glass works. When she entered her kitchen by way of the tiny scullery she immediately stoked up the fire she had banked down before they’d left at midday for the church. Once it was burning brightly she put the big black kettle on the hob and made herself a pot of tea. She poured herself a cup before plumping down in Albert’s well-stuffed armchair at one side of the range, her feet resting on the thick colourful clippy mat which covered part of the stone-flagged floor. After taking a sip of tea, she looked round the room.

She hadn’t lit the oil lamp. From habit, when the bairns had been small and money had been tight, she rarely lit it till it was nearly too dark to see. Now, in the glow from the fire the kitchen appeared cosy and mellow. The steel-topped, brass-tailed fender, and the dresser with its blue and yellow crockery of which she was inordinately proud, twinkled as they reflected the leaping flames, and in the middle of the kitchen table stood a vase of bright yellow daffodils which Matthew had bought her that morning. He  was a one for little gestures like that, she thought fondly. Stanley had been the same.

She settled herself further in the chair and took another sip of tea, sighing softly. On the morning he’d got wed Stanley had thought of her, even when he’d been so excited he’d appeared like a dog with two tails, bless him. He’d gone out first thing and come back to present her with a grand little pot of blue and pink hyacinths. They had scented the kitchen for weeks.

‘For you, Mam,’ he’d said thickly, and he had touched her face fleetingly, his eyes tender. ‘If Geraldine is half the mother you are, she’ll be doing all right.’ And then he had rushed upstairs to get changed into his Sunday suit, eager to get to the church and his lass.

Quietly Ava placed the cup and saucer by the side of the chair and, burying her face in her hands, she let the tears flow.




Chapter 3

Stanley knew he was merry. Not drunk, he told himself as he laughed at some witticism from one of his brothers-in-law, but just merry enough for the lead weight which sat in his chest these days to feel lighter. He had consumed what was to him a vast quantity of ale, but most of it had come from a group of his shipyard pals sitting at a table in a corner of the bar who, once they’d learned of the occasion, had insisted on standing him pint after pint.

It wasn’t long before closing when he saw Mr Hammond, Sally’s father, making his way towards him.The smile sliding from his face he waited for the older man to approach him. He had once counted Jack Hammond as a friend but after he had finished with Sally her father had let him know exactly what he thought of him. Stanley couldn’t blame him. He and Sally had had an understanding and he’d played a dirty trick on her, getting mixed up with Geraldine. Well, if ever a man had been paid back in kind, he had.

‘Stanley.’ Jack nodded as he stopped in front of him. ‘Celebrating the night, I hear.’

‘Aye.’

‘We’re doing a bit of that ourselves at home. You heard about Sally?’

Jack knew he hadn’t heard about Sally, it was clear in his voice.  Stanley said nothing but his stomach muscles tensed as he waited for Jack to go on.

‘Copped herself a real gent, Sally has. Tim Finlay, him that owns the ironmongers in Fawcett Street. Fair barmy about her, he is. They’re getting wed in the summer.’

Tim Finlay? Stanley knew the shop but he had thought the man who owned it was married with bairns.

‘Lost his wife three years back, Tim did, round about the time you and Sally parted company. She’s been acting as housekeeper for him and looking after the two bairns. Course, me an’ the wife could see it coming. It was clear he was smitten, but being a decent  bloke’ - the word was charged with meaning - ‘he waited a while before declaring himself.’

Stiffly, Stanley said, ‘I’m pleased for her.’

‘Aye, I thought you would be. I said to the wife, Stanley will be pleased to know Sally’s done so well for herself. In clover she’ll be from now on and no one deserves that more than my lass. She couldn’t have done better, in my opinion.’

Stanley said nothing, there was nothing to say.

His eyes as hard as bullets, Jack nodded again. ‘You’re still in Church Street West, then? Two rooms, isn’t it?’

Again Stanley didn’t reply but now his temper was rising. The Hammonds lived a few doors down from his parents and theirs was a big family, consequently they were as poor as church mice. Many the time as a bairn he’d gone with Sally to the pawn shop with her mother’s sheets and her father’s Sunday suit so the family could eat in the couple of days before her father got paid. The bairns had always been clean but the lads had never had boots on their feet, even in mid winter, and they’d regularly scrounged bones from some of the kinder butchers at the end of a working day or foraged for droppings of spotted fruit under the market stalls. Jack Hammond had nothing to preach at him for.

‘All right, Jack?’ Albert entered the conversation with a warning hand on his son’s arm. ‘Can I buy you a jar?’

With some effort, Jack turned his eyes away from the younger man. ‘No thanks, Bert, I’m on me way home.’ He nodded to them  all and then turned on his heel and walked out of the pub into the black night.

The group had fallen silent and Stanley knew what they were thinking, even Matthew. They’d never come right out and say it because family was family, but at bottom their sympathies were all with Jack Hammond on this. His family had thought the world of Sally. He drained his glass and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I’m off then. See you at the yard tomorrow.’

Once outside he stood for a minute in the bitingly cold air. So, Sally was getting married. He felt like he’d been punched in the stomach which was daft, stupid. Nevertheless, that’s how he felt. Finlays was a big shop, impressive; he dare bet Tim Finlay didn’t live in the gridiron acres of terraced housing behind the industrial riverside. Far more likely he’d have a house in one of the more spacious suburbs - Ashbrooke way or somewhere similar. Well set up, Sally would be.

He began to walk slowly, his hands thrust in his pockets. Deep down he was glad for her; if anyone deserved some happiness, Sally did, but his guts felt like a giant hand was clamping them at the thought of another man touching her. He shook his head at himself. If anyone had asked him yesterday, even an hour ago, how he felt about Sally Hammond, he would have told them in all honesty he wished the very best for her. And he did. After what he’d done how could he wish anything else? But suddenly he felt as though he had lost something irreplaceable and infinitely precious and it was only now, when it had been snatched away, that he realised how special it had been.Which, again, didn’t make sense because he had lost Sally one sunny spring day over three years ago when he had first clapped eyes on Geraldine. If he had known then what he knew now, he’d have run like a bat out of hell.

There had been occasional sharp flurries of snow throughout the day. Winter didn’t relinquish its grip without a fight in these parts. As he reached the top of Church Street West a few desultory flakes of snow fluttered haphazardly in the wind, for all the world like delicate May blossom. Stanley stood staring down the dark street. He was gripped by a sense of aloneness that was overwhelming.

He would give anything not to have to go back. He breathed in deeply, hunching his shoulders. His parents’ house was only a couple of streets away but, poor as it was, it was a palace compared to what he and his family were living in. But they were stuck there for the time being till he could drag them out of the mire. And he would. Aye, he would. Not for Geraldine’s sake. He was done with trying to please her. But his little lassies, that was a different story. He’d work all the hours under the sun to provide them with somewhere better than this.

He began walking, his eyes narrowed on the greasy pavement underfoot and the feeling of frustration gnawing at his vitals. He had to forget about Sally. She belonged to another lifetime. Likely she was aware where he was living and perhaps even feeling a sense of satisfaction at the difference in their circumstances.Well, all things being equal, he couldn’t blame her for that.

Something in him balked at entering the house by the back way.The middle classes used their front doors as a matter of course and one day he would do the same. And they’d have a garden. Not a yard where the stink of the privy prevailed but an area of grass and flowerbeds, somewhere for bairns to play in. Somewhere clean and sweet-smelling.

When he entered the house it was to hear the O’Flannagans going hell for leather at each other upstairs. They fought like cat and dog half the time; the other half the bed springs twanged like there was no tomorrow. Stanley was amazed there wasn’t a tribe of little O’Flannagans but according to the neighbours’ gossip there was something wrong with Mrs O’Flannagan in that department. Whether it was true or not he didn’t know and he didn’t care. He had enough problems of his own to contend with.

The kitchen was in darkness when he opened the door but he had expected that. What he hadn’t expected was to see Sarah’s cot standing next to the crib. He stared at the sleeping children for a moment. He wanted to make himself a pot of tea, and while Lily slept through anything once she was off, Sarah was a light sleeper. He stood undecided for a few moments and then took off his cap and coat and slung them over one of the hardbacked chairs. Pulling  off his boots he placed them close to the range and then slipped out of his Sunday suit and folded that neatly along with his shirt and tie.

What the dickens was going on? Geraldine must have lugged the cot through to the kitchen, but why? Admittedly it was always warmer than the bedroom but he thought they had decided it was no good trying to make Sarah sleep in the evenings when they were still up.

The cold was getting into his bones so, clad in his vest and long johns, he closed the kitchen door gently behind him, and went through to the front room. As soon as he opened the door he saw Geraldine had the fire blazing high enough to set the chimney on fire. As his gaze swung to the bed he froze with his hand on the door knob and the door slightly ajar.

‘You’ve been long enough.’ Geraldine’s voice was low and throaty. She smiled slowly at the expression on his face.‘But you’re back now.’

She was lying stark naked on top of the bedclothes, her hair spread out on the pillow in rippling waves. Her smooth arms were folded behind her head and her breasts gleamed like alabaster in the flickering light from the blazing fire. She looked for all the world like a beautiful marble statue, or perhaps a porcelain statue would be a better description because her white flesh seemed almost transparent.

Stanley stared at her and the reason for Sarah’s banishment to the kitchen became clear. She had planned to seduce him. Her unshakeable belief in her power over him, even now after all that had happened between them, was truly astounding.

‘Come to bed, Stanley.’ She sat up, flicking her hair over her shoulders as her breasts swung provocatively.‘You must be frozen standing there and I can make you warm. We can make each other warm.’

The O’Flannagans had stopped arguing. In the next moment the bed springs above them began to twang and creak.

Stanley pushed the door to and as it clicked his mind was working again, coldly and without passion. He didn’t fool himself it was him Geraldine wanted; any man would have sufficed. She had been denied sex for some time and the result was that she was like a  bitch on heat. He had once thought she loved him but for a long time now he’d known she had never felt for him what he had felt for her. The words she had screamed at him the day he had sent Julian packing were perhaps the truest she had spoken and they had been degrading and raw. He had felt as though she had stripped him of his manhood that day, in every way. She had used him as the farmers used a stud bull and with as little feeling, and had it not been for Sarah she had made it clear that she wouldn’t have dreamed of sinking so low as to marry a man like him.

It had hurt at first. Hurt? It had nearly sent him mad. But strangely, and for no reason that he could understand, the moment he had gazed into Lily’s tiny, perfect face he had felt a release. Certainly of the hatred that had been eating him alive and turning him into someone he didn’t want to be. And with that release had come the knowledge that Geraldine couldn’t hurt him any more. He was immune. Flatly, he said, ‘Cover yourself.’

‘Please, darling.’ She knelt, holding out her arms like a supplicant at church as she pouted a little. ‘I want to make it up to you. I was wrong, I know that, and weak, but he pursued me. He wouldn’t leave me alone. It was only the one time, Stanley, I swear it, and I’ve learned my lesson. I want you, I’ve always wanted only you.’

‘Don’t.’ He didn’t want her to debase herself further. He just wanted to be left alone. ‘Don’t say any more because you’ll regret it. It’s over, Geraldine. Accept it.’

‘No. How can I? I love you.’

He walked across the room to the rickety wardrobe and opened the door, taking one of her lawn nightdresses from the shelves at the side of the hanging space and throwing it towards her. ‘Put it on and let’s go to sleep.’

‘Please, Stanley, you have to believe me.’ She slid off the bed, leaving the nightdress where it had fallen. She was remembering how he could make her feel, the things he had done to her and in that moment she believed she meant it when she said, ‘I love you.’

‘But I don’t love you, Geraldine.’

‘You do, I know you do.You’re angry and I can understand that, but we can go back to how we were if you let me show you how  sorry I am.’ She had reached him and as she twined her arms round his neck, pressing herself against him, she murmured, ‘Anything you want I’ll do. Anything, Stanley.’

When he reached up and unwound her hands, holding her by her wrists as he moved her away from him, she didn’t understand what he was doing for a moment. Dispassionately, he said,‘Stop this.’

‘I can’t. I love you.’

She flung herself at him again and as he pushed her away so sharply she almost fell, he growled, ‘Damn it, woman, stop this. I don’t want you. I don’t want you touching me, do you understand? Whatever was there, it’s over. Finished.’

‘You can’t mean that. What about the rest of our lives? I need—’ She stopped, licking her lips before she whispered, ‘I need you.’

He stared at her, and his voice was guttural and his northern accent strong when he said, ‘You don’t need me, not me as an individual. What you need is mating now and again. But I’m not an animal, Geraldine. I need more than that’ - he indicated her body with a wave of his hand - ‘when I take a woman to bed. I’d as soon use the services of one of the whores down by the docks than sleep with you. That’s the truth of it.’

Slowly the blood drained from her face. She swore, an ugly profanity which shocked Stanley. He had heard such language in the yard but for a woman who had been brought up as Geraldine had been to know such words wasn’t right. Then he realised he’d pushed her beyond breaking point when she flew at him, scratching and kicking and screaming. He held her off as best he could but it took all his might. She was like a woman demented and possessed of a strength that almost matched his.

It wasn’t till she was finally spent and had dropped down to the floor in a shuddering heap that he let go of her. He walked over to the bed and picked up the nightdress. Dropping it at her feet he gathered up his working clothes and one of the blankets off the bed and left the room without another word.

  



Geraldine lay where she was for some minutes. Stanley’s rejection had given her the biggest shock of her life. For a while she was  incapable of moving and then she sat up, reaching for the nightdress. She pulled it over her head and slowly stood to her feet.

Once she was in bed she lay quite still, her eyes wide open. She hated him. For him to dare to sit in judgement on her, the mealy mouthed upstart.What was he, after all? A common shipyard worker. Her father could buy and sell his whole family a thousand times over. She had been mad to take up with him in the first place but he ought to be down on his hands and knees thanking God she had looked the side he was on.

If only she hadn’t given him the satisfaction of humiliating her like that. But she had. It was too late now. She clenched her fists, the urge to hurt him rising up again. He was nothing, scum. Him and that mother of his.

She would make him pay for this night. She would devote the rest of her life to it. To getting her own back on him; the big fellow, the devoted husband and father.

Her eyes narrowed. Stanley thought a lot of Sarah, Lily too. She didn’t understand that, not with him knowing what he knew. Nevertheless, it was clear his feelings for the baby were genuine. For herself, if she could walk out of here tomorrow and leave the lot of them, she would. But she had nowhere to go. There were more ways of killing a cat than skinning it, though; she’d seen Stanley’s face today when he had been holding Lily at the font, and later when they were home and Sarah had clambered on his knee. He loved both little girls as his . . .

For once Geraldine was comfortable, the coal she had heaped upon the fire had made the room as warm as toast. The urgings of her body temporarily sated by the emotion and energy she had expended in the last half-hour, she snuggled further under the covers as her mind continued to consider Stanley’s devotion to his children. He thought he could spurn her and get away with it, did he? Cast her aside and still continue to play the happy family man with Sarah and Lily? Well, she’d see about that. She was the one who was home with them all day, she had their ear. Who was to know what she whispered to them and fed into their minds? She would be subtle; she didn’t want Sarah repeating anything to Stanley  or his mother, but a steady drip, drip was powerful in its own way, especially with children. Oh yes, she’d get her own back on Stanley and it would be a revenge that would twist the knife every year the girls grew a little older.

Shortly after dawn when the lamplighter passed down the street with his long pole with a hook at the end of it and extinguished the lamp outside the house Geraldine had not slept. But she was no longer in turmoil. She knew now how she was going to make Stanley’s life miserable, she thought, as she climbed out of bed and began to dress for the day. And it would be all the more sweeter because he wouldn’t be able to prove a thing.
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