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For Jane, my soul sister x





Part One




July 1850






Chapter One



‘Ssh, don’t wake him, lass,’ Eve Meadows whispered to her daughter Maryann. ‘He’s worn out, bless him.’ Her eyes were full of concern as she looked towards her husband, who was slumped in the bedside chair. ‘And you must be an’ all.’


Maryann was quick to reassure her. ‘I’m all right, Mam, don’t you get fretting over me.’


Eve Meadows was terrified of how her husband would cope if anything happened to her. John Meadows was a gentle man, and since his wife’s illness he had become like a lost soul, which worried her considerably. What would become of the family, if she was no longer there to care for them? Her hand dropped to the mound of her stomach and she heaved a sigh. This last pregnancy had come as a shock, for she had thought she had left her childbearing days behind her. If truth be told, she had not wanted any more children – even though John had been thrilled at the prospect of a new baby. But from the day she had realised she was with child again, she had felt unwell, and also had this awful sense of foreboding – and now with this fever on top . . . She felt as if someone had lit a fire inside her that was consuming her. However, her biggest fear was not for herself but for her family. Maryann looked worn out. The lass was just seventeen, too young to be running a household and scurrying about after invalids – but she was powerless to help her.


‘Why don’t you take yourself off to bed now and get some rest?’ she suggested weakly as Maryann plumped up her pillows and bent to plant a tender kiss on her mother’s burning cheek.


‘I will soon, Mam, but I fancy a bit o’ fresh air before I turn in so I might go and stand out in the yard and cool down first.’


Once outside in the gloomy cobbled courtyard, the girl welcomed the slightly cooler air on her skin whilst trying to ignore the overpowering stench of the pigsty and the privy. Great fat bluebottles were buzzing about and she swatted them away tiredly. She was still standing there when Toby Jackson emerged from the door of the cottage across the yard. The pair smiled easily at each other.


‘How are they?’ He cocked his head towards the house.


‘Violet seems to have turned the corner, but I’m still worried about me mam,’ Maryann confided.


He patted her arm comfortingly. ‘Happen she’ll be on the mend soon,’ he told her, but she wasn’t so sure although she longed to believe him.


‘She didn’t have enough strength as it was,’ she told him in a small voice and it was all he could do to stop himself from taking her in his arms there and then.


Toby worked at the mill with Maryann’s father and so he knew how things were. John Meadows had been walking about as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders – but then that came as no surprise, knowing how much he thought of his wife. Unlike most of the chaps thereabouts, John’s wages were tipped onto the table each week rather than finding their way across the bar in the local ale-house, and he was not ashamed to say how much he cared for his family. In fact, as Toby thought of it now he couldn’t ever remember hearing a cross word sounding from the Meadows’ house. Most of the women from the neighbouring cottages would sport a black eye come a Friday evening when their husbands staggered in drunk following a belly-full of ale, but Eve Meadows had never had to worry about that with John. He was a home bird, which from where Toby was standing only made the situation in which John now found himself all the more heart-breaking.


‘I was just off for a stroll. Don’t suppose you’d care to join me, would you?’ he asked hopefully.


Maryann shook her head. ‘Thanks, I’d love to but after I’ve cooled down I’m going to try and catch a bit of sleep in case me mam needs me during the night.’


He paused, wishing that there was something he could say to comfort her, but then giving up he strode away, leaving Maryann sagging limply against the wall.


Through the open door, Violet watched him go from her pallet bed at the side of the fireplace. Her expression was hard. It wasn’t fair. She’d been fluttering her eyelashes at Toby for months but he never looked the side she was on; his sights were always fixed firmly on their Maryann. It was no surprise really though, she thought to herself resentfully. Maryann had always been the brightest and the prettiest. At least, that was the way she saw it. Maryann could do no wrong in their parents’ eyes, whereas she always seemed to be in trouble for something or another. The girl didn’t stop to consider the reasons why. The last time she had been scolded for instance, was because her mother had discovered she had been skiving off school and spending the penny a day it cost to send her there on fripperies, as Eve termed them, from the travelling tinker. How anyone could term ribbons and cheap pieces of jewellery as fripperies, Violet just could not imagine. Surely they were essential items to a girl if she was to look her best? And Violet liked to look her best.


Now her hand rose absently to touch her hair. It was lank after all the sweating she had done during her illness and she longed to give it a good wash, but although she felt much better now, she would not admit it just yet. It was quite nice to lie in bed and have Maryann wait on her, and when she did show an improvement no doubt Maryann would go back to work and it would be left to her to fetch and carry for their mother. She scowled at the thought. Violet was still finding it hard to forgive her mother for getting pregnant again. It was disgusting, the way she saw it, and for more than one reason. For a start off she considered her mother to be far too old to be having another child; she was suddenly no better than the other women in the courts, who bred like rabbits. And secondly, once the brat arrived she would no longer be the youngest, which was something she had taken full advantage of since the death of her other two siblings.


Seven-year-old Gertie and six-year-old Joe had died the year before from measles, which was probably why she had not been sent out to work as yet. Nearly all of the girls of her age that she knew had already been working for years, but Violet hated the thought of having to follow her father and sister into that dirty mill. Most of the people who worked there for any length of time ended up dying of the lung fever from the loose cotton fibres they were forced to inhale, and she had no intention of that happening to her! No, Violet intended to go into service when she had to – and not as a laundry maid either. She wanted to be a lady’s maid at the very least. She had seen them occasionally when she had passed the posh houses, in their frilly lace caps and pretty aprons. A position like that would suit her just fine, for the time being at least. As she day dreamed she snuggled further down into the lumpy mattress and in no time at all she was fast asleep.


Maryann was just about to re-enter the house when a cry from her parents’ open bedroom window had her springing through the door and up the stairs.


‘Fetch Granny Addison right away,’ her father ordered her as he gripped his wife’s hand. ‘I think the baby is coming.’


‘But it’s too early!’ Maryann’s hand flew to her mouth as she stared at her mother. Eve’s face was distorted with pain. Her eyes were screwed tight shut and she had gone alarmingly pale. Without wasting another second, Maryann hoisted up her darned calico skirt and raced back down the stairs and across the yard where she hammered on Granny Addison’s door.


One glance at the girl’s terrified face told the woman all she needed to know, and without a word she followed Maryann back across the cobblestones.


‘What’s wrong now?’ Violet complained as she struggled to sit up. She had been having a very pleasant dream, so was none too pleased to be woken so soon.


Neither Maryann nor Granny Addison bothered to answer her, and once they had disappeared up the narrow staircase Violet crossed her arms in a huff.


They found John Meadows leaning over his wife, and when he turned his face briefly towards their kindly neighbour, Granny Addison saw tears glistening on his lashes. Her heart went out to him. Both were aware that Eve was pitifully weak already, without having to face the strain of giving birth. However, it looked as if there was no other option now and she would just have to do what she could for her.


‘Fetch me hot water an’ towels, as many as yer can lay yer ’ands on,’ she barked at Maryann as she threw off her old woollen shawl and rolled her sleeves up. ‘An’ you,’ she addressed John, ‘get yerself downstairs. The birthin’ room ain’t no place for a bloke.’


But John did not budge. ‘I’m staying,’ he answered with quiet determination, and so with a shrug she turned her attention to the poor soul on the bed who was gripped in a contraction.


‘Well, don’t say as I didn’t warn yer.’ Yet despite her words she felt a quiet admiration for him. Her Archie had been off to the ale-house as fast as a bullet from a gun when she’d started to birth each of her brood, an’ he’d come home roaring drunk after it was over each time an’ all.


Flicking aside the coarse blanket, she then unceremoniously hoisted Eve’s nightgown up to her breasts and ran her hands across her swollen stomach as the woman groaned in agony.


‘I reckon this little ’un is breech,’ she mumbled worriedly to herself. Eve was in a bad enough way as it was without having to try and push out a babby that was upside down – but there was nowt she could do about it.


‘That’s it, you bear down now when yer feel the need to,’ she soothed as she slid her hand into the woman’s most private place. Eve screamed but Bertha continued to probe, hoping to get a hold on the child’s feet.


John’s skin already had the yellow pallor of most that worked in the mill, but now he was positively grey. He watched as sweat stood out on the midwife’s forehead and began to run down her face like tears.


‘C-can you feel it?’ he whimpered.


‘I can that, but feelin’ it an’ catchin’ ’old o’ the little sod are two different things,’ Granny Addison gasped as she withdrew her hand.


‘Shall I send Benny for the doctor?’


‘If you’ve a mind to – but can yer afford it?’


‘If need be.’ John Meadows would have sold his soul at that moment to get help for his wife.


Eve immediately dropped back onto the pillows as Granny Addison went on, ‘I reckon we’ve a way to go yet, lad. This could take some time so, ’old fire till we see what’s goin’ on, eh?’


Maryann rushed back in then, clutching a bowl of hot water and with a number of clean towels folded across her arm. Like her father’s, her face was fearful.


‘She will be all right, won’t she, Granny?’


The woman raised her eyes to the young girl’s and wearily shook her head. ‘I can’t answer that, lass,’ she said. ‘It’s all in God’s hands now.’


The child, a perfectly formed little boy, finally slithered from his mother’s body just as dawn was streaking the sky with soft purples and mauves. He was tiny, with downy chestnut hair the same colour as his big sister’s, but he never took a breath and within minutes of his arrival his mother took her last too.


John Meadows stood in stupefied silence as he stared down at them whilst the rest of the family huddled together in the kitchen downstairs.


‘I’m so sorry, lad,’ Granny Addison said chokily as she pressed his arm. Dr Noble had been in attendance for the last two hours but even he had not been able to do anything. Now, the grim-faced doctor snapped his bag shut and rolled down his sleeves.


‘I’ll leave yer to say yer goodbyes, shall I, while I go an’ get Maryann to make us a sup o’ tea? Then I’ll come back up an’ lay the pair of ’em out afore yer send fer Bill Roberts, the undertaker. I’ll pay the doctor an’ all, lad. Money in the tin on the mantelpiece, is it?’


John nodded numbly as he stared down at his beloved wife’s face. Strangely, death seemed to have erased all the pain from it, and suddenly she looked like the bonny young girl he had fallen in love with, all those years ago.


With a last squeeze of his arm, Granny Addison shuffled from the room, closely followed by the doctor. Her heart was heavy and she was so tired that she could barely put one foot in front of the other, but her job wasn’t over yet. Now she would have to tell the children – and it was a job she dreaded.


As she emerged from the small door leading to the stairs, she found three pairs of eyes all turned towards her; one look at her face told it all.


‘Oh nooo . . .’ Maryann began to cry as her brother, Benny, placed his arm protectively about her.


Violet whispered in stunned disbelief, ‘Me mam – is she . . .’


Granny Addison nodded mutely.


‘An’ the baby an’ all?’


The woman nodded again before crossing to the kettle and pushing it into the fire. She then paid the doctor who, after offering the family his condolences, pocketed the coins and sadly left. The kettle took only seconds to boil; Maryann had had it simmering all night, so now Bertha Addison crossed to the dresser, took down the heavy brown teapot and began to spoon tea leaves into it. It was one of the very rare occasions in her life when she was lost for words – for what could she say that would ease the suffering of the family left behind? Words seemed so inadequate at a time like this. She added the boiling water to the leaves then after placing the knitted tea cosy on the pot, she left it to mash and sank down onto one of the hard-backed chairs surrounding the table.


‘Yer dad – he’s taken it badly,’ she forced herself to say eventually. ‘So yer must all try to be strong fer ’im now. It’s what yer mam would ’ave wanted, God rest ’er soul.’


His face ashen, Benny nodded. ‘Will we be allowed to see her?’ he asked brokenly.


Bertha sighed. ‘O’ course yer will. But why don’t yer wait till I’ve washed an’ changed ’er, once yer dad’s said ’is goodbyes, eh?’


Maryann rose woodenly and taking a clean linen nightgown from the pile of ironing she had done that afternoon, she placed it on the table before asking in a small voice, ‘Would you like me to help you?’


‘No, pet. That ain’t no job fer a young ’un. But yer could per’aps find me two pennies. Nice shiny ’uns if yer ’ave ’em.’


Crossing to the tin on the mantelpiece, Maryann extracted two coins with shaking fingers, and as she thought of what they were for, her heart broke. But then she pulled herself together with a great effort, and after fetching the jug of milk from the bucket of cold water in which she had stood it on the cold shelf in the pantry, she checked to see that it hadn’t curdled. It was so hard to keep anything fresh in this heat, especially the milk, but thankfully it seemed all right and she prepared the mugs mechanically, feeling as if she were caught in the grip of a nightmare.


Their father joined them some time later, his eyes red and swollen. The tea had stewed by then and Maryann busied herself making a fresh pot. It had been the longest night of his life, but John knew he must hold himself together for the sake of the three young people who were dependent on him. He addressed their neighbour. ‘Don’t you need to get some rest, my dear?’


Bertha Addison gave a deep sigh. ‘Thanks, lad, but I’d rather do what needs to be done first.’ So saying, she lifted the pennies and the nightgown and slowly made her way back up the stairs, feeling as if she was climbing a mountain. Meanwhile, the children clustered around their father for what little comfort he could give them.


It was almost two hours later when Maryann asked, ‘How are we going to afford to pay for Mam’s funeral, Dad? There’s only enough money left in the tin for the rent man, and enough food to see us through after paying the doctor till you get your next wages – and we haven’t paid Granny Addison yet.’


‘I’ll not need payin’, lass,’ the warm-hearted woman assured her as she struggled out of the fireside chair. ‘Yer mam did me many a good turn, an’ that’s payment enough.’ She was so tired now that she could barely keep her eyes open and wishing to leave the family to grieve now that she had done all she could, she headed for home and the comfort of her old brass bed and Archie’s snores.


Once the door had closed behind her, John pointed to the clock on the mantelpiece. It had been a wedding present and Eve’s pride and joy, but he had his priorities.


‘You can take that to the pawn shop soon as it’s opened,’ he told Benny dully. ‘That should more than pay for a decent send-off.’


‘But Dad . . . me mam loved that clock,’ Maryann protested with a catch in her voice.


‘Aye, I know she did, but it’s either that or she lies in a pauper’s grave – and I think she deserves better than that, don’t you?’


Maryann’s chin drooped to her chest as she watched Benny reverently lift the little ornate clock from the shelf. She doubted they would be able to afford a headstone with what the clock would fetch, but then that could always come later, and at least they would know where her resting place was. In the meantime, her dad could perhaps make a wooden cross.


‘Will you be wanting her to be laid to rest with the children in Coton churchyard?’ Her father nodded dumbly. ‘Then perhaps you could call in and ask the vicar to come and see us when you’ve been to the undertaker’s an’ all,’ she told Benny quietly.


Her brother paused in the act of carefully wrapping the treasured clock in a thin blanket. He made no objection, knowing all too well the necessity for speed. In this heat, the need to bury the dead was urgent, and he had no doubt the vicar would wish to do so within the next couple of days. Word had already spread through the courtyard, and when Benny stepped out onto the cobbles he saw that all the curtains on the other windows were tightly drawn and he had to blink to hold back his tears. He still couldn’t quite believe what had happened, but somehow he knew that life as they had known it was about to change for each and every one of them.





Chapter Two



Two days later, Eve Meadows and her baby were laid to rest in Coton churchyard close to the grave of her beloved children. The night before, the weather had changed dramatically and as the family stood at the side of the open grave with bowed heads the rain came down in torrents, soaking them all to the skin.


‘I shall be ill again at this rate,’ Violet complained. A glare from Maryann silenced her.


Trust Violet to think only of herself on such a day, Maryann fumed. Thankfully she was young and fit and had survived the fever that had so weakened their mam, but there would be many funerals over the coming days, for the same fever that had taken their mother had swept through the town and claimed many lives. A vision of her mother in her coffin – of the two shiny pennies that had been placed on Eve’s closed eyes before the undertaker had nailed down the lid – was dancing in front of Maryann, and she knew that she would never forget it. Even so, she was dry-eyed – for now the pain she was experiencing went beyond tears. The same could not be said for her father, who was leaning heavily on Benny with tears pouring down his cheeks to mix with the rain.


‘We commit the body of our sister Eve Mary Meadows . . .’ The vicar’s voice droned on, seeming to come from a long, long way away, but at last it was done, and after he had shaken John’s hands and offered condolences, the man turned and hurried away to the warmth of the manse, his vestments flapping wetly about his legs. Only a few people had attended the funeral. Many could not and dared not take the time off work, so thankfully the family had not felt the need to offer refreshments afterwards. The fine ormolu clock had paid for the service and the burial, but there was little left in the kitty now and Maryann knew that it would be up to her to make every penny count if they were all to eat until the next payday. They turned as one and started for the lych-gate as the gravediggers moved in and began to shovel wet earth onto the coffin. The sound was like a knife piercing Maryann’s heart.


By the time they turned into the cobbled alley in Abbey Street they were all miserable and tired, but as soon as they entered the kitchen Maryann drew back the curtains and placed the kettle in the heart of the fire. She would make them all a nice hot drink, hoping that once they had all changed out of their sodden clothes, they might feel slightly better. She went into the pantry to see what she might be able to cook them for tea. Life had to go on, and now that her mother was gone Maryann realised that she would have to take on the role of the woman of the house. She doubted Violet would be capable of it. Thankfully there were some green beans and carrots in the pantry, as well as some new potatoes and pickled beetroot. Some leftover apple tart and yesterday’s loaf would help to make it filling. Once she had made the tea she then went upstairs to get changed, and soon they were all sitting around the table drinking the weak tea. The few remaining tea leaves they had were precious now.


‘Right.’ John cleared his throat and looked around at them all. ‘I suppose we should talk now about how we are going to manage without— in the future.’ His gaze rested on Violet and he told her quietly, ‘I’m afraid you will have to start work now, Violet.’


‘What?’ The mug paused halfway to her lips as she stared back at her father in horror.


‘Your mam and me have already kept you at school for far longer than most, but now without the money she brought in with the washing and ironing she did, we shall need another wage in order to stay afloat. I shall be having a word with the manager at the mill tomorrow. He’ll no doubt be able to find you a place in the carding room.’


Violet slammed her mug onto the oilskin so hard that the contents slopped over the rim as all her hopes and dreams of becoming a lady’s maid and wearing a fancy lace cap and apron began to disintegrate.


‘B-but I don’t want to work in the mill!’


Her father’s head wagged from side to side. ‘None of us wants to work there, lass, but needs must.’


‘Well, I won’t go!’ She scraped her chair back and rose so suddenly that for a moment it was in grave danger of toppling over. ‘If I must find work I’ll ask about the big houses to see if any of them needs a lady’s maid.’


John Meadows sighed. The last thing he needed today was confrontation, but knowing Violet as he did, there would be no use arguing.


‘Very well then, I’ll give you until the end of the week – but if you haven’t found a position by then you’ll start at the mill alongside me and Maryann next Monday.’


She stamped away upstairs as Benny and Maryann exchanged an anxious glance. They both loved their younger sister dearly, but they also knew that she had been spoiled shamelessly, especially since the death of the younger children, so she would probably find the changes far harder than they would.


‘I think we should all return to work tomorrow,’ John said wearily as they all listened to Violet banging about upstairs. ‘We will have to fit in the household chores and the cooking between us when we get home each evening. I know it won’t be easy, but—’


‘We’ll soon get into a routine,’ Maryann said quickly. He looked so sad, and yet there was nothing she could say that would ease his pain, and it had broken her heart all over again to hear him sobbing in his bed each night.


‘Course we will,’ Benny said strongly as their father stood up and made for the yard.


‘I reckon I’ll just go and have a smoke of me pipe,’ he told them. Thankfully the rain had stopped although the skies were still heavy and overcast, reflecting their moods. Maryann was glad that it had rained in a way, for what could have been worse than to have to bury Eve Meadows in brilliant sunshine?


‘There’s a job going up at the big house in the stables, but I don’t think I can go for it now,’ Benny said in a hushed voice once they were alone.


Maryann glanced at him quizzically as she lifted the empty mugs to take them to the sink. ‘Why ever not?’


He sniffed. ‘I’d feel a bit like I were deserting a sinking ship.’


‘Rubbish!’ she scolded. ‘We shall manage perfectly well once things settle down, and Dad wouldn’t want you to miss this opportunity. We all know how much you hate going underground at the pit and how you’ve always dreamed of working with horses.’


‘Well, I suppose I could always come back to help out with owt that needed doing on me days off if I did get the job. An’ it goes without saying that I’d tip some of me wages up.’


‘What you’re forgetting is there’d be one less mouth to feed if you weren’t living here, so we’d manage fine without your money,’ Maryann pointed out.


Benny still looked unconvinced, but the thought of missing this wonderful chance was almost more than he could bear. But then he told himself it would be best to take things one step at a time. Today of all days was no time to be making decisions, and so for now he let the subject drop. The house felt so empty without his mam bustling about, and as it hit him afresh that he would never see her again he lowered his head and wept.





Chapter Three



Maryann, her dad and Benny rose at four thirty the next morning, and after a hasty breakfast of bread smeared with dripping and a mug of weak tea they went their separate ways, Benny to the pit and Maryann and John to the mill.


The rainclouds had disappeared as if by magic and it looked set to be a fine day, although none of them could find any joy in it. They had left Violet tucked up in bed, but Maryann hoped that she would rouse herself to go and look for some sort of job at least. Sadly, her younger sister was going to have to grow up now, but Maryann feared it was going to go mightily against her nature, knowing the girl as she did. Violet had adamantly refused to speak to any of them for the rest of the day following the funeral and had sulked in her room, venturing down only to eat the meal that Maryann had prepared.


‘Haven’t we even got a bit of meat to put in it?’ she had asked as she stared down into her dish with a look of revulsion on her face.


‘No, which is why we’re going to need an extra wage,’ Maryann had said quietly, sending Violet yet further into a dark mood. She had cleared her dish though, so Maryann supposed it couldn’t have been that bad – and anything was better than having to go to bed on an empty stomach.


She and her father trudged silently through the empty cattle market in Queens Road then turned towards Attleborough and the mill. Eventually it loomed up ahead of them and Maryann suppressed a shudder as she did each time she approached it. Already they could hear the clamour of machinery from within, and the dark forbidding façade did nothing to lift her already dejected mood. The mill was built on the banks of the River Anker from where it drew the water to power the huge machines, and suddenly Maryann dreaded stepping inside it. Her nerves were stretched to breaking point and really all she wanted to do was find a quiet corner and cry her eyes out for the loss of her beloved mam. It was so hard to accept that never again would she return home to the smell of fresh baked bread and a stew bubbling on the range. To see her mam’s gentle smile as she drew Maryann’s shawl from about her shoulders and pressed the girl into a chair before passing her a mug of the hot tea she would have ready for her. Now all that her mam had done would fall on her shoulders, as well as trying to keep her job, and Maryann knew all too well how hard it was going to be, for she could expect little or no help from Violet.


The night before, when the rest of the family had retired to bed, Maryann had stayed up baking. Keeping busy was her way of taking her mind off things, and at least now they would have a meal to go home to after their long shifts, even if it was only one of bread and cheese. She had been taking the bread from the oven when a tap at the window had come. Opening the door, she had found Toby standing on the doorstep, twisting his cap in his hands.


‘I err . . . thought I’d come an’ see how you were,’ he’d said awkwardly. ‘I know what a difficult day it must have been for you all.’


Maryann had nodded shakily with her arms wrapped tight about her waist, and his heart had gone out to her. She was deathly pale apart from the dark shadows beneath her eyes, yet she still managed to look beautiful to him and he had never come closer to telling her how much he loved her, although he had opened his arms and she had gone into them willingly. And there, pressed against his warm chest, she had finally let out the flood of tears that she had held back as he stroked her hair and hugged her. The weeping had given her some release. She knew just as he did without any words being spoken that they would be together one day, and she was happy to bide her time. She also knew he wouldn’t ask for her hand until he could provide her with a home of their own – somewhere far away from the cobbled courtyards infested with rats and flies where they had lived all their lives.


But now that she had lost her mam she wondered how she could ever leave her father and the family to cope alone. Still, at least Toby’s presence had comforted her and now, squaring her shoulders, she followed her father into the dim interior of the mill.


Instantly the fine cotton particles that floated in the air caught in the back of her throat as she headed for the carding room, where she worked at feeding the cleaned cotton through the enormous carding machines. Her father meanwhile made for the spinning room.


Many of the women were already at work, their worn faces dull with exhaustion, and Maryann kicked off her wooden clogs and placed them against the wall before going to join them. The floor was always slick with oil in there and it was safer to go barefoot: there was less chance of slipping that way. Next she rolled up her sleeves for fear of them being caught in the great metal teeth that snapped like giants at the cotton. Many a man and woman had lost their hands to the monsters, and even more children had been maimed when slithering beneath them as they collected up any cotton that floated to the ground.


By mid-morning, Maryann looked as if she had been out in a snowdrift. She was white from head to foot and the clogging cotton particles were thick in the air, shining like snowflakes in the shaft of light that poured through the one grimy window high up in the wall. She had become adept at shutting her mind to everything except the carding machine in front of her. It was easier that way, for otherwise she feared she might have died of boredom. Today, however, she found her mind wandering and struggled to concentrate.


Back at the small cottage in Abbey Street, Violet was preening in front of the cracked mirror that hung above the mantelpiece, adjusting her best bonnet and tweaking some colour into her cheeks. She had dressed carefully in her Sunday best and was now ready to approach some of the posh houses surrounding the town in the hope of finding work as a lady’s maid. She stared at her reflection, wishing that she was slim and dainty like Maryann. She herself had always tended to be plump, and although she was quite aware that she was attractive, she knew that Maryann was beautiful. Her own hair was straight and a dull brown, whilst Maryann’s was a wonderful shade of chestnut that gleamed with copper lights in the sunshine, and a mass of curls that no amount of brushing could tame. It was so unfair. Maryann would wash her hair and do no more than tie it back in a ribbon, whilst she, Violet, had to endure sleeping in rags to tempt her own hair into curls – and then they usually dropped out in no time at all. Sighing, she flicked at a speck of dust on her skirt before snatching up her basket and heading for the door.


I’ll show them, she thought to herself determinedly. If they think I’m goin’ to work in the mill they can think again! And off she went with her head held high.


She decided to begin her quest in Swan Lane, a better part of the town where doctors, shopkeepers and businessmen tended to reside, and where she was sure that she would find someone needing live-in help. Swan Lane consisted of rows of towering terraced redbrick houses that appeared enormous compared to the tiny two-up two-down cottage that was her home. Dotted amongst them were large, semidetached properties and the largest and most impressive ones were all detached, set in their own enormous gardens.


At the first house, she paused to stare up at the three storeys and the snow-white lace curtains, then taking a deep breath she stretched herself to her full height, opened the gate and walked sedately up the tiled path to the front door. Here she lifted the gleaming brass knocker and jabbed it at the door. Almost instantly she heard footsteps approaching and seconds later a young maid, who looked to be no older than her, in a starched apron and white mob cap, peered out at her.


‘I’ve come to see if there are any jobs going,’ Violet told her imperiously and the girl thumbed towards a path that led up the side of the house.


‘S’no good yer comin’ to the front door then,’ she answered, just as haughtily. ‘Yer’d best go round the back an’ ask fer Cook. Servants ain’t allowed to use the front door.’ And with that she closed the door firmly in Violet’s face.


The girl flushed with anger. Who does she think she is? she fumed to herself as she set off in the direction the maid had indicated. After going through a high wooden gate she found herself in a large cobbled yard. Another maid was banging the dust from a carpet that was suspended across a line with a big metal carpet-beater as if her life depended on it, but she barely gave Violet a second glance. The girl headed for the open back door. Delicious smells of roasting meat and vegetables were wafting through it and her stomach rumbled; she had had nothing to eat that day.


As her frame blocked the light in the doorway a plump rosy-cheeked woman peered up from a big range where she was basting what appeared to be a whole leg of lamb covered in sprigs of mint. Violet’s stomach rumbled again but she pasted a smile on her face before saying politely, ‘I’m so sorry to trouble you but I was wondering if there were any jobs going?’


The woman rammed the roasting tin back into the oven and straightened before shaking her head.


‘’Fraid not, pet. Yer’ve just missed the boat. The missus set on a new parlourmaid only last week.’


The smile slid from Violet’s face as she turned disconsolately away. The woman seemed to be very nice and she had an idea she would have liked working there.


‘Thank you,’ she muttered as she headed towards the gate, but then her spirits lifted. This was the first place she had tried, after all, and she was bound to have more luck further along the road.


By mid-afternoon she had tried every house on that side of the street and she was dispirited, tired and thirsty. Her feet were sore too as her Sunday-best boots were now at least two sizes too small for her and her heels were covered in angry red blisters. Her mother had been about to go to the pawn shop to try and get her a pair of better-fitting ones before she had taken ill. But I bet I’ll have to wait a while now afore I get a new pair, Violet thought resentfully as she sank down for a rest in the shade of a large oak tree. They would be even shorter of money now that they didn’t have the wage Eve Meadows had earned taking in washing and ironing. Yanking the offending boots off, Violet massaged the back of her heels – but that only seemed to make things worse so she gingerly eased them back on again. For a while she sat enjoying the comings and goings of the carriages that rattled along the lane, many of them with well-dressed ladies inside reclining on the soft leather seats. No doubt many of them lived in the houses she had visited that morning and her heart swelled with envy that they should have so much while she had so little. But I’ll show them all, she resolved, and with a new determination she hobbled off down the other side of the street. Someone, somewhere must need a maid surely?


When Maryann and her father entered the kitchen that evening after a long day in the mill they found it deserted and the fire almost dead.


‘Violet must be out,’ Maryann commented unnecessarily as she raked the fire and threw a few nuggets of coal onto it. Normally her mam would have been there with a steaming mug of tea and warm water all ready and waiting for them to wash in, and again they felt her loss as Maryann hung the kettle on the thick metal bracket and swung it above the flickering flames.


‘Benny will be in soon,’ she said. ‘It’s just as well I did some baking last night. There’s fresh bread and I think we have some cheese and pickles left to go with it.’ Secretly she was annoyed that Violet had cleared off and left them all to it, but then that was Violet. Maryann loved her sister but had long ago been forced to acknowledge that the girl was selfish through and through.


It was as she was slicing the bread that Violet appeared with a face as dark as a thundercloud. Throwing her basket down, she eased her boots off, complaining, ‘These are far too tight for me now. When can I have some new ones?’


‘When we have the spare money to get you some,’ Maryann said more sharply than she had intended to. She had been walking about in wooden clogs for months but she hadn’t complained. Then, hoping to lighten the atmosphere, she asked, ‘Been looking for a position, have you?’


Violet sniffed and folded her arms across her chest. ‘Yes, I have, as it happens. I tried every single house on either side of Swan Lane from one end to the other, but I’ve had no luck.’


‘Never mind, it’s early days yet,’ Maryann soothed.


‘Early days or not you’ll start in the mill come Monday if you’ve found nothing,’ her father said sternly.


Violet glared at him. Then, flouncing out of the chair, she headed for the stairs door saying, ‘Oh, don’t you worry, I’ll find something ’cos I’m not going into the mill and that’s an end to it.’


‘Pay her no heed, she’s just missing Mam,’ Maryann said hastily as Violet disappeared up the stairs, then she hurried out to the well to draw water for their wash. It looked set to be a difficult evening.


It was as Maryann was clearing the table following their meal that Violet reappeared, saying, ‘Is that all we’ve got for dinner? Bread and cheese? I’ve had nothing to eat all day!’


Benny was home from his shift down the pit by then and he stared at his sister in disgust. ‘All the more reason for you to bring a few wages in to put in the pot an’ all then, ain’t it?’


Violet cut herself a thick slice of bread from the loaf. ‘Oh, I’ll be earning, don’t you fret,’ she responded cockily. ‘But I’m going to get a live-in post so there’ll be nothing of my money going in the pot.’


‘All right, you two,’ Maryann said. ‘There’s no need for squabbling. We should all be sticking together now more than ever.’


Benny had the grace to look ashamed but Violet merely tossed her head as she nibbled at the chunk of bread. Again Benny was wondering if it was fair on them all for him to go and apply for the groom’s job that weekend. But then even if he got it he had every intention of helping his family out, unlike Violet, who only ever seemed to think of herself. The girl quickly cleared the rest of the loaf and the remains of the cheese, then after helping herself to a mug of the now stewed tea she began to put her bonnet back on, saying, ‘I’m going out for a walk. I need a breath of fresh air.’


Her father, who had barely said a word since arriving home, glanced up. ‘I’d have thought you’d have had enough fresh air today.’ Then, seeing her rude shrug, he held his tongue and let her go.


Once in Abbey Street, Violet turned in the direction of the Market Square and, just as she had hoped, she saw the carriage that had been parked there for the last few nights. Quickly smoothing her skirts and making sure that her bonnet was straight, she sauntered towards it, making a great show of peering into the shop windows as she went. She passed the barber’s with its striped pole above the door, then Mr George Lashwood’s, the tailor’s, and moved on until she came to the doors of the gin palace, the Hare and Squirrel, owned by the local entrepreneur, Mr Ebenezer Brown. It was a popular drinking place for the miners and mill workers, and the person she had been hoping to see had been staying there on and off for the last few weeks.


The first time she had seen him, he had almost taken her breath away. It was one evening when she had been delivering the washing and ironing her mother took in back to her clients. He had been strolling along with a fancy-looking woman dressed in fine clothes at his side and Violet had envied her. He was so unlike the local men with their pale faces, and was tall, dark and handsome like the heroes in the romance novels she sometimes read in the free reading rooms. Ever since then she had made a point of taking a stroll past the Hare and Squirrel each evening, and when she was fortunate enough to spot him her heart would start to beat a wild tattoo. But tonight she had decided that she would do more than just watch him if she was fortunate enough to encounter him. She waited patiently and at last her patience was rewarded when he stepped through the doors of the gin palace and out into the square. He saw her almost instantly and the smile he flashed at her made her heart skip a beat.


‘Hello, little lady.’ He sauntered towards her, his fancy waistcoat shining all the colours of the rainbow in the failing sunlight. ‘You’re looking very smart tonight.’


Violet was suddenly pleased that she hadn’t changed out of her Sunday best clothes as she simpered at him, her cheeks pink.


‘I er . . . I’ve been out looking for work,’ she told him. ‘And if I don’t find anything me dad says I’ve to start in the mill next week.’


On hearing this, he narrowed his eyes as he thoughtfully stroked his small, neatly clipped beard. ‘Oh dear. Do I gather you’re not overly keen on going into the mill then?’


She shook her head miserably and he suddenly held his arm out to her, making her heart go all a-flutter again.


‘Let’s go for a little stroll, shall we?’ he suggested. ‘I think I may just have the solution to your problems.’


Violet gulped, wondering what her dad would say if someone were to tell him that she had been seen walking arm-in-arm with a toff – a gentleman she didn’t even know into the bargain! But then she thought about all the angry faces waiting for her back at home and swallowed her concerns. The man had only offered to take her for a stroll, after all. What harm could it do? When he gave her a winning smile, she tucked her arm into his and followed him like a lamb to slaughter.





Chapter Four



Maryann would have liked to visit the churchyard that evening to feel close to her mam and perhaps pick some wild flowers to place on the grave on the way, but there was too much to do at home. Because the cottage had been shut up all day it smelled foisty and damp, even though for once there were no wet clothes about. It was worse still in the winter when Eve had had no choice but to string the garments on lines from one corner of the ceiling to another, and only now did Maryann appreciate how hard her mam had worked. They regularly whitewashed the walls, but within weeks the tell-tale signs of damp would sneak up again and it was a never-ending battle to try and keep the place clean. Sometimes she wondered which was worse, the cold damp in the winter or the smells from the open door in the summer, but then they had always counted themselves lucky that they had a home and food on the table.


She was emptying the dirty water into the channel that ran through the middle of the yard a few minutes later when her dad suddenly appeared at the back door. Her mouth gaped in surprise. He rarely ventured out of a night but she had no need to ask him where he was heading for he told her sharply, ‘I’m off to the gin house. Happen a drop of ale will help me sleep the night.’


Maryann straightened with the tin bowl in her hands and stared at him incredulously. She had never known her father to drink before, ever – but seeing the look on her face he snapped, ‘It’s not a crime, is it?’ And with that he strode off down the alley, leaving her staring after him.


‘Don’t get worritin’, lass. Grief affects people differently. Happen a couple o’ pints will ’elp to kill the pain.’


Maryann turned to see Granny Addison standing in her doorway. She supposed the woman was right, but they could ill-afford the pennies that the ale would cost, that was the trouble.


‘As it ’appens I’ve got some eggs in ’ere that need usin’ up,’ the woman went on. ‘Our Johnny dropped ’em off to me yesterday. He keeps hens on ’is allotments an’ there’s far too many eggs fer me an’ ’is dad to get through. Yer’d be doin’ me a favour if you could use ’em, an’ there’s a few broad beans and plums too.’


Maryann knew that the woman was being kind but she was in no position to refuse so she forced a smile and said, ‘That would be lovely, Granny. Thank you very much.’


Her neighbour disappeared indoors and was back in minutes with the items in a tin bowl. In addition, she passed over a cracked jug full of flour.


‘Yer could per’aps make some griddle cakes an’ all,’ she suggested. The girl swallowed to get rid of the lump that had formed in her throat. Whatever would she do without old Granny Addison, she wondered. Their friend really did have a heart of gold.


‘Th-thank you,’ she gulped, then overcome, she shot back into the kitchen.


The old woman shook her head sadly. She was a lovely girl, was Maryann, and it broke her heart to see her now have to become the woman of the house as well as hold down a job. Granny doubted there would be any help from young Violet. Now there was a little devil if ever there was one! Granny thought. There were times when she would have liked nothing better than to box her ears or tan her backside. Selfish as they came, was that one, whilst Maryann – well, she was like a little rough diamond. Granny Addison sometimes wondered how anyone from the courts could have turned out such a treasure, for in her eyes Maryann had it all. As well as being pretty, she was like a sponge when it came to learning, bright as a button, and kind and gentle too, and the woman had no doubt that if she had been togged out in the right clothes she could have been taken for gentry.


Her eyes then strayed to the alley down which John Meadows had just disappeared. Poor sod, to lose his wife and baby like that, after watching the two other little ’uns die. It was a bloody hard life, there was no doubt about it. No wonder he was feeling the need to drown his sorrows in a pint pot. Sighing, the old woman turned and went back into her own kitchen away from the stench of the privy and the pigsty.


In the quiet of her own home, Maryann placed the gifts on the wooden draining board then leaning heavily against it, she finally gave vent to her tears. Benny had disappeared immediately after their scant meal, her dad was at the gin palace and God alone knew where Violet had got to. She had never felt so alone. The terrible sense of loss at her mother’s death was overwhelming. But feeling sorry for herself wasn’t going to get the jobs done, so she wearily tied her apron on and set to work.


The candles were flickering and darkness was descending when Violet finally put in an appearance. Maryann was none too pleased with her.


‘Where on earth have you been?’ she asked sharply as Violet walked through the door looking like the cat that had got the cream. No one would have believed from her expression that she had lost her mother only days before.


‘Out!’ Violet answered shortly as she untied the ribbons on her bonnet and flung it onto the fireside chair.


‘Well, thanks very much.’ Maryann glared at her. ‘A little help wouldn’t have come amiss. I have been to work all day, you know!’


‘And haven’t I been out looking for work too?’ Violet responded. ‘My feet feel as if they’re about to drop off.’


As Maryann strung the last of the washing she had done across the wooden clotheshorse her obvious frustration didn’t seem to affect Violet at all. She appeared to be in her own little world.


‘Is there anything to eat?’ she asked as she dropped into her father’s chair and kicked her boots off with a dreamy expression on her face.


‘I’ve prepared a pan of porridge ready to warm up in the morning before we go to work. You could have some of that, as long as you leave enough for everyone else, or there’s some cold plum tart in the pantry, help yourself,’ Maryann said, before going upstairs feeling thoroughly hard done by. She could hear Benny’s sobs from his bed in the downstairs parlour, her dad was out drinking for the first time she could recall and Violet was looking as if all her Christmases and birthdays had come at once. It felt as if the whole family was falling apart and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about it.


Downstairs, Violet couldn’t stop smiling as she recalled the time she had just spent with Jed Nelson, as he had introduced himself. He had explained that he owned businesses in London and had intimated that if she didn’t find a position before the following week, she might consider coming to work for him. He had painted a very rosy picture of the gambling houses he owned and explained that she would live in the lap of luxury, only having to entertain the gentlemen for whom he catered for a few hours each night. He had described the beautiful gowns that his girls wore and her head was full of it. The girls were free to do as they pleased during the day, he had told her, and she wondered what it would be like to drive around London in a fine carriage. It sounded almost too good to be true, but she had to admit that she was sorely tempted. After all, what was there for her around here? She would probably end up marrying one of the local boys and then churn out a baby a year until she was old before her time. She shuddered at the thought before rising and going to help herself to something to eat. If she took Jed up on his offer she doubted that she would have to put up with such simple fare. All his houses had cooks, he’d said, and she would never have to lift a finger for herself again.


Violet glanced around the scantly furnished room, really seeing it for the first time. The two easy chairs on either side of the fireplace had come from the second-hand stall on the market, and heaven knew how old they must be. Violet certainly couldn’t remember a time when they hadn’t been there. Her dad had fixed crude wooden shelves along one wall which contained her mother’s treasured pieces of china, only ever used on high days and holidays, but now as Violet studied them she saw that even they were mismatching. On the floor in front of the fireplace was a rag rug. It had taken Eve Meadows long months to make it from any old scraps of material that she could lay her hands on, but Jed had spoken of fine Turkish carpets and gilt-framed mirrors, a world away from the old cracked one that hung above the mantelshelf.


Deep down, Violet sensed how she would be expected to ’entertain’ Jed’s clients, should she choose to go with him, for although she had led a sheltered life she was not completely naïve and knew exactly what the women who stood in the Market Square late each night were at. She had heard Granny Addison speak about them. But surely even that would be a better way to earn a living than toiling in the mill? She sighed. It seemed that she would have a lot of thinking to do over the next few days.


The next morning when John Meadows arrived at work his head was aching fit to burst and his mouth felt like the bottom of a birdcage. But even so, after staggering home the night before he had slept like a baby so he supposed there was some compensation to alcohol.


‘You’re lookin’ a bit rough this mornin’, man,’ a colleague shouted above the noisy whir of the machines, but then it was time to start work and they both scuttled away.


The day dragged slowly for Maryann. She was so tired that she felt she could have fallen asleep at her machine, but she was shaken out of her torpor when an accident occurred mid-afternoon. Little Tommy Briggs, one of the scavengers who crawled beneath the giant machines to collect the clean cotton before it hit the oily floors, suddenly let out an ear-splitting scream. Maryann instantly dropped to her knees to see him lying in a pool of blood. Without a thought for herself, she reached in, grabbed the waistband of his trousers and dragged him to safety just before the machine descended on him again. But the damage had been done. His right hand appeared to be hanging by a thread of skin and blood was pumping out of him at an alarming rate.


‘I – I’m sorry,’ he stuttered. ‘I reckon I fell asleep an’ toppled over.’


One by one the machines ground to a halt as Maryann snatched off her shawl and tried to stem the flow of blood.


‘Get Mr Cooper to bring the cart round!’ she screamed to anyone who would listen. ‘This child needs to be taken to the cottage hospital or he’s going to bleed to death.’


One of the women took to her heels and skidded across the slippery floor as Maryann rocked the little boy to and fro and crooned to him. But it soon became clear that the child was in shock. He was shaking violently and didn’t seem to hear her. After what seemed a lifetime, the manager of the carding room raced across to her and lifted Tommy’s convulsing form into his arms, telling them all, ‘Get back to work, will yer! I’ll deal with this now.’


‘Deal with it?’ Maryann screeched. ‘The poor child should have finished work ages ago. Children below the age of twelve shouldn’t work such long hours. He’s been here since five this morning, the poor little lad. Just look at him! If he survives he’ll be maimed for life. What job will he be able to do with only one hand?’


‘I should worry about yer own job if I were you,’ the burly manager snarled and stamped away, leaving Maryann to wring her hands in frustration.


‘I’ll go and speak to the gaffer personally the next time he comes in, you just don’t see if I don’t!’ she muttered to no one in particular.


‘I wouldn’t waste me breath if yer know what’s good fer yer, lass,’ one of the older women responded. ‘Since when ’as a gaffer worried about ’is workers? Little Tommy is just one o’ many an’ I’ve no doubt there’ll be more maimed an’ killed to line the gaffer’s pockets.’


Maryann knew that she was right but all the same she was determined to put her point across – when Mr Marshall the gaffer decided to put in an appearance, that was! The conditions the workers were forced to work in were appalling and it was time someone made a stand. The owner of the mill was known to be a very private man and he rarely visited the factory. But he would have to come sooner or later, and there and then she decided that she would be looking out for him. Maryann was fond of Tommy, and in the mood she was in, she was ready to do battle!


During their afternoon break, word reached the workers that little Tommy’s life was hanging in the balance. He had lost a lot of blood and the surgeon had been forced to amputate his hand.


Seeing how upset she was about it, her father warned her, ‘Now don’t you get doin’ anythin’ silly, Maryann. We need our jobs and if you cause a fuss we could both be out on our backsides – an’ then how would we pay the rent?’


They were sitting outside eating the bread and dripping she had packed for them that morning and although she knew that what John Meadows said was right, Maryann felt that she had seen too much of death lately.


It was much later that afternoon as Maryann was at work that the word went round that the master was in the mill. She instantly slowed her machine, risking a telling-off from the manager, and after straightening her skirt and tucking her hair behind her ears she stalked off in the direction of Mr Marshall’s office. She was going to have her say about the conditions the children were forced to work in, even if it meant risking her own job.


Her father looked up as she passed him and guessing where she was going, he caught her arm, saying, ‘Now please don’t get doing anything you might regret, lass.’


Shaking her arm free she answered, ‘Sorry, Dad, but I can’t just stand by and do nothing.’ And then she walked on through the whirring clatter of the machines. Mr Marshall’s office was situated to one side of the mill and she could see him and the manager, Seth Brown, with their heads bent together over a large ledger, through the glass in the top of the door.


She marched up to it and rapped loudly, and both men looked surprised when they glanced up to see one of their workers standing outside. Seth always warned them that no one was to disturb him and the gaffer when Mr Marshall called in, so he was none too pleased as he threw the door open to enquire, ‘What do you want? Can’t yer see me an’ the boss are busy?’


‘Then I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m afraid I need a word with Mr Marshall,’ she answered boldly, and before he could stop her she had pushed past him and was staring at Mr Marshall across his desk.


‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ Seth stuttered, outraged, but Mr Marshall held his hand up.


‘It’s all right, Seth.’ Then turning his attention back to Maryann, he asked politely, ‘May I help you, miss?’ It was clear that the girl was an employee from the state of her. She was covered from head to toe in loose cotton fibres that clung to her hair and shabby clothes, and yet there was a quiet air of dignity about the way she held herself and even in her untidy state she was quite beautiful.


‘Well, it’s not so much about helping me but about helping one of your young workers who was badly injured here this afternoon.’


Quite well-spoken too for a mill worker, he noted.


‘Oh yes, and who would that be then?’ He was quietly amused at the young woman’s stance, for she looked as if she had come to do battle. Her hands were on her hips and her fine eyes were blazing.


‘It was young Tommy Briggs, sir. He fell asleep beneath one of the machines and as a result of that he has had to have his hand amputated. The poor mite will never be able to lead a normal life again – that’s if he survives – and I happen to know that his family are struggling financially already. He’d been in the factory working for over twelve hours, and he’s only a little lad.’


The look of mild amusement instantly disappeared as Wesley Marshall stared at the manager. ‘Is this true, Seth?’ he demanded. ‘And if it is, why wasn’t I informed of the accident?’


‘Well . . .’ Seth squirmed. ‘Aye, it is true – but if I were to tell you of every little accident that occurred I’d never be off your doorstep, sir.’


‘Little accident?’ Mr Marshall looked positively angry now. ‘I would hardly call a child worker of mine losing his hand a little accident! And haven’t I told you that I want no child under nine working more than nine hours a day?’


Seth glared at Maryann before shuffling from foot to foot, and now Mr Marshall addressed her again, asking, ‘Do you happen to know where this child lives?’


‘Yes, sir. He lives in the second court along Abbey Street.’


‘Then I shall go and see his family as soon as I leave the mill,’ Mr Marshall promised. ‘And you may rest assured that I shall see to it that he is properly compensated.’


‘And what about all the other children who work here and who are still doing far more hours than they should?’ Maryann dared to ask.


‘Why, I should sack you fer talking to the boss like that!’ Seth growled but he was silenced by a glare from Mr Marshall.


‘No one is going to be sacked for telling the truth,’ Mr Marshall thundered, then looking at Maryann again he forced a tight smile as he asked, ‘May I ask what your name is, miss?’


‘Maryann Meadows, sir.’


It must have taken some guts to come in here and speak up for young Tommy Briggs, and the man admired her for it.


‘Please leave the matter with me,’ he said now. ‘I can promise that there will be some changes made around here, starting immediately.’ He looked sternly at Seth, who was quaking in his shoes. ‘For a start, I want the names and ages of every child we have working here. But now, good day to you, Miss Meadows – and thank you for bringing this to my attention.’


Maryann nodded, all too aware that if looks could kill, the one Seth was casting at her right this moment would have felled her where she stood. But she merely stared coldly back at him then inclined her head to the master and turning about, she walked sedately from the office, hoping that justice would now be done.


‘Good God, Maryann,’ her father scolded her that evening. ‘What made you do such a foolish, headstrong thing? You could have lost us both our jobs.’


‘But we didn’t lose our jobs, did we?’ she said, ladling some rice pudding into his dish. ‘What’s more, Mr Marshall has promised to look at the hours the children work, so perhaps some good may come from poor little Tommy losing his hand.’


John Meadows stared at this beautiful daughter of his. She was so like her mother, in both looks and morals, that sometimes he could almost imagine his Eve was still with them. But of course she wasn’t, and the knowledge made him push his dish away and hurry upstairs to get changed. He’d go and have a few pints of ale. It was the only thing at present that made him feel better.





Chapter Five



On their way home from work later that week, Maryann peeped at her father from the corner of her eye. He had the sickly pallor of all the mill workers but today he looked even worse than usual. She wasn’t surprised really when she remembered the condition he had been in when he’d arrived home the night before. He had been so drunk that she had had to help him up the stairs to bed, and it had taken her all her time to rouse him this morning. But at least she hadn’t had to lie listening to him sobbing into his pillow, so she could forgive him his temporary lapses. As long as it didn’t become a regular occurrence, that was! They could ill-afford the pennies he had spent on ale, but then he had always been such a kind and gentle man that it was hard to stay angry at him for long.


When they entered the kitchen, Maryann looked about in surprise. Violet had the stew simmering away on the range and she had even tidied up.


‘Ah, just in time,’ the girl greeted them pleasantly. ‘I’ve just got to slice us some bread and the meal will be ready to serve. Do you want to wash first? Benny’s already been in and had his, and he’s upstairs getting changed now.’


‘Yes, I think I will – thank you,’ Maryann said, giving her sister a smile. Violet was often wilful and selfish but sometimes she could be kind, which made Maryann continue to love her. Once she was washed and changed and the family were sitting down for their meal she dared to ask cautiously, ‘Did you have any luck with your job hunting today?’ She had half-expected to get her head bitten off but Violet merely smiled as she ladled stew into the thick pot dishes.


‘No, but I’m still not panicking yet. I’m sure something will turn up.’


Maryann and Benny exchanged a glance, but not wishing to spoil Violet’s serene mood they continued the meal in silence.


It was as Maryann and Violet were carrying the dirty dishes to the sink a while later that Granny Addison burst in, saying, ‘I hear that little Tommy Briggs is still in a bad way. Did yer see the accident?’


Maryann chewed her lip. ‘Yes, I did – and it was awful. I’ve already spoken to Mr Marshall about it.’


‘I don’t reckon as that’ll do much good,’ Granny scoffed. ‘I’ve heard tell Mr Marshall is a good man but he’s rarely at the factory an’ don’t get to see ’alf o’ what goes on there. ’E’s ’appy to leave it all in the ’ands o’ the manager fer the majority o’ the time. ’E’s a bit of a recluse by all accounts an’ tends to keep ’imself very much to ’imself since ’e lost ’is wife about five years ago. I ’eard tell they ’ad a daughter but I ain’t never spoken to anyone who’s clapped eyes on ’er. She must be about six or seven years old now.’


‘Well, he promised that he’d go and see Tommy’s family, at any rate. He probably already has for all we know, so we’ll just have to wait and see if he’s as good as his word,’ Maryann declared. She then began to bustle about collecting the dirty clothes before putting them in pails of water to soak. It looked like her day off this week would be taken up with washing!


It was almost eight o’clock that evening when Maryann’s father appeared from the stairs doorway dressed in his Sunday best. Maryann’s heart sank but she kept her voice light as she asked him, ‘Off somewhere nice, are you, Dad?’ She hoped he wasn’t going to the gin house again. Her hair was sticking to the back of her neck, for she had scarcely sat down since the minute she got in from work and now she was so tired, all she wanted to do was to drop into bed.


Shamefaced, he lowered his head, and after crossing to the tin on the mantelpiece he extracted a few pennies from it before replying, ‘Aye, I thought I might go and have a couple of tankards of ale to help me sleep, lass.’ Seeing the way her face fell he added hurriedly, ‘It won’t be a regular thing, I promise you. It’s just to get me over these first few days without your . . .’


Instantly Maryann’s distress vanished, to be replaced by sympathy. She knew how much he must be missing her mother. ‘Well, just don’t get into the state you were in last night, eh?’ was all she said. ‘I had a rare old job to wake you this morning.’


Sheepishly he made for the door, and once he had disappeared through it she sighed as she placed a clean cloth across the bowl of dough she had been kneading and left it to rise.


Violet had long since gone out with a sparkle in her eye, all dressed in her best again, which Maryann found offensive, seeing as they had so recently lost their mother, and Benny had gone for a walk across Weddington Meadows as he did on many a night. He loved the outdoors, which was why it hurt Maryann to think of him trapped down in the bowels of the earth each day. But still, she consoled herself, come Sunday he would be going for his interview at the stables and if he got the job she knew he would be much happier. Deciding to take advantage of the peace and quiet for a few moments, she lowered herself into the fireside chair that had been her mother’s and before she knew it, she had fallen sound asleep.


A noise woke her just as darkness was casting shadows across the courtyard. Jumping awake, she stared towards the door where a figure was blocking out the last of the light.
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