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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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THANK YOU, HILARY.

Some time ago, my friend Hilary Joel told me about an old woman who was found wandering the streets. She died in hospital alone, a pauper. Sadly, the authorities were unable to trace any friends or relatives.

Try as I might, I could not get the old woman out of my mind. Imagine being all alone in the world, with no one to care whether you lived or died.

In my imagination, I began to weave a story around her.

The woman is Kathleen.

This is her story.




PART ONE
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1912
 THE OLD WOMAN’S TALE




Chapter One
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‘GO ON, YOU old hag. Get back to the slums where you belong!’

The taunts rang in Kathleen’s ears. Tripping and stumbling over the cobbles, she hurried away, wincing beneath the onslaught of abuse and objects that followed her.

‘You’d better run, old woman.’ The jeers were merciless. ‘If you’re not out of sight in two minutes, we’ll set the dogs on you.’ As if to endorse the threat, the two bull mastiffs growled threateningly, straining at their leashes, mouths dripping saliva at the thought of sinking their fangs into her soft, ancient flesh.

‘What you got in that bag, then, eh?’

‘Huh! Crown jewels I shouldn’t wonder, by the way she’s clutching it.’

The dogs went crazy to be loosed. ‘They fancy that scraggy mongrel of hers for dinner,’ someone yelled, and they fell about laughing.

As she fled, Kathleen prayed the thugs would not carry out their threat. She knew the danger, for they were no different from many others who had made fun of her along the way.

The old woman had lost count of the times when she’d been jeered at, spat at, laughed at, or chased away at the sharp end of a pitchfork. People were wary of newcomers, especially ‘newcomers’ with no fixed abode or means of earning a living. Generally, they tended to pour scorn and contempt on such as Kathleen. Being made unwelcome was something she had learned to live with. There were times when she met with kindness and compassion, but these occasions were few and far between.

Too old and too tired to run any more, she yearned to put down roots, but with each passing year the prospect grew more unlikely.

In her lonely treks Kathleen Peterson had travelled the length and breadth of Britain. She had tramped across the green fields of the Emerald Isle and climbed the hills of Scotland. She had stayed in the Welsh valleys, travelled every nook and cranny of England, but her heart always brought her back to her native Blackburn.

Yet Kathleen had neither home nor family, no one who would miss her if she never returned. Her life was in the diaries she so jealously guarded, and in the mangy old dog she had found snuggling up to her when she awoke in an alley one cold February morning.

He was a dolly mixture of black and brown, with a long, meandering splash of white down his nose, and a speckle of grey round his whiskers. He had one black ear that had been broken in a fight and hung  sadly over his head like an eye-patch, while the other ear remained upright and finely tuned to every sound. He reminded Kathleen of an old man she had known as a child; he, too, had had a black eye-patch and grey speckled whiskers that twitched when he talked. His name was Mr Potts. ‘What else can I call you?’ she had asked the dog, and so he was given the old man’s name.

The two of them became fast friends. They made a comical sight as they walked the streets, Kathleen in her dark shawl and boots, with a threadbare tapestry bag over her arm and her long grey hair in thick plaits that reached down to her waist, and the odd Mr Potts, head cocked to one side as he peered from under one ear, his body so close to her heels as they went that he might have been attached.

Having been on the road since first light, Kathleen had arrived in Liverpool. She had fourpence in her purse, earned from sweeping an undertaker’s yard in Sheffield. She was hungry and cold, and, having consulted with the wise old Mr Potts, had decided that Liverpool was as good a place as any to stay awhile. ‘The market should be opening soon,’ she explained. ‘With a bit of luck we might go away with a bag of sweet potatoes.’ She hadn’t tasted a sweet potato in ages and her mouth watered at the prospect.

‘Are you still ’ere, old woman? I thought we told you to piss off!’ The four thugs who had taunted her earlier had followed her to the docks. ‘What ’ya got in yer bag, eh?’

Kathleen didn’t have to look round. She recognised the voice. ‘Come on, Mr Potts,’ she urged. ‘Let’s be off, before they come after us.’

In spite of her scruffy, neglected appearance, the old woman spoke in a soft, genteel tone that might have shocked the rough crowd who saw her only as an object of derision. Like many others who had never taken the trouble to know her, they would have been astonished to learn that Kathleen Peterson, the unkempt and aged vagabond who tramped the roads and carried all her worldly possessions in a grubby tapestry bag, was once a fine, respected lady.

Gasping and exhausted, she came to a busier part of the docklands. Here, men hurried at their labours, talking, shouting and whistling, great ships waited to be loaded and offloaded, trolleys were pushed back and forth and there was an air of hustle and bustle. One of the men, catching sight of her, touched his cap and bade her a cheery ‘Morning, luv.’

Kathleen turned nervously, wondering if her pursuers were following. They were, and her heart sank. If only she was younger, stronger, she might give them a run for their money.

The man paused in his work. He had seen the fear in her eyes and noticed how the thugs hovered a short distance away. He bristled. ‘Bothering you, are they, luv?’ When she nodded, he walked away, spoke to a mate, and together they approached the four thugs. On seeing the burly dockers, Kathleen’s pursuers made off like the curs they were.

‘They’ll not bother you any more,’ the man promised. ‘Where are you headed, luv?’

‘Nowhere in particular.’

He regarded her with concern. There was an air of dignity about the old woman that startled him. Her smile was bewitching, and her dark brown eyes were arresting, deep and troubled yet filled with the brightness of a summer’s day. He bent to stroke the dog, who backed away. ‘Not very friendly, is he?’

‘He’s hungry, that’s all.’ Kathleen fussed Mr Potts, and he sidled up to the docker, his tail wagging.

The docker laughed, ruffling the dog’s ears. ‘Pity he’s not fierce though,’ he commented, ‘or them devils might not have been so keen to tail you, eh?’ Mr Potts rubbed so hard against him he nearly lost his balance. ‘By! He’s a funny-looking dog an’ no mistake.’

Kathleen laughed. ‘That’s because he’s not a dog,’ she joked. ‘He’s an old man in disguise.’

‘You ought to be more careful, lady,’ the docker warned. ‘This area is known for thuggery and such. Anyway, what brings you out on a cold January morning? I should have thought you’d be tucked up in yer bed.’ The old woman was cold, he could see. With only a thin skirt and a ragged old jumper covered by a shawl, she was trembling. She and the cur were both pitifully thin, he noticed.

Kathleen’s answer shamed him. In a soft, genteel tone that shocked him, she explained, ‘Some of us don’t have a bed to tuck up in.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured, digging in his pocket  and taking out a coin. ‘It’s all I’ve got on me,’ he apologised, ‘but yer welcome to it.’

Putting up her hand she smiled. ‘I don’t want your hard-earned money. You’ve been kind enough. I’m very grateful, but now we’d best be on our way.’ She turned, heading away from the docks.

‘Wait a minute!’ With her soft smile and independent manner, she reminded him of his old mother, though the old dear had been rough and ready to look at, with a cavernous mouth and kind, wrinkled eyes, while this old lady had clear, striking eyes and a set of teeth that would put a younger woman to shame. ‘Where will you go?’ he asked.

‘Here and there.’ Experience had taught her to be careful with strangers. Even with the kind ones.

Heading towards the old cobbled square where she knew the market was held every Saturday, Kathleen took a detour which brought them into a back alley. ‘Might as well find a warm place to have our breakfast,’ she said, peering into the back yards as she passed the tiny terraced houses. ‘Folks are still abed,’ she noticed, looking up at the bedroom windows and seeing how the curtains were still tightly drawn. ‘It’s Saturday,’ she muttered with a little smile. ‘Hard-working folk deserve a lie-in, and who can blame them?’ Still wary of the thugs who had threatened her, she glanced nervously behind. ‘Looks like we’ve lost the devils,’ she smiled. ‘We’ll be safe enough now.’

One of the yards was open. Its tall, wooden gate was split from top to bottom and hung from its hinges  as though it might have been ripped off by some marauding drunk. From the house could be heard raised and angry voices.

‘As long as they don’t come out for a bucket of coal, we should be safe enough,’ Kathleen decided, with a wry little smile. ‘Be quiet and no one will be any the wiser,’ she said, wagging a finger at the mongrel. She noticed the coal-hole door was ajar. Cautiously, she went inside; it was dark and cold, but not as cold as the street outside. ‘Seems cosy enough,’ she remarked. ‘I’m sure no one would mind if we made ourselves comfortable for a while. And we can finish off the last of that pie, before it goes sour on us.’

Finding an old sack lying on the ground, she took it out and shook it, sending the black dust flying through the air. Then she laid it in a clean corner of the coal cellar and sat herself down, with the dog at her feet as always. As the cold struck through her thin skirt, she shivered. ‘It’s a hard life, Mr Potts,’ she sighed.

Waiting for any little titbit she might have for him, Mr Potts sat on his bony haunches, eyes bright and ear cocked, intently listening to every word the old woman uttered.

‘It’s not like it used to be, is it?’ the old woman pondered softly. ‘There was a time when you could walk the streets and be safe, when you could pass the time of day and not be afraid somebody might snatch your bag or run you through when your back was turned.’ She chuckled. ‘It doesn’t matter to you though. All you’re concerned about is having a full  belly and a warm place to lay your head, and nobody can blame you for that, can they, eh?’

Her kind brown eyes misted over, her voice falling to a whisper. ‘As for me, what does it matter? Who is there left to care about a silly old fool like me?’ She gave a sad little grunt. ‘Nobody, that’s who. Never mind,’ she remarked wisely; she was not one to dwell on the downside of life. ‘When the time comes, we can say that we were here, and we made a difference. In the end, that’s all that counts.’

Smiling into the dog’s eyes, she cradled his hairy face between her two hands. ‘You might be a funny-looking thing, and you might have very little to say for yourself, but you’ve been a friend to me, and I’m grateful for that.’

Impatient now, the mongrel began to whimper, scratching at her with his paw.

She rummaged in her bag. ‘Let’s see what old Kathleen’s got for you.’ Laughing, she confessed shamefully, ‘I weren’t the only one watching the butcher throw his leftovers away. I’ll have you know I fought off a hungry cat for this particular juicy bit, though in the end I couldn’t see the cat starve and gave him a piece. So, you see, your dinner isn’t as big as it might have been. Mind you eat it slowly,’ she cautioned, taking out a muslin cloth and opening it to reveal a half-eaten meat pie. ‘It might be all we get between now and tomorrow morning.’

The dog enjoyed his titbit. Kathleen was delighted to find another treat skulking in the bottom of her  bag; the fat muffin had been given to her by a grateful woman whose purse she had retrieved from the pavement only yesterday. ‘I’d forgotten all about that,’ she said with a laugh. ‘I must be going senile.’

She shared the muffin, and afterwards took a drink from a small stone jar. ‘There’s nothing better than a drop of cider to finish off a meal,’ she declared, licking her lips in appreciation.

From somewhere in the distance, a clock chimed the sixth hour. ‘Too early for the market yet. We’ll be all right here for another hour. By then the traders will be set up and the ground rolling with fruit and veg that’s fallen from the barrows.’ It might be bruised and battered, but it was good enough for the two of them, she thought.

The light from the house shone into the coal hole. ‘I think I’ll write for a while,’ she murmured. ‘Lord knows it’s been a curious day.’ From her bag she took out a pen and a small exercise book. In the half-light she could see well enough, though not without squinting.

Using her bag as a desk, she opened the book and began to write in fine, meticulous lettering.



KATHLEEN PETERSON
 SATURDAY THE 12TH JANUARY,
 IN THE YEAR OF OUR LORD, 1912.

Another year, another journey. Another day, another trial.

I’ve travelled a long way since Christmas, and now find myself here, in Liverpool. This time, God willing, I plan to stay.

Maybe here I will find a measure of peace, a way to forget. A way to leave it all behind and never think of it again.

Oh, if only I could, if only it were possible . . .



 



Overwhelmed by a surge of emotion, she could not go on. Instead she sat a while, head back and eyes closed, while the past came again to haunt her.

Kathleen could not say when it all began to go wrong. There had been times when life was good, and times when she despaired. She had known love and laughter, and sadness of a kind that would stay with her until her dying day. Once, a lifetime ago, she had a promising future, a family, and reason to hope.

Now, it was all gone, and she was reduced to foraging for a living. Yet she still had her pride. She mended her clothes and washed them in the brook. She bathed in the stream, combed her hair into tidy plaits and retained a semblance of dignity. When there was work she took it, and when there was not, she lived off the land. She never begged and took no favours, and always believed that something better would come along; that somehow, life would get easier.

But it never did, and with each passing day she grew older and more weary. Her bones ached in the winter, and her skin burned in the summer. At the end of a particularly bad day, her feet might be blistered  and her spirit close to being crushed, but Kathleen didn’t complain. What was the use of that?

She gave a long, withering sigh, opened her eyes and stared at the page before her. ‘So much to tell,’ she murmured, ‘and no one to listen.’ Memories swamped her. So many. Too many.

She placed the pen between the pages, then closed the book, and carefully returned it to her bag. ‘My old eyes aren’t what they used to be,’ she whispered, ‘I’ll wait till the light’s better.’

In the house the row continued. ‘Somebody’s certainly got a temper,’ she commented. ‘Hope they leave us be.’ Undaunted by the raging voices, she slid down and crossed her arms over her precious tapestry bag. ‘I’ll just close my eyes for a minute.’

This was always a sign she was settling to sleep. The dog knew it, and normally when she closed her eyes he would curl down beside her. But not this time. This time he remained wary, one ear cocked and a low, hostile growl issuing from his throat.

The old woman didn’t hear it, for she was already asleep, warmed by the cider, and dreaming dreams of long ago.

While she slept, the four thugs crept up on her.

‘The old hag’s asleep,’ the ringleader hissed.

‘With no interfering docker to save her this time,’ chuckled another. ‘Let’s get a look inside that precious bag of ’ers.’

 



INSIDE THE HOUSE, Rosie was being subjected to the same old threats and bickering that had peppered her marriage from day one. ‘You’re always the bloody same! What does a man have to do to get his rights? It’s been three days since you let me get anywhere near you. What’s the sodding excuse now, eh? Have I to knock you down and help meself?’ The man paused, his grip tightening on her arms and making her squirm. ‘If it’s roughing up you want, why don’t you bloody well say so?’

‘If you forced yourself on me, you might live to regret it.’ She realised the burst of defiance might cost her dearly.

She wasn’t wrong.

Without warning, he raised his fist and knocked her to the ground. ‘Sod you!’ He stood over her, eyes blazing. ‘Now are you satisfied? Can you see what you’re doing to me?’

Rosie Maitland was a small, pretty woman, with a soft heart and caring ways, while her husband Jake was a big brawny fellow. In his own selfish way he loved her, but he was possessed of a terrible jealousy and a hard, spiteful nature. When roused to anger, like now, he made a formidable sight.

He stared down on her, his face twitching with emotion. ‘I provide for you, don’t I?’ he demanded. ‘I pay the bills and keep everything straight. I never refuse if you want something for the house, and I work bloody hard, don’t I?’

When she didn’t answer immediately he gave her  a nudge with his boot and raised his voice. ‘I said, I take care of everything, don’t I? I never deny you anything reasonable. ISN’T THAT SO, WOMAN?’

In that moment, Rosie hated him. ‘No, you never deny me anything.’ He never denied her anything, as long as it met with his approval, she thought bitterly. But he denied her the things she craved, like the smallest measure of independence, pretty clothes and the friendship of other women. Oh, she had friends at the charity hospital where she worked but she was not allowed to have anyone back to this house – the house she worked to furnish and maintain; and if she didn’t immediately tip her wage packet up the minute she came through the door on a Friday night, there was hell to pay.

A terrible look of suspicion came into his eyes. ‘You’re not cheating on me, are you?’ he hissed. ‘Because if you are, I swear to God I’ll swing for the pair of you.’

Her soft, honest voice made him feel ashamed. ‘You can trust me, Jake. You know I would never cheat on you.’ The defiance had gone and in its place was a degree of resignation. But the hatred remained. The hatred always remained.

Astonishingly, his manner changed. Reaching down, he took her in his arms and held her close. ‘I don’t mean to be hurtful,’ he apologised, nuzzling her neck. ‘But you shouldn’t deny me my rights. It drives me crazy.’

She tried not to cringe from his touch. ‘Tonight,’  she promised. ‘I’ll be feeling better by then.’ Anything to appease him.

‘Why not now?’ He licked her mouth with the tip of his tongue.

‘No, Jake. Tonight.’ She looked at the mantelpiece clock. ‘You’d better go or you’ll be late for work.’ A tough, unforgiving foreman, Jake was one of the most despised men on the docks.

Squeezing her face between his rough hands, he whispered into her mouth, ‘God! I wish I didn’t love you so much!’ Then he kissed her abruptly, grabbed his coat and strode out into the yard, and straight into the ruffians. ‘Hey! What the hell’s going on out here?’

The thugs might have stayed and fought, but one look at this big, powerful man with a face as dark as thunder and fists the size of hammers and they were off in a rush, over the wall and down the alley.

‘You thievin’ buggers!’ Jake yelled after them. ‘I know yer faces. I’ll be looking out for yer!’

Rosie ran to the door. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’

He returned to give her a parting kiss, so hard and demanding it bruised her lips.

‘Nothing for you to worry about,’ he told her. ‘A few louts prowling about, but they’ll not be back, I can promise you that.’

‘What did they want?’

‘Whatever they could lay their hands on, I expect.’

‘But there’s nothing in the yard worth stealing.’

‘There you are then. Like I said, nothing for you  to worry about.’ He held her for a moment. ‘Don’t forget what you promised,’ he whispered fondly. ‘I’ll be looking forward to it.’

‘You’d best hurry,’ she said, drawing away. ‘You know how you like to start the shift before anybody else.’ He insisted on being there first, to see the men arrive, to glare at them and make certain they would be penalised if they were even half a minute late. He liked it when they were late. It justified his existence.

‘Till tonight then, me little beauty.’ A quick, spiteful tweak of her breast, and he went off to his work, whistling merrily.

Inside the coal hole the old woman lay unconscious, her faithful friend lying beside her, his head bleeding. Only the occasional flickering of one eye gave a small sign that there might still be life.

As the old woman regained her senses, she called out for him. There was no reply; no familiar whimpering or nuzzling of a wet nose against her. Only a terrible stillness, a silence that was frightening.

As Rosie turned to go back into the kitchen, she thought she heard a noise. Swinging round, she called nervously, ‘Who’s there?’ Indignant now, she warned, ‘You’d better clear off! The police are on their way.’ Rosie waited and listened. There were no more sounds. ‘I must be hearing things,’ she snorted.

She was just about to close the door when she heard it again, a soft, agonised moan. Aware that one of the ruffians might still be lurking, she took up a heavy shovel and went cautiously towards the  coal hole. She found the old woman crouched over the dog. ‘Mr Potts, it’s all right, I’m here . . .’ The old woman’s voice trembled with fear. A sob catching her words, she turned her eyes to Rosie. ‘They’ve hurt him,’ she croaked. ‘They’ve hurt my dog.’

Horrified, Rosie dropped the shovel and ran to her. ‘Dear God!’ Gently, she helped the old woman into a sitting position, shocked when her hands were warmed with blood. ‘Oh! You’re hurt too.’

In the half-light the old woman stared up at her with surprised brown eyes. ‘Help him,’ she whispered.

Rosie followed the old woman’s troubled gaze. She feared the mongrel was past all help. ‘I’ll see to him,’ she promised, ‘but you mustn’t try to move any more. I need to go for help, but I won’t be long, trust me.’

 



THOUGH RETIRED FROM work these many years, Bill Soames was strong as an ox and had a heart of gold. He and his good wife Amy were the best of neighbours. ‘Course I’ll help,’ he said, on answering the door to a frantic Rosie. ‘You’re the nurse. Just tell me what to do.’

It took only a minute for Rosie to explain what had to be done, and while she ran back to the old woman, he brought his old flat-cart round to the alley. ‘She’s badly hurt,’ Rosie warned. ‘You take her weight while I keep her still. Gently now.’

Together they carried the old woman outside where they wrapped her in one of Rosie’s blankets  and made sure she was safe for travelling. ‘I’ll stay with her,’ Rosie said. ‘You’ll have to take it slow, Bill. Go by way of the canal, that way we’ll avoid the cobbled roads.’

Bill’s wife stayed behind to close up the house and keep an eye on the sorry Mr Potts. ‘Poor little devil,’ she murmured, stroking his soft fur. ‘What kind of monsters did this? Attacking an old woman and killing her dog? They should be hanged.’

When Mr Potts seemed to sigh, she drew back, astonished. ‘Lord above! I thought you were done for. You must be tougher than you look. Like the old woman, eh?’ Delighted that he still drew breath, Amy took it upon herself to tend Kathleen’s brave little friend.

 



THE RUFFIANS WERE never found, and after eight long days it was still touch and go whether the old woman would survive the vicious attack. She had lost consciousness on the way to hospital and remained in a coma.

Rosie worked long hours to watch over her. She sat by her bedside and talked to her as though Kathleen could hear. She described the weather, and she read from the pages of the newspapers; she sang softly, and picked out the humorous incidents at the hospital in an effort to amuse Kathleen. But it was all to no avail. Kathleen slept on. And with every day that passed, it seemed the old woman’s life was disappearing with it.

The ward was quiet now. Beyond the curtain the sky was darkening into evening. Above the door, the big round clock rhythmically ticked away the seventh hour.

Rosie arrived to take over the shift. This was her favourite time. Behind her she left a husband whose appetite to satisfy himself on her was insatiable and obnoxious, while here in this place there were people who valued her, people who trusted her. It was a good feeling.

Taking off her coat, she made her way along the ward, checking that everything was as it should be. That done, she hurried towards the far end of the ward where the doctor and the other ward nurse were in discussion by the old woman’s bed.

‘In a way it might be a blessing if she goes,’ Dr Naylor remarked as she approached. A kind old gent, disillusioned with the way things were, he had developed his own philosophy. ‘She doesn’t appear to have any family, and she’s old and apparently homeless.’ He sighed from his boots.

Leaning forward he gently prised open her eyelids. ‘She won’t last long in my opinion. It’s a pity, I know, but there’s nothing more we can do.’ He looked at the old woman’s face. ‘Amazing what a bit of soap and water will do, don’t you think?’ he asked softly. ‘When she was brought in she looked like any other old vagabond, but now . . . Well, I mean, she has a certain, oh, I don’t know . . . a kind of gracious beauty – the look of a lady.’ He laughed at his own ramblings.

‘Who knows, she might be worth a fortune, and here she is, ending her days in a charity ward.’

‘She does have a fine face, doesn’t she?’ Rosie agreed. It was a good face, with strong features, high cheekbones and a full, plump mouth. The eyes were closed, but the long dark lashes and gently arched brows gave the impression of vitality beneath.

When she was brought in her hair had been covered in coal dust and her hands were blue with cold, but now, with the long grey hair combed into deep, shining waves about her shoulders, and her slim hands stretched out on the blanket, Kathleen had the look of a woman who had been a real beauty in her time. ‘How old do you think she is?’ Rosie asked, intrigued.

Dr Naylor shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say. She may have been living rough for some time, and such a life will age a person. But her skin is surprisingly good, and her hair has a remarkable sheen.’ He picked up one of her hands. ‘See here, how firm and clean her nails are? Whoever she is, and however she came to be a vagabond, this lady took great care of herself. Normally we find months of dirt ingrained in the nails, and the same beneath the breasts; the feet, too, are usually diseased, but not this woman’s.’ He laughed softly. ‘She has healthier feet than I have, and God knows how many miles she may have trudged along the roads.’

‘How old though?’ Something about the old woman had stirred Rosie’s heart.

He shook his head. ‘She could be in her late fifties, early sixties. Like I say, it’s difficult to be precise.’

‘I wonder if she has a family somewhere.’

‘Who knows? We’re not paid to do detective work, my dear. We’re here to mend bodies if they can be mended. She received a vicious battering. I believe she may go in her sleep, and that would be a merciful thing. I suspect it won’t be too long before we have the use of her bed.’ With those words, he moved on to the next patient.

As Rosie considered his harsh comments, her colleague stepped forward. ‘Ain’t no good dwelling on it.’ A scrawny creature with a dark scraping of hair beneath her white cap, Nell Salter had a thin, whining voice that made cats want to mate.

Rosie didn’t answer.

‘That old woman’s been here over a week,’ Nell persisted. ‘The doctor’s right. There’s nothing else we can do for her, and you can’t deny we do need the bed.’

Drawing her aside, Rosie was sharp. ‘That “old woman” is a charity case, and this a charity hospital. It’s gentry with consciences who keep this place open,’ she reminded Nell. ‘Spoiled gentry with fat wallets and purses, who make themselves feel good by helping the less fortunate. Not one of them has ever shown their face through these doors. They have no idea of the terrible things we see here, and by and large they don’t want to know. But I’ll tell you this, Nell Salter, for all their privilege and arrogance, I don’t believe there’s  a single one of them who would want to see this old woman thrown out to die on the streets.’

Feeling aggrieved and inadequate, Rosie was hitting out at everything and everybody. She was incensed by Nell’s casual attitude. Here was a woman who had taken on the responsibilities of nursing yet was incapable of administering a few kind words to those in her care. Most of all, Rosie was hitting out at the way things were between her and Jake. Life was a bag of tricks, and whatever trials it set her, she was never ready. Maybe it’s me, she thought bitterly. Maybe I’m the one at fault and everyone else is right. It wasn’t the first time she’d questioned her place in the order of things. No doubt it would not be the last either.

‘I know the old dear is gravely ill,’ she said to Nell, ‘and I know we’ve done all we can, but she’s strong and might just surprise us all – if you and the good doctor aren’t too hasty in writing her off!’

‘Whoa! Don’t go mad at me.’ Nell was taken aback by the outburst. Usually Rosie was quiet enough. It was true she cared more than most, even at times being reduced to tears, especially if the patient was an infant. But to see her fly off the handle like this was something altogether new. ‘Don’t take it so personal. You’re not blaming yourself because she was attacked in your yard, are you? We take patients like her all the time. Drunks, paupers, orphans – destitutes who don’t have a soul in the world to care what happens to them.’ She cast a glance at Kathleen. ‘Like her,’ she added thoughtlessly. ‘Tramps and suchlike.’

Rosie rounded on her. ‘People! Not once have you called them people, but that’s what they are, just like you and me.’

Nell shook her head. ‘Oh, no,’ she snapped. ‘Not like you and me, Rosie. We work bloody hard for a living, and if you ask me, so could most of the rabble who are brought in here. Like you, I do my job. I nurse their wounds and I fetch their bedpans, and I loathe every minute of it. I do it because at the end of the week I get paid, and that’s all.’ Red-faced with anger, she cursed herself for revealing the truth.

Rosie had always suspected as much but she was still shaken by the admission. ‘If that’s how you really feel,’ she accused angrily, ‘you shouldn’t be here.’

‘And neither should she!’ Nell waved a hand at Kathleen. ‘That old nobody is taking up valuable space. The sooner she goes the better, and it can be out the back door in a box or out the front door on her own two legs. Either way will do, as long as it’s soon!’

Conscious that the old woman might be able to hear what was being said, Rosie moved to the desk in the centre of the ward and Nell followed. ‘Is there anything new that I should know about?’ she asked.

Nell handed her the clipboard. ‘Nothing,’ she replied curtly. ‘Except Mrs Tyler seems to have developed a raging thirst. You’ll need to watch her or she’ll have you running yourself ragged.’

Rosie glanced through the clipboard. ‘Thanks,’ she said, and before she could go on, Mrs Tyler  began calling for a drink. ‘I’ll see to her.’ Rosie’s shift didn’t start for another ten minutes but she was never a clock-watcher. In fact, if truth be told, she would rather be here than at home with Jake.

It took only a few minutes to help Mrs Tyler to a drink of water, but during that time Nell Salter took the opportunity to rifle Kathleen’s bedside cabinet. Something the doctor had said earlier had made her curious – ‘Who knows, she might be worth a fortune,’ that was what he had said, and it made her wonder what the old woman carried in that tapestry bag she had been clutching when she was admitted.

When Rosie returned to the desk she noticed the screen drawn round Kathleen’s bed. Quickly, she went up the ward and there, on the other side of the screen, was Nell furtively going through the old woman’s tapestry bag. ‘For God’s sake, Nell! What do you think you’re doing?’

Red-faced and excited, Nell continued to turn things out of the bag, on to the bed. ‘D’you remember how she clung to this bag when she was brought in?’ she whispered excitedly. ‘Like it had valuables inside.’

Rosie couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘Have you gone out of your mind?’

‘You heard what the doctor said,’ Nell hissed. ‘What if she really is worth a fortune? The old hag’s on her way out so she’ll not need it any more. We could help ourselves and no one would be any the wiser. It’s only what we deserve, Rosie.’

Stepping forward, Rosie challenged her. ‘Put it all  back,’ she ordered in a harsh whisper, ‘and we’ll say no more about it.’

‘Don’t be daft!’ Defiantly Nell turned the bag upside down, spilling its remaining contents on the bed: a torn notebook with a pen tucked inside; food crumbs; a twig shaped like a hook with a bit of twine on the end for fishing; a bone comb; and various other bits and pieces.

‘You disgust me!’ Gathering up the old woman’s belongings, Rosie made a grab for the bag. In the tussle, a small bundle fell to the floor with a gentle thud.

‘Christ, Rosie!’ With trembling fingers, Nell bent to pick up the package. ‘I bet this is stuffed with money.’ In a frenzy of greed she pulled at the ribbon that held it secure.

Over the years the ribbon had frayed and as Nell tugged at it, the whole thing came apart in her hands. ‘Christ Almighty!’ Angrily, she flicked through the books, throwing them to the ground with anger. ‘Notebooks!’ she cried hoarsely. ‘Nothing but notebooks and pages of scribble!’

While Rosie bent to her knees to retrieve the books, Nell picked up the bone comb; a handsome thing, it had marbled teeth and a slim, gleaming backbone inlaid with mother-of-pearl. ‘Looks like it might be worth a bob or two,’ she said, eyes glittering. ‘It won’t be a fortune but it’s better than nothing.’

‘Steal it and it will cost you your job,’ Rosie promised.

‘I don’t think so,’ Nell sneered. ‘One word about this and I’ll make out it’s you who’s the thief.’ She smiled. ‘I’m a very convincing liar. You’d best think on it, Rosie Maitland. I’ve got two brothers who would turn the world upside down for me. They wouldn’t take kindly to you spreading lies about their little sister.’ Her face darkened. ‘Keep it shut or you’ll pay dearly.’ As quickly as her face had darkened, it brightened again with a smile. ‘I’m feeling a bit peckish. I’ll get off home now and see what me mam’s got for supper.’

Shaken by the events, Rosie gathered up the exercise books. ‘Brothers or not, I won’t keep quiet about what she’s done,’ she muttered. ‘Stealing from patients who can’t defend themselves!’

A small voice made her sit up. ‘Rosie?’

Grabbing the books and scrambling up, Rosie was astonished to see the old woman looking straight at her; astonished, too, at the timeless beauty of her dark brown eyes. ‘How long have you been awake?’ It shamed her to think the old woman had heard every word.

Kathleen smiled. ‘Rosie . . . lovely name.’

‘Did you hear . . . everything?’

Kathleen’s next words confirmed it. ‘Is it true? Am I really on my way out?’

‘Don’t let her upset you.’

‘Please, is it true?’

Rosie couldn’t find the words to answer but her silence spoke for her.

‘Mr Potts?’

‘He’s recovering. Don’t worry, he’ll be well looked after, I promise.’

Her smile became a sigh. ‘I’ll miss the silly old scruff.’ Suddenly, two plump tears sprang from her eyes and trickled to the pillow. ‘So much to tell,’ she whispered. ‘So much.’

‘Sleep now.’ Rosie held her hand for a moment, and when she believed the old woman was asleep, she began piling the books up, her intention to tie them with the frayed ribbon as best she could before returning them to the bag, and the bag to the cupboard.

‘The comb was given to me by a boy I used to know.’ Kathleen’s memories grew stronger. Oh, what a glorious summer’s day it had been, and how much in love they were. In her mind, it was only yesterday.

‘I’ll get the comb back for you if I can,’ Rosie promised. It was obvious the comb meant a lot to the old woman.

With a surge of strength, Kathleen raised herself on to one elbow. Looking into Rosie’s surprised eyes, she told her, ‘I want you to know . . . about me.’ Falling back on to the pillow, she reached out and placed her long fingers over Rosie’s small, workworn hand. ‘In the books.’ She paused, her old heart glowing. ‘It’s all there,’ she whispered. ‘Everything.’


‘Have you no family?’ Rosie was deeply moved.

‘Only you,’ came the sad reply. ‘The books are all I have to give,’ she murmured. ‘They’re yours now.’

Still Rosie made to return them to the cupboard  but Kathleen saw. ‘Cherish them,’ she pleaded, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘For me.’

Worn by the effort, Kathleen drifted into a fretful sleep. With the books on the bed before her, Rosie sat by her bedside, her gaze sweeping the old woman’s face. ‘You must have been very beautiful when you were young,’ she mused. ‘Who are you? How did you come here?’

From somewhere down the ward a voice called out. Rosie went to investigate. It was Mrs Tyler, wanting another drink. ‘I’ll ’ave a gin, if yer please,’ she grinned with her toothless mouth.

Rosie had to smile. ‘It was too much gin that brought you here in the first place,’ she chided. ‘You can have a cup of water and then you can go to sleep, before you wake the whole ward.’

‘I want a piss!’

‘You want a lot, don’t you?’ For all her irritating traits, Mrs Tyler always made Rosie smile.

‘It’s all that bloody water.’

‘So you don’t want it then?’

‘I want a drop o’ gin.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Bugger off then. I can’t get any sleep wi’ you standing there.’

Rosie ‘buggered off,’ back to Kathleen who appeared to be peacefully sleeping. ‘Sleep well,’ Rosie whispered, and was about to return the belongings to the cupboard when she paused. ‘So much to tell,’ the old woman had said. ‘Yes, I can imagine,’ Rosie murmured. Fingering  the notebooks, she thought for a moment, and then nodded. ‘All right, I’ll read them, but I can’t promise when I’ll have the time.’

It was quiet on the ward that night and Rosie laid the books out on her desk. They were tattered old things of a kind used by schoolchildren or clerks, or the foremen at the docks - she had seen the very same type curled into Jake’s overall pockets. The books were numbered from one to twenty, with the name Kathleen Peterson written on each one. ‘Nell was wrong,’ Rosie murmured. ‘There was a fortune in the bag after all. Not a fortune in money or jewels, but a hoard of memories, the precious memories of one woman’s life.’ And now they were entrusted to her. The responsibility suddenly seemed overwhelming.

She took up the first book and opened it.

There, in that quiet place, in the soft glow from the lamp, Rosie settled into her chair, turned the page, and began to read.
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TREMBLING WITH FEAR, Kathleen hugged her rag doll close to her heart. ‘Adam’s been naughty,’ she whispered. ‘Father’s whipping him again.’ Placing a finger over the doll’s lips, she urged, ‘Ssh! He mustn’t hear us.’

Crouched inside the closet, the five-year-old child quivered at the sound of her father ranting and raving, the crack of the whip as it rose and fell, and her brother Adam’s cries. ‘Adam’s hurting,’ she told the doll, a tumble of tears creating a smudged trail down her white face. ‘It’s all my fault,’ she quietly sobbed. ‘Adam’s being whipped and it’s all my fault.’

Upstairs in her room, Kathleen’s mother heard it too. Arms folded and face pinched with fear, she paced the floor. ‘I should go down,’ she muttered, ‘but God forgive me, I’m too afraid.’ She continued to pace, back and forth, to the window, then to the door, agonising over whether she should intervene, fearing that if she did it might be her on the receiving end of that whip.

Years before, when she first met the man who was now her husband, she had been courageous and bold. Over the years he had eroded her self-confidence until now she was little more than a coward.

In the town of Blackburn, Elizabeth Peterson was a fine example of what a squire’s wife should be. When the sun came up, she spent the long lonely days doing what was expected of her. She performed her duties with grace and accomplishment; she displayed active interest in her husband’s work; ran a big house with no apparent effort; marshalled and supervised the servants and made certain her children had the best nanny and governess money could buy.

When the sun went down, she lay in her bed while her husband took his satisfaction. At times, and because it seemed to pleasure him, she even feigned a measure of satisfaction herself. But the truth was she hated every minute of her existence, seeking her happiness wherever she could find it, at whatever cost.

Her husband had a foul and vicious temper which he often vented on his only son. Robert Peterson had longed for a son who might take after himself; a son who would grow tall and strong, with a fierce and ruthless nature to match his own. When he first cast eyes on his newborn son, the disappointment showed in his eyes. ‘No matter that he’s weak and puny,’ he vowed, ‘if I have to punish him every inch of the way, I’ll make him the man I want him to be.’

The baby slept and his father woke him. The infant loved to walk and his father made him run. The boy loved to paint; his father made him climb trees. When his son was four years old, Robert Peterson  rallied the servants to show them how fearless his son was. Demanding their attention, he hoisted the small boy on to the back of a stallion, parading him round the grounds. Then he sent the animal into a frenzy by slapping it hard with a crop. It shot forward at a gallop, with the boy clinging on for dear life, obviously terrified and begging his father to get him down.

Laughing, the man took the boy down, carried him indoors and then viciously beat him. ‘Don’t ever again humiliate me in front of the servants!’ he thundered. ‘Like it or not, you are my son - though I wish to God you weren’t. Puny coward that you are, you carry my name. Robert Adam Peterson is a proud name, with centuries of tradition behind it. Don’t ever forget that!’

The boy was afraid of water, so when he was eight, his father threw him into the sea and watched him almost drown before he sent a servant in to rescue him. ‘Another disappointment!’ he declared, striding away in disgust. ‘Another humiliation!’ It was an incident the boy was never allowed to forget.

The latest ‘humiliation’ had taken place this afternoon, when young Adam, now ten years old, was in the garden with his sister Kathleen, whom he adored. They had been swinging from the lower boughs of an apple tree when Kathleen dropped her doll, which fell on to an area of rockery some ten feet below.

Horrified, Kathleen would have gone after it, but her brother made her wait while he went down to retrieve the doll. The doll was broken, and he was  cut and bruised. Kathleen was distraught. The whole episode was witnessed by the governess, who rushed out and took them both inside. Inevitably, the tale was related to the master and, in spite of all protests that Adam had been brave in clambering down to recover his sister’s doll, the boy was blamed and viciously punished.

Now, trembling as though she herself was receiving the terrible blows, Elizabeth Peterson remained in her room, knowing that she was a greater coward than her son would ever be.

Her son’s cries ceased and a terrible silence permeated the house. ‘Oh, dear God, let him be all right.’ She went to the door and gingerly opened it. Burying her head in her hands, she began to sob. ‘I daren’t go to him, I’m afraid. God help me, what kind of woman am I?’

Suddenly a piercing scream rent the air. Quickly Elizabeth slammed shut the door and leaned against it, her arms spread out as though to fend off an intruder. ‘Don’t kill him,’ she kept saying. ‘Please, don’t kill him.’ Yet she made no move to stop it.

Pressed deep in the closet, Kathleen felt the silence, and she too was startled by the sudden, high-pitched scream.

Suddenly she could bear it no longer. With immense courage, she flung open the door of the closet, ran to the drawing room where she burst in, her eyes filling with horror at the scene before her.

Adam was small for his age, with a shock of fair  hair and dark, blue eyes. Now, though, his eyes were closed in pain; he stood against the wall, his arms reaching up and out against the wood panelling. From the waist down he was naked, his blood-stained legs and buttocks criss-crossed with a weird pattern made by the lash.

When the beatings stopped, he made no move. It was as though he was welded to the wall, his small body only barely managing to keep upright, his heart infused with a strength that only made his father more determined to break him. He wanted Adam to beg for mercy. Exasperated that not once had his son shown any sign of doing so, he had paused to rest his arm and then wielded the whip one last time with all the power he could muster. It was this that had made Adam scream in agony.

Robert Peterson didn’t even look to see who had burst into the room. He kept his eyes on the boy and yelled, ‘Get out, damn you! Get out!’


Kathleen stayed by the door, tears rolling down her face at the plight of her brother, who was her only friend. So shocked was she that her tongue wouldn’t say the words that rushed to her mind. She remained quite still, clutching her broken doll, her gaze focused on Adam and only the soft sound of her crying permeating the awful silence.

Robert swung round, his features crumpling with shame when he saw who stood there. ‘Oh, Kathleen!’ He rushed across the room. ‘No, sweetheart, you mustn’t see this.’ He reached out to her, his face  suffused with love. ‘Come on, let Daddy take you out of here.’

Holding the doll close, Kathleen backed away. ‘Go away. I don’t like you.’ For the first time in her young life she knew hatred. It was a bitter thing, but not as bitter as seeing her brother cut and bleeding. ‘You’re hurting Adam!’

‘Don’t be silly, darling.’ He loved her so very much. In many ways she had been some measure of compensation for the son he craved but could never have. ‘Adam has been bad and he has to be punished.’ When she didn’t move, he picked her up and strode out of the room with her.

She fought him with such ferocity, he was taken aback. Hitting out with fists and feet, she could only think of her brother. ‘Leave him alone! I hate you! I hate you!’

He put her down, and when he looked into her tear-filled brown eyes, a great tenderness overcame him. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said. ‘This is men’s business, and you’re not supposed to see.’ While she quietly sobbed, he went on, ‘Don’t ever say you hate me, Kathleen. I couldn’t bear that.’

Kathleen wasn’t listening. With a determined twist of her arm she broke free and before he could stop her she had run back to the room and her beloved Adam. She found him slumped on the floor, face down. ‘It’s all right, Adam,’ she sobbed, falling to her knees and stroking his hair. ‘I won’t let him hurt you. I won’t let him.’

In two strides her father was across the room. Taking her by the arm, he propelled her into the hallway and on up the stairs, yelling as he went, ‘Elizabeth! Elizabeth, where the hell are you?’

Like a frightened mouse she came scurrying out of her room. ‘I’m here, Robert,’ she said in a remarkably calm manner. ‘Whatever is it?’ She had grown adept at feigning ignorance when the occasion warranted. The less she pretended to know about what went on, the easier it was to strike it from her conscience.

His eyes swept her pretty face. ‘I thought I told you to keep Kathleen away from the drawing room.’ As he spoke he came closer, making her tremble.

‘But I thought the governess had her safe.’

‘You’re bloody useless! You’ve allowed Kathleen to see a punishment. Damn it, Elizabeth! You know how I feel about that.’

‘I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’

For a moment he was silent, his gaze intent on her face. Kathleen was like her mother, he thought; the same chestnut-brown eyes and long dark hair. He loved them both. Hated them too, for the power they had over him. The girl was still innocent, but the mother was knowing; too knowing. There were times when he could have willingly killed her, and times when he loved her until she cried out for mercy. ‘The governess,’ he demanded drily. ‘Where is she?’

‘I thought she was in the garden with the children.’

‘When I’m finished with the boy, find her. Send her to me in the study.’ 

‘Let me take Kathleen.’ She reached out but did not make a move towards him.

He kept hold of Kathleen. Suppressing the rage inside him, he bent to address her in soft, loving tones. ‘You never have to be afraid,’ he promised. ‘I would never punish you.’ When she cowered away from him, he persisted, ‘I love you, more than anyone else in the world. You know that, don’t you, sweetheart?’

She raised her small face to his dark, passionate eyes. ‘You hurt Adam,’ she accused brokenly. ‘I don’t love you any more. I only love him.’

‘Don’t talk like that. Come on now, give your daddy a kiss.’

‘No!’ Kicking out, she caught him on the ankle with her boot. Insane jealousy took hold of him.

‘Adam is a coward,’ he hissed, shaking her. ‘I don’t want you to love him, do you hear?’ Damn and blast that boy, he soured everything. ‘He broke your doll, didn’t he? He had to be taught a lesson.’ He made himself smile. ‘If you forget what you saw downstairs just now, Daddy will take you shopping in London. We can go on the train, or we can go in the carriage. You can choose. Just you and me, sweetheart, and I promise you, we’ll find the best, most expensive, most beautiful doll in the world.’ Foolishly he took hold of her broken doll. ‘You don’t want this old thing any more, do you? Adam’s spoiled it -- like he spoils everything!’

Nothing could console her. Snatching back her doll, Kathleen tore away from him and ran to her mother who, startled and afraid, tolerated the child  clinging to her skirt. ‘What am I to do?’ she asked nervously, keeping her hands clasped. ‘I honestly thought the governess had her safe.’

He glared at his wife. ‘The governess,’ he reminded her. ‘In my study in ten minutes. See to it!’ Inwardly fuming, he turned and went down the stairs.

He didn’t return to the drawing room. Instead he stormed into the kitchen. ‘It seems I pay people for doing nothing,’ he snapped at the three servants he found there. ‘Where is the housekeeper?’
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