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Rita Bradshaw was born in Northampton, where she still lives today with her husband (whom she met when she was sixteen) and their family.

 



When she was approaching forty she decided to fulfil two long-cherished ambitions – to write a novel and learn to drive. She says, ‘the former was pure joy and the latter pure misery,’ but the novel was accepted for publication and she passed her driving test. She has gone on to write many successful novels under a pseudonym.

 



As a committed Christian and fervent animal lover, Rita has a full and busy life, but she relishes her writing – a job that is all pleasure – and loves to read, walk her dogs, eat out and visit the cinema in any precious spare moments.




In memory of Hannah Eley, a very special little girl who had the face of an angel and a spirit to match Connie’s any day! In spite of all the pain borne so bravely in her eleven years on this earth, she was sunshine and laughter and everything that is good in the world, and we all miss her more than words can say.




Part One

 1900

 The House In The Wood




Chapter One

The January night was raw and cold, the sort of mind-numbing cold that only the biting winters of the north produce, and the thin splinters of ice in the driving wind caused the man emerging from the dark cobbled street to tuck his muffler more securely into the neck of his thick cloth coat.

He glanced back the way he had come as he paused, pulling his cap further down on to his forehead, but there were no running footsteps, shrieks or cries disturbing the frozen streets, in spite of the scene he had just endured. And he knew who had been behind that, by, he did. He’d known immediately he’d stepped through the front door that her mam had been round to see her the day.

He began to walk swiftly now and with intent, not, as one might have expected, past Mowbray Park and towards the hub of the town centre of the rapidly growing Bishopwearmouth, where the countless pubs and working men’s clubs provided a brief haven from the daily grind for hundreds of Sunderland’s working men. He turned in the opposite direction, entering Mowbray Road, towards Tunstall Vale, and when he was hailed by two other men as they emerged from a side road he merely raised an abrupt hand in response, his walk checked in no way.

‘By, Jacob’s in a tear the night.’

It was said laughingly, even mockingly, and the second man answered in the same tone, shaking his head the while. ‘It’s fair amazin’ what some women’ll put up with. Now, my Bertha’d break me legs afore she’d consent to what his missus allows.’

‘Aye, well likely Jacob’s lass don’t have too much say in the matter, eh?’

‘Aye, man, you could be right there. Damn shame though, I call it. They’ve not bin wed six year an’ she’s a bonny lass when all’s said an’ done. Aye, it’s a shame right enough.’

The men didn’t elaborate on what was a shame, but now there was no laughter softening the rough Sunderland idiom as the two of them stared after the big figure, which had long since been swallowed by the freezing darkness.

‘Makes you wonder though, don’t it, what goes on behind locked doors? Aye, it makes you wonder . . .’

The lone form of Jacob Owen was walking even faster now, in spite of the glassy pavements and the banks of frozen snow either side of the footpath, and before long he had left the last of the houses bordering Tunstall Road far behind, passing Strawberry Cottage and then, a few hundred yards further on, Red House. The sky was low and laden with the next load of snow, and with no lights piercing the thick blackness the darkness was complete, but it would have been obvious even to a blind man that Jacob had trod the path many times before as he strode swiftly on, his head down and his shoulders hunched against the bitter wind.

Just past Tunstall Hills Farm Jacob turned off the road, climbing over a dry stone wall and into the fields beyond, where the mud and grass were frozen hard. The going was  more difficult now; the ridges of mud interspersed with snow and puddles of black ice were treacherous, and the blizzard forecast earlier that day was sending its first whirling flakes into the wind, obliterating even the faintest glow from the moon, but Jacob’s advance was faster if anything.

When he turned into a thickly wooded area some minutes later, he emerged almost immediately into a large clearing in which a tiny ramshackle thatched cottage stood, a small lean-to attached to the side of it enclosing a large supply of neatly sawn logs piled high against the wall of the dwelling place.

Now, for the first time since leaving the sprawling outskirts of the town of Bishopwearmouth, Jacob stopped dead, drawing in a deep hard breath as he ran his hand over his face, which in spite of the rawness of the night was warm with sweat. His eyes took in the thin spiral of smoke coming from the cottage chimney, and, as though it was a welcome in itself, he smiled and exhaled.

He was across the clearing and its freshly dug vegetable patch in a few strides, the thickly falling snow just beginning to patch the spiky winter grass at the edge of the plot of land with ethereal beauty, and he opened the cottage door without knocking or waiting.

For a moment he stood outlined in the glow and warmth of the cosily lit room beyond, and then the sound of voices drew the dark silhouette inwards, the door was shut and all was quiet again.

It was some two hours later that the lone hoot of an owl was disturbed by a band of men-five in all-moving stealthily into the clearing from the exact spot Jacob had emerged from earlier. The snow was now a thick blanket muffling any sound they might have made, and the whirling curtain of white  provided extra cover as they approached the cottage, their big hobnailed boots marking the virgin purity with deep indentations.

The first man, who was small and stocky, paused at the side of the curtained window, gathering the others around him in the manner of a general marshalling his troops. ‘We’re all agreed with what needs to be done then?’

‘I don’t like this, John.’

‘For crying out loud, Art!’ The first man rounded on the much taller man who had spoken, his voice a low hiss. ‘He’s making our name a byword and you know it. Mam said Mavis was beside herself again this morning when she called in. You know what folk are saying as well as me; why, when Mavis Owen has got five brothers, does her man think he can get away with keeping a fancy woman in the house in the wood? And they’re right, damn it. We should have stepped in months ago when Mam first found out what was what.’

‘I know Mam would have it that’s what people are saying. I’m not so sure myself.’

‘Don’t talk daft, man.’

‘Aye, well supposing you’re right, how does tonight solve anything? If Sadie Bell has already given him one bairn he’s not likely to walk away just because we tell him to, now is he? And there’s talk she’s expecting another.’

‘I don’t care how many bastards his whore drops, he’ll do what we tell him and finish it. And who says this third one is Jacob’s anyway? Her stomach was already full when she came snivelling back from Newcastle years ago, so that’s two bastards to two different men as we know of. She’s likely got blokes visiting here every night of the week.’ The smaller man’s tone was pugnacious, his voice a low growl.

‘I don’t think she’s like that.’

‘I’ve heard it all now.’ The smaller man turned his head as though in appeal to the other three, who all shifted uncomfortably. ‘She’s a trollop, the sort who’d open her legs for anyone, and what really sticks in my craw is that she hooked Jacob when she was working at the firm. You think she doesn’t laugh up her sleeve at us all? Oh aye, I know her sort all right.’

He didn’t doubt it. Art Stewart looked at his oldest brother – whom he had never liked – and he had a job to keep his thoughts to himself. He had shared a bedroom with this brother once the twins, Gilbert and Matthew, who were four years younger than him, had been weaned, and he knew John had had women from puberty onwards and that he had paid for them most of the time.

‘What are you going to say to him, John?’

This last was spoken by Dan who, at fourteen, was the baby of the Stewart family, but although his face had the look of a young boy, his physique was already that of a man, and he towered over his oldest brother by a good three or four inches. He was a good-looking lad – all the Stewart boys were, and their sister, Mavis, who at twenty-five was the second born, was also far from plain – and like Art and the twins he was tall and lean; it had been left to the eldest two, John and Mavis, to inherit their mother’s small, chunky stature.

‘I’ll tell him all this is finished.’ John’s hand made a wide sweeping motion towards the cottage.

‘And . . . and if Art’s right and Jacob won’t listen?’

John brushed the snow from his shoulders, taking off his cap and shaking it before pulling it back over his thick springy hair, his actions slow and deliberate. It was a full thirty seconds  before he responded to the question, and then his voice carried a grating sound when he said, ‘Then we’ll have to make him listen, lad, won’t we. We’re here tonight so’s his whore can see we mean business and her meal ticket’s finished, all right? Mam said it’s the only way and she’s right. Gilbert, Matt, you with me on this?’

‘Aye.’ The twins spoke in unison as they mostly did. Along with Dan they were still living at home, John having married a year after Mavis, and Art the year after John. The twins were bright enough to know on which side their bread was buttered however – you didn’t argue with their mother and get away with it, nor John if it came to that.

‘Right.’ John’s eyes flicked over them all again but he avoided direct contact with Art’s steady gaze. ‘Let’s get on with it then, we’re turning into blooming snowmen out here with all this jawing.’

John’s first knock at the gnarled shabby door of the cottage went unanswered, but as his hand was lowering for the second time the door was wrenched open and Jacob himself stood framed in the aperture, minus his coat and cap and muffler. John watched his brother-in-law’s eyes narrow, and after a quick, ‘Stay where you are, I’ll deal with this,’ to the occupants of the room, Jacob stepped down into the snow, pulling the door shut behind him whilst keeping his hand on the latch.

‘Evening, Jacob.’

John sounded as though he was enjoying himself, and his small stocky frame seemed puffed up with importance, but it was to Art that Jacob said, ‘Aye, well what’s all this about then, man?’ after he had glanced at them all in turn.

‘You know damn well what it’s about so don’t play that game.’ John cut in before Art could open his mouth.

‘Is that right?’

‘Aye, it’s right.’ John was fairly bristling now.

‘And if I say I don’t?’

‘Look, Jacob, don’t make this any more difficult than it needs to be.’ There was a conciliatory note in Art’s voice. ‘We’ve come to talk to you, that’s all.’

‘Oh aye?’ Jacob’s narrowed eyes swept over the five men in front of him before coming to rest on Dan, and he continued to look into Dan’s worried face as he said, ‘And you had to bring the lad with you, did you? I thought better of you, Art.’

‘He’s old enough to work and he’s old enough to be here.’ Again John’s voice brought Jacob’s gaze his way. ‘And who are you to say what’s right and wrong anyway?’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning you stand outside your fancy woman’s cottage and then have the gall to criticise us? You’re a cool one, I’ll give you that, Jacob Owen, but your days of visiting here are over.’

‘I work for your father, John, and when we’re there you have the authority to give me any orders he tells you to, but outside is where it finishes. When I step out of those doors of an evening I’m me own man. I don’t interfere in your marriage and I don’t expect you to interfere in mine.’

‘I don’t keep a whore on the side.’

He was spoiling for a fight. Jacob looked at the small man in front of him, who had all the aggressive tenacity of a bull terrier, and something in the other man’s eyes told him how this was going to end. Whatever was in Edith Stewart had been passed down in the genes to her eldest all right, and he’d bet his last penny it was his mother-in-law who had instigated this little visit. She controlled John, she controlled them all,  even the old man. His thoughts prompted him to say, ‘Does Henry know you’re here the night?’

‘You leave our father out of this.’ Gilbert had summoned up the courage to speak, and the answer and the manner in which it was spoken told Jacob his father-in-law was ignorant of the nocturnal visit. He was glad of that. He had always liked Henry Stewart and he knew Edith’s husband liked him; indeed, he had always suspected that Henry had almost anticipated his daughter’s marriage being a troubled one in view of the fact that Henry had lived with her mother for nigh on thirty years. Thirty years. And from what Mavis had sobbed at him on their wedding night regarding her mother’s instructions to lie perfectly still and endure what had to be borne, Henry’s married life could not have been easy.

‘Go and get your coat and cap.’ John thrust his chin forward as he spoke. ‘You’re coming with us, and you can tell her’ – he jabbed towards the cottage with a fierce finger, his eyes screwed up – ‘that you won’t be back.’

‘Over my dead body.’

‘And that can be arranged an’ all.’

They were staring at each other now, and although the rage in Jacob was high there was fear there too. John was a belligerent individual and could be vicious, and he was never so nasty as when his mother had stirred him up about something or other. John by himself he could possibly handle – at five-foot-ten he was a good four inches taller than his wife’s eldest brother – but all five of them . . .

‘Jacob, come back with us now.’ Again Art was the peacemaker. ‘You’re our brother-in-law, we don’t want bad blood between us any more than you do, but Mavis is our sister. Surely you can understand how we feel? And when  all’s said and done you’ve only been married six years come next month.’

‘I know how long I’ve been married, Art,’ Jacob said heavily, and there was such bitterness in his tone that it caused the five faces in front of him to stretch slightly. ‘If anyone knows, I do. And I’ll tell you something else an’ all while I’m about it; if it wasn’t for that woman in there – the woman you call a strumpet and a trollop and worse – there might have been murder done before this day. I was reeled in by your mam, do you know that?’ His angry gaze took in each man in turn but no one said anything, not even John.

‘When I came to work for your father as his accountant and chief clerk she looked me over, although I didn’t know it at the time, and decided I was eminently suitable as her future son-in-law. I was an educated man, and with my father being a schoolmaster and my mother involved in various good works, I was a darn sight more suitable in your mam’s eyes than some of the lads who were sniffing about. Oh she reeled me in all right, same as your sister did, although with Mavis she was only following orders. Your mam thought I’d be malleable, that once I became part of the family and had my security and daily bread tied up with Henry Stewart & Co., Oil Merchants and Importers, I’d be happy to take orders, keep my mouth shut and feather my own nest.’

‘What are you griping for, you’ve done all right,’ John challenged roughly. ‘There’s not many as well set up as you and Mavis in your own place, and bought and paid for at that. Granted it’s not Ryhope Road but me and Art aren’t complaining and our places are no bigger than yours.’

‘This isn’t about the size of the house, man.’ Jacob swore softly, shaking his head before repeating, ‘It isn’t about that,  that’s nothing. Dammit all, what do you take me for?’

‘What then?’ Art’s voice was low and steady and he took a step forwards. ‘What’s really eating you?’

‘You want to know, Art?’

‘I’ve said, haven’t I?’

‘Aye, you’ve said, but it strikes me the lot of you just want to hear what you want to hear.’

‘I’ve had enough of this.’ John’s glare took in Art as well as Jacob, and the smaller man’s hands were bunched fists at his side. ‘The plain facts are that that whore in there has two brats already and a stomach full of the next one, and she’s making a fool of all of us –’

‘You shut your filthy mouth!’ Jacob’s face was drained of colour. ‘You don’t know the first thing about her. She’s a good woman, a warm woman, and meeting her helped me keep my sanity after I’d lived with your sister for two years. I was ready to top meself when I met Sadie and I tell you that straight.’

‘You –’

As John’s fist struck out, Art caught his brother’s arm and held on to him as Jacob continued, a spate of words flowing out of his mouth now. ‘I should have known on the wedding night how it was going to be but I thought she was just frightened, being a young lass of nineteen and all, and that she’d come round. Come round!’ He made a guttural sound in his throat. ‘Your mam had done too good a job for that, damn her. How would you feel if your wife was physically sick with fear every time you came near her, eh? You answer me that. I’ve taken Mavis five times in six years of marriage and each time I felt I’d raped her. The things your mam had drummed into her . . .’ He swore again. ‘She’s not normal,  she can’t be, and she’s made her daughter worse than she is. You don’t know how many times I’ve thanked God the rest of you were lads.’

‘You dirty liar.’

The blizzard was ferocious now, whipping the snow into a mad frenzy, but it was nothing on John as he wrenched himself free of Art and flung himself on the man in front of him, Gilbert and Matthew adding their weight to his as the three of them began to rain punches on Jacob’s tottering form.

The speed with which the cottage door opened indicated that the inhabitants within had been listening to the proceedings, but as Sadie Bell, heavily pregnant and screeching like a banshee, made to hurl herself into the mêlée, Art caught hold of her, shouting for Dan, who was standing transfixed by the violence in front of him, to help hold the distraught woman.

Dan would have obeyed, but out of the comer of his eye he’d become aware of another figure, that of a slight, golden-haired child darting after its mother, and when the small girl of around six or seven tried to go towards the fight he reached out and caught her, lifting her off her feet as she began to struggle and add her cries to those of her mother.

Jacob was on the ground now and he was screaming as John’s thick hobnailed boots belted into him again and again with savage intent. Twice Gilbert and Matthew tried to pull John away, shouting the while for him to stop, that Jacob had had enough, but each time John flung them aside and returned to the blood-soaked figure on the red spotted snow like an enraged animal that, having scented blood, was determined to go for the kill.

In the end, and only when Jacob was limp and unmoving,  Gilbert and Matthew wrestled John to the ground, urged on by Art and Dan’s frantic shouts, holding him down by brute force for some thirty or forty seconds as he continued to resist.

And then a silence came upon them all, even Sadie, as, Art having released her, she stumbled across to Jacob’s still form and knelt down in the snow by his side.

‘Sadie?’ A bent old woman was standing in the doorway of the cottage, her arms around a small toddler who was clinging to her tattered skirts but making no sound. ‘Is he breathin’, lass?’

‘’Course he’s breathing.’ Art was frightened; it sounded in his voice.

‘Just about.’ Sadie lifted her head towards her mother and the fruit of Art’s voice was reflected in her white face and streaming eyes. ‘But he’s awful still, Mam.’

‘Get him inside.’

‘No.’ John was standing now, Gilbert and Matthew either side of him, and unlike the rest of them his face showed no fear and his voice was cold and weighty when he said, ‘He’ll never set foot in this brothel again, I’m telling you.’

‘It’s not a brothel.’ The old woman’s voice was loud and indignant. ‘An’ you know it, I’ll be bound, but it suits you to say otherwise, don’t it, you evil-minded so-an’-so.’

‘Don’t, Mam.’ Sadie spoke to her mother but her gaze was on John, and his eyes, as hard as black marble, stared back at her through the curtain of snow. She knew this man. When she had first started work in the most menial of jobs at his father’s warehouse in William Street she had been warned about John Stewart almost immediately by the other girls. He was an upstart. The other sons were all right the girls had said, and the father, Henry Stewart, was reportedly just the  same as when he had started the family business some thirty years before a few hundred yards away in Norfolk Street. But John Stewart was like his mother – he fancied himself a cut above ordinary folk. Not that that stopped him trying it on, one of the more attractive women packers had warned Sadie. Hands like an octopus he’d got, and he’d talk dirty given half a chance. You had to watch your step with John Stewart, but it didn’t do to get on his bad side either; he could be a nasty bit of work. And from day one he had wanted her- the lust in his eyes had made her flesh creep at times and she had had to repulse him over and over again.

‘That’s right, Sadie. You tell the old crone to mind her tongue.’

Again John seemed to be enjoying himself, but then his gaze snapped from the woman who had been a torment to his flesh and who’d haunted his dreams from the first day he had set eyes on her four years before, as the child still held within Dan’s grasp said quite clearly, ‘You’re a very nasty man you are, a wicked man, an’ you’ll burn in hell’s flames.’

‘Hush, Connie.’ Sadie rose as quickly as her bulk would allow and hurried to take the child from Dan. ‘Go in with your granny an’ Larry, go on,’ she implored on a hiccuping sob.

‘No, Mam.’ As Sadie made to push her daughter towards the cottage door the child resisted, and then, as Gilbert and Matthew hoisted Jacob’s unconscious body upwards and on to Gilbert’s back at a sign from John, with Matthew supporting the limp frame, Connie caused further consternation as she said, ‘Me Uncle Jacob’s a grand man, he is, an’ I’m goin’a tell of you. I’m goin’a tell you hurt him an’ that you made me mam cry.’

‘None of that.’ As John stepped forward, his arm rising and his face ugly, Dan’s voice was not the voice of a fourteen-year-old boy but that of a man, as he moved the child behind him. ‘You leave the bairn alone, you’ve done enough here the night.’

‘Me?’ John’s face was mottled with temper. ‘That’s good, that is. You were all on for this tonight, so don’t come it, Dan.’

‘You said we were just going to frighten him.’ Dan pushed the child into her mother’s arms as he spoke, his voice losing its harsh note as he added, ‘Take her inside, Mrs Bell. This is not something a bairn should see.’

‘Aye, an’ whose fault is that?’ The old granny cut in again, but she was looking straight at John. ‘You’ll rue this night’s work afore you’re finished, you see if you don’t. God won’t be mocked an’ He knows a black heart when He sees one.’

‘Mam, please.’ Sadie’s voice was agonised as she bundled the still resisting child into the cottage, turning in the doorway as she looked towards Dan and Art, who were standing together and apart from the other three, and said, ‘You’ll look after him? Jacob? He needs a doctor.’

Her concern for the other man seemed to inflame John still further, and his features were contorted as he said, not in a loud tone but with deadly intent, ‘You! You might fool the other poor sots but you don’t take me in, Sadie Bell. You set your cap at him from the first day you laid eyes on him, didn’t you, and all the while acting the virtuous widow. You don’t think you fooled anyone with that tale? A man’s only got to look at you to see what you are –’

‘That’s enough.’

Dan and Art spoke as one but as Dan pushed John  backwards, away from the white-faced figure in the doorway on whom the smaller man had been steadily advancing, John swung his body up and round on his youngest brother as though he was going to strike him. And the intention was in his furious face for some seconds before Dan’s steady, quiet stance seemed to check it.

‘By, you make me sick, the pair of you. Soft as clarts.’

Neither Dan nor Art answered John but their unity caused the smaller man to grind his teeth before he turned away, gesturing violently at Gilbert and Matthew to follow him. And it was like that, without another word, that the five men left the clearing and made their way back across the fields to the road with their unconscious bundle, there to begin a grim-faced procession back to the lights of Bishopwearmouth.




Chapter Two

Poverty is relative. As she opened her eyes to the dim light of morning, Peggy Cook’s weary gaze took in the packed bedroom, in which there wasn’t a spare inch of space unoccupied. Aye, it was relative all right. She remembered her Seth saying that more than once and he hadn’t been a man to waste words on idle chatter. She thought she’d died and gone to heaven when he’d married her and brought her to this cottage, and she still thanked God that she wasn’t ending her days in the East End where she’d lived her first fifteen years. Lived? By, she hadn’t lived – existed more like.

She shut her eyes again – Sadie and the bairns weren’t awake yet; the longer they could sleep the better after the horror of the night before – and allowed her mind to drift back over the years.

She had been born fifty-five years before, in 1845, one of seventeen children born to her Irish immigrant parents, only seven of whom had survived to adulthood. Her home, a two-up, two-down back-to-back hovel in the East End, had been a place where foul language, brawling, drunkenness and thriftlessness was rife, the cockroaches, rats and bugs vying for food and space along with the human residents.

She’d met Seth hop-picking when she was a young lass of  fifteen and he a grown man of twenty, out for a walk on his day off from the newly opened Ryhope Colliery with some of his fellow miners. They had married as soon as they were able. He had brought her to this cottage on her wedding day, and although they had shared it with his old mam at first – his da being dead – she had cried tears of thankfulness that night. And in spite of her only giving him the one bairn, their Sadie, he had loved her till he’d been killed in a fall at the pit five Christmases ago.

Peggy opened her eyes again, glancing over at the sleeping forms of Sadie and the two children lying in the double brass bed that had been hers and Seth’s for all of their married life. Their Sadie had kicked up a fuss some months before when she’d insisted on moving to the rickety, wooden bed in the corner of the room that had been Sadie’s before she’d left to get married, but to tell the truth it wasn’t just because Sadie needed the room, her being with child again. Her arthritis gave her gyp these days and it was more comfortable in her single berth without any stray elbows or knees catching her unawares; the bairns were restless sleepers like their mam, especially Connie.

Connie . . . Peggy’s gaze softened as it took in the small form of her granddaughter curled beneath the scant covers like a tiny animal trying to conserve all its warmth. In spite of Sadie having banked up the fire the night before in the sitting room cum kitchen – the other room the tiny cottage boasted – the bedroom was icy-cold, although the interconnecting door was ajar. She was glad her Seth had had two years with his granddaughter before he’d died; he’d fair worshipped the bairn. Her eyes misted over. Aye, worship wasn’t too strong a word for how he’d felt about Sadie’s bairn. She’d often  thought that the countless miscarriages she had suffered all her married life, one after the other, had pained him more than her. He was a man who should have had a quiverful of bairns, her Seth, and certainly his grandchild was more like him than anyone else. By, the way Connie’d gone for that John Stewart last night . . .

The thought of the small stocky man with the gimlet eyes and hard mouth made Peggy move restlessly, and as though her unease had transmitted itself to Connie, her granddaughter stirred and stretched. But today there was none of the usual yawning and snuggling down again that characterised Connie’s reluctant starts to the day. Instead, the small golden-haired child sat bolt upright, her big blue eyes looking straight across at the wrinkled, grey-haired figure of her grandmother as she whispered, ‘Gran? What’s the matter?’

‘Nothin’ me bairn, nothin’. Don’t fret yourself.’

‘Is it that man? Has he come back?’

‘Heaven forbid, lass.’ Peggy crossed herself quickly. As a staunch, died-in-the-wool Catholic she was nevertheless full of myriad superstitions, not the least of which being the foolhardiness of speaking out your deepest fears.

‘He hurt Uncle Jacob, didn’t he,’ Connie said, and then as Larry, Connie’s two-year-old half-brother and Jacob’s son, grunted in his sleep beside her, she slid from under the covers on to the bare stone flags, squeezing between the side of the bed and the massive wooden chest and two orange boxes that held their spare clothes to reach her grandmother’s pallet at the foot of the brass bed.

As her grandmother drew back the sparse brown blankets and hitched herself against the wall to make room, Connie climbed carefully into the space provided. She had learnt at a  very early age that her grandmother’s twisted limbs and swollen knobbled hands must be treated gently and with respect, and now, as she wriggled herself into position, she whispered again, ‘Gran? That man hurt Uncle Jacob, didn’t he.’

‘Aye, hinny. Aye, that he did.’

‘An’ he don’t like me mam, does he?’

Would that he didn’t. Peggy looked down into the sweet face of her granddaughter and the pure loveliness wrenched at her heart. Her Sadie had always been beautiful – a rose on a dung-heap, Seth had teased laughingly – and that beauty had caused her bairn nothing but sorrow in the long run. Now it looked as though this flesh of her daughter’s flesh was going to be even more lovely than her mother.

Peggy swallowed deeply. ‘No, he don’t like your mam, hinny.’

‘Father Hedley says we have to pray for them that don’t like us.’

‘Aye, well the Father is a good priest, a holy man.’

‘I don’t want to pray for that man, Gran.’ Small lips curled back from straight white teeth. ‘I hate him, he hurt me Uncle Jacob.’

Peggy’s mouth worked for a moment, but for the life of her she couldn’t come up with an answer to satisfy her granddaughter.

‘An’ the Father says we shouldn’t be hyp – hypo – We shouldn’t tell lies an’ all, an’ if I prayed for him that’d be the same as lyin’ wouldn’t it?’

Two enormous deep-blue violet-tinged eyes surveyed Peggy and again the old woman swallowed. This child of her heart, this child who was so like her Seth in nature, had a way  of going straight for the kernel of the nut. For a moment the weight of this present worry that had come upon them was made the heavier for fear of how her granddaughter would fare in the future. The world didn’t like truth – truth could be stark and uncomfortable, it could reveal things that were better left hidden – and it was better by far to cope with your lot and keep your mouth shut.

‘Perhaps the good Father was sayin’ it’s our duty, as devout Catholics, to forgive, hinny?’ Peggy suggested softly.

Connie surveyed her grandmother unblinkingly. She didn’t think that was what the Father had been saying at all. She knew her mam had forgiven her father when he left them when she’d still been in her mam’s belly. Her da hadn’t wanted to be married, her mam had told her. It was nothing to do with her; her da would have loved her if he had seen her, but he hadn’t been able to think of that when he had left. And so he had gone, with the lady of the house where her mam and him had been lodging in Newcastle, and her mam had come back home to the house in the wood. And then her mam had heard the ship her da and the lady had been on had sunk and they were dead. And she had cried. Her granny had told her that her mam had cried buckets, and then that had been that.

But this, this with her Uncle Jacob, was different. A pain like earache came into her small chest and she wanted to press her hand against her heart to ease it.

The man who had hurt him was nasty, bad, like the thief who had been crucified next to our Lord and hadn’t asked for forgiveness even though he had been suffering something awful. And the way he had looked at her mam had frightened her, and she knew it had frightened her granny. She, herself, hadn’t been able to get to sleep for a long time after they had  all gone to bed, and even when her mam and Larry had been fast off she’d known her granny was still awake. She’d known.

‘I hate him.’

It was an answer in itself and Peggy sighed inwardly.

‘Aye, that’s as may be, but you remember what your mam said last night, hinny? You don’t tell no one what happened here or it might cause trouble for your mam, an’ we don’t want that, eh? Your Uncle Jacob works for that man, or his father leastways, an’ their arm is long, lass. Aye, their arm is long all right.’

Connie had a sudden vision of a long curling tentacle – like the freshwater snake Joe and Len Potts had caught and brought to school in a bucket – with a hand attached to the end of it reaching out all the way from Bishopwearmouth, and she shivered.

‘I’ll go an’ put the kettle on, Gran.’ She slid out of bed again, reaching for her red flannel drawers and petticoat which she pulled over her rough wool vest and the linen smock she slept in, followed by her brown wool dress and calico pinafore.

In spite of the layers of clothing Connie was shivering as she padded through into the other room, there to pull on her stockings and thick black boots which had been drying overnight in front of the range, having got soaked through the day before.

This room was also crammed full of furniture, but the damp musty smell that pervaded the bedroom in the winter months was not so strong in here and therefore Connie liked it best. The room was small and square, the front door leading straight into it, and the fireplace was an open black range enclosed in a steel fender, in front of which was a small clippie mat set on stone flags. Under the window on the side of the cottage an  old battered table stood, with two high-backed wooden chairs set under it, and next to that a five-foot wooden saddle with flock cushions. A large oak dresser, holding plates, dishes and cutlery, and a small casket on which stood the tin bath and within that the washing-up bowl completed the sum total of furniture, but every item had to be edged round such was the lack of space.

The lavatory was nothing more than a small stone outhouse some twenty yards from the cottage, with whitewashed stone walls and a scrubbed wooden seat extending the breadth of the lavatory with a round hole in the middle of it. It was kept fresh with ashes from the fire and raked out once a week by Sadie, and was a cold lonely place in winter and somewhat smelly in the summer.

Fresh water was carried from the small beck some fifty yards behind the cottage come rain, hail or snow. But the kettle was full this morning, as was the rain barrel just outside the cottage door, and within moments Connie had poked the fire into a blaze, mashing the tea a few minutes later and carefully carrying a pint mug of the black liquid in to her granny.

‘Ta, me bairn.’ Peggy knew that Sadie didn’t normally approve of the child handling the big iron kettle for fear Connie would scald herself, but today was an exception, and so now she added, her voice soft, ‘Bring your mam a sup, eh, lass?’

An hour and a half later Connie had fetched a can of milk from Tunstall Hills Farm, piled the sides of the range high with logs and fed Larry his breakfast of bread and dripping, and she was now attired in her coat and hat ready for the walk across the fields to the road. At the junction of Belle Vue Road, some two-thirds of a mile further on, she would meet Miss Gibson, a teacher from St Patrick’s school in the East  End which she attended, and would be escorted long Tunstall Vale to the tram stop just before St Bede’s Park where the two of them would board the tram and ride the last half of the journey in comfort.

Connie didn’t mind the walk in the summer, in fact she enjoyed it when the birds were singing and the air was warm, but she hated it on dark winter mornings. However, all her pleas to attend a school nearer to their home had gone unheeded. Due to her connections with the East End Peggy had sent Sadie to the Catholic school there, and so, it was reasoned, Connie must go too. The fact that Sadie had never learnt to read or write was neither here nor there. But this particular morning it wasn’t the thought of leaving the blazing fire for the bitter winter’s day outside, or the fact that it was inspection day, when all the children’s heads were combed for lice and their necks scrutinised for boils, that was causing Connie to dawdle as she cut herself two chunks of bread and dripping and wrapped them in her handkerchief for lunchtime. She didn’t want to leave her mam today, she had a funny feeling . . .

‘Connie, get a move on, hinny. You’ll miss Miss Gibson if you don’t hurry.’

She didn’t care. Connie wandered to the bedroom door and stood in the doorway looking at her mam and Larry snuggled in the big bed, and her gran still lying in the pallet bed. Her mam was always up first as a rule, but she’d felt tired this morning she’d said, and she still looked white and peaky, her eyes all red-rimmed.

‘Mam –’

‘You’re goin’, Connie.’

‘Aw, Mam.’

‘An’ less of the aw, mam.’ For a moment Sadie was tempted to give in to the unspoken entreaty in her daughter’s deep-blue eyes but then she hardened her heart against the silent supplication. This child of hers was as bright as a button – look at how she was already reading a bit and writing, and her only a bit bairn – and if she was going to get anywhere in the world she needed education. Education was the key to rising out of the mire; that’s what Jacob had said time and time again and she believed him. Jacob was educated and he was wise and clever. Jacob. Oh, oh, Jacob . . .

‘It’s not fair.’

‘Neither is a blackbird but it still sings.’

It was Sadie’s stock response and normally brought a reluctant smile, but today Connie wasn’t having any of it.

‘I didn’t take me penny yesterday, Mam,’ said Connie hopefully, ‘an’ Miss Gibson paid me tram fare.’ There had been no money in the house the day before, Sadie having spent their last few pennies at the weekend on flour and yeast, twopennyworth of peas, beans and barley, and threepennyworth of scrag ends to make the stews and bread that would hopefully see them through a few more days. Connie had shuddered at the scrag ends – the lungs and intestines were black with congealed blood and had sawdust sticking all over them – but she had nevertheless cleaned them in the tin bowl and chopped them into as small pieces as she could manage.

‘Aye, I know.’ Sadie knew all her daughter’s manoeuvrings. ‘Your Uncle Jacob’s seen to that. Take what you need out of the jar an’ make sure you give Miss Gibson what you owe her.’

Connie’s heart plummeted. Her mam hadn’t liked Miss  Gibson having to sub her the day before and she’d known she wouldn’t have let it happen again. You could make out you’d forgotten once, as she’d done the day before, both with the tram fare and her penny for the week for school, but no one would swallow the same story twice. ‘An’ Mrs Johnson said it’s tuppence if we want to bring our sewin’ home.’

‘Do you want to?’

Connie thought of the crumpled, creased apron she had laboured to make which was spattered with blood drops from pricked fingers, and now her face said one thing and her lips another. ‘Aye, Mam.’

Tuppence. By all that was holy them teachers lived in a different world. Tuppence would buy enough fish at the dockside for a good couple of dinners. ‘Well take that an’ all then,’ Sadie said heavily, ‘an’ don’t lose it, mind. Keep it in your glove not your pocket.’

‘All right, Mam.’

Sadie pressed her teeth into her lip and shut her eyes for a second before she said, ‘An’ for goodness sake take that look off your face. Miss Gibson’ll think you’ve got the bellyache or somethin’.’

Connie continued to look at her mother for one more moment, her azure eyes reproachful, and then she turned and walked back into the sitting room. She dragged one of the hard-backed chairs across to the fire, before climbing on it and reaching up for the blue and white pottery jar on the wooden shelf above the range. There were a collection of coins inside now; several farthings, halfpennies and pennies, along with the silver glint of a sixpence, one shilling and two bright half crowns. Connie’s eyes widened. Coo, her Uncle Jacob was rich. He must be to give her mam all this money, mustn’t  he? Nevertheless, she only took the penny for school and what she owed Miss Gibson, along with the tram fare for that day. She didn’t want the silly old apron, she had just thought it might put her mam off sending her if she thought she’d got to pay for that as well.

‘’Bye, Mam.’

Once more Connie was in the doorway, surveying her mother’s pale drawn face, and such was her expression that it caused Sadie’s countenance to mellow and her voice to be soft as she said, ‘’Bye, me bairn, an’ don’t fret now. We’ll be all right here until you come home, lass. I promise.’

Connie nodded, the weight that had been on her heart since the scene outside the night before lifting at the note in her mother’s voice. They would be all right, and her Uncle Jacob would be back soon – hadn’t her mam said that very thing when Larry had cried so much he had made himself sick?

Her Uncle Jacob loved them and he loved her mam. Sometimes, when she saw her mam and Uncle Jacob look at each other, their faces seemed to sort of shine and it made her feel all nice and warm and safe inside. She wanted to laugh and jump up and down and hug herself on those occasions, like when she saw the first snowdrops in the wood or watched a field of golden corn turn and wave in the bright sunlight. Her mam was beautiful, she was the most beautiful person in the whole wide world, and Uncle Jacob would be back soon. He would.

 



Two weeks later and Jacob Owen had still not returned to the house in the wood, but when Connie heard the knock on the door followed by the sound of Father Hedley’s voice calling,  ‘Hallo there! Is anyone in?’ she knew that one of her prayers, at least had been answered.

She had been to confession twice in the last fortnight, straight from school on a Thursday night, when they were marched into the church by the teachers and made to sit in the hard wooden pews whilst they reflected on the sins they had to confess when it was their turn for the penitent box.

Connie didn’t mind confession and she never tried to get out of it like some of the other children by pretending to be sick or having stomachache; at least she didn’t mind it when the priest was Father Hedley. Father McGuigan was different. He was tall and stiff, with eyes like pale-blue ice, and the last time he had come to the cottage in the autumn and she and her mam had come in from gathering wood to find him talking to her granny, he had just stared at her mam for ages. And then her granny had sent her and Larry outside to play, and when the priest had left and they’d gone indoors her mam had been white and she’d kept saying, ‘It isn’t fair, Mam, it isn’t an’ you know it. Some of ’em have had more men than I’ve had hot dinners an’ got away with it, an’ I love him.’ And then her granny had stuck up for Father McGuigan and her and her mam had had a row and everything had been horrible for a few days.

But Father Hedley was lovely. And this last Thursday in confession she’d told him all about the men hurting her Uncle Jacob, ’cos everyone knew that the second a priest stepped out from the confessional box his memory was wiped clean of everything he’d been told. And the Father had said everything would be all right and she wasn’t to worry and she hadn’t . . . until she’d got home again. Her mam had been poorly since the weekend and she hadn’t gone into school  yesterday, and she had been praying Father Hedley would come and talk to her mam and take the frightened look out of her eyes. And now he was here.

‘Good morning, Peggy.’

‘Good mornin’, Father.’ Like her granddaughter, Peggy had sent up a swift prayer of thanks that it was Father Hedley who had called. How they would have coped with Father McGuigan the day she didn’t know. ‘Can I offer you a cup of tea, Father?’

‘That would be most welcome.’ The bedroom door was open and Sadie was lying with the old feather bolster wedged behind her, and now the priest’s voice was softer still as he said, looking straight into the pale beautiful face, ‘Not too good the day, Sadie?’

‘No, Father.’

‘Not this influenza I hope?’

‘No, Father. I’m . . . I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.’

‘Aye, well, better that than influenza, eh? I hear there are fifty a day dying in London and we’re not too far off that here. The grave-diggers are working day and night, and the London hospitals can’t cope with the epidemic. You just make sure you keep well away from anyone who might have it if you’re not feeling yourself.’

‘I will, Father. I . . . I don’t go out much with the weather bein’ so bad.’

‘Quite right, quite right.’ The priest smiled at her before turning to the fire in the living room and holding out his long bony hands to the blaze. ‘By, Peggy, it’s a fair walk from the last tram stop and with the wind trying to cut you in two.’ Peggy held out a mug of tea to him without replying and he took it from her with a nod of thanks, smiling at Connie as he  pulled one of the straight-backed chairs close to the fire, and seating himself before he said, ‘Well, and how are you feeling today, Peggy?’

He hadn’t come to talk about her health. Peggy looked straight into the kind, thin face of this elderly priest she had known most of her life, and she knew he knew. Somehow, he had found out about the happening of two weeks ago. Could it have been the bairn? She glanced at Connie and the clear bright eyes stared back at her without any hesitation or evasion. No, it hadn’t been the bairn. But then the priests knew everything so she shouldn’t be surprised. ‘I’m all right, thank you, Father.’

‘Good, good.’ Father Hedley was looking at the frail, crippled figure on the hard-wood saddle but he wasn’t really seeing her as his mind grappled with how to get round to the main purpose of his visit. After the child had spoken to him on Thursday night he had made it his business to find out all he could, and in the process he had become deeply disturbed.

This was a nasty business, a very nasty business, and it could well get nastier. He knew of the Stewart family; not intimately, they were not of the true faith but of Protestant persuasion so he understood, another thing which had sent Father McGuigan into a holy frenzy when he’d discovered Sadie’s association with the brother-in-law. The Stewarts’ housekeeper’s aunty was in his parish and she had told him her niece, Kitty McLeary, was a Catholic of sorts, or had been in her native Ireland. Apparently, the wife, Edith Stewart, ruled the family with a rod of iron, but there was no doubt they had a fair bit of influence in the town, and their prestige over the last few years had grown considerably since Henry Stewart had moved his central and commodious warehouses and  offices to William Street. This night-time visit the child had spoken of had been hushed up right enough, but the outcome of it was sending ever widening ripples in its wake.

‘Can I offer you a shive of sly cake, Father?’

‘Aye, you can, Peggy. I’d have to be six foot under to refuse a piece of your sly cake, now wouldn’t I?’

‘I made it, Father.’ Connie had just taken a mug of tea into her mother, and as she emerged from the bedroom with Larry perched on her hip, the toddler having woken from his morning nap, her voice was shy as she continued, ‘Me mam’s been feelin’ poorly an’ Gran’s hands have been bad, so I’ve been doin’ the cookin’.’

‘Is that so?’ Father Hedley smiled at the fine-boned, fairy-like child as he reflected, and not for the first time, that this delicate-looking little lassie was stronger than she looked. Which was just as well all things considered. ‘Then I’ll enjoy it all the more, eh? But don’t let on to your granny mind.’

‘Oh, Father.’ Connie smiled her sweet smile before glancing at her grandmother, who was also smiling, and saying, ‘I’ll see to it, Gran.’

‘Ta, me bairn.’

The sugared pastry, rich with currants, having been disposed of, and the big brown teapot having been refilled and then emptied twice, Father Hedley sat forward slightly and cleared his throat three times.

To anyone who knew him – and Peggy certainly knew him, indeed it could be said she even loved him, if her reverent adoration could be couched in such disrespectful terms – this meant the priest was coming round to the real purpose for the pastoral call. And when Father Hedley hesitated, clearing his throat yet again, Peggy’s apprehension increased tenfold.

‘I was attending Mrs McClough’s mother on Saturday night, her that lives in St Bede’s Terrace,’ Father Hedley began quietly. ‘The old lady hasn’t been able to get to mass for some weeks now and Mrs McClough mentioned she was fretting. And while I was there she happened to mention that one of her neighbours, Jacob Owen, had had a fall at work and been hospitalised for some days.’

Peggy sat stiff and rigid staring at him, but when Sadie, her hand pressed to her mouth, made a little noise between a moan and a sigh from the bedroom, the priest turned in his seat and looked directly at her.

‘Now through the years I’ve heard of a good few in Jacob’s position having a “fall”, along with normally sensible and clear-sighted women walking into doors the night their men get their wages and visit the public houses. You get my meaning?’

Sadie, her hand still pressed to her mouth and her eyes wide, nodded slowly.

‘And this looks to be a nasty fall; there’s talk of him being confined to a wheelchair.’

‘Oh no, Father. No, not that.’

‘Do you find it so surprising? Didn’t you ever think –’ Father Hedley stopped abruptly. This wasn’t the time for recriminations, but for a moment the old priest was irritated and weary, infinitely weary, of human folly. The pair of them – Jacob Owen and Sadie-had taken the Almighty’s laws and trampled them in the dust and then they expected what? That He would turn a blind eye to their fornication? That the great Creator would allow the flouting of the sacrament of marriage to go unrebuked? But what was he saying here? This evil deed was man’s doing, not God’s, and only he who was  without sin could cast the first stone . . .

‘Oh Father, Father.’

Sadie was crying now, great choking sobs that shook her frame, but it was noticeable to Father Hedley that it was the child and not the mother who went to comfort her, and when Peggy said, her voice low and pained, ‘What’s to be done, Father? Oh, what’s to be done? I told her no good would come of this,’ he knew Peggy’s thoughts had moved along a similar line to his own.

‘When is the child due?’

‘In two months’ time, Father. At the end of March.’

Two months. Dear God, two months in the depth of winter and with no means of support; do You intend to let it be the workhouse?

‘Father?’

There was more, much more, he had come to say, but with the old lady staring at him with haunted eyes and the child with her arms round the shaking figure in the bed, Father Hedley felt it was enough for one visit. He had told them Jacob wouldn’t be back and that was all they could cope with; he’d tell them the rest when he came next time.

But life was going to be hard, there was no doubt about that, and stuck out.here without any neighbours to lend the odd helping hand they really were on their own. Mind, perhaps that was a blessing in disguise in the long run. How Sadie’s association with a married man would have been viewed by any neighbours was questionable. Only last week he had had to break up an angry scene between a woman in the same position as Sadie and a group of red-faced housewives who fancied themselves annointed to tar and feather the unfortunate young lass. As it was the girl had got away covered from head  to foot in soft filth and with the loss of her hat, but he didn’t like to think what might have occurred if he hadn’t happened along. The self-righteous frenzy of a mob was a dangerous thing, and in that particular case he had a nasty suspicion the cronies of the wife had been encouraged to show their displeasure by Father McGuigan. In fact half of the problems he encountered every day seemed to be incited – if not caused – by his compatriot in arms.

Father Hedley sighed inwardly. Only a few days ago Father McGuigan had read out the newspaper report stating that at the turn of the new century Britain’s imperial power had never been greater – ‘The empire, stretching round the globe, has one heart, one head, one language and one policy’ was how it had gone if he remembered rightly – followed by more pieces declaring this century would see more compassion and understanding than any other man to man. How he could do this and then go and stir up certain of their congregation to all but murder some poor girl in the name of God was beyond him. By, it was. But then, they would never see eye to eye on matters like this, and perhaps that was why the good Lord had decided to place them together in this corner of His vineyard? Saint Paul had had his thorn in the side, and who were Father McGuigan and himself to expect anything different?

The thought of the other priest, who was more of a trial than the rest of his flock put together, caused Father Hedley’s voice to be thin as he said, ‘I must be away, Peggy. I’ll talk with you again soon.’

‘Can I come with you to the road, Father?’

He was about to refuse Connie as the child appeared at his side but there was something in the small face that checked  his response, and instead he nodded abruptly. ‘Wrap up warm, it’s very cold outside.’ He turned and glanced through the bedroom doorway but Sadie was now huddled under the thin blankets, Larry sitting in a disconsolate heap at her side, and she was still crying.

Once outside the air cut his throat with its coldness, but the child seemed oblivious to the bitter chill as she marched along at his side, her small face set in a frown.

‘Father?’

‘Aye, Connie?’ He knew the tone. Almost from when she could talk – and that had been exceptionally early if he remembered right – this little mite had engaged him in conversations that had at times fair amazed him with the depth of her inquisitiveness and intelligence. It was a sin to have favourites among the flock – the good Lord had spoken about that very thing Himself – but this child was different somehow. She touched something deep inside him that he hadn’t known was there, and it had been that way since the first time, as a bairn of three or four, she had reached up and taken his hand when she had walked to the road with him, very much like she was doing now.

‘Uncle Jacob isn’t going to come back, is he.’

It was a statement, not a question, but nevertheless Father Hedley said, ‘No child. He isn’t.’

The pure brow wrinkled some more, but then the priest missed his step and almost went headlong as the clear tone said, ‘Then who is going to fill up the money jar?’

Father Hedley cleared his throat several times. ‘The money jar?’

‘Uncle Jacob fills up the money jar on the mantelpiece when he comes. It was empty the last time an’ me mam was  worried; I hadn’t even got me penny for school or the tram fare, but then Uncle Jacob put in lots of money, even a shillin’ an’ two half crowns, an’ we got a sack of taties an’ other things.’

Father Hedley gave a short cough. ‘And have you got much left in the money jar?’

‘A bit. Me gran made Larry a vest of brown paper rubbed with a tallow candle for his chesty cold last week ’cos she said we couldn’t afford to get the onions an’ black treacle an’ stuff to make a syrup, but when he got worse me mam got sixpence an’ I fetched everythin’, an’ some ipecacuanha wine an’ squills from the chemist an’ all. Me gran played up a bit but mam said we’d pay out more in the long run if he was took real bad.’

Father Hedley thought of the undersized, puny little boy who always seemed to be ill and nodded slowly. ‘Your mother was right, Connie.’

‘Me gran didn’t think so. They had a right do an’ me mam cried a bit.’ There was a brief pause and then, ‘Me mam’s cryin’ all the time now, not like when me Uncle Jacob comes an’ they have a talk in the bedroom an’ me mam comes out all happy.’

Father Hedley almost missed his step again, and now the childish tone was faintly reproving. ‘You’ve got to look down at the ground all the time, Father. It’s the puddles of black ice you see.’

‘I’ll remember that, child.’ Father Hedley felt in his cavernous black pocket and brought out a small bag of bullets. ‘Here, I forgot to give you these earlier, but share them with Larry, mind.’

‘Oh I will, Father. Ta, thanks.’ Another pause, while a  boiled sweet was tried and tested, and then, ‘So who will fill up the money jar then, Father?’

‘God will provide, Connie. God will provide.’

They were coming to the road and Father Hedley had never been so relieved in his life.

‘Will He, Father?’ It was doubtful.

‘Aye, in one way or another, but you must do your part and pray now mustn’t you.’

‘Oh I do, Father. I do. But . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Does God still strike people dead? Like He did in the Bible? If you pray really hard would He do that for you?’

‘What?’

‘Bad people,’ Connie hastily qualified.

Father Hedley peered at her for a long moment and then he said, ‘Who would you want striking dead, Connie?’

Well that just showed Freda Henderson was wrong when she’d said that priests were like everyone else and remembered everything you said in confession. She’d told Freda it was wicked and that she’d go to hell for saying that, and she was right. She’d told the Father in confession all about them men and that she hated them, and here he was looking at her all blank like.

Connie gave a little skip as the doubts that had assailed her since Freda’s remark were laid to rest. ‘Just bad people. Goodbye, Father.’

‘Goodbye, Connie.’

Father Hedley stood and watched the small figure as it made its way back towards the trees in the far distance, and now his face was even more troubled than when he had come this way a couple of hours before. That little body held a  greater capacity for feeling than most of the men and women he knew. Where Connie loved she loved unreservedly, but where she hated she hated with equal determination. She had seen something no child should see that night two weeks ago, and he didn’t like to think how it was going to affect her in the future. No, he didn’t like to contemplate that at all.




 Chapter Three

Ever since Father Hedley’s visit earlier that day, Sadie had seemed possessed of a nervous energy that wouldn’t let her rest.

When Connie had returned to the cottage her mother was up and dressed for the first time in days, and wiping over the oil cloth which covered their battered wooden table. From there she had progressed to the oak dresser and hard-wood saddle, polishing and cleaning and carrying the flock-stuffed cushions outside to give them a good beating before replacing them on the gnarled wood. Then she had been on her hands and knees scouring the stone slabs, despite Connie’s protests, and would have taken the clippie mat the same way as the cushions but for Connie wrenching it out of her mother’s hands and lugging it outside herself.

Connie had already prepared a pan of broth for their evening meal that morning, with twopennyworth of pulses and vegetables and a meaty ham bone the farmer’s wife had slipped her when she had fetched a can of milk the day before, but Sadie had insisted on fetching out her baking tins and making a batch of dough with the last of their flour, saying that they needed a round of stottie cake to eat with the broth.

It was now four o’clock, but the sky was so low and heavy that it was nearly dark outside – they had lit the two oil lamps  at three that afternoon – and a fierce wind whipped the bare branches of the trees making them moan like poor lost souls in purgatory. So it was all the more perplexing that Sadie was determined to go and gather wood for the fire.

‘Mam, please.’ Connie was beside herself. Her mam looked bad – strange, funny; she ought to put her feet up, her granny had said so and she was right. It wasn’t often her grandmother said anything like that – certainly not to her mam – so it made it all the more portentous. ‘I’ll go to the farm tomorrow an’ get one of the lads to deliver a load of logs.’ She didn’t suggest their buying coal; she knew the money jar couldn’t run to that. They hadn’t had coal on the fire for weeks.

‘We can’t afford it.’ Sadie’s voice was dull..‘An’ that’s the last of the logs you brought in earlier.’

‘They’ll last until tomorrow, Mam.’

‘An’ if we get snowed in?’

‘Stanley or Thomas or Percy from the farm will come to see if we’re all right. They did last year, didn’t they?’

‘Listen to it, Sadie.’ Peggy added her weight to that of her granddaughter. ‘It’s blowin’ up for a blizzard, lass. Now have some sense. You know they love the bairn at the farm an’ they’ll let her have a load of logs on tick. They know we’re good for it.’

‘But we aren’t, Mam, are we. Not any more. Not if we want to eat, an’ we shan’t soon be able to do that.’

‘The good Lord will provide –’


‘Mam!’ Sadie made them all jump, and when she said in a harsh voice, ‘Me da always said that God looks after them as looks after themselves,’ Peggy’s mouth set in a straight thin line. She reached for Larry, and, setting him on her knee, remained silent.

‘I’ll get the wood, Mam. You stay here,’ said Connie anxiously, after a swift glance at her grandmother’s angry face.

‘We’ll both go, lass.’ Sadie was pulling on her old boots, which needed soleing and heeling, as she spoke, and the weariness in her voice emanated all through her heavy swollen body. Was it possible Jacob wasn’t coming back? She didn’t dare think that, she couldn’t believe it. They had been making plans the last few months, plans to move away down south, where no one knew them, and start afresh. His wife wouldn’t give him a divorce, Jacob had known that without asking. The mother, Edith Stewart, would rather see her daughter dead than divorced, he’d said, and Mavis was completely under her mother’s thumb. But she wouldn’t have minded about him not being able to marry her, legal like, if they could have been together. Well, she would have minded, but with Jacob beside her she could stand anything. Oh, Jacob, Jacob. A wheelchair . . . No, she wouldn’t believe that. He would get better, he had to get better. For all their sakes.

‘Here’s your coat, Mam.’

As Sadie took the coat Connie was holding out she glanced at her daughter’s worried face, and a fresh surge of anguish brought the weakening tears pricking at the backs of her eyes again.

Jacob had loved her little lassie like she was his own. When she thought of the difference between him and Michael Bell . . . He’d been all mouth and trousers, Michael Bell. A charming ladies man who had swept her off her feet and had her married and installed in lodgings in Newcastle, where he worked, before she could say Jack Robinson, but that hadn’t stopped him carrying on behind her back with all and sundry. She had been so blind, so stupid. And then she’d fallen for  Connie, and the bigger she’d got the more he’d been repulsed until he’d off and skedaddled with Mrs Grove, their landlady. And Mr Grove had gone mental and thrown her out the same day. But then, later, there had been her Jacob.

‘Do you want your gloves, Mam?’

‘Thanks, hinny.’ The threadbare gloves were more holes than wool, but as Sadie pulled them over her red, rough hands she wasn’t seeing them, her thoughts returning to Jacob. He had cried the first time they’d come together, sobbed like a child and all the time murmuring loving endearments the like of which she had never heard before. He had been so grateful, so amazed, so broken that she had let him love her, wanted him to love her, accepted his body into hers with pleasure and gladness. And his wonder had revealed more about the hell of his marriage than any words could have done. She wouldn’t let him stay trapped in that diabolical existence, even if he was crippled. If he never walked again, she would take care of him. Oh . . . The futility of the thought brought her head swaying as she stood to her feet. How could she? With the bairns, her mam? What was she going to do?


‘Shall I bring the sack, Mam?’

‘Aye, there’s a good lass.’

The force of the wind nearly took the door off its hinges as they stepped out into the clearing, and after Connie had battled to close it the two of them walked further into the wood, gathering pieces of kindling along with some heavier chunks of fallen branches as they went.

It was just after they had ventured across the wooden bridge over the beck – constructed by Sadie’s grandfather when he had first built the small stone cottage several decades before – that Sadie slipped on the raised root hidden by damp,  partially frozen leaves and undergrowth. She tried to save herself, twisting her body as she fell, but only succeeded in falling on her back rather than her stomach and with enough force to drive the breath from her body in a great gasp.

‘Mam! Oh, Mam, Mam.’ Connie was kneeling at her side in an instant but it was a moment or two before Sadie could speak, and then her lips were white as she said, ‘Help me get back to the cottage, lass. It’ll be all right. Don’t fret,’ only to find that the pain made her cry out as she tried to rise.

‘I’ll go an’ get Gran.’

‘No, no, Connie.’ As the child went to dart away Sadie clutched hold of her. ‘Your granny can’t help, not with her arthritis. I’ll be all right if we can just get back, hinny.’

‘All right, Mam.’

The pain was like a red-hot needle now, or rather hundreds of them, and they were all stabbing deep inside her stomach, in her womb. Was she going to lose the baby? She could feel Connie’s arms tight round her and she leant against her child for a moment, a feeling of nausea competing with the needles which were growing and sharpening by the moment. It might be the best thing rather than being born into this. And then the thought was fiercely contested. This was Jacob’s baby. Jacob’s. And he had been so proud of Larry and so excited when she’d broken the news about this one. She couldn’t lose it, she couldn’t.

The pain was filling every part of her, squeezing itself into the core of her being and radiating out in unbearable waves that had her sweating despite the icy air. She had to get back to the cottage, she had to.

‘Come on, Mam.’ Connie’s voice was soft but her little arms were surprisingly strong as she helped her mother to her  feet, and it was like that – with Sadie bent double and Connie taking most of her weight – that they lurched and stumbled back to the cottage.

 



The child, a little girl, was born just before midnight and it never drew breath. Connie had stayed with her mother all the time – Peggy’s distorted hands were little more than useless when it came to handling hot water or bearing any weight – and so it was she who cut the umbilical cord and wrapped the tiny perfect body in a piece of rough towelling before placing it gently in her grandmother’s arms. Connie was aware she was crying, she could feel the tears running down her face and there was a salty taste on her lips, but she also knew she had to be strong for her mam. Her mam was poorly, very poorly. This wasn’t like when Larry was born. Her mam and her granny had seen to things between them then, and although her mam had grunted and moaned and cried out a bit, she’d been sitting up straight after, laughing when Larry’d yelled his head off until he’d been put to the breast. But there was no laughing tonight. And no yelling.

The babby was dead. That tiny, doll-like scrap that had eyelashes and little nails and everything was dead. Its little face had been beautiful but there had been nothing she could do. And she was frightened, so frightened, her mam was going to die too, but until the storm stopped she couldn’t even go for help.

The blizzard had started almost as soon as Connie had got her mother back to the safety of the cottage, and the howling wind was still driving the snow against the stone walls of the dwelling place with enough force to batter them down.

Connie eased the blood-stained bundle of old sacking, with  its jelly-like substance which had followed the baby, from beneath her mother, so that Sadie was lying on the lumpy bare mattress. She pulled the thin blankets over the inert figure in the bed and lifted her gaze up and out through the doorway to check on Larry – fast asleep on the makeshift bed she’d made earlier for him on the saddle – before turning back to her grandmother who was sitting on the pallet bed.

‘Oh me bairn, me bairn.’ Her grandmother raised her grey head from the minute bundle in her arms, and the old woman’s streaming eyes made Connie even more frightened. Her granny never cried. Her mam maybe, and their Larry often, but her gran . . .

‘Shall I heat up some broth for me mam, Gran?’

It was a moment or two before Peggy could speak, and then she said, her voice quivering, ‘Aye, you do that, hinny. That’s a good idea. Your mam needs somethin’ nourishin’.’

 



The morning brought its own set of problems. The snow was deep – three or four foot in places, even deeper where it had drifted – and although the wind had abated slightly the air was a good few degrees colder. They had no wood for the fire which meant no hot food or drink, and Connie knew her granny was worried about her mam. Her mam was hot and sticky despite the icy chill in the bedroom, and she didn’t seem to recognise any of them, not even Larry when he clambered on the bed and hollered in her mam’s ear before Connie could get him away.

‘I’m goin’ to the farm, Gran.’

‘No, lass. The snow’s too deep an’ them drifts are treacherous. You remember old Sam Mullen? I’ve told you about him, haven’t I. Two weeks it was afore they found him  an’ old Sam knew these parts like the back of his hand. One of the lads from the farm’ll be along shortly.’
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