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Covet not the choicest blessings,
 A life of sunshine and blue skies,
 Nor yet the road that others take
 Which beckons by and by.
 But look to see the rainbow
 Behind the clouds of grey,
 Desire to find the wisdom
 That enriches on life’s way,
 And when the storms are over
 And new dawns begin to break,
 The rainbows of tomorrow
 Will find you in their wake.
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PART ONE

1916 A Fine Dividing Line




Chapter 1

‘You all right, Bess?’

‘Aye.’

‘You don’t look it. Is . . . is it bad news, lass?’

‘Aye.’ There was a long pause and then Bess Shawe forced herself to say, ‘Christopher’s dead. Bought it the first day of the Somme.’ Nearly two months and she hadn’t known, hadn’t felt it.

‘Oh, Bess.’ Kitty Price wanted to put her arms round her friend but they didn’t do things like that. Awkwardly now she sucked in her thin lips, rubbing at her snub of a nose before she said, ‘My da says the old generals want stringing up by their boots for the mess they’re making of the war. Slaughter of the innocent, he calls it.’ Then realising she was being less than tactful, she added, ‘But you know what my da’s like. Opinion about everything from clarts to carlings, he’s got, whether he knows owt about it or not. Drives Mam mad.’

Bess closed her eyes for a moment, shutting out the face  of her friend - the friend who was more like a sister, the pair of them having lived next door to each other all their lives. He was dead. Christopher was dead. But more than that, he had a wife and child he had never let on about.

She crumpled the letter in her fingers. Opening her eyes she saw Kitty’s anxious expression and after exhaling slowly, she said, ‘Don’t worry, I’m all right. Look, thank your Elsie for letting me use her address for the letters and tell her there won’t be any more. I’m going for a walk, I want to be on my own for a bit.’

‘You sure you don’t want me to come, lass?’

Bess nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Kitty’s concern was warming but weakening; another moment or so and she would be blubbing out the fix she was in and she couldn’t do that. No one must know, no one. Her da would kill her if he found out. Oh, Christopher, Christopher, you can’t be dead.You can’t.You mustn’t leave me like this. And then her stomach swirled and she tasted the acidic burning of bile on her tongue. She swallowed, telling herself she couldn’t be sick, not here, not now. She had to get herself away somewhere quiet, somewhere where she could sit and think.


The two girls were standing on the doorstep of a terraced house and now Bess inclined her head, saying, ‘You go back in, Kitty. I’ll see you later.’ Without waiting for a reply she turned and began to walk swiftly, the letter still clutched in a ball between her fingers.

On leaving Burleigh Street she stepped out into the main thoroughfare of High Street East, narrowly avoiding some foul rotting mess strewn over the pavement. She hated the East End. Her head was spinning and her nose wrinkled with  distaste. The smell and dirt tainted everything; the narrow streets with their notorious public houses bordering the docks seemed menacing even in the light of day. How Elsie could bear to live here she didn’t know.

And then she caught the thought, biting her lip. Who was she to turn her nose up? Kitty’s sister was a respectable married woman with a husband and two bairns; she’d swap places with Elsie tomorrow if she could. In fact she’d be content to live in the worst street in Sunderland, the worst house,  anything, if only she could turn the clock back to before she’d met Christopher Lyndon.

By the time she turned off the main street into John Street in the heart of Bishopwearmouth, Bess was out of breath. The stitch in her side which had begun some minutes before was excruciating but her rapid steps didn’t falter.

The late August afternoon was a hot one and beads of perspiration were on her brow and upper lip under her big straw hat, but now the destination she had in mind, Mowbray Park, was just a minute or two away.

When she entered the park she was barely aware of bairns scampering and mothers pushing perambulators on the path close to the fountain, she just wanted to sit down. Finding a vacant bench she sank down, shutting her eyes for a few moments. Gradually the pain in her side receded and her heart stopped its mad racing. She opened her eyes, still sitting absolutely still as the sights and sounds of a Sunday afternoon registered on her senses.


What was she going to do? She glanced down at the screwed-up letter in her hand and then carefully began to smooth it out on her lap.The black scrawl was authoritative, the contents of the letter more so. Trembling, she read it again.


Dear Miss Shawe,

Your recent communication to Captain Christopher Lyndon has been passed to me by his wife, Mrs Angeline Lyndon, for the courtesy of a reply. My sister-in-law would inform you that her husband was killed on the first day of the Somme. Your letter evidently arrived after this as it was still unopened when returned with his effects. The content of your communication suggests an intimacy with my brother which is totally inappropriate and this has added to the burden of Mrs Lyndon’s grief. On top of losing her husband of eight years and the father of her child, she now has to bear the knowledge of his dalliance with a person such as yourself. For my own part I would warn you that if you make any effort to contact Mrs Lyndon in the future, I will place the matter in the hands of the family solicitor. I trust I make myself clear.



It was signed Maurice Lyndon and the last few letters of the signature had driven deep into the paper, as though the writer was possessed of a fury he was finding difficult to restrain.

Christopher married and a father? She gave a little moan and then glanced about quickly in case anyone had heard. But he’d told her he loved her, that she was beautiful and desirable and that when the war was over he’d brave the wrath of his father and marry her. She had understood that for someone of his class to marry someone of hers would be frowned upon, but he’d said that once they could be together all the time and he could be there to protect her  from any hostility from his family, he’d make her his wife. And she had believed him.

She bit down hard on the back of her fist to prevent herself moaning out loud again. Now she understood why he’d been so cagey about her meeting any of his friends or writing to his home address. And it had been at his suggestion that she’d arranged for Kitty’s sister to receive his letters. He had said that until he could meet her parents and formally ask for her hand it was better to keep things secret in case his father caused a fuss and her parents were offended. In reality, he had been worried that if her da tried to contact him to find out what his intentions were, the truth might have come to light. With the benefit of hindsight it was all suddenly perfectly clear.

Oh Holy Mother, help me in my hour of need. I have sinned, I know I have sinned, but be merciful. Don’t let this thing happen to me. And then she stopped the silent gabbling as it dawned on her what she was asking for. Why would the Holy Mother grant a petition to end the life of this baby growing inside her when it was innocent of all wrong? She was the guilty one and she would have to suffer the consequences of her sin.

Three times Christopher had taken her, only three times, but then once was enough, she knew that. Look at Gladys Blackett. Her Shane had had to leave for the front straight after their wedding night and had been blown to smithereens within the week, but nine months later Gladys had produced a bouncing baby boy. A gift from God to comfort her in her loss, all the neighbours had said, and wasn’t the bairn the very image of his da? Those selfsame women in the streets here around would brand her a scarlet woman and her baby  a flyblow, and they would be watching it as it grew, to seize on any likeness they could pin on some poor man or other they had no liking for.


She couldn’t have it. She glanced about her wildly as though the beautiful summer afternoon would produce a solution. She’d have to do something, take something. She’d heard the talk amongst some of the women in the munitions factory who were no better than they should be. But how could she confide in any of them? A quiver passed over her face. She’d have to, there was nothing else for it. They might be a bit rough round the edges but they were kind enough on the whole. Her da wouldn’t have her bringing the shame of a bastard into the family, he’d kill her first.

She shut her eyes again, seeing Christopher’s handsome face and deep blue eyes under a shock of rich brown hair on the screen of her mind. It had been six months ago, on the eve of her eighteenth birthday, when she had first seen Captain Christopher Lyndon. She and Kitty had recently started work at the munitions factory and the one pound seventeen and six a week they were earning was four times as much as the wage they’d had as parlourmaids since leaving school. So to celebrate her impending birthday they’d decided to treat themselves to a cream tea at Binns. In the doorway she had collided with a tall, handsome man in uniform and dropped the packages she’d been carrying.

He had insisted on buying them tea and cakes in reparation, and then walking them most of the way home to Deptford Road bordering the Wear Glass Works where her father worked. And she had known straight off it was her he was interested in, not Kitty. Something had happened to her that afternoon when he had first smiled at her and she hadn’t  been the same since. She’d been head over heels, crazily in love. And that was her only excuse, she told herself bitterly. She had been crazy, mad to let him do what he’d done. He’d been her first lad, though, and she hadn’t known what it was all about the first time till it was over. And then she’d cried and he’d held her close and told her it was all right and he loved her like she’d never be loved again . . .

After each time, her conscience had seared her like a branding iron but in spite of her shame she hadn’t dared to go to confession. She knew the priest was supposed to forget the secrets he was told the minute he stepped out of the dark box, but somehow she wasn’t sure she quite believed it. And the thought of remaining unclean wasn’t as terrifying as the possibility her da might find out what she’d done. In spite of what her da was like, he was on good terms with Father Fraser; butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth when the Father called round the house.

She continued to sit in the sunshine for a long, long time, her head bowed and her eyes staring unseeing at the paper on her lap. Eventually she stirred, and then it was to slowly rip the letter into tiny pieces.

She had given Christopher her heart and soul and mind and body, and he’d just been playing with her, leading her on. She couldn’t bear it, she wished she could die.


Enough. The word was loud in her mind and she responded to it, straightening her back and raising her head to gaze about her almost defiantly. It had happened and there was no going back. The only question now was how she was going to get rid of the evidence of her foolishness. And that was how she had to think about it. This thing inside her wasn’t a baby, not yet, not till it was born and took breath.  She’d missed three monthlies but apart from the odd feeling of queasiness and a consuming tiredness come nightfall there was no physical sign of what had happened to her. Her stomach was as flat as it had ever been. But that wouldn’t continue for much longer.

Bess stood up, letting the fragments of paper shower to the ground like confetti on a wedding day.

But there would be no wedding for her, she thought, beginning to walk along the neatly trimmed path leading out of the park.There never would have been with Christopher and she’d been stupid to believe otherwise. Men like him, privately educated gentlemen who had wealth and influence and ancestry behind them, didn’t marry working-class girls. Oh, they might toy with them, amuse themselves with such trifles,  dally with them - her mouth tightened as the word seared her mind - but marriage was kept for the fine ladies of their own class who were used to soft kid slippers and furs.

She wasn’t going to cry for him. She passed the museum and library as she left the park but didn’t glance at the imposing building, lost as she was in her thoughts. She wasn’t going to think about him falling on foreign soil because he had a wife who would do all that, who had the right to do it. From this point on, she was going to think only of herself. It didn’t do to be trusting and soft, not in this world. And God didn’t care. Half the world was fighting and killing the other half and He did nothing to stop it. And she didn’t believe the priests were one step down from the Almighty either.

She stopped, looking up into a high blue sky, the colour as hard and flat as a painting. The thought had come like a revelation but now Bess realised she’d been considering this  matter for a long time in the depths of her mind. Her da was cruel and mean and yet Father Fraser thought the sun shone out of his backside. She didn’t know if her da was fooling the priest or whether the Father turned a blind eye because her da always stumped up with a good offering, but either way it reduced the priest to a mere man in her eyes. And that’s all he was, a man like any other.

Even yesterday such a thought would have immediately made her cross herself and ask for forgiveness but today it was different. She was different. Maybe the process of change had begun when she’d met Christopher and listened to his views on everything from religion to politics - most of which she admitted she hadn’t understood - but she couldn’t blindly accept everything the Church said any more. And when the war ended she wouldn’t let her da force her to go back to being a parlourmaid. He’d said a skivvy was all she was good for but she’d show him. She’d make something of herself, do something, become someone.

She began walking again, part of her fearful at her temerity but the other part rearing up against the unfairness of life and the position she found herself in.

But before she could do anything, she had to deal with what needed to be dealt with. For a moment her hand hovered over her stomach, touching the creased linen of her summer coat. And then she brought it sharply to her side, her eyes narrowing. She could do this. She had to do it, she had no option. And she had to do it quickly.

 



‘Ee, lass, what were you thinkin’ of to get caught out like that? An’ what about your lad? Can’t he do the decent thing an’ marry you quick afore it shows?’

Bess stared into the yellow face of Martha Todd. When she had first started work at the munitions factory she hadn’t understood why the women who filled shells were called canaries, but at her first tea break it had been Martha and one of her pals who had explained that repeated exposure to TNT had turned their faces yellow. Martha and her cronies had thought it a great joke but Bess had been horrified, mainly because she dreaded a jaundiced pallor developing in her own skin. By the time she had worked there a few months and seen two women lose fingers and another blinded in the accidents that were commonplace, she’d realised yellow skin was the least of her worries.

‘He . . . he’s dead. Killed in action,’ she said now, her voice weak, not because of her condition but because they were standing in the section of the factory toilets which had been divided off for use by female employees, and the stench drifting over from the men’s side was overpowering. She felt hot and sick but the toilets were the only place she could have a quiet word with Martha. ‘Do you know anyone who might help me?’ she asked again.

‘Lass, there’s plenty who’d help Old Nick himself for the right price.’ Martha’s voice was soft. She had drawn her own conclusions about Bess’s father from listening to Kitty and Bess talk, and she pitied the pretty young girl in front of her.

‘How much would they want?’ said Bess, a little anxiously. She didn’t have a great deal in the old toffee tin on the top of her wardrobe at home. When she had been set on at the factory her father had made sure her mother doled back one shilling out of her wage packet, thruppence more than when she’d been working as a parlourmaid. It was only her mother slipping her an extra half-crown on the sly each week that  had enabled her to save anything at all after she had bought her toiletries and paid for any extras, such as having her boots soled or new woollen stockings. Before she had managed her stolen evenings with Christopher her only treat had been a seat at the Avenue or Palace or one of the other picture houses with Kitty on a Saturday night.

‘Don’t worry about that.’ Martha’s voice was softer still. ‘I’m known for bein’ as good as me word an’ if I say you’re all right that’ll be enough to get it done, but you’ll have to pay after at so much a week. You could do that, couldn’t you?’

‘Aye, yes.’ Bess nodded. ‘I could do that.’ She gulped and then said, ‘How soon could they see me?’

‘I dunno, lass, but I’ll find out. The thing is, you don’t want to go to just anyone for somethin’ like this; some of the old wives don’t care what they do as long as they get paid. The woman I’ve got in mind might be as rough an’ ready as old Harry’s backside but she’s a good ’un an’ she knows what’s what. She’ll make a clean job of it, will old Maggie.’

Bess felt she was going to faint or be sick or both. She stared at the other woman from eyes so huge they seemed to fill her face.

‘You told your mam you’re in a pickle?’ Martha asked.

‘No, no one knows, not even Kitty. I can’t risk me da finding out.’ A little shiver passed over Bess’s face which said more to Martha than any words could have done. ‘You wouldn’t tell anyone?’

‘Not me, lass. Silent as the grave, I can be.’ And when Bess didn’t look reassured, Martha added, ‘Don’t worry, I won’t say nowt. I know what it’s like when you’re livin’ with  someone like your da. Me own was a swine an’ all.’ She smiled grimly. ‘Put me on the game when I was nowt but eight or nine, he did.’

‘Oh, Martha.’ Up until now Bess had been both slightly afraid and contemptuous of this woman whose reputation was well known, but never once had she asked herself how a woman might come to be working the streets most of her life. Shame made her voice husky when she said, ‘How could you stand it when you were so young?’

Martha shrugged beefy shoulders. ‘You bear what has to be borne, lass, that’s what I’ve learned in life. Mind, I’d have liked to have got wed, had bairns an’ that, but what decent man would have looked the side I was on?’ For a moment Martha’s eyes were unfocused, as though she was looking at something Bess couldn’t see, and then with a seeming effort she smiled, flapping her hand as she said, ‘Anyway, don’t you worry, lass, I’ll see what I can do. A day or two an’ it’ll all be over. I’ll tip you the wink when I’ve set it up.’

‘Thank you.’ Bess tried to smile back but it was beyond her. And then as Martha made to leave, Bess caught hold of her arm. Her voice low and urgent, she said, ‘I have to do it, you see, there’s no other way. It’s not as if it’s really a baby yet, is it? It’s not going to feel anything. It’s not really living.’

The silence that fell on them had no movement in it, even the clatter beyond the confines of the toilets seeming dulled. For endless moments the two women stared at each other, one pair of eyes beseeching and the other pitying. Then Martha murmured, ‘Like I said, lass, a day or two an’ it’ll be over.’ Then she turned on her heel and hurried away.




Chapter 2

As things turned out, Martha Todd couldn’t fix up the necessary visit to the old midwife she knew in the East End as quickly as she had promised. The very afternoon of the day Bess confided in her, Martha was involved in an accident at the factory which laid her off work for a while. It was over three weeks later - three weeks in which Bess had nearly gone mad with worry - before the older woman sidled up to Bess on her return to the factory. ‘Saturday afternoon all right for you, lass?’ she whispered out of the side of her mouth. ‘She can do it then.You meet me outside the Boar’s Head in High Street East at two o’clock an’ we’ll go along to Maggie’s.’

Bess had been about to climb the rope up to the cab of the crane she controlled, one of many which moved shells back and forth across the factory floor. She froze, staring at Martha but unable to speak for the relief flooding her. She had been frightened Martha would forget about her. It was only when Martha said, ‘Well, what do you say? You still want  it done, don’t you?’ that Bess managed to pull herself together.

‘Aye, aye I do.’ She glanced about her and then up at Kitty who was in the next crane. Lowering her face to Martha’s, she whispered, ‘Will it take long?’

‘Aye, long enough. Good few hours. You’ll have to rest after for a while.’

‘But I see Kitty Saturdays and we go to the pictures in the evening. What’ll I tell her? She’ll have to cover for me.’

Martha shrugged. ‘That’s up to you, lass. Just be there for two. An’ Maggie wants thirty bob for her trouble. Can you manage that?’ She didn’t add that normally the price was a good deal higher but that she had called in a favour.

Bess nodded. ‘Thanks, Martha,’ she said softly.

Martha inclined her head and walked away, and Bess began to climb the rope. The action emphasised the changes in her body which had occurred since she’d last spoken to Martha. The thickening round her stomach and the tingling and fullness in her small breasts was only slight as yet, but she felt her body was reminding her all the time of what was happening. The week for her fourth monthly had come and gone now and, ridiculous though she knew it was, she had prayed like she’d never prayed before that she would see a flow of blood. But of course there’d been nothing.

‘What did she want?’ As Bess reached the cage of the crane, Kitty leaned out of hers. ‘I didn’t know you had any truck with Martha Todd.’

Kitty’s voice revealed she was disgruntled, but Bess knew it wasn’t really because she’d spoken to Martha. The last few weeks she had been so taken up with fear of what would happen if Martha didn’t help her, she knew she’d been a bit short with Kitty. She stared into the plain little face of her  friend, envying Kitty with all her heart. Kitty’s chief problem was the spots which assailed her face. ‘I’ll tell you later,’ she said quietly. And then, when Kitty frowned and flounced back into the crane, she added, ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been meself lately, lass, but there is a reason. What say we take our bait outside when the whistle blows and have a talk?’

‘Aye, all right.’ Kitty was instantly mollified. ‘You feeling bad, Bess? You’ve been looking peaky since you had that gyppy belly.’

‘Aye, I don’t feel too good.’ The senna and salts she had taken after Martha had had her accident had scoured her to the point where she’d thought she’d lose all her insides, but still nothing had happened. She had heated the water to near boiling point for her weekly scrub in the old tin bath in front of the kitchen range at home when her parents went for their Friday visit to her brother’s house in Monkwearmouth, swigging the half bottle of gin she had surreptitiously bought on the way home before she’d lowered herself into the scalding water. The gin had made her sick and when she had finally climbed out of the bath she had fainted clean away on the clippy mat in front of the fire, but still she hadn’t had so much as a show.

‘I thought you was still bad.You ought to go and see the doctor, lass.’

‘Aye, maybe. We’ll talk later anyway.’

 



It was a round-eyed and blatantly horrified Kitty who sat looking at Bess in a corner of the factory compound at lunchtime. They had found a quiet corner near a stack of pallets close to the gates and Bess had told Kitty everything, leaving her friend too stunned to move or speak. Eventually  Kitty whispered, ‘The rotten so-an’-so. To do that, to take you down when he was already married. I can’t believe it. He seemed so nice, didn’t he?’

Bess didn’t reply to this. Instead she said, ‘Will you make out I’m with you Saturday as usual? I thought we could say we want to listen to the band in Mowbray Park in the afternoon and that we’d get a pie and chitterlings somewhere before we go to the pictures.That way Mam wouldn’t expect me home for tea. Martha . . . Martha said it could take a while.’

‘Oh, lass.’ Kitty seemed to be on the verge of crying.

With September’s coming, the weather had changed. The fierce heatwave in August had broken on the very last day of the month, and September had been heralded with thunderstorms and lashing rain before settling into a cold windy month. Bess shivered and pulled her old coat tighter round her neck, her face white and pinched. ‘We’d better go in, it’s too cold out here,’ she said, making no effort to move.

‘Don’t worry, lass.’ Kitty leaned forward and took Bess’s hands. ‘I’m coming with you Saturday and if we’re late back I’ll say you were took bad in the pictures or something. It’ll work out.’

Bess felt as though she wanted to sag at the gentleness of Kitty’s tone but the tight rein she had kept on herself since the moment she had read Christopher’s brother’s letter prevented it. She dropped her head before saying, ‘You don’t have to come. You could go to your Elsie’s if you want and I’ll call for you there.’

‘I’m coming.’ And then, her tone uncertain, Kitty added, ‘If you want me to, that is.’

‘Course I want you to.’ Bess’s head rose and she regarded  Kitty steadily. ‘But it might be . . .’ She couldn’t find a word to express what she wanted to say. ‘You’re squeamish, you know you are,’ she said quietly. ‘You can’t stand the sight of blood. Look how you passed out when Nora Gibson lost an eye.’

‘That was different, that was an accident.’

‘But I don’t know what this Maggie woman is going to do or how I’ll feel after.’

‘All the more reason for me to come with you, surely?’ And then Kitty settled the matter when she said, ‘You’d do the same for me, lass, now then, so don’t argue. I’m coming and that’s that.’ She squeezed Bess’s hands hard before rising to her feet and brushing the crumbs of the sandwiches she’d eaten off her coat. ‘And I won’t faint,’ she said matter-offactly. ‘I’ll keep me mam’s smelling salts handy. They’re awful, like cat’s pee.’

Kitty was a staunch Catholic like most of the folk in their street but she hadn’t said that what Bess was going to do was a mortal sin or attempted to talk her out of it.As Bess followed her friend back into the noisy, stinking factory building, the acrid odour of explosives thick in the air, she was aware of a deep feeling of gratitude. But then Kitty knew exactly what her da was like . . .

 



Muriel Shawe’s somewhat flat face was deadpan as she placed a large plateful of fried bread and bacon in front of her husband, but as ever her mind was working furiously. All over the country people were enduring ‘meatless’ days and cutting down on the consumption of bread due to the soaring cost of flour, but was Wilbur prepared to do his bit? Was he heck.

She returned to the kitchen range, took the big black  kettle off the fire and filled the brown teapot with its two spoonfuls of tea. Once the tea had mashed she poured a large mugful for her husband, adding two heaped teaspoons of sugar and stirring it before she put the pint-size mug in front of his plate.

Wilbur did not acknowledge or thank her - and Muriel did not expect him to - he merely continued to devour his breakfast.

For a moment as Muriel stared down at the bent head, at the rich brown curly hair which was as thick as it had been on the first day she had met him some twenty-five years before, she felt a repugnance so fierce her lips pulled back from her teeth with the force of it. But almost immediately she schooled her face into its habitual blankness. As much as Wilbur filled her with loathing, the fear he inspired was stronger.

She returned to the range and fished out the two remaining rashers of bacon from the massive frying pan, placing them on two plates which already held a slice of bread and butter each, cut thin. She put these on the table and then walked to the kitchen door which was ajar, looking up the stairs as she called, ‘Bess, lass, it’s on the table.’

‘Leave her.’ Wilbur didn’t pause in shovelling food into his mouth, morsels dropping onto his plate as he spoke. ‘She knows what time breakfast is; if she can’t be bothered to come and eat, she can go without.’ He picked up his mug of tea, took a mouthful and then growled, ‘Like dishwater, this is.’

Muriel didn’t answer him. Rationing was beginning to bite and he was fully aware of this but he still had to have his gripe every morning. She sat down at the table but didn’t  begin to eat until he shot her a glance, saying, ‘Well? What are you waiting for? I’ve told you, if she’s not down in a couple of minutes the table’ll be cleared.’

Why had she ever married him? It was not a new thought and as ever the answer was because he had been big and handsome and he had asked for her.

She had been working sixteen hours a day as a kitchen-maid at a big house Whitburn way, and had met Wilbur on one of her half-days off a month. She and one of the parlourmaids had taken a walk down to Holey Rock on Roker beach, and Wilbur had been watching a group of lads play football. She had barely known him when they had wed - one half-day a month was not conducive to any form of closeness. He had seemed a quiet, withdrawn sort of man but this hadn’t worried her at the time. Not until after her wedding had she learned that his solitariness hid a brutish unnatural streak which had made her wedding night, and all the nights following it, a time of terror.

At first she’d tried to tell herself that being orphaned at an early age and brought up in the workhouse, he’d never known what tenderness or affection was. He had no family, no friends - she would be everything to him and show him nothing but care and consideration. This thinking had lasted a few months until, after a night of such degradation and bestiality she hadn’t thought she’d survive it, she had run home to her mother in Monkwearmouth. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell her mother exactly what was wrong and Wilbur had come for her within the hour anyway. They had left with her mother’s admonition that she was a married woman now and under her husband’s authority ringing in her ears. Then had come a respite because within  the month she’d discovered she was expecting a child and he hadn’t come near her for the whole nine months she had carried their son. After that she had prayed every day she would get pregnant again soon, but it had been eight years before she had fallen for Bess.

As though the thought of her daughter had summoned Bess down, Muriel heard measured footsteps on the stairs. The slow gait brought the worry she had been feeling for weeks to the forefront of her mind again. The time was, and not so long ago either, the lass would have been down those stairs like a dose of salts even knowing Wilbur hadn’t yet left for work. There was something wrong with Bess. She’d lost her sparkle, the liveliness which had characterised her from a little bairn, but every time she tried to find out what was wrong, Bess would have none of it.

‘Hello, hinny.’ Muriel’s voice was soft as her daughter walked into the kitchen. ‘Come an’ have a bite before we start on the range.’ Every Saturday morning they cleaned and blackleaded the kitchen range together, larking on like a couple of bairns on occasion. But there had been none of that lately. Her voice softer still, Muriel said, ‘Shall I pour you a sup, lass?’

‘For crying out loud!’There was a harsh scraping as Wilbur pushed his chair back on the flagstones and stood up. ‘She can do it herself, can’t she? Getting above herself, she is, and you’re to blame. You,’ he spoke directly to Bess now, ‘your back stick to the bed, did it? And look at me when I’m speaking to you.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Bess had gone a shade paler.

‘You will be if you don’t move your backside sharper.’ He glared at her, his gaze moving to his wife’s wooden  countenance a moment later. When neither of them responded by so much as a flicker of an eyelash, he made a sound deep in his throat which could have meant anything. He followed this with the sort of foul obscenity which could be heard down at the docks, snatched up his cap and bait tin from the table and left the kitchen, slamming the scullery door behind him.

The air left Muriel’s body in a long sigh of relief but Bess continued to sit straight and still. Muriel looked at her daughter. ‘Eat somethin’, lass. You’re gettin’ as thin as a lath.’

Bess’s big brown eyes stared into her mother’s anxious face. For as long as she could remember she had known her mother was frightened of her father. From a small child she had been vaguely aware of strange noises coming from their room across the landing some nights. Muffled whimpers and sobbing, moans, even the odd cry which had been instantly cut short. She hadn’t known what all this meant but it had terrified her nonetheless. It hadn’t bothered her brother, Ronald; he had always slept like a log in his curtained-off half of their bedroom before he left to get married five years ago.

Since she had known Christopher she had come to understand the significance of the nocturnal sounds and it sickened her. Disgust had been added to her deep dislike and fear of her father. Before she had known she was expecting Christopher’s child, she had harboured the wild idea of renting a room somewhere for her mother and herself, a sanctuary where they could live until the end of the war when Christopher would come and marry her.

Her mouth hardened, and she said, ‘I hate Da.’ Her hands clenched into fists on the oil tablecloth. ‘I’ve always hated him and I shall tell him one day.’

‘No, hinny.’ There was a note of panic in Muriel’s voice. ‘He’d go stark starin’ mad. Please, lass, promise me you’d never do that. You’re young an’ bonny, you’ll get married sooner or later an’ then you’ll be free of him.’

‘What about you?’ Taking her mother’s hand in hers, Bess looked down at the wrinkled skin. ‘Would you come with me?’

‘Oh, lass.’ Muriel was smiling but her voice held the catch of tears. ‘What a start to married life that’d be.You’d frighten any poor lad to death if you asked him to take your mam an’ all. But thanks for sayin’ it. The thing is, I married your da for better or worse an’ that’s that. An’ I’ve got you an’ our Ronald an’ his bairns to count me blessings for. I’m happy enough. Now come on, hinny. Eat your breakfast an’ then we’ll see to the range afore you go out with Kitty later.’

The warm homeliness of the kitchen, the glow from the range and the love in her mother’s face were creating in Bess a desire to confide her secret. She’d felt this way more and more lately and now, to combat the dangerous weakness, she rose abruptly to her feet. ‘I need the privy. I won’t be a minute.’

‘Aye, all right, lass. I’ll make a fresh brew for when you come back.’

Bess walked out of the kitchen without replying and through into the tiny scullery which was just big enough to hold the deep stone sink on one side and several rows of shelves on the other. She opened the door into the backyard. The September morning was chilly but dry as she made her way across the yard and into the privy. This was not an unpleasant place. Unlike some of the women in the street of two-up, two-down terraced houses, her mother kept their  lavatory sweet-smelling with daily scrubbing and fresh ashes. Inside the brick box, Bess shot the bolt on the door and then sank down on the white wooden seat which extended right across the breadth of the lavatory.

She shut her eyes tightly. Today was the day. Her heart began to pound so violently she put her hand to her chest. By tonight it would all be over and she could get on with her life once more. Her mother had talked of her getting married but she would never get wed, she knew that now. Men were men the world over and she would never trust one again; she did not want to risk tying herself into the sort of misery her mother endured.

She swallowed hard, the well of emotion she had kept banked down since reading the letter threatening to spill over. She mustn’t cry, she told herself, not yet. Not till it was over. And even then it would have to be in the privacy of her bed so no one would know.

She sat a moment more, willing herself to rise and go back into the house and laugh and joke with her mother as though it was a normal Saturday morning. And then she felt it. An unmistakable flutter deep inside the faint swell of her belly. She froze, her mouth a little O of surprise and her eyes wide.


No, no. The shout was deafening in her head. It wasn’t the baby, she was imagining this. Instinctively her hand went to her stomach over her clothes. Then she hoisted her skirt and petticoat up, pushed down her drawers and placed her hand on the warm, soft skin of her belly. When the strange little flickers came again, a quiver passed over her face. It was the baby. It was alive, it was letting her know it was alive.

She didn’t become aware she was crying until she felt a  drop of moisture fall on the hand still placed over her stomach. Once started, she couldn’t stop. How long she sat there before she heard her mother’s footsteps in the yard she didn’t know, but still she couldn’t pull herself together, not even when her mother became distraught and began banging on the door.

Eventually she managed to say, ‘Wait . . . wait a minute, Mam.’ She fumbled with her clothing, fished her handkerchief out of the sleeve of her blouse and wiped her face with it before she opened the lavatory door.

‘Landsakes, hinny, whatever’s wrong?’ As Bess almost fell into her mother’s arms, Muriel’s voice held real fear. ‘I knew there was somethin’, I’ve bin askin’ you for weeks, now haven’t I? What is it?’

‘I’ll tell you inside.’ Bess’s voice was low. Kitty’s parents were lovely, salt of the earth, and she liked every one of her friend’s brothers and sisters but they all had cuddy’s ears. And Mr and Mrs Griffiths, the old couple who lived next door the other way, were worse.

Once they were in the scullery, Bess slipped the bolt on the back door before she followed her mother into the kitchen. They stood facing each other and as Bess looked into her mother’s anxious eyes she didn’t know how to start. In the event she didn’t have to.

‘It’s not that, lass, is it?’ Muriel’s voice was faint and tremulous. ‘You’re not in the family way?’

‘Oh, Mam.’

Bess’s tone was answer enough and Muriel sat down abruptly on one of the hard-backed chairs, all the colour draining from her face. Her mouth opened a few times before she was able to say, ‘How far gone are you?’

Bess gulped hard. ‘About nineteen weeks now.’

‘Nineteen?’

‘I’m sorry, Mam, I’m sorry. Oh, Mam . . .’ Bess’s face was as stricken as her voice and when she flung herself on her knees at her mother’s feet, her head buried in her mother’s lap as her arms went round her waist, Muriel only hesitated for a second before she began to stroke the dark head.

‘Why didn’t you tell me, hinny? Why didn’t you say somethin’ afore now?’ Her voice cracked. ‘Nineteen weeks. Saints alive.’

‘I . . . I was going to see someone. One of the women at work knows this woman in the East End—’

‘You’ve told ’em at work?’

‘No, no. Just this woman. And . . . and Kitty. That’s all. No one else knows.’

‘An’ the father?’ Muriel asked heavily. ‘You told him?’

‘He’s dead.’ It was stark and flat.

‘Dead? Oh, lass.’

‘He was killed in the war, the Somme. But,’ Bess took a deep breath, ‘he was married. I didn’t know,’ she said quickly as she felt the hand on her head make an involuntary movement. She raised her face to look into her mother’s and what she saw there made her protest, ‘I swear, Mam. I didn’t know. He’s not from round these parts, he . . . he was a gentleman.’

Muriel rubbed her hand across her face and it was shaking. It was a few moments before she said painfully, ‘So there’ll be no help from that quarter then?’ And when Bess slowly shook her head, the two of them stared at each other.

‘I felt it move, this morning in the privy.’ Bess’s lips quivered. ‘I was going to see this woman later, she lives in the East End and . . .’ She couldn’t finish. ‘But now I’ve felt it move it’s different.’

‘You can’t do away with it.’ There was a note of horror in Muriel’s voice and she sat up straighter, motioning for Bess to rise. She patted the chair beside her. ‘Come and sit down, hinny, and let’s have no more talk like that ’cos it don’t help no one. It’s a mortal sin to even think such a thing.’

A mortal sin. Bess felt years older than her mother and it was a strange feeling. Here was her mam talking about mortal sin when there was her father to be faced. Whatever was going to happen in the hereafter couldn’t be as bad as the here and now. ‘I’m not going to do away with it, Mam. I couldn’t, not now. But . . .’ She stopped abruptly. She had been about to say her change of mind was nothing to do with the Church or Father Fraser but this would just cause her mother further distress. ‘But there’s Da,’ she said instead.

Her mother said nothing to this, she didn’t have to. They both knew what it would mean.

‘If there was somewhere I could go until it’s born, I’d do it,’ Bess said in a low voice. ‘But there’s not. Nowhere except the workhouse, that is.’

‘You’re not going there, hinny. Not while I’ve breath in me body.’

‘But I can’t stay here, Mam. Not with him.’

Muriel’s face was as white as a sheet as she endeavoured to stay calm. She stood up and cleared away the crockery. She placed the contents of Bess’s plate and that of her own into a bowl which she carried to the pantry, slipping it on the cold slab beneath the newspaper-covered shelves. Even in this crisis the old adage of ‘waste not, want not’ held firm.

She returned to the table and poured herself a cup of warm, stewed tea. Bess declined one with a shake of her  head. It was only after Muriel had drunk her tea straight down that she said, ‘Father Fraser will have to be here when you tell him.’

‘No, Mam.’ It was short and sharp.

The fire in the range made a little spit and crackle in the silence that had fallen. It was a minute or two before Muriel leaned towards her daughter, her voice firmer than it had been throughout when she said, ‘He won’t do anythin’ if the Father is here, you know how he likes to keep in his good books. The priests are your da’s gate to heaven, that’s the way he sees it.’

‘I don’t want Father Fraser knowing.’

‘Lass, everyone’s goin’ to know afore long,’ Muriel said very quietly.

Bess dropped her head, her shame deeper than it had ever been when confronted with her mother’s lack of condemnation. If her mam had denounced her and heaped reproach on her head she could have stood it better than this gentle acceptance. But that was her mam all over, so loving, so kind. It had probably been those very qualities that had made her father single her out when they were young; he’d known he could bully and frighten her.

‘I’ll put me coat on later an’ nip an’ have a word,’ said Muriel resolutely. ‘He knows it’s your da’s half-day on a Saturday; mebbe he’ll come back with me an’ we can break the news afore your da goes to the football.’

Bess looked at her mother’s wrinkled face and tired eyes. Her mam had had a rough deal in life and here she was adding to her troubles a hundredfold. Any further protest about the priest being brought in died on her lips.
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When Father Fraser entered the house by the front door, Muriel following respectfully on his heels, he walked straight down the hall and into the kitchen without pausing. Bess stood at his entrance, their eyes meeting for a moment before she dropped her head.

The priest did not speak immediately. He took the chair Muriel fussily pulled out for him and nodded to her offer of a cup of tea. He did not ask Bess to be seated and she did not presume to do so without his permission.

‘So, Bess?’ The thick fleshy lips in the fat face paused. When Bess didn’t raise her head or attempt to reply, the priest allowed some ten seconds to tick by before he said,‘Sit down, girl. We have some talking to do.’

Her colour high, Bess sat, and Muriel - beside herself with agitation - said, ‘Would you have a couple of girdle cakes with your tea, Father? Freshly made this mornin’.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Shawe.’ The priest did not take his gaze from Bess’s face which, now the flush of colour had subsided, was as white as lint. His small beady eyes examined the young girl in front of him with a coldness which was habitual.These young lasses! Father Fraser settled his ample buttocks more comfortably on the hard wooden seat, lacing his podgy fingers over the mound of his belly.This was what came from giving slips of girls a man’s wage. It never ought to be. He cleared his throat before saying sententiously, ‘When were you last at confession, Bess?’

Her head rose and big brown eyes met his. ‘Over two months ago, Father.’

‘And before that?’

‘I . . . I don’t remember.’

Muriel placed a steaming cup of tea and the sugar bowl  in front of Father Fraser. Her voice held the obsequious note it always did when addressing the priest as she said, ‘Do help yourself, Father.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Shawe, but I have resolved to do without sugar in my tea until this terrible war is over. We all need to do our bit, don’t we?’ He reached for the plate of scones which had followed the tea, finishing one in two bites and sliding another onto the side of his saucer before he said, ‘This is a sad state of affairs, Bess. A grievous state of affairs. God’s holy order of things will not be mocked. You are aware of this, aren’t you? Aware of how greatly you have sinned?’ The second scone went the way of the first.

‘She is, Father.’ When Bess didn’t immediately answer Muriel’s voice was rushed.‘You are, aren’t you, lass?’ she added, not waiting for a reply. ‘She’s heart sorry, Father, but . . . but like I said, she was led on, fooled by this man. He—’

‘I think Bess can speak for herself, Mrs Shawe.’

Bess’s chin had fallen again, her eyes on her hands in her lap, but now her head shot up at the icy tone. Her cheeks flaming once more, she said, ‘All sin is equally grievous to God surely, Father? Isn’t that what the Bible says?’

The priest sat up straighter, his eyes narrowing. The heavy silence which now fell on the kitchen was broken only by the sound of Muriel clasping and unclasping her hands in the background, and it was this which made Bess say, ‘I’m sorry, Father.’

‘This man, this . . . gentleman. I take it he wasn’t from these parts?’

‘No, Father.’

‘But he was of the faith?’

Bess looked steadily at the priest. ‘He was married, Father. With a child.’

‘That isn’t what I asked. Was he of the true religion?’

Bess swallowed hard but didn’t lower her gaze. ‘He had no religion, Father. He was an atheist.’

This time the silence stretched and lengthened until Muriel, unable to bear it a moment longer, gabbled, ‘Won’t you have another girdle cake, Father? An’ there’s more tea in the pot.’

Father Fraser motioned away the offer with an abrupt movement of his hand. His eyes hard on Bess, he said, ‘I think it is as well I shall be here when your father arrives home. As big a shock as your condition will be to him, his greater sorrow will be in knowing you have scorned the Church’s teaching on consorting with those whose eyes are blinded.’

Did he really believe that? Bess stared at the priest. And then they heard the back door open and footsteps in the scullery. Wilbur walked into the kitchen. She saw his eyes flash round the room before they came to rest on the face of Father Fraser, and as ever a pious note crept into his voice when he said, ‘Father, I didn’t know you were paying us a visit the day.’

‘For once it is a visit which gives me no pleasure, Wilbur.’

‘Oh aye?’

‘Sit down, my son.’

It was a moment or two before her father obeyed the command; he had sensed something serious was afoot. Just the fact that Father Fraser was sitting in the kitchen would have alerted him to the severity of the crisis. The priest was usually ushered into the hallowed front room on his visits to  the house, the fire which lay dormant between such occasions being lit immediately in the colder months.

‘Now,’ Father Fraser sat up straighter, bringing his hands onto his knees, ‘prepare yourself as best you can for a great shock, Wilbur.’

He was enjoying this. Bess found she was quite incapable of movement; she had been from the moment her father had returned home, but her mind was more than making up for the stillness of her body. It told her Father Fraser was experiencing a covert but deep satisfaction at her downfall. She had been an irritating thorn in the priest’s side for some time, what with missing Mass and so on, and more than once he had spoken scathingly from the pulpit about the new ideas which were being bandied about and how the war was going to be the ruination of many a young girl. He must be relishing the knowledge he’d been proved right in her case.

Wilbur remained immobile as Father Fraser talked on but his face became a mottled red and his whole body seemed to swell. Muriel was standing by the range, her hand across her mouth. She could have been carved in stone.

When the eruption came it took the priest by surprise, so much so he nearly fell off his chair. Wilbur leaped to his feet with a cry which sounded almost inhuman. Not so Bess. She had been waiting for her father to react.As Wilbur lunged at her, she took sanctuary behind the bulky figure of Father Fraser, knowing her safety depended on it.

Pandemonium followed. Muriel’s shrill shrieks and Bess’s screams mingled with Wilbur’s curses and the priest’s remonstrations as he bodily held Wilbur off his daughter. If it had been anyone but Father Fraser, there was no doubt Wilbur would have knocked him to the floor, the rage he was in,  but the deeply superstitious streak which made up the main part of Wilbur’s belief held firm.To strike a priest was inviting the fires of hell to consume you.

It was only a minute or two before Wilbur came to his senses, but beads of sweat were standing out on Father Fraser’s brow, his face as red as a beetroot.

‘I’m sorry, Father. I’m sorry,’ muttered Wilbur.

Father Fraser was panting heavily and he still stood with his arms stretched wide, Bess cowering behind him, for a few seconds more. Then his hands slowly dropped to his sides and he took the seat he’d vacated, bending forward and touching Wilbur’s arm as he said, ‘I understand your outrage and disappointment, my son. For a child to be born out of wedlock is a grievous sin to be sure, but when the father is godless, a heathen.’ He shook his head. ‘You’ve been given much to bear.’

Wilbur raised his head. He didn’t give a damn what religion the father was, not in these circumstances, but his voice did not betray this when he said, ‘Just so, Father.’

‘But now you must rise above this tribulation with God’s strength and direction, Wilbur. The wayward soul needs to be chastised and corrected. Didn’t the good Lord Himself extend the hand of compassion to the harlot at Jacob’s Well when she truly repented of her sin? Your duty is to see to it that the wicked forsakes her way and sins no more.’

Behind the priest, Bess stiffened. Did Father Fraser understand what he was saying to her da? Did he know he was giving him carte blanche to treat her however he wanted? And she wasn’t a harlot. She had loved Christopher, she’d loved him with all her heart and believed they were going to live the rest of their lives together once the war was over.

She must have made some involuntary sound or movement although she wasn’t aware of it, because in the next moment Father Fraser turned to look at her and her father said, ‘You. Get upstairs if you know what’s good for you.’

‘I . . . I’m sorry, Da.’ She knew better than to go anywhere near him but she lifted her hands pleadingly. ‘I didn’t mean it. I thought we were going to be married, I didn’t know . . .’ Her lips trembling and her voice low she said again, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Not yet you aren’t but you will be. Oh aye, m’girl, take it from me, you will be. Because of you I won’t be able to hold me head up once this gets around. Now get up them stairs like I told you.’

The priest’s grim expression didn’t change and Bess knew she had received the only help she was going to get from that quarter. She glanced at her mother, and in the second or two that their gaze held she read the same panic and fear she knew must be reflected in her own eyes. Her life wasn’t going to be worth living from this point on. And then the flutter deep inside her belly came again. Bess straightened her back and stretched her neck and it was with her head held high that she left the room.




Chapter 3

‘She’s a bonny bairn, Ronald, now isn’t she? An’ as good as gold the day long. She’s never bin a moment’s trouble.’ Muriel’s voice held a pleading note as, together with her son, she watched Bess’s daughter play with a wooden spoon and an old saucepan lid on the clippy mat in front of the kitchen range.

Ronald Shawe didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, his voice flat, ‘Aye, she’s bonny, Mam.’

Muriel glanced at his face and then said quickly, ‘Ee, lad, you’ve finished your tea. Have another cup afore it goes cold an’ the last of that jam roll.You must be able to smell it ’cos you never fail to turn up when I’ve just baked one.’

Ronald smiled now, patting his mother’s hand as he said softly, ‘No one makes a jam roll like you, Mam, but don’t tell May I said that or she’ll have me guts for garters.’

‘Oh, our Ronald.’ Muriel, pink with pleasure, placed the last of the roll on his plate. ‘Your May’s a canny little cook an’ well you know it.You don’t look as if you’re fading away to me, that’s for sure.’

‘Aye, she keeps me fed.’ Ronald’s voice was cheery but he didn’t feel cheery inside, he never did when he called at his parents’ house and was confronted by the evidence of the shame his sister had brought on them all. He wished he could feel differently, wished he could take to the bairn like his mam had but he was with his father on this. Every time he set eyes on Bess’s daughter his stomach twisted. But his mam loved her and he loved his mam, so for her sake he held his tongue and pretended to play the fond uncle. But his mam knew. He’d never been able to pull the wool over her eyes about anything. And she had never once suggested she bring the baby over to their house in the twenty or so months since she had been born, which spoke for itself.

‘An’ you’re all keepin’ well in spite of this Spanish flu then?’ Muriel said now, pouring him a second cup of tea and adding a spoonful of sugar to it.

Ronald nodded, his mouth full of jam roll. His mother tried to keep her voice casual but he knew she was worried. The beginning of 1918 had seen a virulent strain of influenza sweep across the globe and take millions of lives. It was said to hit the old and very young and those with a weakness hardest, so the heart murmur which had prevented him being called up might now prove to be a mixed blessing. September had been a bad month, with people dropping like flies, but they were saying October would be worse. He swallowed before saying reassuringly, ‘I’m fine, Mam, never felt better. All right? And they’re saying the war will be over by Christmas so that’s something to be thankful for.’

‘Huh.’ Muriel sniffed her disbelief. ‘I’ll believe it when it happens an’ not a minute before.’

‘Gamma?’

They had been unaware of the child tottering towards them but now small dimpled hands caught at Muriel’s skirt. Muriel bent and lifted her granddaughter into her arms, saying, ‘Aye, me bairn? What do you want?’ She brushed a wisp of golden-brown hair from the small forehead.

Bright blue laughing eyes under a crown of thick loose curls stared back at her, and when small arms went round her neck in a stranglehold, Muriel hugged the child tight. She had loved both her children from the day they were born but the emotion she felt for this flesh of her flesh was something beyond. Maybe it was a result of the nightmare she and Bess had endured at the hands of Wilbur in the months leading up to Amy’s birth when she’d feared the baby would be stillborn. Or perhaps it was the fever Bess had had following the delivery, which had necessitated her taking over the care of her granddaughter from day one, that had created the bond between them. Certainly by the time Bess went back to work when the baby was a few weeks old, she had known the child was a blessing the like of which only happens once in a lifetime, and then if you’re lucky.Which was strange considering the circumstances of the bairn’s begetting.

The child settled on her lap and Muriel turned to her son again, ignoring the hurt she always felt at his lack of contact with his niece. He had a plateful to deal with at home, that’s what it was, she told herself. May kept a clean house and certainly with their eldest being just four and the youngest twelve months, and a two-and-a-half between, she did her duty as a wife. Their fourth was due in a couple of months an’ all. Aye, they were good Catholics right enough, but she wasn’t daft and she knew things weren’t right between her Ronald and his wife. There were times when he seemed as  miserable as sin and didn’t speak May’s name for several visits. Mind, she knew what the root problem was. Just from the odd word Ronald let slip now and again, she knew May’s da had too much say in their going-on.

Course, they’d all been grateful when Terence O’Leary had set Ronald on at the Monwearmouth Iron and Steel Works where he was manager when her lad began courting May. Jobs hadn’t been so plentiful before the war and it had been a godsend, but sometimes she thought Mr O’Leary had all but bought their Ronald, mind, soul and body. And she herself had heard May remind Ronald that they were where they were today because of her da, which no man would like. He should give her what for but he was too soft.

Attacked by the feeling of disloyalty which always accompanied such thoughts, Muriel now said, ‘Thanks for poppin’ in, lad.’

‘I only come for the jam roll,’ said Ronald, the squeeze of his hand on his mother’s shoulder belying his words. He got to his feet. ‘I’d best make tracks now, Mam. I’ve got to—’

What he had to do Muriel never found out because the back door opening cut off his voice. The next moment Bess stood in the doorway from the scullery. There was a pause during which brother and sister stared at each other. Ronald hadn’t seen his sibling since the day Wilbur had gone to Monkwearmouth to inform his son of Bess’s fall from grace, as a result of which Ronald had declared his sister wasn’t welcome at his home any more. Bess had received this news in silence and hadn’t mentioned Ronald’s name since.

‘Hello, Bess.’ Ronald’s voice was flat but his heart was pounding against his ribs. He barely recognised the pretty,  sparkling-eyed lass he had grown up with in the gaunt, sickly-looking woman in front of him, and the conscience which had pricked him more than once over the last two years was making itself felt.

Bess inclined her head but it was to Muriel she spoke, saying, ‘They’ve sent me home from work, they reckon I’ve got the flu and they don’t want it spreading any more than they can help. Half the girls are off as it is.’ And to Amy, who had struggled off Muriel’s lap at the sight of her mother and was now demanding to be picked up, she added, ‘Not now, hinny. Mam’s feeling poorly.’
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