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

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’ Her previous novels of North Country life are all available from Headline and are immensely popular.

‘Bestselling author Josephine Cox has penned another winner’

Bookshelf

‘Hailed quite rightly as a gifted writer in the tradition of Catherine Cookson’

Manchester Evening News

‘Guaranteed to tug at the heartstrings of all hopeless romantics’

Sunday Post

‘Another masterpiece. . .’

Best




Dedication

 



This book is for Jean Brindle, a darling little lady who was loved by many people, and is sorely missed by all of us. There was no one more proud and delighted when my first story was published. She was an angel on earth, a wonderful sister-in-law and a dear, dear friend.

To Bernard, Gary, Christine and Craig, I can only say that the Lord must have something special for her to do by his side.

We have precious memories of our Jean, and in our hearts we’ll always have her also. Each one of us is a better person for having known her.


‘Heaven and yourself
 Had part in this fair maid; now heaven hath all,
 And all the better is it for the maid;’

Shakespeare






There are many ways in which a woman can be taken. Laura was taken first in rape then in treachery.

How can she now trust herself to be taken in love?




Part One

1947  Betrayal

I remember, I remember
 The house where I was born,
 The little window where the sun
 Came peeping in at mom;
 He never came a wink too soon,
 Nor brought too long a day,
 But now, I often wish the night
 Had borne my breath away.

Thomas Hood




Chapter One

‘Aw, Netti darling! Why would a little angel like you need to go to confession?’ Laura gave the small girl a loving hug as she lifted her onto the low wall which fronted the church. ‘No. You wait here . . . I’ll not be long,’ she said, quickly turning her back on the child for fear of more probing questions.

Hurrying along the flagged pavement, Laura did not look back. Instead, she hastened towards the small picket gate which would take her up the church path and on into the stark grey building, where she hoped to find a measure of comfort.

In the dim interior of the church, Laura stood for a while, her dark brooding gaze sweeping the empty pews, the white-clothed altar and the magnificent golden crucifix high up on the wall behind. Finally, her gaze came to rest on the confessional box to her left. With a surge of relief she noticed there was no one waiting to see the priest, although a glance at the heavy velvet curtain drawn across the cubicle nearby told Laura that she would have to be patient for a few minutes at least.

With a small impatient sigh, she moved forward, the splitting facets of light shimmering through the tall stained-glass window onto her lovely face and illuminating the troubled look in her amber eyes.

To the outside world, and to those who knew her, Laura’s calm and composed countenance was an indication of her  great strength of character, remarkable for her tender years. Yet inside, Laura’s peace was shattered and her strength sorely tried. Night or day, there was no stemming the grief or crippling resentment which tore at her heart and racked her faith for her father, whom she loved fiercely, was losing his fight for life. It was a bitter justice, which Laura found hard to accept.

Laura edged into the pew, then undid her headscarf, and allowed her wayward auburn hair to fall about her shoulders in a luxuriant mass. Next she bowed her head forward and collected the straying hair beneath the confines of her scarf, then tightened the knot beneath her chin and sank to kneel into the plump red cushion on the flagstoned floor before her. She leant forward and rested her elbows on the wooden hymn-book rack, lowered her head and muttered a heartfelt prayer.

The echo of departing feet made her turn around and the sight of a woman’s figure retreating from the now empty cubicle told her that the priest would be waiting.

Laura suddenly felt afraid and unsure of herself and she made no move to rise from her knees. Instead, she watched the departing woman, taking stock of the stout black walking shoes and the long, like-coloured skirt that swirled against the dark-stockinged ankles. The woman turned just once at the head of the aisle, where she bobbed down quickly on one knee, to face the altar and make a small sign of the cross on her forehead. Then she lifted the heavy grey shawl that draped her figure and wrapped it about her hair. She clutched it tightly at her neck, and nodded a friendly greeting towards Laura, before disappearing towards the outer door and in a moment she was gone.

Laura had absent-mindedly noted that the woman, aged about sixty, was of the old Lancashire stock who dressed as their parents and grandparents before had dressed, and who would never be persuaded to discard their long flouncing skirts and shawls to follow the ‘new-fangled’ fashions that  the younger women liked so much. This stubborn resistance amongst the old to fight any change seemed to Laura to have strengthened since the end of the War in 1945, two years ago.

Laura closed her eyes, summoned up a semblance of courage, and focused her wandering thoughts on the purpose of her visit to the church. Rising from her knees, she moved slowly towards the confessional box, entered quietly and reached out to pull the curtain across behind her. She sat on the hard wooden chair and hoped that the rest of the world had been effectively shut out.

‘Yes child?’ The voice, with its soft persuasive tones; broke the silence and Laura looked up. The small grill, inserted at face level in the partition that separated her from the priest, was made of narrow, twisting pieces of wood that curled and snaked to form an intricate pattern. Laura was thankful that it concealed the face of the priest from her and protected her own anonymity.

For a long moment, she didn’t reply, and it crossed her mind to leave as silently as she had arrived. How could she tell this devoted priest that she had come to doubt his God? That the awful war, responsible for her father’s pain and imminent death, could have been created by a powerful evil over which even his God had no control. If there was a God who believed in compassion, then why had he allowed such a thing to happen, and why did she feel that her searching questions were sinful?

A great anger took hold of her heart, and drawing a deep weary breath, she got to her feet. There is no peace, she thought, not even here. Pausing only to lift the curtains aside, she murmured, ‘Forgive me, Father,’ and stepping into the aisle to face the altar, she bowed her head as though in shame and turned to walk away.

Outside in the cold light of a February day, Laura felt surprised and not a little afraid at her boldness in leaving the  confessional box. It was only when the voice of Father Clayton called out to her, that she realized the extent of her deep anger. Laura passed, waiting for the priest who hurried towards her, his long black frock billowing slightly from the cold gusts of wind. The long rosary hanging around his portly waist whipped and danced in the air, and the thin strands of greying hair that belied his youthful face were being blown about in feathered chaos.

‘Laura . . . Laura,’ his pale eyes filled with concern as he asked quietly, ‘so you couldn’t find it in your heart to confide in me, eh?’

Briefly, their eyes met and neither of them spoke, and the priest was both saddened and inspired by the sorrow and proud defiance that scarred those beautiful searching eyes that stared at him with such accusation, making his heart heavy. The same questions that had brought this young girl to his church and hurried her angrily away from it, often raked his own mind with painful persistence, for he too needed answers.

‘I know what’s in your heart, Laura, and you are never far from my prayers, but the answers to your questions aren’t so easy to find. It’s in yourself and in the strength of your faith that you’ll find peace. You must believe that.’

Laura kept her eyes fixed on his kindly face and she listened to his words, but she found nothing there to comfort her. His words were firm and there was no doubting his concern. But his words held no conviction, and in spite of herself, Laura recalled the talk that had been rampant in Blackburn town these last few months. Father Clayton had served his country as countless other men had done during the War years. But there were those among his faithful and forgiving flock who claimed that the priest had gone to War a brave, dedicated man and had returned disillusioned, filled with crippling doubt and aged before his time.

Laura’s heart ached for him, but if this priest didn’t believe in what he was saying, then how could she be expected to? Her voice was strong and cold as she said, ‘And my father? What of him?’

‘How is Jud?’ The priest smiled at her and Laura despised him for avoiding her question.

‘He’s dying,’ she said quietly, ‘my father’s dying.’ She turned from him. ‘I have to go now.’

As she closed the gate behind her, Laura heard him call out, ‘I’ll be along shortly. Tell your father, Laura.’

Laura nodded and hurried away, the sturdy heels of her shoes cutting an angry pattern into the thin layer of snow beneath her feet. A short way along the low wall that fronted the church she collected the small, bright girl who had been patiently waiting for her sister’s return.

The priest watched the two young girls as they went away down King Street, and when he could no longer see the bright blue headscarf and well-worn grey woollen coat, or the smaller girl with long flowing fair hair, tightly clasping her sister’s hand, he shook his head slowly, rolled his eyes upwards and murmured. ‘Will you be there when they need you?’ Then with a heavy heart, he made his way back up the path towards the sanctity of his church.

Once out of sight of Father Clayton, whom she felt was watching her, Laura slowed down, but it was only when the small child at her side almost stumbled, that the thoughtlessness of her angry retreat dawned on her. She stopped and looked down on the girl’s anxious face. ‘I’m sorry, Netti. Are you all right?’ she said, pulling the girl into her embrace.

Netti ignored Laura’s question, shook free from her sister’s arms and asked in a firm, accusing voice, ‘Can we go to the canal now?’

‘Oh Netti! I think we ought to be getting back to our dad.’ Laura pictured her father watching the door of his sickroom,  looking for her. But then she remembered that he had stopped recognizing her these last few weeks; indeed, she often wondered whether he even knew that she was there at all. In a way, Laura knew it was a blessing that he wasn’t aware of how his own wife avoided the sight of his wasting away, his diseased lungs gasping for every breath. Ruth Blake was only too willing to let that unpleasant burden fall onto her daughter’s young shoulders, and for Laura’s part, she wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

‘Please Laura, you promised!’

Laura felt Netti’s determined fingers tugging at her own, as she continued towards home. Yet her conscience bothered her. It was true, she had promised to take Netti along the canal; but she begrudged every minute spent away from her father who needed her. However, she was painfully aware of her sister’s needs too. Ruth Blake’s love had shrivelled not only from her dying husband, but from her two daughters as well, and so it was to Laura that Netti now looked for warmth and guidance.

‘Come on then,’ Laura shouted, and the glowing smile of gratitude that greeted her decision was more than reward enough.

Tugging the girl behind her, Laura drew up at the kerb-edge where they waited patiently for the assortment of traffic to trundle past. Then with a shout of ‘Run, Netti!’ they quickly crossed to the far side. Saturday was always a busy day and King Street was a lively thoroughfare of trams, various horse-drawn flat carts and wagons. Countless folk still plied a living by carting and rag-a-boning in Blackburn, and the trusted horses remained a familiar sight. But the more adventurous of the small tradesmen were beginning to desert the old ideas, and it saddened Laura to see the increasing volume of cars and lorries whose belching fumes tainted the air.

Laura and Netti walked almost the length of King Street;  past numerous pubs, which were said to draw more of a congregation on a Friday night than Father Clayton’s church ever did on a Sunday; then along by the devastation that Laura remembered to be a neat little row of terraced buildings before the War; over the bridge that spanned Blakewater, filled now with rubble from the adjacent derelict and since neglected buildings, and onto Brown Street.

The canal and surrounding open fields were a delight to Laura, who hadn’t forgotten the wonderful times before the War, when her father would bring her here; the last time just before he’d gone to be a soldier.

Laura had cried for weeks after his departure and it was only when she was told of Netti’s impending arrival, that she began to look forward with determination to her father’s return. But that was to be years later, and the man who came home after a long torturous confinement in a Japanese Prisoner of War camp, was only a broken shadow of the father she remembered. Yet she loved him all the more, and it was only in these last few months that Laura had been forced to accept that her prayers for his recovery were not to be answered; and that knowledge sorely tested everything she had ever believed in.

At the sight of the open steps leading down to the canal, Netti ran ahead, laughing and shouting with excitement to Laura, who urged, ‘Watch the steps! It’s slippery.’

Sitting herself on a boulder embedded in the snow-covered grass of the bank, Laura watched the sparrows pecking at the isolated patches of bare earth and she sympathized with their busy and futile antics. ‘Poor little things,’ she said out loud. She looked towards Netti, who was scraping up the fast-thawing snow and kneading it into small round balls; some of which she promptly threw into the water and the others she piled into a neat little pyramid. As Laura watched, a great surge of love moved within her. She mustn’t begrudge her  sister’s innocent laughter and joy, for Netti had never known their real father, not the man he had once been. Netti had only ever known the tortured delicate soul in a sick-bed from which he could find no strength to rise.

As she listened to her sister’s bubbling laughter, Laura could vividly remember her own. It was here, to this canal, when she was younger than Netti was now, here to this very spot that her father had brought her, that day before he went away. All that morning they had chatted to thé kindly barge-people, who’d invited them into their small gaily painted houses in the end of their boats. Then she and her father had run beside the great horses along the towpath, watching them pull the barges through the water. It had been a wonderful day and that night when her father had spoken of going away, Laura was enthused by his obvious excitement at what he said was ‘a worthwhile job that must be done’. Neither of them could have envisaged what that ‘worthwhile job’ was to cost him - him and countless others.

Laura pushed the painful thoughts from her mind. It was at the very moment she got to her feet that she saw the dog, a small brown and white terrier. The dog was bounding towards Netti, and close on its heels was a man whom she recognized as a friend of her father’s, now selling papers and rat-catching. The man’s face was a deep purple shade of anger as he waved and shook what looked to be a sack. His voice was angry and hoarse. ‘Yer bloody fool! Come back ’ere or I’ll’ave yer sodding arse!’ As he drew closer, he caught sight of Jud Blake’s two daughters and momentarily looked sheepish. He grabbed the cap from his head and murmured, “Ow do, lasses. My regards to Jud.’

Just then the dog doubled back round in a circle, ran at Netti’s legs, bowled her over, then streaked past Laura, carrying in its mouth what she took to be a rat. Netti got to her feet as Laura ran forward to steady her, and the two of them stood  staring after the dog, who seemed to think it was all some sort of game.

‘Bloody silly cur!’ In spite of his obvious rage, the man looked a comical sight. Ramming his flat nebbed cap well over his ears, he stopped, gasping for air greedily. ‘Five bob! Five bloody bob I forked out for that there dog! Grand rat catcher, I were told! Well, I intend to ’ave me money back, I’ll tell thi!’ His enormously fat belly rose and fell as he shouted. ‘That sodding dog’s no more a rat-catcher than yon lass,’ he nodded towards Netti who, to Laura’s consternation, had started to giggle. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, then pointed to the dog, who had turned in its tracks to race back towards them, and shouted, ‘Look yon! The bugger’s mekkin back!’ He then opened the mouth of the sack, whereupon he proceeded to scrape it along the ground, in an effort to line it up with the approaching animal. ‘Watch out,’ he shouted, ‘for Christ sakes, don’t let the bugger get past yer! You see what the silly sod’s done, eh? Don’t even know what a bloody rat looks like! That’s my prize ferret caught ’atween ’is teeth. I’ll ’ave the bugger fer that I will!’

At that point, everything seemed to happen at once. The man, over anxious to catch the dog in his sack, lost his balance, and with his legs hopelessly entangled in the trailing sack, he fell over. As the dog shot past, Netti began jumping and shouting ‘Go on dog! Go on!’ and in spite of the poor man’s distress, Laura found herself laughing out loud.

‘It’s no bloody laughin’ matter, young Blake!’ The man struggled to his feet and took off in pursuit of both dog and prize-ferret, leaving Netti and Laura to find their way from the canal, still helpless with laughter, and for the briefest of moments, Laura’s sorrow was pushed aside by the rare experience of pure childish joy.

Skirting the busier part of town, Laura took the way past the clutch of cotton mills that stood high on Cicely Banks  and looked down over Blackburn town like monstrous sentries of Victorian times, then on through the narrow ginnel that would take them into Penny Street and home to No 9.

Penny Street was a long snaking cobbled road, flanked by terraces of shops and two-up, two-downers, each with its own identical white-stoned front doorslab at the top of a flight of steps leading down to the cellar; and at the back of each house was a small flagstoned back yard and the privy.

Netti caught sight of a long rope hanging down from the arm of a gas-lamp standard in front of No 9, perhaps left their by some forgetful child. ‘Can I play swinging, Laura, eh?’ she shouted, then without waiting for a reply, she left Laura’s grasp and looped the rope into a seat beneath her. ‘Just a few goes,’ she promised, levering her feet against the lamp-standard to push her weight into a dizzy swinging spiral around and around the metal column.

Laura didn’t reply, but shrugged her shoulders, wondering why it was that two-thirds of Blackburn had been graced with tall elegant columns of new electric lighting, while poorer areas such as Penny Street appeared to have been forgotten.

Pulling at the string hanging in the letter-box, Laura grasped the key which dangled on the end, then glancing along Penny Street, she thought how unusually quiet it seemed. It crossed her mind that folk had probably kept the noisiest of their children inside, as a mark of respect for the ailing Jud Blake. Laura let herself into the narrow front passage and took off her coat and scarf. Then she hurried towards the bottom of the passage, cautiously entering the first of two rooms to the left of the stairway.

The air struck cold as Laura quickly crossed to the small canopied fireplace, where she collected two knobs of coal from the black iron scuttle, placing them onto the dying embers in the firegrate and opening out the damper some way up the chimney. And now the coal caught fire, emitting a degree of  warmth and lending a cheery air to the miserable room which skulked in the dim light from the tall narrow windows, almost smothered by the lace curtains and heavy tapestry drapes.

Laura looked towards the huge bed, its glossy brass surround twinkling like gold in the slit of light that struggled in from the window. That same daylight bathed her father’s face, yet Laura could see no twinkle there. Crossing to kneel beside the bed, she gazed lovingly at the sallow complexion of his lean features and some deep inner instinct told her that he had gone further away from her. She moved the thick brown lock of hair from his forehead and, taking a hankie from her pocket, she wiped away the beads of sweat that covered his brow. He gave no response, and Laura walked to the window where she looked out at Netti, still swinging around the gas-lamp and the whisper of a smile brightened her face. Laura turned back to the room and looked about the parlour.

‘I should hate this room,’ she murmured softly, taking stock of the faded flowered wallpaper and the narrow chest of drawers; upon which rested a huge jug and matching bowl and a neatly folded towel with a bar of carbolic soap on top. Nearer to her father’s bed stood a well-polished sideboard of dark mahogany. It held three clocks; two small mantelpiece clocks of sturdy design and a beautiful tall chiming clock, arched at the top and scooped into dainty little claw feet at the bottom. In the centre of the sideboard stood a magnificent bronze sculpture of an eagle in flight. These things were Jud Blake’s pride and joy. The only other piece of furniture in the room was a rush-seated stand-chair by the head of the bed, on which rested a copy of the Bible, and a half-burned candle securely wedged into a circular brass holder with a hook for carrying. It was a room without hope, and it had about it an air of desolation that flooded Laura’s heart whenever she entered it. She could have hated this room, for she needed to fix her rage and frustration onto something. But then she  recalled all the precious, private hours spent in here with her father, when the two of them would talk until he became too tired to go on; then Laura would tell him things of the outside world, stories that she had gathered from the ‘carting round’ that had been Jud’s and he would listen gratefully, often falling asleep before she could finish them. Those times belonged only to her, and she knew she could never hate this room.

Laura sensed the door opening, and she raised her eyes to meet the disapproving scowl on her mother’s face.

Ruth Blake, even in her condition of advanced pregnancy, was a woman of considerable beauty, with the same wild profusion of auburn hair as the girl whose gaze now met her own. The eyes too were the same deep-speckled amber, but where Laura’s eyes were steadfast and strong, her mother’s were shallow and weak, filled with doubt and fear. Dressed in a woollen calf-length skirt of bottle-green, and a pretty high-necked blouse of paisley print, loosely gathered into the wrists, she boasted a vibrant figure that belied her imminent birthing and her thirty-ninth year. Yet Laura could remember some eight or nine years back, when her mother had dressed not unlike the woman she had seen in the church; her slim straight shoulders draped in a finely crocheted shawl that covered a dress of fitting bodice and full swinging skirt. The memory was a pleasant one, because her mother had been a much happier person then, and life was warm and wonderful. Things were so very different now, and even though her mother was much the same in appearance, if a little older, there was no joy or warmth to light the beauty of her face, and often in her mother’s unguarded moments, Laura had glimpsed a dark expression that portrayed some terrible haunting anxiety, and at those times Laura was filled with inexplicable dread.

Ruth Blake stepped into the room, then suddenly seemed  to become aware of the fact that she and Laura were not the only two people there. Her eyes narrowed, and she furtively glanced towards the bed where Jud Blake lay still as death, his breathing intermittent and rasping. Ruth Blake recoiled from the sight of her husband and stared at Laura, a look of contempt twisting her features. Stepping backwards out of the doorway, she gestured with a pointed finger down the passage and towards the back parlour. She spoke but one word, ‘Out!’ yet the menacing tone of her voice and the wrath that had darkened her eyes, spoke volumes.

Laura looked once more at her father and, satisfied that she could do nothing further for the time being, she crossed the room, and in a moment she had passed her mother to hurry the few yards along the passage into the back parlour. She waited by the one small window that overlooked the outer yard. Retreating footsteps told her that her mother was moving up the passage and towards the front door; then there was the sound of the door being opened, and Ruth Blake’s voice cut sharply into the quietness of the parlour. ‘Netti! Get yourself in here!’

Laura hoped there wasn’t going to be another scene, especially not in front of Netti. But when she heard the determined shrillness of her mother’s voice and Netti’s mumbled eplies, Laura knew that there would be no escape from yet another ugly confrontation.

Setting her slight shoulders in an attitude of defence, Laura sighed, waiting for the imminent verbal whipping, and took strength from the familiar and well-loved things that surrounded her in this room. The small circular table for example, with its drop sides and pretty barley-twist legs, one of two that her father had collected on his first carting round the streets some fourteen years ago. He had sold one, but this particular table he had kept to strip, mend and wax until it was restored to its original beauty. Then he had presented it to his young bride,  as a mark of love and gratitude on the birth of the first child, Laura. The table, draped now in a cream lace cloth, stood in the far corner, a resting place for the round topped wireless that had stood silent these last months. The only light came into the room through the one tiny window and there was a certain hostility about the cold flagstone floor, the faded cream emulsion on the walls, and the glass lamp-shade blackened by the fumes from the coal fire.

To Laura, however, this room was the heart of the house and she loved it. She loved the big black shiny fire-place with its deep side oven, the colourful rag-pegged rug in front of the hearth, and the clothes’ rack high above, ever filled with neatly folded clothes for airing. Laura enjoyed polishing the long narrow sideboard that stood against the far wall, and she even remembered the day some kind person on the carting round had given her father that green cornice cloth, whose big silken bobbles danced and leaped in the heat from the fire. Strange how the cloth had exactly matched the one that covered the huge square table in the centre of the room, surrounded by four hard wooden stand-chairs, and decorated with a pot jardinière containing a large fern plant. Situated on either side of the fireplace were two tall backed chairs of black prickly horsehair and deep rolled arms; the one on the right her mother’s place, and the one on the left her father’s.

It occurred to Laura at that moment that she might never again delight in the familiar sight of her father resting in that chair by the fire, and with the thought came an unbearable sadness that cut deep into her mind, causing her to lose awareness of the present situation. It was only when Netti pulled at her hand that Laura sensed her mother’s presence.

Ruth Blake shook her head in anger, spitting out the words, ‘Answer me, my girl!’ She thrust her face towards Laura’s. ‘And don’t lie, because I’ve already talked to that one!’ She pointed an accusing finger towards Netti, who had run to half  hide behind Laura, and who was now pushing her tearful face deep into the folds of Laura’s skirt.

‘I won’t lie, Mam.’ Laura stood up straight, moving one hand behind her to stroke Netti’s hair in a soothing manner.

‘No, and you’d better not, if you know what’s good for you! Is that right you’ve been to see Father Clayton, is it, eh?’

‘I went to confession. Father Clayton followed me outside.’

At Laura’s words, Ruth Blake’s mouth fell open and in an instant, she raised her hand way above her head, then with a shout of, ‘You little bitch!’ she brought the flat of her hand down in a sweeping arc that thudded hard into the side of Laura’s head. ‘What are you up to, eh?’ She raised her hand again, to swing it with vehemence into Laura’s face; then undaunted by the sudden gush of blood that spurted from Laura’s nose, she demanded, ‘You’ve been talking about me! You have, haven’t you?’ She stood over Laura now, her eyes bulbous and accusing.

‘No Mam! No!’ Laura was shocked and confused, and suddenly afraid for this demented creature that was her mother. ‘Nobody even mentioned you.’

‘Leave her alone! You leave my Laura be.’ Netti had dived from behind Laura, to grasp at her mother’s skirt and shake herself back and forth, swaying them both off balance, the tears borne of fear now replaced by a fierce love and anger. ‘Leave her alone!’ she screamed. ‘I hate you!’

Laura pulled the child away, and clutching her face to stem the steady trickle of blood that now stained her nostrils and mouth, she looked up to meet her mother’s hostile glare, and in a quiet steady voice she told her, ‘Father Clayton just asked after Dad, that’s all.’

‘Well I’ll not have you talking to no priest! D’ya hear me? You’re nobbut fourteen, Laura Blake. You’ll learn to do as you’re told! And in future, I’ll tell you when to burn precious  coal in that sickroom - it doesn’t come free!’

Laura recalled the dampness of the front parlour and the fire almost dead in the grate, and at that moment, she felt nothing but contempt for this woman before her. Yet she didn’t reply. Instead, she drew herself up, took the sobbing Netti by the hand and walked away into the adjoining scullery with as much dignity as she could muster.

The scullery was a cold forbidding place, separated from the parlour by a heavy brown curtain at the door-way. It was some eight feet square, consisting of an old gas-cooker, a single wooden cupboard with several shelves above it, and a deep stone sink beneath the window. Built into the corner was a brick container, housing a copper washtub and closed at the top by a large circular lid of wooden slatted design.

Releasing her hand, Laura reached down to lift her small sister up onto the washtub. Then she washed her face clean, wiped a wet cloth over Netti’s tear-stained face and bent to kiss the shining forehead, saying in a secretive whisper, ‘If you give us a smile, I’ll take you down to the corner pub next Friday and we can stand near the window. Old Peg-Leg Tandy plays the piano of a Friday night. We’d be able to hear right well if we stood right up against the window,’ she nudged the girl’s shoulder playfully, ‘but I don’t expect you’d want to go, would you, eh? Not feeling miserable like you are, and too mean to give us a smile.’

Netti looked up and Laura was gratified and relieved to see a broad grin spread across her sister’s face.

‘What time will we go? Can we stay longer than last time? Will you lift me on your shoulders, so I can see the piano, eh? Will you, Laura, will you?’

Laura reached out to embrace the child before easing her down to the floor. ‘We’ll see,’ she promised, ‘We’ll see.’ There! She hadn’t been wrong; the possibility of listening to Peg-Leg Tandy bashing away at that old piano had brought  the smile back to Netti’s face, just as Laura knew it would. Netti had always had a real appreciation of music, of anything that sang, rattled or whistled. And whenever there was an opportunity, whether it was watching the cymbal clanging of the Sally Army, or standing for hours fascinated by the band in the park, she would think of nothing else. It was said that she got this love of music from her grandma on her mother’s side who had apparently been the only one of the family who had managed to master the pianola with some dignity.

The two girls looked up as Ruth Blake came into the scullery. There was no trace in her features of the rage she had displayed earlier, and when she spoke, it was in a quiet voice, which although it seemed contrite, held the merest suggestion of defiance.

‘Happen I were just a bit sharp,’ she told Laura, unable to meet Laura’s forthright gaze and so fixing her attention on to Netti, who had stepped a pace closer to her sister’s side. ‘As for you, young madam! Another display of that vindictive temper, and mark my words, you’ll not be able to sit down for a week!’

Laura was glad that her mother had come into the scullery, for Ruth Blake was well known for her stubborn pride and it could not have been an easy thing for her to admit that she might have been in the wrong. And now, as her mother turned to leave, Laura realized just how much she loved her. She thought of the child soon to be born, and she thought of its father; her father, lying in the front parlour. A small tight sob strangled her throat and with tears fast in her soft brown eyes, she ran forward to place a loving arm around her mother’s waist. ‘It’s all right, Mam,’ she told her, ‘I’m sorry too.’

Ruth Blake spitefully twisted herself free from the unexpected embrace and stood glowering at Laura’s surprised expression, and through closed teeth she hissed, ‘Don’t you touch me! Don’t you ever touch me!’

Laura visibly cringed beneath the naked hatred in her mother’s wild eyes, and for a moment, there was real terror in her young heart. What was wrong with her Mam? Was it her fault? What had she done?

Ruth Blake snatched the curtain aside and quickly departed, leaving Laura staring after her, not sure what to do next.

‘I want to go to bed, Laura. I don’t want to wait till bedtime.’ Netti’s voice was trembling, and she was obviously afraid.

Laura turned to look at the small figure cowering now against the sink, then in an instant, the child was safe in her arms. And it was painfully clear to Laura that when God had taken her father from them, they would be alone in this world, she and Netti. They would have no one else but each other.

Laura felt more afraid and alone right now than at any other time she could remember, and for a while, as she held and comforted the trembling figure clasped tight against her, the awful heartache she had fought against so valiantly was let loose, to run through her like a tidal wave. And there in the silence of that depressing scullery, with tears of defiance hardening her amber eyes to steel, Laura made a promise. A bitter determined promise to herself, that whatever happened from that day on, she would look to no one else to do what she instinctively knew had to be done. It was up to her and her alone, to provide the love and security that Netti needed, and if it was within her power, she would make it up to her sister for the unhappiness and fear of these last months.

‘I want to go to bed, Laura.’

‘Bed? Already?’ Laura sank to her knees before the child, and lifting both her hands, she tenderly placed them either side of Netti’s head, then smiling into the tired blue eyes, she leaned forward to place a kiss on the sorry little face. ‘All right then,’ she said, in as bright a voice as she could find, ‘you have had a long day and we’ve walked a few miles.’  Then as an afterthought and in a bid to prompt a giggle, she added, ‘But not so far as that man after his best ferret, eh,’ and at the recollection she found herself stifling an impulsive burst of laughter.

But Netti laughed out loud and throwing herself into Laura’s arms, she cried, ‘Oh, I do love you, Laura, I do.’

Laura blinked away the tears that had risen to sting her eyes after Netti’s affectionate outburst, and she got to her feet. ‘Get yourself washed at the sink - stripped to the waist mind! None of your half-measures, and I’ll see you off to sleep with a story. Right?’

‘Right!’ came Netti’s quick reply.

Laura watched Netti as she fled to the sink and proceeded to undo the buttons at the shoulders of her dark blue pinafore dress. Satisfied that Netti would do the job properly, she went out of the scullery and into the back room.

Ruth Blake was sitting by the fire, her hands crossed on the bulge of her stomach and her eyes flat and expressionless as they stared into the flames.

Laura called her twice, ‘Mam, Mam, are you all right?’ There was no response and for a while, Laura stood there, watching and praying that things could be different. She wanted so much to help her Mam; she would have done anything, anything for that stiff unyielding figure to turn towards her now and hold her fast in an embrace. But she sensed in her deepest heart that it would never be.

With a deep sigh Laura left the room to make her way into the front parlour. The brightness of day was already ebbing, shrouding the room in twilight, so Laura went quickly towards the stand-chair by the bed, collected the candle, lit it and placed it on the sideboard, and then put another knob of coal onto the dying embers in the fireplace. Finally she drew the curtains together carefully, so as not to make any sudden or startling sound.

‘Laura, Ruth, is that you?’ The voice was faint and confused, but to Laura it sounded wonderful.

She hurried towards the bed and eased herself ever so gently onto the edge, reached out to take the hand that had proffered itself to her, and whispered softly, ‘It’s me Dad. It’s Laura . . .’

Jud Blake focused his weakening eyes on the girl before him, and he cursed the sickness that was taking him from her. He gazed at the perfection of her heart shaped face; with its aristocratic high cheekbones and round generous mouth. He saw those wonderful amber eyes and the depth of love within them, and he marvelled at the thick auburn hair. Who on this earth would watch over her when he was gone? Not Ruth; no, not Ruth - who had never wanted her. God above, he cried in angry silence, is this your way, to punish the innocent?

‘Dad?’ Laura was deeply disturbed by those empty brown eyes staring at her with such intensity, and yet appearing not to see. ‘Dad, is there anything I can fetch you? Shall I run for the doctor?’ When he shook his head, she asked, ‘Do you want me to fetch me Mam?’

This time he answered, ‘No, lass,’ and just for a moment Laura saw a certain fire in his eyes. Then he whispered, ‘Come here, Laura,’ and raised his arm, and she lay down beside him, a skip of happiness lightening her heart.

Oh, please let him get better, she pleaded to herself, let him get better. Yet even as she begged it of some unknown almighty power, Laura expected nothing, for she had already forced herself to come to terms with the knowledge that he wouldn’t get better. Not now. And the tears that had built up inside her chest like a solid painful lump, rose to tumble from her eyes and to run quickly down her face, onto her father’s hand.

Jud Blake mustered what little strength he had and pulling  her towards him, he murmured, ‘Lord bless you, Laura. You shouldn’t be left to shoulder such a burden.’ He stroked her hair gently, his quiet voice reaching out to comfort her. ‘Shush your crying, little ’un.’

‘Don’t leave me, Dad, please don’t die.’ The plea came as a sob.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he drew her close and for a while, father and daughter took solace in each other’s arms.

Outside, a busy day was coming to a close and the cold February night was growing thick and dark. The familiar sounds of Penny Street threaded their way into the twilight of the tiny parlour; the clip-clop of Shire horses pulling their carts along the uneven cobbles; and the echo of hurrying feet over the flagstones. And Laura thought how unreal it all seemed.

‘Laura, listen to me, lass . . .’ His voice broke away beneath the pain which racked him, and Laura sat up, her watchful eyes encouraging as he went on. ‘You’re some’at very special. I’ve allus known that, ever since the night your Mam birthed you,’ his eyes grew bright from the memory, ‘a strange, beautiful night it were. The moon lit the sky like it were magic. Your poor Mam ’ad a bad time, lass. That’s why she’s allus favoured Netti to you. That’s a cruel thing, but I’ve never been able to alter it.’ His eyes drew on her loveliness, seeking to find peace and comfort to soothe him. ‘It saddens me that I’ll never see you grow to a woman. I’ve allus loved you best of all, and one day, you mark my words, you’ll tek this ’ere tired old world an’ you’ll mek it sing! ‘Cause you’re Laura Blake, my lass.’ The tears he’d been holding back flowed unashamedly down the gaunt lines of his face, as he whispered, ‘I don’t mind dying, lass. It’ll be a welcome release, but as God’s my judge, it pains me most to leave you. Oh,’ his voice petered away, then with new found strength he pleaded, ‘don’t let the warmth in you grow hard and bitter. Sometimes,  when a body has to fight for survival, the best things inside get trampled; don’t let that ’appen.’ His voice grew faint and closing his eyes he sucked in breath with a rasping sound, then in a moment he looked at her again. ‘Your poor tormented Mam’ll be looking to you more an’ more now. She can’t ’elp it, she’s not as strong as you. She’s a leaner, an’ there’ll be times when you wish to God you ’ad somebody to lean on. Oh, you’ve a long lonely way afront o’ you, lass. Life won’t treat you easy, you’ve already learned that, an’ there’ll be enemies, enemies. . .’

The passion of his outburst seemed to have drained him, and he leaned back onto the pillow, his eyes closed, his breathing laboured.

‘Dad!’ Laura’s concern stirred him, and for a while he just gazed at her, his eyes filled with pride and the mask of death already grey on his face.

She could find no words to comfort him, and when he cried softly, ‘I’ve no priest, no priest,’ she soothed him lovingly as one might soothe a child. ‘Ssh, we’ll say the Lord’s Prayer together.’ Settling gently against him, she brushed a kiss over his tired eyes, gathered him into a tender embrace and began, ‘Our Father, which art in Heaven, Hallowed be thy name . . .’ Her small voice was strengthened by that of the dying man’s but halfway through Laura found she was alone in her praying.

She gathered her father closer into her arms, hardly able to utter the words because of the tears flowing down her face into her mouth, and finished, ‘For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever. Amen.’

Long after her father’s frail body had grown cold in the loving strength of her arms, Laura stayed to hold him closer. The little parlour grew black as the night, and the smell of death shrouded the air; but she made no move. This was her father. And she loved him. Nothing can hurt him now, she told herself, nothing ever again can cause him pain. She was  thankful that her father’s suffering was over, but she knew instinctively that her own ordeal was just beginning.

Laura looked up to see Ruth Blake standing in the doorway, and she searched for something in her mother’s face that might ease her awful pain. But there was no unspoken message of love or compassion. Her face was a blank stare, betraying no glimmer of emotion. Then she lowered her head and turned away quietly, closing the door behind her.

In the dim glow of candlelight, Laura stared at the spot where her mother had stood, and in a voice that was strong and firm, she declared, ‘I’ll help her, Dad. I’ll look after me Mam and Netti, and after the birthing, I’ll look after the babby too. I promise.’




Chapter Two

‘What’s to be done?’ Ruth Blake stared hard at her daughter, Laura. Her voice was broken and trembling. The dark eyes, although heavy with sorrow and reddened by tears, were still strikingly beautiful. She continued to stare at Laura, her wild expression hardened into a glare of accusation. ‘You! You and your dad forever whispering! Don’t think I’ve not seen the two of you. Whispering about me, were you?’ Her eyes glazed over as she seemed suddenly preoccupied with a new train of thought. ‘Makes no difference now, we’re all left to fend for ourselves.’

Laura hated seeing her mother like this, but whenever she had gone to comfort her, Ruth Blake had moved quickly away. The message was painfully clear to Laura. Her mother wanted nothing to do with her and for some reason that Laura couldn’t fathom, it was she who was being blamed. And yet she still didn’t know what she was being blamed for.

She spoke up now, her voice deliberately reassuring and belying the fact that she had no way of knowing whether things would be all right for her, Netti and her mother. The new baby would maybe take their minds off the unhappiness that now filled their house, and should be looked forward to. ‘We’ll be all right, Mam,’ she urged her mother towards the armchair, ‘come and sit down. We’ve allus managed, and we’ll manage now. Dad wouldn’t want you crying and worrying.  I’ll look after us, honest. It’ll be all right.’ She was surprised and heartened by the fact that her mother had not shaken away the touch of her hand.

‘Now then young Laura!’ The thin wiry voice pierced the air, as the busy little figure of Lizzie Pendleton bustled towards them, her long dark skirt swishing smartly about wholesome ankles. Turning her hawkish features to indicate the small gatherings in the parlour, she said, ‘Away an’ see to these ’ere folks! Your Mam’s in no fit state to attend them. It’s your place and your duty, my girl, so off you get an’ see to ’em. I’ll tek care o’ your Mam.’ She pulled her mottled shawl tightly about her and fetched a dark scowl to rest on Laura’s face. ‘Go on then!’ she ranted. ‘Take yourself off!’

Laura didn’t care for Lizzie Pendleton, and neither, she knew, did her mother. There had been bad blood between the two women for many years, but the cause of the feud was not common knowledge. Certainly Laura had no inkling of its making. But occasionally, like now, one or the other would make an effort to communicate.

Both women were obstinate and secretive; yet in their outlook they were as far apart as it was possible to be. Lizzie Pendleton, unlike the smart and fashionable Ruth Blake, had clung to tradition and had never deserted the long skirt and shawl of her ancestors. Some six years older than Ruth Blake, she had never married and was well known hereabouts for her quick temper and selfish ways.

Laura resented her taking charge of her mother, and when she spoke it was with a certain degree of rebuke. ‘Mebbe me Mam wants me to see her upstairs.’ Laura looked to her mother for support and confirmation, but none was forthcoming.

‘Don’t stand there gawping, lass!’ Lizzie Pendleton shook her pointed head with its thin scraping of greying hair. ‘Are you looking to aggravate me, young woman?’ she demanded  impatiently. ‘You’ll ’ave to wake your ideas up! You’ve a family looking to you now.’

‘Well, it’ll be nowt new to the lass, Lizzie Pendleton!’ A well-endowed woman beamed at Laura. ‘Laura ’ere’s been the little breadwinner long enough now, I’d say. Can’t see as’ow she needs any lessons in that direction, an’ it’ll be no new experience if folks find a need to look up to ’er, now will it, eh?’ She smiled kindly at Laura, who had recognized the woman as Tilly Shiner, a big-hearted and forthright character from Clayton Street, and she was thankful for the intervention.

‘I’ve not minded,’ Laura told her, ‘and somebody’s to fetch food to the table.’

‘Oh, I know that, lass. Bless you, we all know how proud Jud was to have you for his daughter.’ She smiled quietly. ‘But you’re on your own now.’

Tilly Shiner’s last remark heralded a fresh outburst of loud sobbing from Ruth Blake. Her tormented cries rose above the general murmurs, and Lizzie Pendleton’s tight face scraped a hostile glance over the offender. ‘Tilly Shiner! I shoulda’ thought you’d choose your remarks with a bit more care! Let the poor man’s memory rest with ’im.’ Turning her back with deliberate disapproval, she collected Ruth Blake from Laura’s care. ‘Go on, lass. I’ll away upstairs with your Mam. She needs a bit o’ quiet I’m thinking,’ and casting a sharp raking glance at Tilly Shiner, she chided, ‘Away from tactless remarks!’ And in the privacy of her own thoughts, she added, ‘An’ where I might softly loosen her tongue as to who spawned the child in her belly. For I’ll be hanged if it’s Jud’s.’

Laura looked at her mother as though searching for strength, perhaps for help. But there was no room in Ruth Blake’s private grief; not even for her daughter. Laura marvelled that even in her grief and swathed completely in black, there was no more beautiful woman in this room.

Her careful dark eyes never left Ruth Blake’s downcast  face. But there was no intimate smile or knowing glance to make her feel as though she belonged. Her mother did not look up. Her gaze was vacant; her every thought back in the bleak church yard with her man, a man she had once loved so long ago, a man who had known her failings, a man who had been good to her; a man she had badly wronged. Even the swollen shape of the unborn child she carried seemed to diminish beneath the dreadful guilt which enveloped her.

Lizzie Pendleton guided the bent trembling figure across the parlour, towards the small slatted door which led immediately to a narrow flight of stairs.

The quiet murmur of voices filtered through Laura’s thoughts, as she gazed around the parlour. There was a sadness in her that weighed heavy; but it wasn’t a new experience. It seemed always to have been with her. Watching her dear father struggling to breathe and wasting in long, slow agony had brought a terrible kind of awakening to her young life. She hadn’t minded leaving school early, in order to help support the family. She’d been glad to do so. She didn’t even mind the long hard hours trudging that cart round the streets of Lancashire, until her feet were blistered and her heart sore. She knew her duty, and she would never fail it. Her father had taught her well. But oh, what she would have given to have had things differently. Her thoughts were tinged with a measure of relief; Jud Blake’s suffering at least was over. But somehow, even that thought brought small consolation.

Laura sighed, suddenly conscious of the long narrow sideboard set against the back parlour wall. Yesterday, it had borne her father’s coffin. Today, it bowed beneath the many lardie-cakes, baps and sweet baking, which the women had produced through a long lonely night, while she kept vigil beside the thin wasted remains of her father.

In an effort to shut out the crowding memories, she studied the few remaining mourners that now stood about in small  quiet groups. Her attention was captured by a dark haired young man, who returned her gaze with a boldness.

Pearce Griffin was some five years older than Laura, a good-looking fellow, with deep expressive eyes and an air of arrogance and blatant conceit. He was neither admirable nor reliable in character, being of devious and predatory nature. Yet for some reason she had never understood and that had often caused her some anxiety, Laura found him disturbingly attractive. His father, Parry Griffin, was an old enemy of Jud Blake’s. His stepmother, Molly Griffin, was Ruth Blake’s sister, but they shared no sisterly love. Her absence here today was conspicuous, for she was a loud and vulgar person whom it was impossible to ignore. Laura wondered at the reason for Parry Griffin and his son attending. She hardly believed it to be Parry Griffin’s conscience that had brought him; yet she could see no other reason.

Pearce Griffin was moving towards her now, his stride determined, his manner confident, and at once she felt the colour growing hot in her face. She was angry at her inability to control the wave of excitement that quickened her heart the nearer he came. She made a strong conscious effort to draw her gaze from him, but there was a magnetism about his smile that held her fast.

Mesmerized, she followed his movements as he weaved his way around the mourners to get to her, and Laura thought begrudgingly that there could be no man as handsome as he. He wasn’t unusually tall, but there was something very striking and commanding about the lithe easy way he moved. Like a lion, thought Laura, stalking his prey. His dark brown hair, worn longer than most men, was thick but silky, falling from a natural centre parting to half cover his ears and form a perfect frame for his even features.

When he had come to stand before Laura he said in a low voice, ‘I’m sorry about your dad.’ But Laura sensed the cold  indifference in his voice, and she knew at once that he was not sorry. There was no compassion in those wicked dark brown eyes. They were fathomless and inviting, and Laura felt they could see right through her, to that most secret part. His brows were the most perfect that Laura had ever seen on a man, and the slight arch gave the impression that he was engaged in some private contemplation that amused him.

She offered no resistance as he reached out to cup his hand beneath her elbow, saying, ‘I’ve been sent to collect you.’ He gestured towards the far end of the room, where several faces were turned in Laura’s direction. ‘You shouldn’t be left on your own right now.’ He propelled her before him and Laura, although resenting the intimate touch of his arm around her waist, felt powerless to disengage herself. She wished that Mitch could have come today, but he was deep in the work that had made her Uncle Remmie’s shop such a success. Mitch was steady and reliable, and every bit as handsome in his own way as this arrogant fellow. Why was it then she wondered, not for the first time, that she felt nothing special for Mitch?

‘Oh, I’m not saying as Churchill didn’t know ’is stuff! There’s no denying ’e’s got more titles than I’ve got teeth, but a good leader in wartime isn’t allus as valuable when peace comes.’

‘An’ isn’t the fact that we’d a‘lost the bloody War without him to count in the man’s favour at all?’

‘Oh, aye! But that damned War near sucked this country dry, an’ nigh on two years later, we’re not free on it! No, my own thinking is that Attlee’s the man to see us right.’

‘Well, time’ll tell. Aye, that it will.’

Laura neither knew nor cared about who was best at leading the country. Her thoughts were upstairs with her mother. She wanted to go up there and offer comfort, yet she knew it would not be welcomed.

Raising her eyes, Laura looked at the man who was speaking now. She never knew what to make of Big Joe Blessing. He had been a companion of her father’s before the War, through it, and then afterwards, when he had been a constant visitor to his sickroom. Joe Blessing was a commanding figure, and many was the time that Laura had heard both her father and her mother refer to this fellow as ‘a fine figure of a man, and a good friend’. Tall and proud, with a thick crop of healthy blond hair, a strong military bearing and attractive enough face, Joe Blessing towered above everybody in this little group.

The injuries he sustained during the Second World War were evident in the empty sleeve pinned across his chest, and in the slight limping gait when he walked. Looking at him now, Laura thought how ill at ease he seemed in the navy blue striped suit stretched tight across his muscular body. Strange, she contemplated, looking around the room, how most of these men here today had exchanged one kind of uniform for another. They were all dressed in dark suits of broad lapels and baggy trousers, with those hideous broad stripes and buttoned-up waistcoats. She’d heard Mitch say they were ‘demob suits’, and all some of them had to show for serving their country. A storm of envy rose in her heart. Well, at least they were alive! Her father wasn’t.

‘Aye, that’s Jud to a tee.’ Remmie Thorpe was speaking now and Laura shifted her attention to him. He was a man of kindly countenance in his mid-forties, brother to Ruth, and a fond uncle to Laura and Netti. There was a gentleness about his face that had always drawn Laura to him. He winked cheekily and nodded his head towards her, saying, ‘An’ this ’ere lass is a chip off the old block.’

Remmie’s wife, Katya, some twenty years his junior, stood beside him, a small clinging person with shifty eyes and a nervous disposition. Her china-delicate features and rolled halo of blond hair gave her the appearance of a pot doll.  Dressed in a fitting two-piece of pure wool, with a jaunty narrow-brimmed hat adorning her head, she seemed too precious to be real. She was not one of Laura’s favourites.

‘Penny for your thoughts,’ Pearce Griffin asked Laura.

‘You’d best watch out for my lad.’ Parry Griffin clasped his son’s shoulder firmly and with a disrespectful guffaw of laughter which terminated in a cough, he told Laura, “E’s got a real taste for pretty things like you.’ He turned to look into Pearce’s laughing eyes and added quietly, ‘But the lad’s clever though. ‘E intends to go places does this one.’ He playfully shook his son, and added seriously, ‘Oh aye! This lad’s got a right sharp ’ead on ’is shoulders. An’ that’s what’s needed if you’re to get anywhere these days.’

Parry Griffin was in his late thirties, some five years younger than Joe Blessing, and although he stood almost level with Joe Blessing’s shoulders, his bearing was of much less consequence. His shifty expression seemed to spread through his stocky body, to find outlet in constant fidgeting and shoulder-shrugging. Parry Griffin was his own worst enemy, and found little support when he’d chosen to set himself up in business against the well-liked Remmie Thorpe.

‘It’s a cruel world we live in, young Laura,’ Joe Blessing was saying, and his sad eyes grew pained. ‘Your Dad and me, we set off together, to fight in a war nobody really wanted. There’s not a day or night goes by when I don’t think on Dunkirk; crawling across blood-spattered and broken bodies, deafening guns and whining shells to drive a man crazy!’ The awful memory showed deep in his eyes. ‘What a soldier your Dad was! Brave as a lion and reckless as a twelve year old. Me, I was never so keen, but your Dad . . .’ A small choking sound broke his words, as he sniffled hard and laughed out loud. ‘Both on us inherited souvenirs from that God-forsaken war! Your Dad with his diseased lungs, and me left with a stump for an arm.’ He made no attempt to conceal the tear  that slipped from his eye to trickle down the strong lines of his face. ‘But we walked away from that bloody hell! A lot o’ good lads didn’t. Me and your dad, we’ve been friends ever since, right up to his last breath.’

Laura couldn’t trust herself to speak at that moment; so she swallowed hard and smiled understandingly at the man whom she knew her father had always looked on as a true friend. Joe Blessing was guilty of nothing but kindness, but somehow she had never really taken to him, although she had always managed to hide that fact from Joe Blessing himself.

‘Once Jud made a friend of you, he were allus a friend,’ Parry Griffin shifted from one foot to the other as he gazed round the group, before resting his eyes on Joe Blessing’s face, ‘course I didn’t know Jud for the same length o’ time you did, Joe, being that much younger an’ all. But it were Jud as got me started tatting after the War. Found myself out of a job, not a penny nor a trade to me name, an’ no ideas on ’ow to earn a living.’ The easy smile shifted to Laura, ‘Your Dad told me to go door-knocking. Get yourself out tatting, he told me, get yourself an old pram an’ buy rubbish in. Do it up, then sell it out again! Just like you do now, Laura. It’s a crying shame that your Dad were struck down. The two on us were just beginning to do all right an’ all. Shame that you’re having to start all over again. You know you’re allus welcome to come an’ work for me. What with your sharp brains an’ my experience, we could turn over a tidy penny.’ His voice was quietly persuasive.

‘I do all right, thank you Mr Griffin.’ Although he had married her Aunt Milly, Laura couldn’t bring herself to call him ‘Uncle’; and as for working with him, it had been common knowledge that his relationship with her father hadn’t been as honest as it should have been, and there were those who claimed that he’d never really forgiven Jud Blake for marrying Ruth. It was Ruth he’d always wanted, and marrying Molly,  her sister, had been a poor consolation. But it was all speculation as far as Laura was concerned; she had no time for such gossip. She’d once confronted her father with it, and his denial had been enough for her to dismiss it. Laura continued, ‘I earn enough to keep us, and that’s all we need. Anyway, I work better on my own. But thanks for the offer, Mr Griffin.’

‘I’d like a shilling for every time I’ve tried to tempt the lass to come an’ work in my shop, Parry. But she’ll ’ave none of it,’ Remmie Thorpe wrapped a friendly arm round Laura’s shoulders, ‘and who can blame the lass? She prefers to be ’er own boss - that right?’

Laura nodded gratefully, but the sullenness in Parry Griffin’s watching eyes made her feel uncomfortable. She wasn’t surprised when he turned to attack Remmie’s comments with bitterness. ‘Well, I can’t say as I blame ’er for refusing to work with you, Thorpe!’

Remmie’s sharp response made everyone turn their attention to him. He was facing Perry Griffin; his strong features drawn up into a scowl. ‘You’re a wily bugger, Parry Griffin! An’ that’s a fact. This ’ere lass ’as got the folks o’ Blackburn eating out of her hand! They trusted Jud Blake to treat them fair, an’ they trust his lass, Laura, to do the same! There’s not one o’ Laura’s customers as’d look happy on the lass coming to work for you. If you hadn’t been so fond o’ your gamblin’, you wouldn’t be in danger o’ losin’ your shop now; the very shop as Jud paved the way for!’ The anger in his face was belied by the deliberate calm of his voice. ‘Won’t be long now I’m thinking, afore you’re back on the streets again! But if you’re lookin’ to earn some ready brass, you’d be well advised to stay out of young Laura’s patch.’

‘Uncle Remmie . . .’ Laura didn’t want this, not with her father so fresh in mind; it was no secret that Remmie Thorpe had little time for Parry Griffin. ‘I don’t own the streets of Blackburn. Parry Griffin, Pearce or anybody else come to  that, they’ve got as much right as I have, to tat for custom.’

‘That’s the truth of it!’ Parry Griffin beckoned to his son Pearce to follow him out. ‘If a thing’s there, then it’s there for the taking, eh? And if me or me lad ’ere see the need for taking, then you’ll not stop us, Thorpe! No, I’ll be damned if you will!’

Pearce turned to follow his father, and his parting words were meant for Laura; ‘It’s true my Dad’s about to lose the shop.’ Anger darkened his face as he told her quietly, ‘But we won’t be down for long. I’ll see to that. I do hope though that you won’t need to get hurt in the process.’ A contented smile spread over his face as he moved away.

‘By God! They’re a devilish pair an’ no mistake! Knife their own mother for a shilling, that they would.’ Joe Blessing shook his head slowly.

‘There’s no call for that sort of talk, Mr Blessing.’ Laura’s heart was still too full of her father to tolerate such wrangling.

She looked up as Remmie Thorpe pulled her round to face him. ‘There’s no wonder you’re well liked, Laura, lass. You’ve a sharp sense o’ fairness an’ honesty about you, an’ it’s to be admired.’ His eyes narrowed and his voice took on a menacing tone which frightened her. ‘But be warned by me that loves you like you were ’is own. Yon Pearce Griffin’s tainted with’is father’s brush. He’s a wrong ’un! You be on your guard, lass, or the buggers’ll take the bread from your mouth.’ He shook her firmly. ‘D’you mark me?’

‘I mark you, Uncle Remmie.’ And she did. Because her instincts told her that Remmie’s warning was the truth.




Chapter Three

‘Get yourself off to school, Netti! You’ve less than five minutes afore the tram goes.’ Laura pushed the protesting girl out of the front door, thrusting a package of jam-butties into her hand.

‘Oh, Laura, let me stay home with you, please!’ In these last three weeks Netti hadn’t mentioned the death of her father. Laura had followed suit and avoided the subject. After all, there was nothing to be gained by causing Netti to remember. All the same, Laura couldn’t help a sneaky feeling that Netti was missing her father. No matter, thought Laura now, if she finds the need to talk, I’m here. Tightening the falling slide in her sister’s long fair hair, Laura told her firmly, ‘No! You can’t stay with me. Look, it’s for sure I won’t be doing any more learning.’ For a second her dark eyes looked sad, but quickly brightening them with a smile, she said, ‘So it’s up to you, young ’un. Don’t waste your schooling, Netti. Make something of yourself, for me, eh?’

‘Is Mam going to be all right, Laura? She were crying again last night. I’m allus frightened when Mam starts to cry.’

“Course Mam’s going to be all right, you silly! The birthing’s near that’s all. Go on, off you get, and see ’as you come right home from school. I might need you quick, to run for Mabel Fletcher.’

She watched Netti out of sight, before returning to the parlour and the breakfast things. It didn’t take long to clear the table. There were no fancy breakfasts in this house, nor anything else fancy come to that! She put the last spoon in the drawer, then looked around the scullery to satisfy herself that everything was clean and orderly. The grey flagstones were still shining wet, where she’d scrubbed them, and the makeshift cupboard was wiped and presentable.

Laura relaxed for a while in the deep black armchair that had been her father’s. A warm smile melted the tiredness in her face, as she recalled the night she’d brought the chair home. It was broken and losing its stuffing, but between the two of them, they’d stripped it down, repaired and reassembled it in less than an evening. The heaviness returned to her heart. That had been over a year ago, before the illness had gained its terrible crippling hold.

She missed her father; oh, how she missed him. She hadn’t realized just how much, until these last few days. It seemed as though it was only just beginning to dawn on her. He was gone for good now. She would never look at his dear face again, or hear that soft soothing voice that pleased her so.

Oh, she felt tired. Her mother’s constant complaints and endless demands had wearied her well into the early hours. But she couldn’t blame her mother. The birthing was very near, and the loss of her man played hard on Ruth Blake’s emotions.

The summoning knock on the floor of her mother’s bedroom scattered her thoughts. She fleetingly glimpsed the way things had been, and she recalled that in spite of their poverty, this little house had seen some happy times, secure in a man’s love and pride for his family. Yes, there were things she could always remember and treasure. But they were things of the past, and it was the present and the future that was calling her now.

The muffled sound of the knocking-stick on the ceiling above became insistent, angry. Laura chided herself. Enough of all this maudling! What with her mother swollen like a pea-pod about to burst, and her a good two hours behind her carting, it was high time she got a move on.

‘Where’ve you been? Takes you long enough to climb them stairs!’ Ruth Blake levelled her accusing eyes at Laura. ‘You can’t be going off carting today! You’ve to stay an’ watch me. D’ya hear me, Laura Blake? Somebody’s to stay an’ watch me. Me time’s near. It’s right near, I tell you!’ Her voice trailed away in a rush of sobs, as she buried her tousled auburn head in her palms.

‘Oh, Mam.’ Her mother was right! The time was near, even she could tell that. But if she didn’t go out carting today, there’d be no money to feed them, or pay the rent, let alone pay for the goat’s milk her mother would need. ‘I can’t stay to watch you. But I’ve fixed it for Mabel Fletcher to visit you every now and then. I’ll leave the back door on sneck, so if you need owt, just holler and she’ll come a running.’ She looked with concern at her mother’s scowling face before bending to kiss her. She wasn’t surprised when Ruth Blake resisted, drawing her head deeper into the pillow. Her affection towards her mother, rejected so often, seemed lately to have begun to wither. ‘Don’t fret, Mam. I’ll do the carting in double quick time. It’s going on ten o’clock now. I’ll be back afore you know it. Mabel Fletcher’s at the ready. She knows your time’s near. She’s got everything on hand.’

Ruth Blake emerged from the depths of her pillow. ‘Go on then! Tek yourself off! That’s all you care. Serve you right if I die up here, and the child along o’ me!’

‘You know I’ve to go carting, Mam!’ There was nobody to scrape a bit o’ money in, nobody but her, and if she didn’t do the carting, they’d like as not all starve. But she mustn’t get angry. It would only serve to make matters worse, and she  could do without that! No, her Mam would just have to stop expecting her to be in two places at one and the same time so, collecting the pob-bowl and tea-mug, she said in a firm quiet voice, ‘You’ve everything you want, Mam. Mabel Fletcher’s coming round to get you a bite to eat later on, and she’ll hear you well enough if you shout, or knock loudly with your stick. I’m leaving the scullery door open, it’s only a stride from her back door. So behave yourself and I’ll be back as quick as I can. I shoulda’ been gone ages back, so I’m going now, Mam, all right?’ She looked for a kind response in her mother’s face, but there was none. The expression remained stiff, and disapproving, so Laura left the room, quietly closing the door behind her. Oh Mam, Mam, she thought impatiently, if only you’d talk to me proper.

She hurried down the stairs and made her way out of the back door to cross into the next yard.

Mabel Fletcher had chided Laura once before when she had stopped to knock on the back door, pointing out in no uncertain manner that, ‘There’s no closed doors ’ere, lass! An’ I’ll not ’ave you knockin’ an’ scrattin’ at that door like you was a stranger!’ It was something Laura had never forgotten, yet, pushing the back door open, she still felt the need to tap quietly as she entered the scullery.

Mabel Fletcher was a big spreading woman, with large smiling eyes and a broad happy face topped by a chaotic mess of steel grey hair. As always, she was surrounded by little folk, all tugging at her skirts and loudly moithering for this or that. When Mabel Fletcher caught sight of Laura, she emitted a piercing shriek that sent them scurrying in all directions to hide behind the furniture. All except the smallest, who scuttled beneath her skirt and out of sight. Yanking this one up into her arms, she laughed a low rumble, her ample cheeks pitting with deep dimples. And Laura laughed too as Mabel roared, ‘Little sods! No wonder folks call me old bloody  Mother ’Ubbard, eh?’ She suddenly quietened and asked, ‘Yer Mam’s not started, ’as she?’

‘No. Not yet, Mrs Fletcher,’ and not till I get back, prayed Laura, ‘but she’s carrying on some’at awful about me leaving her. I have to go carting today! She knows that.’

‘You go on lass!’ Putting the child on the floor where it joined the others who were standing quietly now, she shook her head in exasperation, declaring loudly, ‘A body’d think it were ’er first! I’d like a shillin’ for every little ’un I’ve fotched into this ’ere world, I’ll tell you, lass. But I’ve never known such a mard ’un as your mam!’ Catching sight of the defensive look on Laura’s face, she quickly added, ‘I expect it’s losin’ ’er man. That’s what it is, lass, can’t get over it, eh?’ She leaned towards Laura and said with kindly encouragement, ‘You get gone. You’ve money to earn, an’ you needn’t fret, you’ve left yer Mam in good ’ands. I’ll watch ’er like she were me own.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Fletcher. I know you’ll watch her.’

Returning to her own back yard, Laura loaded the split firewood bundles onto the cart. Taking stock of the dwindling pile, she made a mental note that she and Netti would have to collect more logs from the timber yard. And by the look of it, that axe needed sharpening.

She manoeuvered the lumbering wooden cart out onto the cobbled back-alley; then she settled herself between the long curved shafts, and took a firm grip with each hand. Trundling it behind her, she started out towards Preston-New Road, by way of Back Salford. Her Monday route was always the same; up through Preston-New Road, then back towards Remmie Thorpe’s shop, and a few shillings. Preston-New Road often brought good pickings. That was where the mill owners lived. Back Salford, narrow and cobbled, soon lay behind her, home for rats and filth of all descriptions, and frequented at night by homeless lovers and folks of dubious character. Ahead of  her stretched the wide tree-lined expanse of Preston-New Road, where even the air seemed to taste fresher and the sky appeared much brighter.

There were only six houses on Laura’s patch, all along one side and looking out over the grimy depths of Blackburn below. Set well back from the road, they boasted leaded patterned windows, and wide curved doorsteps, decorated on either side by fearsome stone lions or dancing cherubs. Reached by long gravel drives, bordered left and right by green lawns and colourful flower-beds, they were grander than anything Laura had ever dreamed of.

Laura’s first sight of these houses had stirred something in her that she hadn’t even known existed. She craved for the day when she herself could live in such a house. The desire had started as a passing notion which she’d dismissed as fairy-tale nonsense, but then somehow, without her being aware of it, the notion had grown into an ambition, and then into a driving compulsion, the fierceness of which sometimes frightened her. Even though she couldn’t begin to imagine how a poor no-good like herself might achieve such grandness, still it comforted her. It was something to dream about, a goal to believe in.

‘Laura, I’ve been waiting for you. You’re late this morning.’ The tall grey-haired woman approached from the side gate, her fine brows drawn together in a frown. ‘You nearly missed me, you know! I’m going to Manchester to do some shopping.’ She beckoned Laura to follow her.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Enderson.’ She dragged the cart as far as the gate, where she brought it to rest. Rubbing her hands together to restore feeling where the constant grip of the shafts had rendered them numb, she chased after the hurrying figure.

A few minutes later, she stood before the woman in the back of a small outer wash-house. The woman had delved  into a deep wooden box to withdraw a green blouse which she held up for Laura to see. ‘I knew you wouldn’t take offence,’ she said confidently, her sharp eyes taking stock of Laura’s brown threadbare skirt and black woollen pullover, ‘but you’re such a pretty little thing, it does sadden me to see you in those same clothes all the time. There are other things in the box; a coat, frocks and I do believe you’ll find a pair of smart brogue shoes in there as well. They’re not mine. My clothes would probably hang loose on your dainty figure.’ A spread of smug satisfaction gathered on the woman’s features as she informed Laura in a grand voice, ‘I went round a few of my friends. Of course, they wanted to know all about you, but when I explained about your poor dying father, and you left to fend for your family, well, they all contributed something.’ She held the blouse against Laura, cocking her head to one side with a snort of satisfaction. ‘It suits you. Yes, it suits you.’ Ramming the blouse back into the box, she beckoned Laura to the other end of the wash-house. ‘Look,’ she pointed to what looked like a small wooden seat set against the wall, ‘that’s been standing there long enough now. You can take it. It’s an old commode. I had thought to give it to the Old Gentle-woman’s Home, but they’ve sent no one round for it, and I have no intention of taking it there, I can tell you!’

Laura had always thought Mrs Enderson to be a nice woman, a little bit swanky, but not as bad as the rest of the ‘stuck-ups’ who lived along Preston-New Road. Now though, she found herself close to tears. She hated that awful sickly green blouse, and the way Mrs Enderson had made her feel. Fancy asking her posh friends to give something! They owed her nothing, and she certainly didn’t like feeling obliged to strangers who knew all of her business, while she knew nothing of theirs. No! She’d thank Mrs Enderson politely, and she would take the clothes. But they wouldn’t find their way on to her back! She hadn’t offered herself as a charity-case, not yet she  hadn’t and not ever, while the saying was hers.

She realized that for the very first time she was actually reckoning on working for Uncle Remmie. She’d always resisted that before. It wasn’t that she found the idea of working at the shop unattractive. Oh no! She was fond of Uncle Remmie, and she’d always felt comfortable in his old shop. But if she were to take him up on his offer, she’d not have her independence any more. She valued her independence more than anybody could guess, and it was that she didn’t want to give up.

‘Thank you Mrs Enderson. It was right kind of your friends to think on me.’

‘That’s perfectly all right, Laura. We’ve got to dip in our pockets now and then, to help those less fortunate than ourselves.’ She turned her back on Laura, calling out, ‘Make sure you fasten the gate on your way out.’

For a while Laura just stood there, her lovely dark eyes sad as she gazed dreamily at the house and garden. There was a stone ornament in the middle of the back lawn, shaped like a boy holding up a round table. From where she stood, half-hidden by that lovely tree whose branches scraped the grass, she was able to watch the birds as they grabbed at the food on the table. It made her feel happy and sad all at the same time. She looked back to the house and the lovely pink floral curtains at the kitchen window, then across to the flagged area and the numerous pots of flowers scattered about.

She couldn’t look anymore. Acting like a silly fool! Fancy thinking I could ever live in a place like this! Not for the likes o’ me, is this. Stop your dreaming Laura Blake; there’s work to be done, and folks at home counting on you!

When she finally pulled her cart out of Preston-New Road she had very little to show. There had been no answer at three of the houses, and the other two had, ‘Already given to a young man. Thought you weren’t coming today, not like  you to be late.’ So apart from a hall table with one leg missing, and two leather-bound volumes of Stately Homes of England, the week looked set for a bad start. But she couldn’t grumble. She had been late, and if Pearce Griffin had beaten her to it, then she’d just have to bear the losing, and get herself out on time of a morning.

Clayton Street might have been a million miles away from Preston-New Road. A narrow cobbled alley with tightly packed rows of thin grubby doors that opened straight out onto the pavement, it was noisy, dirty, swarming with people, but wonderfully welcoming. The women, all turbanned, laughing or talking, and nearly all pregnant, were busy white-stoning the steps, washing the windows, or watching young ’uns, who spent their days sitting on the kerbs with sugar butties; sailing matchstick boats down the gutters; and dropping loose stones into the stinking drains.

‘Hey up!’ Smiling Tilly Shiner was the first to spot Laura and her cumbersome cart. ’It’s young Laura!’

‘Tongue ’anging out for a brew, I expect.’ The broad-faced Belle Strong waved a fat dimpled arm towards Laura. ‘Get your arse into my kitchen, young ’un!’ she shouted coarsely, her numerous chins waggling and bright round eyes laughing. ‘Leave yon cart agin the kerb. They’ll ’ave it filled in no time, lass!’

Laura was glad of the chance to free herself from the shaft. There was no pleasure to be found in dragging that cart along the cobbled back streets. Not that the odd articles she’d collected today were anything like a weighty load, but the wooden cart was heavy to pull after a while, tugging at her arms and stretching her back till she thought she couldn’t walk another step. As she brought the cart to a halt outside Belle Strong’s house, the women had already started bringing their contributions out to fill it.

‘Good pair o’ clogs ’ere, lass,’ Tilly Shiner held out a pair  of brown iron-clad clogs for Laura’s inspection, ‘the ol’ fella, well, ’e ’int got no use for these ’ere. Don’t wear clogs like they used to. Shame! But Remmie’ll likely find a customer as can’t afford no fancy shoes, eh?’ She then produced a white enamel pot. ’Piss-pot ’ere an’ all! ‘Appen worth ha’penny to somebody. One thing’s for sure, lass, it’ll not do any good sittin’ i’ my back yard!’ She pointed to the bundles of kindling wood lying in the cart. ‘D’you reckon these ’ere bits is worth two bundles, eh?’

Laura smiled gratefully. “Course they are!’ These folks hadn’t got much, but they always managed to sort out a few things that Remmie might see fit to take from her; though truth be told, she couldn’t see him forking out good money for that pot. But she’d not offend Tilly’s good nature by refusing it. Still, the old folks still swore by the use of clogs, and like as not they’d fetch two bob.

Following Belle Strong’s instructions, and leaving the women to the cart, Laura made her way into the narrow parlour – a deal smaller than the one in No 9, Penny Street - but cosy and welcoming for all that.

‘Folks ’ereabouts ’ave allus ’ad a soft spot for your dad, bless ’is ’eart an’ may the good Lord welcome ’im! No, there’s not one o’ these lasses as ’int ’ad a kindly word from Jud Blake, when their menfolks ’adn’t the work.’ Belle gestured for Laura to sit at the table. ‘Sup the tea while it’s warm. I’ve’ad that bloody kettle on and off sin’ two hours back!’ She slurped noisily at her own pint mug. ‘Might ’a thought as you’d forgotten us,’ a broad smile exposed the blackened teeth, ‘but we know better, eh? Monday morning’d show a strange kind o’ face without you an’ yon cart.’

Laura had a particular soft spot for this little woman. There were no fancy airs or back-biting habits about Mitch’s mother. Nor any about Mitch, she mused, and felt irritated that Remmie’s assistant had infiltrated her thoughts.

Belle Strong was a familiar sight about the streets of Blackburn. Measuring less than five feet high and packed solid like a little round ball, she was surprisingly active and agile. Her age was not known, and when quizzed on it, she would simply reply, ‘twixt fifty and sixty!’

There was something very pleasing about this busy woman, always wrapped in an oversize floral pinnie with huge pockets invariably bulging from the paraphernalia kept in them. Her features were well-padded and ever cheerful, and her brownish grey hair always rolled into a thin scraggy halo. She was a good neighbour and had shown herself to be a true friend.

‘Netti was playing up this morning,’ Laura sighed as thoughts of her younger sister plagued her mind. ‘Since Dad . . . died. . .’ Even now, it hurt her to say that. ‘She’s got into her head that she should go tatting with me, instead o’ going to school, but she’ll not come tatting! She’s to make some’at of herself, Belle. Oh, I so much want Netti to do well at school. You know I liked school. I liked the learning and thinking. But I were never clever, not like Netti is. She’ll not waste it either! I’ll watch out for her and my Mam. She mustn’t bother her head about anything!’ It was a craving of Laura’s, to see Netti high up in the world. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to that end, and somewhere in the back of Laura’s mind she believed that Netti’s mark in the world would be in the field of music. Well she would help her. She would help her in every way she could, when times got better. And they would, they would!

Now, as she spoke to Belle, the conviction in her heart spilled out; ‘Our Netti’s to leave the worrying to me!’

The look of sorrow in the older woman’s eyes was too fleeting for Laura to glimpse, but it showed in her quietened voice as she told the girl; ‘The lass’ll not let you down, Laura. She’s a good little thing, an’ Lord knows, she loves you. Your dad med a lot o’ friends; well, they’re your friends  now lass, an’ they’ll see you right.’ A tear sparkled in her eye as she clamped a chubby hand over Laura’s. ‘We ’int got much, but we’ll allus watch out for them that’s been good to us.’ She slurped quietly on her tea, her eyes fixed thoughtfully on Laura’s face as she churned something over in her mind. Then she spoke; ‘Yon Pearce Griffin’s been out on the streets this morning. ’E got a right roasting from these quarters, I can tell you! Offered folks money ’e did! Huh! A grand shop like them Griffins own, prime spot an’ all. Well, they should wake their ideas up an’ that’s a fact It’s an easy road down’ill, but a slippery one back up, eh? Offering money indeed! That lad knows full well as any bits an’ pieces kept down Clayton Street, are kept for Jud Blake’s lass, an’ there’s no need to talk o’ money! What scraps us folks sort out ’int worth but measly coppers, ’e knows that well enough!’ She set her chin hard into the bulge of her waggling throat. ‘After tekkin’ the shirt off yer back, that’s ‘is little game, lass, an’ you’ll do well to watch that one! Teks after ’is dad ’e does.’

Laura was grateful for the concern her dad’s old friend was showing; but she felt it was unnecessary. Pearce Griffin’s father got little from his shop, and it wasn’t for her or anybody else to starve anybody out of earning a living. ‘Blackburn’s a big place, Belle,’ she said reassuringly, ‘there’s streets that I’ve never seen, as might be glad of a tatter to clear their stuff away.’

‘Aye lass, that might well be! But yon Pearce Griffin ’int concemin’ ’imself wi’ them streets! ’E’s on your tail, following the streets as’ve allus been yours an’ your dad’s afore you.’

‘But they were streets as my dad followed with Parry Griffin, and his son has just as much a right to take them up, as I have.’

‘No, lass! The lad’s father gave that right up, when ’e went off to open ’is shop.’ A deep scowl hardened her face. ‘Deserted your dad ’e did! Used ’im, then deserted ’im!  Travelling the right road now, though, eh? Gambling an’ booze ’ave ’im by the bloody throat! No more than ’e deserves!’

‘Haven’t seen Mitch lately, Belle, he’s all right isn’t he?’ Laura felt the need to change the subject. She knew there’d been something bad between her dad and Pearce’s father. She’d always been wary of that, even though her dad would never talk about it. But she couldn’t believe that Pearce would deliberately set out to ruin her, because of something that might have happened years ago. No, Pearce was maybe strong-headed and ambitious, but that wasn’t enough for her to condemn him.

‘Changing the subject, eh lass?’ Belle Strong laughed out loud. ‘Shrewd! That’s a bit o’ yer dad . . . ’e could be a sly one, could your dad. All right then, lass. You’ve a right ’ead on your shoulders. ‘Appen you’ll best tek care o’ your own affairs.’ She struggled out of the chair, collected Laura’s cup and ambled towards the scullery. ‘Mitch’s doing fine. Oh,’e’s a grand lad, is my Mitch. Remmie’s allus telling me ’ow the lad is like ’is right arm in that shop.’ She lowered her voice as she came back into the parlour.

‘Our Mitch could show Pearce Griffin a thing or two. Right proud I am o’ that lad.’ A thought seemed to cross her mind suddenly. ‘Won’t be long now afore yer Mam’s birthing, will it?’

‘No.’ It had been on her mind ever since she’d set out that morning, causing her to miss out Rosamund Street altogether, which would show when the cart was unloaded. ‘I’m just on my way home now.’ She rose and walked towards the door. ‘Thanks for the tea Belle.’

‘Hey up, lass!’ The little woman scurried round the table, her long skirt caught up in two chubby fists. ‘I nearly forgot! Yon Joe Blessin’ fotched himself in ’ere this morning.’ Her tight little mouth set itself into an irritated tut. ‘Lord only knows what’s got into that one. I expect it’s sittin’ at ’ome on ’is own all day, frettin’ an’ broodin’! I telled ’im to get out an’ find some’at to do! But ’e’s not in ’is right-thinkin’ mind at the minute, poor soul. That bloody war’s got a lot to answer for, but I expect ’e’ll pull ’imself together, eh?’ Aware of Laura’s hurry to get home, she told her quickly, “E’s asked you to call in, lass. Got some’at as ’e reckons you could mek a few coppers on.’ She pushed Laura towards the front door. ‘Go on lass! Leave the cart ’ere. I’m sure it’s nowt too big to carry.’

Laura had already passed Joe Blessing’s house on the way in, expecting to see him on the doorstep as usual on a Monday morning, but when he wasn’t, she’d put it down to the fact that she was late, and he’d probably made off towards the pub.

When he opened the door, Belle’s reason for concern was very apparent. The sight of his unshaven face and scruffy appearance shocked Laura.

‘Hello, Mr Blessing, Belle said you had some’at wanted taking away?’ The bleary eyes focused to recognize her. ‘Is that young Laura, eh? Come in, lass, come away in.’

She stepped into the front passageway, the immediate smell of stale booze and damp air filling her nostrils with such pungency that it almost made her vomit. ‘I haven’t much time, Mr Blessing. I’ve to get back to me Mam.’

‘It’s all right, lass,’ Joe Blessing passed her, his thick heavy frame leading the way to the back parlour. ‘It’ll not tek a minute. I’d a’ fotched it to Belle’s ’ouse for you, but it needs a young ’un like you, to get it from the shelf where it’s sat these long years.’ He pulled a small table towards the wall, and pointed to a high shelf. ‘Up there, lass. There’s a big old meat plate, been there long as I can remember. ’Int doing anybody a bit o’ good lyin’ up there. Get it down, lass, an’ tek it away. It’ll ’appen fotch you a few coppers.’ His voice trailed away, and Laura thought he was crying. ‘Your  dad, well, ’e were my best pal!’ He coughed loudly, and the spittle from his lips sprayed the air, as he gripped her arm. ‘Stand on this ’ere table, you’ll reach it easy, then. But don’t drop it, mind!’

Laura felt uncomfortable. Something didn’t seem right; Joe Blessing had changed. She didn’t want to admit it, not even to herself, but she felt frightened. But what was there to be frightened of? Joe Blessing had been a good friend to her dad. He was only concerned to help Jud’s family.

She clambered up onto the table, then standing on tip-toes, she ran her hands along the shelf, until the hard edge of the plate touched her fingers. She was so engrossed in manoeuvering the plate from the shelf that the increasing pressure of Joe Blessing’s grip on her ankles didn’t alarm her straight away.

It was when she had the huge blue and white plate safely in her hands, and attempted to pass it down to him, that she found difficulty in moving. Bringing her startled glance down to his upturned face, she asked him in a deliberately calm voice, ‘Take the plate, Mr Blessing, please.’

The bleary eyes had grown wide with a haunted look that made him appear almost demented, and the long broad fingers around her slim ankles now moved menacingly along her shapely calves. He didn’t speak, but just looked up at her, his mouth open and eyes narrowing until she could hardly see them.

‘Let me down,’ she demanded, the nervousness within her now evident in the sharper tone of her voice. But still he made no move.

‘Laura! Laura! Where are you, lass?’ Belle Strong’s agitated voice cut the brooding air, as they both turned to greet her rushing, breathless figure. ‘Oh, lass! You’ve to tek yourself’ome this very minute. Mabel Fletcher’s lad’s come lookin’ for you. Your Mam’s asking for you, she’s in a bad way.’

Laura felt physically sick; although she couldn’t be sure  whether it was Belle’s news, or the result of Joe Blessing’s strange behaviour. She held the plate towards him. Without looking at her, he collected it and laid it on the table by her feet. Then, looking downwards, he shuffled to an armchair, and sank quietly into it.

‘Come on, lass!’ Belle reached out to help Laura down from the table. ‘Leave the cart an’ all. I’ll get Mitch to tek it to Remmie’s in the morning. You’ll need to run, lass, run all the way! Things must be worrying, ’cause Mabel Fletcher don’t often want to send for the doctor, but yer Mam’ll ’ave none on it! She’ll not ’ave no doctor! Keeps screamin’ as it’s your place to be there! Lord ’elp us! As if you ’int got more than enough on yer plate, you poor little bugger.’




Chapter Four

When Laura turned into Penny Street, her lungs felt near to bursting and deep inside her troubled heart, she was afraid. All the way home she tried without success to shut out the insistent thought that kept creeping into her mind. Suppose her Mam died? Oh God! She mustn’t let such terrible thoughts frighten her. Her Mam was strong. She’d had two babies already, so there was nothing to be afraid of. But supposing this time was different? Everybody knew her Mam hadn’t been the same since losing her man. There’d been days on end, when she would lock herself up in the bedroom, not talking, unless it was to attack Laura with vicious abuse.

She’d never realized before just how long Penny Street was. The line of terraced houses and the military precision of the old gas lamps seemed to stretch endlessly before her, as she hurried along, half-running, half-walking to ease the sharpness of the jagged pain in her breast.

She was only vaguely aware of the odd groups of murmuring women, all of whom called out encouraging remarks, urging her that, ‘she wasn’t to worry’, or ‘she knew where to come if she wanted owt’. Her gratitude was automatic, but her thoughts were up in that bedroom, with her mother.

The front door was open, and as she pushed herself past  the huddle of women whose joy it was to appoint themselves guardians, the unearthly scream which came from Ruth Blake’s bedroom brought immediate silence.

Her mouth dry with fear, and all manner of thoughts bursting in her mind, Laura ran up the narrow flight of stairs. Pausing only long enough to compose herself so as not to alarm her mother, she pushed open the door.

The familiar portly figure of Mabel Fletcher was standing over the bed. She turned seriously towards Laura, gesturing for her to stay where she was. Then reaching down, she collected the blood-spattered child by its tiny legs and holding it upside down, she proceeded to slap its bare buttocks with unusual vigour.

Laura held her breath. The silence was ominous, broken only by the low sobbing of the woman in the bed. Something was wrong! Laura felt deeply disturbed; but she couldn’t accept that the baby was dead. But it wasn’t crying! Through tear-filled eyes, she looked at her mother’s face. The sobbing had stopped, but the eyes seemed dead, wide open and staring vacantly.

Mabel Fletcher sharply slapped the baby’s buttocks, time and time again, until Laura felt each blow as though it was being delivered to her own skin. Then, when sweat and tears were running down the homely woman’s face, it happened. The baby cried. The small thin voice pierced the air, weak at first, then lustily as though protesting against the battering it had received.

‘Lord love an’ bless us.’ Mabel Fletcher could say no more. Grasping the new-born babe to her heart, she opened her arm to enfold Laura, who had almost collapsed with relief at hearing that wonderful cry. The two of them almost crushed the child between them, their joy equally as enthusiastic as the child’s loud anger.

‘Right then, lass, I’d best get your Mam washed an’ comfy.’  She nodded towards the new-born babe. ‘Like to wash this little mite, would you? It’s another little lass.’

Laura didn’t know how to thank this dear woman, who’d saved her new sister’s life. There was nothing she could say just now. Her heart was too full of the wondrous thing she’d just witnessed. Wiping the tears from her eyes, she held out her arms, as Mabel Fletcher lifted the naked child towards her. It was only then she realized why her mother had screamed with such terror; and why Mabel Fletcher had looked at her with unspoken concern. The baby’s right arm was hideously deformed. There was no forearm, and the tiny hand was fixed to the elbow at a peculiar angle, the minute fingers perfectly formed.

It was a terrible shock. She hurt inside; not for herself, but for this tiny little creature who was undeniably beautiful, and who had fought for its right to live in a cruel world.
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