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About the Book

When Eve and her sisters are orphaned and become homeless, a lecherous neighbour befriends the girls.  To escape his clutches, they journey to Gateshead for the hirings at the Michaelmas Fair but no one wants them.  The spectre of the workhouse looms but then Caleb Travis, a young innkeeper from Washington, takes pity on them.

Eve vows to repay Caleb’s kindness and works tirelessly at the inn while keeping her sisters out of trouble.  She finds herself falling in love with Caleb, but he only has eyes for the wayward Mary.  Tragedy forces Eve to leave Washington and make a new life for herself.  Too late Caleb realises what he’s lost and that the woman he loves may be gone from him for ever . . .






  



  



For my darling Mum. I know you’re in a better place but I miss you more than words can say. You were the best mum in the world and such a special lady, with the biggest heart of anyone I’ve met. Give Dad a kiss for me, precious one.

And my Pippa, such a beautiful and faithful dog and so tolerant and gentle. It’s not the same without your doggy smiles and dear old face.




Author’s Note

A certain amount of artistic licence is necessary with a story such as Eve’s, but where possible actual events have been recorded as faithfully as possible. For example, the pit disaster which begins the story occurred on 16 February 1909 and claimed the lives of 168 men and boys. The miners’ local inspector, Frank Keegan, was acclaimed a hero for his part in rescuing twenty-six men; for any football fans, he was the grandfather of Kevin Keegan. Likewise, the hirings which took place at the annual Michaelmas Fair did happen. Folk were lined up like cattle at the market and inspected in much the same way.

For any of you who lament ‘the good old days’, spare a thought for the working class in the early twentieth century. Having said that, they could teach us a thing or two nowadays!




 

Love suffereth long and is kind.

1 Corinthians, 13:4




PART ONE

1909 – The Departure




Chapter 1

The moment Mrs McArthur from next door burst into the kitchen without even knocking once at the back door, she knew. A few seconds before, she had heard a man’s voice in the McArthur’s back yard shouting for Mr McArthur, and something in the tone had caused her hands to still on the dough she was kneading.

‘Eve, lass. There’s been a fall an’ they reckon it’s a bad one. Your da and the lads are down, aren’t they? Quick, hinny.’ Mrs McArthur didn’t wait for a response but flew out of the house as fast as she had arrived.

The door hadn’t closed behind the little woman before Eve was scraping the dough off her hands and pulling off her pinny. She ran into the hall without stopping to wash her hands, grabbing her coat and hat from one of the pegs on the brown painted wall.

When she opened the front door she saw people running in the direction of the pit, men pulling on their jackets and caps as they went and women carrying babes in arms with little ones hanging on to their mothers’ coat-tails. In spite of the number of folk, an eerie quiet prevailed, only broken by the odd person or two banging on a front door to alert a friend or neighbour. If there was panic, it was of the numb, fatalistic kind.

Eve joined the tide heading for the pit gates, doing up the buttons of her coat as she went. She passed one or two women standing on doorsteps, and outside the corner shop a small group had gathered, not talking, just watching. All their faces reflected the same thing, silent pity laced with thankfulness it wasn’t their man or child trapped hundreds of feet under the ground. This meant their menfolk worked at South Moor Colliery or even the West Shieldrow pit a mile north-west, not that one pit was safer than any other.

On reaching the colliery gates Eve joined the swell of people which was being added to minute by minute as word of the disaster spread. She saw Mrs McArthur and her married daughter, Anne Mullen, standing close together and she edged towards them. Anne had only got wed three months ago in November and Eve’s eldest brother had been best man. As she reached them, Anne noticed her and reached out to grip her hand. ‘Your da and Frank down, lass?’ she murmured, her face chalk white.

Eve nodded. ‘And William. He’s just been made a hewer and they put him with Da and Frank.’ The week before, William would have been doing repair work and therefore on a different shift. She remembered how pleased he had been when the deputy had said he could join his father and brother; the repair shift worked longer hours for a smaller basic wage than the hewers. She bit hard on her bottom lip to stop it trembling.

She had always been frightened this day would come. The West Stanley Colliery, or Burn’s pit as it was known locally, had been the scene of an explosion over twenty years before and had taken the lives of her maternal grandfather and his three sons. Her parents had just got married at the time and they had taken in her grandmother, there being no other menfolk left. Grandma Collins had lived with them until the day she died, two years ago, and four years after the fever had taken Eve’s mother. Eve had loved her grandma but the old woman’s stories about the pit had regularly given her nightmares.

A snowflake drifted aimlessly in the bitterly cold air and somewhere behind her a woman said, ‘We’re in for a packet, you can smell the snow coming,’ before becoming silent again.

Her grandma had viewed the pit as a live entity, Eve thought, her eyes fixed on the yard beyond the gates which fronted the lamp house and the first-aid post, the colliery office standing behind them. Her grandma had always maintained the pit was capricious at best and malevolent at worst, delighting in playing a deadly game with the men and boys who came to plunder its black gold. Certainly Burn’s pit seemed no more inclined to give up its wealth than the other five collieries dotted about in the town of Stanley on the western edge of the Durham coalfield.

‘Don’t worry, pet.’ Mrs McArthur turned to her, patting her arm for a moment before her eyes returned to the yard where her husband, along with the rest of the rescue team, were ascending the two flights of steps leading to the cage which would take them down into the bowels of the earth. ‘Your da an’ Will an’ Frank’ll be all right. It might not be as bad as they think, you never can tell.’

‘You think so?’

The desperation in Eve’s voice brought the older woman’s eyes to her again. ‘Aye, aye,’ she said ‘Don’t fret.’ And then she glanced at her daughter over Eve’s head. Her look, had it been put into words, would have asked how much bad luck the Baxter family could be expected to bear. First the pit taking all the Collins menfolk years ago, and with Peter Baxter having been brought up in the workhouse as an orphan there was no kin on Eve’s da’s side. Then poor Molly, Eve’s mam, dying of the fever like that before her rightful time, and old Ma Collins following two years ago which meant the running of the house was thrust on the shoulders of this little lass at her side, and her only eleven at the time. For sure, the lass hadn’t had much schooling since then till she had officially left at Christmas when she was thirteen. And it was no good the School Inspector coming round shouting the odds in such cases, they turned a blind eye if they had any sense. With her da and two brothers to wash and cook for and her sisters to see to, the bairn’s place had been in the home.

It was several hours later before news filtered through to the men, women and children at the pit gates, and then it was as bad as it could be. The explosion which had ripped through the coalface, snapping the props holding the roof like matchsticks and blocking the inroads and outroads to the section, had resulted in nearly two hundred men and boys being trapped below millions of tons of rock, coal and slate. The rescue teams were going to have their work cut out and it would be a long job, no doubt about it. Everyone knew what that could mean. Fatalities. Lots of them.

Eve watched as Anne clutched at her mother. ‘He might be burnt, Mam. Doug might be burnt or gassed or—’

‘Ssh, our Anne. Don’t talk like that.’

‘I can’t bear it if anything happens to him. An’ our Larry . . .’ Her voice broke. ‘Our Larry could be hurt an’ all.’

‘That’s enough, lass.’ At the mention of her son who had been working alongside Anne’s husband, Mrs McArthur’s face had twitched. ‘The best place for you is home if you’re going to talk like that, now then. It’s no good thinkin’ the worst, that don’t help no one. Your da’ll find them an’ bring ’em up, you know he will.’

Turning to Eve, Mrs McArthur’s face softened. ‘Why don’t you go home an’ all, hinny? You can’t do nowt here an’ Nell an’ Mary’ll be back from school any minute. I’ll come an’ fetch you if I hear owt.’

Eve nodded. The crowd was not as large now as it had been at eleven o’clock that morning. Women had had to return home when children had become so cold they had begun to cry, and since the snow had begun to fall in earnest more had left. She herself was frozen to the marrow. When she tried to walk she would have fallen but for kind hands catching her as she stumbled.

Slowly and stiffly Eve retraced her footsteps. Once clear of the colliery she made for Clifford Road which led on to Murray Street where she lived. The house was a two-up, two-down terrace in a street identical to its neighbours and exactly the same as other clusters of streets built round the remaining five collieries at different points of the town. Probably as a result of the proximity of the six pits, Stanley had grown over the years and become much larger than the normal pit village but remained just as dirty. Smut and grime coated every building and the pavements and back ways bore evidence of the jet-black phlegm the miners spat to clear their sooty lungs. Today, though, with the snow settling thick and glittering like diamond dust in the dull light, the town appeared almost clean for once. The bitter cold even managed to dilute the smell from the privies in the back yards. These were full to brimming and due to be emptied the following day by the scavengers with their long-handled shovels.

Eve approached the house by way of the back lane. No one in the family came home through the front door and even in time of crisis the unwritten rule held. She pushed open the rickety wooden gate into the back yard and passed the brick privy and the small washhouse-cum-coalhouse next to it.

The back door, like that of any other in the neighbourhood, was never locked, and she stepped straight into the small scullery off the kitchen. Facing her was an old wooden chair without a back, on which boots were cleaned, and above this a row of pegs hung. In this confined space her father and brothers stripped off their filthy pit clothes each evening, whatever the weather, and washed in the tin bowl waiting for them on the backless chair which Eve had filled with warm water. When they had dressed in their spare set of clothing hanging on the pegs and come through to the warmth of the kitchen, she would take the pile of trousers and jackets out into the back lane and beat the coal dust out of them. Then they would take their place on the pegs ready for the next shift.

Eve paused, her eyes on the pegs. The sick fear she had been battling with throughout the long hours at the pit gates rose to the fore. They had to be all right, they had to be. Anything else was unthinkable. She crossed her arms over her middle as though she had the stomach ache, swaying slightly as she closed her eyes and prayed a frantic prayer consisting of muddled words and phrases. Her da, her lovely da. And Frank, he was only twenty-one, and William just eighteen.

After a few moments she raised her head, an inner voice telling her she had to be strong. She wanted to lay her head on her arms and give vent to the tears which had been choking her all day but she must not. She must not cry. If she cried, it would mean there was something to cry about and she didn’t know that yet. She mustn’t tempt fate.

She wiped her feet on the old cork mat, opened the scullery door and stepped up into the kitchen. Immediately the warmth from the range washed over her and again, as she glanced round the room, she wanted to cry. The open fireplace with its black-leaded hob, the oven to the right and rows of pans to the left, the gnarled wooden table covered with oilcloth beneath which six hard-backed chairs stood, the long wooden settle and her father’s ancient armchair to one side of the fire – all took on a poignancy which she would have termed silly only yesterday.

She took off her hat and coat and threw them on the settle. The room was dark, the light almost gone even though it was only mid-afternoon. With the weather worsening outside, she lit the two oil lamps before seeing to the range fire which had nearly gone out.

The dough was ruined. She stared at it. But it would suffice for stottie cake, she couldn’t waste it. She’d intended to make a pot pie for dinner with the steak and kidney she’d bought from the butcher the day before, but there was no time for that now before the girls got home. She’d make one tomorrow. Her da and the lads would likely need a good hot meal once they were home. For tonight Nell and Mary would have to be content with the last of the bread from yesterday, along with the remainder of the cheese and chitterlings. She had some pork fat on the slab in the pantry too, they could dip the bread in that if it was too dry. Tonight would have to be a make-and-mend meal, as her mother had been wont to say on the occasions she’d spring-cleaned.

Mam, oh, Mam.

The longing for her mother’s arms about her hadn’t been so fierce in years. Quickly she busied herself with practicalities. Taking the big black kettle from the hob she went into the scullery and out into the back yard, gasping as the cold and snow hit her. After filling the kettle she returned it to the hob. The fire was now blazing but she stoked it up still more, putting plenty of coal on. Her father and brothers being miners, coal was never in short supply.

Returning to the yard, she filled the scullery bucket with water. If the tap froze it took ages to melt with bits of burning paper pushed up the spout and experience had taught her that a full bucket was the minimum required for cooking, drinking and washing.

The kettle was boiling and the table laid for tea when her sisters came running into the kitchen ten minutes later.

‘Hey, hey, hey!’ Eve stopped them, pointing to their snowy boots. ‘Wipe your feet, both of you. What do you think the mat’s for in the scullery?’

‘Is it true?’ Nell, who was two years younger than Eve but a head taller and nearly double her size in width, which made her appear far older than her eleven years, had been crying. It was evident in her pink-rimmed eyes and red nose. ‘The fall at the pit? Is it true?’

‘Go and wipe your feet.’ Eve ushered her sisters back into the scullery but as they went, she said, ‘Aye, Nell, I’m afraid it’s true. Now come and take your things off and sit down. Da and the lads are probably quite safe but we won’t know what’s what for a while.’

‘Oh, Eve.’

‘Now don’t start blubbing, that won’t help anyone and Da’d be mad if we gave way. You know he would. They’ll be all right. I’m sure they will.’

It wasn’t until her sisters were seated at the table drinking the hot tea she always served up in winter when they got home from school that Mary said, ‘Mrs Price’s husband is down the pit. Someone came to tell her and she went home. Flora Davidson, one of the girls from the top class, came to sit with us. She was ever so bossy.’

Eve nodded but didn’t comment.

‘Hannah Walton lives next door to Flora and she said when Flora an’ her mam an’ da came round for New Year’s Eve, Flora kissed Hubert, Hannah’s brother, on the mouth. Do you think she would? Hannah said you can have a bairn if you kiss a lad on the lips. Is that how babies are made?’

‘Shut up, you.’ Nell poked Mary in the ribs and none too gently. ‘Who cares about that when Da and the lads are stuck down the pit?’

‘Shut up yourself.’ Mary tossed her blonde curls and glared at her older sister.

With only sixteen months separating Mary and Nell, rows were common. It didn’t help that the two girls were so different, and not just in looks; with Nell being big and beefy and Mary as fragile as thistle-down, folk would be hard pressed to see any resemblance whatsoever. But the real difference lay in their personalities. Earth and wind, her father called the two, but while he would come down hard on Nell, even taking the belt to her on the odd occasion, Mary got away with murder. It wasn’t fair, Eve thought now, because Nell was all heart whereas Mary – as her detachment from the present calamity showed – was more interested in herself than anything else.

Her voice flat, Eve said, ‘Eat your tea,’ and placed the bread and cheese and chitterlings in front of her sisters.

Wrinkling her small straight nose, Mary surveyed the plates in front of her. ‘You said we were having pot pie tonight.’

‘I haven’t had time to cook with what’s happened. If you don’t want anything, that’s fine, but you’ll go to bed hungry, all right?’ Setting the pork dripping on the table, she added, ‘You can dip your bread in that if you want.’

Mary pouted, a prelude to her crying, an action which normally served to get her what she wanted – at least with her father and brothers. Glancing at Nell’s scowling face and Eve’s tight one, she appeared to change her mind and reached for a shive of the bread. Eve forced herself to eat a little too, even though every mouthful seemed to stick in her throat. She could not afford to get sick. She had to keep things ticking over as usual. It was what her da would expect of her.

At eight o’clock she could stand her sisters’ bickering no longer and sent them to bed. It was an hour before their normal bedtime and they went under protest.

Eve stood at the kitchen door and watched Nell’s fat figure, candle in hand, waddling indignantly up the stairs to the room the three of them shared, and Mary flouncing after her. Eve pressed her fingers tightly to her mouth as if to forbid its trembling. Was it only last night the three of them had had a crack with da and the lads, laughing and joking after the evening meal? She swallowed hard. And now . . .

Whirling round she busied herself tidying the kitchen before starting on a basketful of ironing. Once that was finished and the oats were soaking for the girls’ porridge in the morning, the urge to find out what was happening at the pit became overwhelming.

Hoping Mrs McArthur was back, she stepped into the back yard. The snow was inches thick and the air so frosty it took her breath away. The clouds had dispersed and the night was clear, the sky pierced with twinkling stars. Everything seemed clean and bright and new. They had to be safe, she told herself for the umpteenth time. It was inconceivable that on a beautiful night like this everything wouldn’t come right. There had been other falls, other times when it had taken the rescue teams ages to reach trapped men and they had been alive.

The McArthurs’ house was in darkness but a light showed from the kitchen window in the house to Eve’s left where the Finnigan family lived. Mr Finnigan worked at the South Moor Colliery so he wouldn’t know anything. She was about to go back into the house when the Finnigans’ door opened and Mr Finnigan stood there in his shirt sleeves with a mug of tea in his hand.

‘I thought I saw someone out here. Any news, lass?’ he called softly.

Eve shook her head. She liked Mr Finnigan, everyone did. He was young and smiley and his wife had had twin boys the year before last and was expecting again.

‘Let us know when you hear, and if you need anything in the meantime, you know where we are.’

The kindness loosened her tongue. ‘Thank you.’

He nodded at her, taking a sip of the tea, and he was still standing there watching her when she opened the back door and stepped into the house.

In the kitchen she stood biting at her fingernails. Coming to a decision, she lit the candle in the lads’ candlestick and made her way upstairs by its light to where Mary and Nell were sleeping. The lads’ room was across the landing – her father slept in a big brass bed in the front room – and she gazed at the closed door for a moment before going into the room she and her sisters shared. She made her way to the double bed where all three of them slept. Bending down, she shook Nell gently, saying, ‘Nellie, lass, wake up. Wake up.’

‘Wh-what?’

‘Look, I’m going to the pit to see if there’s any news. I might be awhile so don’t worry if you wake up and I’m not back.’

‘I’ll come an’ all.’

‘Don’t be daft, I need you to stay with Mary.’

‘Take my coat then, it’s warmer than yours. An’ me scarf an’ all, an’ Mary’s. It’ll be bitter.’

‘All right.’ Her voice soft, Eve added, ‘I’m sorry I was moany earlier, I didn’t mean it.’

Now it was Nell who said, ‘Don’t be daft,’ her breath a cloud of white in the icy room by the light of the candle.

Tucking the eiderdown round her sister’s shoulders, Eve smiled and left the room on tiptoe.

In the kitchen she pinched out the candle and then put on Nell’s coat and her own hat and a couple of scarves. The last thing she did was extinguish the oil lamp before she left the house for the white world outside it.




Chapter 2

The last man and boy had been brought up. Of the one hundred and ninety-eight trapped miners, only thirty had survived. The miners’ local inspector, Frank Keegan, was acclaimed a hero for his part in rescuing twenty-six men, but on the day of the funeral when the whole town turned out to pay their respects, people were not thinking of the living so much as the dead.

The day passed in a dream for Eve. She knew it was happening. She knew she would never see her father and brothers again but, like everything else, it did not seem real. Since the first day, a part of her had been expecting her father to walk in like he always did, his thick droopy moustache permanently stained yellow from the nightly soaking it got in Burton’s Bass, calling for his dinner, the lads a step or two behind him, pushing and shoving each other. There would be noise and bustle and activity; the house came alive when the menfolk were home. But it had not happened. It would never happen again.

The three sisters went to Mrs McArthur’s after the funeral. Larry McArthur had made his last journey from the pit face to the surface held close in his father’s arms. Unlike many, Eve’s father and brothers included, he had not been burnt but merely looked as though he had gone to sleep. It had taken three men to prise the body from his father and Mrs McArthur had told Eve that when Larry was laid out in the front room, her husband had sat up all night stroking his son’s face and telling him it was time to wake up. Anne’s husband, too, had been killed and the day he had been brought up, Anne had found out she was going to have a child. She had now moved back to live with her parents, along with Mrs McArthur’s younger sister, Alice Turner, and her three bairns. Alice’s husband and son of fourteen had both lost their lives in the accident.

It was Alice who now left a group of mourners tucking into the ample spread Mrs McArthur had put on to come over to where Eve was standing, Nell and Mary pressed into her side. Without any preamble, she said, ‘You’re the lassies from next door, aren’t you?’

Eve nodded. She had seen Mrs McArthur’s sister several times at Christmas jollifications and the like, and thought her as different to her sister as chalk to cheese.

‘Our Cissy tells me you’ve got no family to take you in, is that right?’

Again Eve nodded.

Bending forward slightly, her voice low, Alice spoke into Eve’s ear. ‘Don’t think our Cissy will be able to help. She’s got a houseful now, what with me an’ mine and Anne coming home an’ all, and family comes first at such times.’

‘I know that.’

‘Aye, well, just so it’s clear. Cissy’s got a reputation for being a bit of a soft touch, as I’m sure you’re aware.’ Hard eyes glanced at Nell and Mary before coming to rest on Eve once more. ‘So, what are you going to do then?’

Eve’s fair skin was scarlet but her voice was steady and her tone brought a flush to the older woman’s face. ‘I think that is my business, Mrs Turner.’

‘Well! I was only inquirin’ out of politeness.’

The three of them watched Alice stalk off.

‘You’ve upset her.’ Nell’s voice expressed satisfaction.

Eve made no reply to this. Mrs Turner was nasty, as nasty as Mrs McArthur was nice, but her words had brought to the fore the fear she had been trying to put to the back of her mind for days. She had told herself she couldn’t think of anything until the funeral was over, but she knew at the heart of her she had only been trying to put off the moment when she would have to consider their future. She could get a job, she had every intention of doing that, and she would work till she dropped but even the best paying job for a girl of her age wouldn’t keep the three of them fed and clothed and with a roof over their heads. They had to be out of the house by the end of the week and the landlord had already made a concession in letting them stay that long. If she didn’t do something, it would mean the workhouse for Nell and Mary, and she couldn’t bear that. The bit of money the furniture would bring wouldn’t keep them in lodgings for long; the only item of any worth was her da’s big brass bed.

She hadn’t been aware of Mr Finnigan standing behind them so when he spoke in her ear, Eve jumped.

‘I didn’t realise the three of you had no kith and kin to help out, lass,’ he said.

She swung round to see him looking at her with the kindly expression he had worn since the accident. Flustered, she stammered, ‘N-no, we h-haven’t.’

‘No one at all? Not even in distant parts?’

‘Not that we know of.’

‘Dear, dear.’ For once he wasn’t smiling. ‘Well, I hate to echo that woman’s question’ – the way he spoke indicated that his opinion of Mrs McArthur’s sister reflected Eve’s – ‘but what are you going to do? Do you have somewhere to go, a place to live?’

She stared at him miserably then shook her head. The hazel eyes passed over each young face in turn, lingering for a moment on Mary who smiled at him. She thought Mr Finnigan was lovely and so did all her friends. He always had time for a laugh and a joke when he passed them playing, and more often than not he had a bag of bullets in his pockets which he’d pass around. To keep his attention, she said, ‘I saw Archy and Stephen yesterday coming back from the shop with Mrs Finnigan. You can’t tell them apart, can you?’

‘No, you can’t. Even I have trouble at times and I’m their da. You wouldn’t think that, would you, that I wouldn’t know which was which?’

Mary giggled. ‘They look like you, Mr Finnigan.’

‘Do you think so?’ He considered this with a tilt of his head before smiling. ‘Well, thank you, lass.’ Turning his glance on Eve, he said, ‘When have you got to be out?’

‘Friday.’

‘You’ve asked for more time?’

‘Aye. It was supposed to be last Friday.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Look, lass, I might be able to help.’ It was a conspiratorial whisper and instinctively the three girls moved closer to hear what he was about to say. ‘It so happens the wife’s mother cooks and cleans for the vicar at St Andrew’s, big vicarage he’s got, off Front Street. Do you know it?’

‘Yes, I know it.’

‘Well, her legs are so bad she’s had enough. They’re particular, she says, the vicar and his wife, and there’s the odd evening when she has to stay late to serve dinner if they’ve got guests. It’s all got too much for her. She’s told ’em she wants to leave a couple of times I know of. I could ask her to put in a good word for you if you think it’d suit.’

‘Oh, Mr Finnigan.’ Eve’s face lit up.

‘Mind, I can’t guarantee anything, you’d have to go an’ meet ’em, but with Mam having worked for them for donkey’s and her vouching for you I can’t see there’d be a problem. Not with a nice little lass like you.’ He grinned at them all, ruffling Mary’s curls as he spoke.

‘How—how much would I get?’ Whatever the vicar paid, it wouldn’t be enough to rent somewhere.

As though he’d heard her thoughts, Mr Finnigan’s voice gentled still more. ‘I don’t know, lass, but the three of you’ll need somewhere to stay. Now although I can’t offer anything long term, not with another bairn on the way, I could see me way clear to letting you bed down in the twins’ room. It’d be a squeeze with their cots but we could fit a double bed in, like as not. It’d give you a breathing space, maybe until Nell here starts work an’ there’s more coming in. When will that be, lass?’ he asked Nell.

‘Not for two summers, when I’m thirteen.’

‘How old are you now?’ He seemed surprised.

‘Eleven, Mr Finnigan.’

‘You’re a big girl, I thought you were twelve months older than that. Still, it might not be a problem, come to think of it. The babbie’ll be in with us for a good while once it’s born. We’ll manage somehow, eh?’ He turned back to Eve on the last words. ‘Well, what do you think?’

‘Oh, thank you, Mr Finnigan, thank you.’ It was too good to be true. ‘But why would you help us like this?’

His heavy lids lowered but when he met her gaze again his eyes were clear and wide. ‘It’s what neighbours are for, and don’t forget you’ll be paying board and lodging so you’ll be doing your bit.’

‘But would it be enough? For the three of us?’

‘Don’t worry your head about that. You’ll be getting rid of your furniture, won’t you? Maybe there’ll be a piece or two the wife can use. We’ll sort something out anyway.’

The mention of Mrs Finnigan checked the flood of relief. ‘But what if she, Mrs Finnigan, what if she doesn’t want us to stay?’

Josiah Finnigan surveyed the young faces in front of him. Softly, he said, ‘She will do what I say.’

Eve blinked. Had she offended him? But then he was smiling again and she told herself she was imagining things. She glanced at Nell and Mary but they were both gazing at Mr Finnigan, their faces expressing a gratitude that verged on adoration.

  



By Wednesday night it was done. Their double bed had been squeezed into the twins’ room, and their personal bits and pieces and spare clothes lay neatly stacked in Eve’s father’s hefty studded trunk which fitted under the bed. Her mother’s family bible and her father’s harmonica were wrapped in a piece of towelling at the bottom of this; she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of these being sold with the rest of the house’s contents – although not all had been collected by Pott’s Emporium. Mr Finnigan and his wife had expressed a liking for her father’s brass bed and the kitchen settle, along with her mother’s clock and the china dogs which had stood on the mantel-piece above the range. Mrs Finnigan had kept all the blankets and sheets too, and Mr Finnigan, being the same height and build as Eve’s brothers, said he could make use of the lads’ spare set of clothing and Sunday rig-outs.

Mr Potts had given her two pounds for what remained, and that, he had tersely remarked when Eve had nervously said she’d expected more, was generous. She knew he had had his eye on the brass bed and had been put out when she said it was spoken for and so she had said no more. Two pounds was not to be sneezed at. She stared down at the one pound note, ten shilling note and four half-crowns before wrapping them in a handkerchief and depositing it next to the bible and harmonica. She repacked the trunk and closed it quietly – the twins were already asleep in their cots – and pushed it further under the bed. She stood up, smoothed her skirt and picked up the candlestick but did not immediately go downstairs to where the others were sitting in the kitchen.

Mrs Finnigan’s mother had sent a message late morning saying she had handed in her notice at the vicarage, and the vicar and his wife had agreed to see Eve tomorrow morning at ten sharp for an interview. If she could get this job and begin on Monday she could start paying board to Mrs Finnigan for the three of them straightaway. She would feel better about things then. Although Mrs Finnigan hadn’t said anything, Eve knew she didn’t like them being here.

Eve stared across the room at the sleeping children, the flickering candle throwing shadows on the walls.

Was it because of the twins, because it was such a crush in the bedroom now? To get to the cots you had to scramble over the double bed and there wasn’t an inch of spare space to walk. Edging in through the door was difficult enough. She could understand Mrs Finnigan wouldn’t like this, and her expecting another bairn and all.

Should she say something? Slowly, as if her thoughts were impeding her walk, she moved out on to the landing. But if she did and Mrs Finnigan said she didn’t want them, where would they go? And Mr Finnigan was acting as though everything was fine; in fact he had been as skittish as a bit lass when he’d helped them move in when he was home from the pit, joking with them and teasing Mary until she’d laughed so much she’d been in danger of wetting her knickers. No, Mr Finnigan didn’t mind having them there, you could tell that.

She had to get downstairs. Mrs Finnigan was about to dish up the evening meal. When she reached the kitchen door, Eve took a deep breath before opening it. She would try to make Mrs Finnigan like her and she would tell Nell and Mary to do the same. They had to be allowed to stay here until Nell was old enough to start work, then they could find a room somewhere. If they all did their bit in the house and took the load off Mrs Finnigan, that would help, wouldn’t it?

  



Eve had lain awake most of the night but when she awoke to a still dark room, she realised she must have dropped off eventually. She lay for a moment wondering what had woken her and then realised it was someone going downstairs, probably Mrs Finnigan. No doubt she rose first and saw to the range and such before she started getting Mr Finnigan’s breakfast.

Remembering what she had determined the day before, she roused her sisters without waking the twins who were snuggled under the blankets in their cots. The three of them struggled into their clothes, no mean feat in the cramped conditions and with the merest gleam of light from the street lamp outside the window to light their fumblings. Mary was as uncooperative as normal, trying to slide back under the covers and complaining about the cold the whole time she dressed. But Eve was resolute they were going to start as they meant to carry on, and this involved Mary doing her bit for once. Mrs Finnigan had looked very tired last night, not that that was anything unusual for a miner’s wife. In any pit house, come bedtime you would find a banked down fire, a kitchen table set for morning and an exhausted looking woman.

Mary was still grumbling about being woken up as the three of them reached the kitchen door. Eve caught hold of her sister’s arm in the dark hall and swung Mary round to face her although she could hardly make out her features in the blackness. ‘One more word from you and I’ll skelp you, you hear me?’ she whispered angrily. ‘I told you yesterday you were going to pull your weight here, and you will.’

‘I never had to get up so early at home.’

‘This isn’t home and everything’s different, and you ought to be thanking your lucky stars you’ve woken up here and not in the workhouse.’

‘You’re nasty, our Eve.’

‘And don’t start blubbing, it won’t work with me, not like it did with Da. You’ll do whatever Mrs Finnigan asks you to do and you’ll be cheerful about it.’ Then she sighed deeply and, her voice dropping, she said, ‘Come on, be a good girl. I know you’re missing Da and the lads but so are me and Nell, have you considered that? We’ve all got to make the best of things. We want to stay together, don’t we?’

‘Aye.’ It was sulky.

‘Well then. Stop acting like a baby.’

She sensed rather than saw Mary’s flounce. Her fingers itching to slap her sister, Eve opened the kitchen door. The slight figure of Mrs Finnigan was standing at the range stirring a pan of porridge, and like yesterday it struck Eve that Mr Finnigan’s wife didn’t look old enough to be married in spite of having two bairns and expecting a third.

Mrs Finnigan turned at their entrance, her small heart-shaped face expressing her surprise. ‘What are you doing up so early?’

‘We wondered if we could help, Mrs Finnigan.’

‘Help? How?’ Mrs Finnigan’s voice was flat.

‘I don’t know. Getting the coal in, seeing to the breakfast, anything.’ When Mrs Finnigan said nothing, Eve continued, ‘You and Mr Finnigan have been so kind letting us stay but I know it will mean more work and we don’t want you to have to look after us. We’ll all help in the morning and Nell and Mary will do any chores you want doing once they’re home from school and at weekends, and me too once I’m back from work. I can help with the twins if you like, I’m used to bairns. Mary was only four when Mam died.’

As Eve had been speaking Mrs Finnigan’s face had relaxed a little but her voice was still stiff when she said, ‘There will be more to do, that’s for sure.’ She turned back to the stove.

‘I know and we want to help, don’t we?’ She turned to Nell and Mary, the former nodding vigorously and the latter less enthusiastically. ‘We’ll do anything. Before’ – she had been going to say Mr Finnigan but changed it to – ‘you said we could come here, I was at my wits’ end, Mrs Finnigan. I couldn’t see a way out, everything was black. But now, well, we’re so grateful.’

Again Mrs Finnigan looked at her, a long look this time. Then she said, ‘If you’re going to be staying here I don’t think we can stand on formality, do you? My name is Phoebe. And the porridge bowls are on the dresser.’

Ten minutes later Josiah Finnigan came downstairs, and Nell had just finished telling them a funny story about something that had happened the day before at school and they were all laughing. Eve’s face was soft as she looked at her sister. Nell was very good at acting the clown when the occasion warranted it, and she had a way of drawing out the comedic in the most ordinary happenings. Their father had always maintained Nell could make the devil himself laugh if she put her mind to it.

Eve saw Mr Finnigan’s eyes go to his wife who was still smiling. Their gaze held for a moment and then Josiah said softly, ‘This is nice, everyone having a crack in the morning. I can think of worse ways to start the day.’ His eyes still on Phoebe, he added, ‘That porridge smells good, lass.’

‘You’d better sit yourself down and have some then. Eve will pour you a cup of tea now it’s mashed.’

As Eve did as she was told, she breathed out a silent sigh of relief. Mrs Finnigan was different to how she had been the night before and Mr Finnigan’s face had shown he was relieved too. Everything was going to be all right.

  



By the time Eve left the house later that morning for her appointment with the vicar, her stomach was churning with nerves at the forthcoming interview. It didn’t help that the day was dull and bitterly cold, the sky so low it seemed to be resting on the rooftops and the whole world grey. It had snowed on and off for the last few days, thawed, frozen, then snowed again, but overnight the frost had been severe and now the ground beneath her feet was a sheet of ice.

Mrs Finnigan’s mother opened the door immediately when Eve walked round to the back of the vicarage and knocked on the kitchen door as had been arranged. ‘Come in, lass, come in.’ Mrs Preston was as small as her daughter but much older than Eve had expected, she must have had Phoebe late in life. ‘By, it’s treacherous out, isn’t it? I won’t be sorry not to have to turn out of a morning after the weekend, I tell you.’

The kitchen was large and well furnished and everything was spotlessly clean. Eve rubbed her boots carefully on the mat as Mrs Preston went on, ‘The vicar is in his study. Mrs Cunningham, his wife, is out. She’s often out. In fact she’s rarely in.’

The sniff that followed this suggested Mrs Preston did not approve of the vicar’s wife’s absences but she said no more on the subject before continuing, ‘The vicar said to show you over the house and explain what your duties would be, should you suit. You’ll see him after.’ Moving her head closer as though someone might be listening, she added, ‘He’s a grand man, the vicar. A scholar, you know? He likes everything just so and why not?’

Eve nodded. She didn’t know what else to do.

‘She, Mrs Cunningham, won’t interfere with the running of the house so you’ll have no worries on that score. She’s chairwoman of umpteen different goings-on and a leading light in the town. A real do-gooder, you know what I mean?’

Again Eve nodded. She wondered why Mrs Preston didn’t like the vicar’s wife. Her tone had been quite different when she talked about the vicar, reverential even.

Ten minutes later they were back in the kitchen and Eve’s head was swimming with the list of dos and don’ts Mrs Preston had impressed on her. The house was beautiful. Three of the five bedrooms were not used; the vicar occupied one at the front of the house and his wife one at the back overlooking the grounds. But the drawing room, dining room and breakfast room, along with the two bedrooms and the vicar’s study – the only room Eve had not seen yet – had to be dusted and cleaned daily. She would be responsible for the laundry, ordering and buying food from the tradesmen who called at the vicarage every morning, and the cooking and serving of all meals apart from the late supper the vicar and his wife liked before retiring. This always consisted of cold meats, cheese and pickle and a light pudding which Eve must leave on covered plates on the cold slab in the pantry.

‘The tradesmen?’ Eve’s voice was low, almost a whisper. ‘How will I know what to buy? I don’t know what the vicar and Mrs Cunningham like.’

‘Don’t worry your head about things like that. I’ll tell you everything before you start. You’ll soon pick up what you don’t know.’ Mrs Preston patted her arm. ‘I’ve told the vicar he might have to be a little patient at first.’

This was clearly meant to reassure her. It didn’t. Eve was feeling utterly overwhelmed.

‘Now you must make sure you’re here in the morning by six thirty, lass. You’ll need to light the fires in the drawing room, the breakfast room and the vicar’s study, and see to the range. The dining room you can leave till mid-morning. The house has to be warm by the time they come down for their breakfast at eight o’clock. They don’t stand on ceremony when it’s just the two of them but occasionally one of the married children come with their bairns and then they breakfast in the dining room. Everything has to be in covered dishes then, like the gentry do.’

And so the instructions went on.

When Mrs Preston eventually knocked on the study door and ushered her into the vicar’s presence, Eve was half hoping she wouldn’t be offered the job. She felt sick with agitation and fear, and now she had to face this paragon who was barely human, if Mrs Preston was to be believed.

Half an hour later when she left the study, she felt a little more reassured. She had found the vicar to be a nice man, kindly. He had a funny, precise way of speaking and no northern burr to his voice, but he had smiled at her and had seemed concerned when she had related what had brought her here.

‘Dreadful business, the accident. Dreadful.’ He had shaken his bald pink head. ‘And you say this neighbour and his wife have taken you and your sisters into his home? Christian charity in operation. Good, good.’

He had informed her she would begin work at a weekly wage of six shillings for a six and a half day week. She would leave the vicarage at two in the afternoon on a Sunday. She would eat her midday meal in the kitchen once she had finished serving in the dining room.

Oh, and he would review her wage once the initial trial period was over, he’d added as she left the room. He had not mentioned how long he expected the trial period to last, but Eve did not mind. She had a job, that was the important thing. Now she could give Mr and Mrs Finnigan payment for their board and lodging. She didn’t mind what she did, how hard she worked or how long the hours as long as she and her sisters could stay together.




Chapter 3

It was a blazing June. Spring had been cold and wet with acres of mud, but with the arrival of the long days and short nights the essence of summer was suddenly everywhere and the temperature had steadily risen throughout the month. Now the sunshine and dry air created trembling heat hazes and by midsummer’s day everyone was longing for a good thunderstorm to clear the air. None more so than poor Phoebe. Josiah’s wife was now in her last week of pregnancy and constantly exhausted, her tiny frame dominated by her huge belly.

Eve had become fond of Phoebe whom she had found to be very childlike in spite of having just had her twentieth birthday at the end of May. Phoebe constantly needed her husband’s approval in everything she did, and the more Eve had got to know the couple, the more she had been drawn to Phoebe and the less she had warmed to Josiah. She couldn’t put her finger on why exactly. Josiah was always friendly and Mary blatantly hero-worshipped him, partly due, Eve suspected, to the little presents of sweets and chocolate he always seemed to have in his pockets for the child.

When she turned into the back lane her nose wrinkled at the stink from the privies. No amount of hot ashes could neutralize the smell of human excrement with the heat so intense. She thought of the Cunninghams’ garden, the herbaceous borders full of lemon verbena, mignonette, lavender and all manner of sweet scented flowers, and the walls thick with climbing roses and jasmine. As had happened more often of late, her mind moved along an uncomfortable tangent. Why should families of ten or twelve be living in four rooms – two, some of them – with nowhere for the bairns to play but the narrow back lanes and alleys, and people like the vicar and his wife have all that space and a beautiful garden they rarely ventured into?

She knew what the vicar’s answer would be should she put the question to him. She had got to know his opinion about lots of things over the last months by listening to snippets of his conversation with friends who called at the house.

The vicar was of the mind that God decreed one’s station in life and if one was wise, one stuck to it. The poor, she had heard him declare when a group of them were discussing the Royal Commission’s proposals regarding the workhouses, were naturally of lesser intelligence and morally and physically enfeebled. Therefore it was every good Christian brother’s duty to treat them with kindness but firmness. She hadn’t agreed with this. She was discovering she didn’t agree with much that the vicar said.

She reached the gate leading into the Finnigans’ back yard. Even after four months it still felt strange not to be going next door, into the house where she had been born. Another family were living there now, they had moved in the day after she and her sisters had moved out. McCabe was their name and they seemed nice enough, although apparently Mr McCabe drank like a fish on pay day and his wife or one of the bairns had to go and get him out of the Frog and Fiddler every Friday night.

She was about to thrust open the gate when Nell, who had been playing with a group of bairns further up the lane, called her name. ‘Eve! Eve, I’ve been waiting for you to come.’

As Nell reached her, Eve said quietly, ‘Why aren’t you inside helping Phoebe with the dinner? I told you she’s ailing, what with the baby an’ all. She looked bad this morning.’

‘It wasn’t me, Mr Finnigan said to play outside.’ Nell’s voice was indignant. ‘Phoebe was in bed when me an’ Mary got home from school, an’ her mam was here. She’s took the twins home with her.’

‘Is the baby coming?’

‘No, least I don’t think so. Phoebe’s just feeling tired with the weather an’ all, her mam said. We stayed in the house till Mr Finnigan got home. The dinner was all ready to put in the oven, Phoebe’s mam had done it. Mr Finnigan said Mary would help him see to it and set the table and everything an’ I could go out to play. It wasn’t me who wanted to go, Eve.’

‘All right, all right.’ Eve was frowning but not at Nell. She wished Josiah would not persist in making fish of one and fowl of the other, but it was obvious Mary was his favourite. Maybe he thought the younger one needed a father figure more but it wasn’t the case. In spite of her size and bulk, Nell was still just a bairn. He sometimes slipped Mary a Saturday penny or two too, and was forever playing little games with her like shuggy boats when he crossed his knees and stuck a foot out and Mary clambered on to his foot and he held her hands as he hoisted her up and down. Admittedly he would find it hard to do that with Nell but if he couldn’t do it for one he shouldn’t do it for the other. She was going to have to say something. What, she didn’t know, because she couldn’t afford to offend him.

‘Come on.’ She smiled at her sister, tweaking the end of Nell’s snub nose. ‘Let’s go and see what’s what but quiet mind, Phoebe might still be asleep.’

They entered the scullery noiselessly and on opening the kitchen door found the room to be empty. Thinking that Josiah and Mary might be upstairs with Phoebe, Eve said to Nell, ‘Put the kettle on, lass. I’ll just go and see how Phoebe is and then I’ll make a pot of tea. And check the oven, would you? Something smells nice.’

She was still talking as she stepped into the hall. She was conscious of a sound, a sort of a scuffle, and as her head turned to the front-room door, it opened and Josiah stood there, Mary just behind him. ‘Oh.’ Eve blinked. ‘I thought you were upstairs.’ The front room was Phoebe’s pride and joy and sacrosanct, only used on high days and holidays. The day after they had moved in, Phoebe had taken them into the hallowed interior and proudly shown them the stiff horsehair suite, walnut china cabinet and enormous aspidistra on its small table which stood in the bay, the lace curtains behind it starched into permanent folds.

Josiah smiled. ‘I was showing Mary Phoebe’s figurines in the china cabinet, they fascinate her. Don’t they, Mary?’ he added, turning his head.

Eve looked at Mary. She was standing quite still and she looked a little white. ‘Are you all right, hinny?’ she said gently. ‘You look peaky.’

‘She’s got the stomach ache.’ Josiah still kept his eyes on Mary. ‘That’s why I suggested we look at the china cabinet, I thought it’d take her mind off how she was feeling. That’s right, isn’t it, lass?’

Mary nodded.

‘It’s likely the heat,’ he continued, stepping forward. Eve moved aside. ‘It’s getting everyone down. I’m all for a bit of sunshine but you can have too much of a good thing.’

He was still smiling and Eve didn’t know what had caused the odd feeling inside her, an uneasy odd feeling, but then Nell called that the cow heel pie was in danger of burning and should she lift it out of the oven. In the ensuing bustle to save their dinner, the moment was put aside.

Later that evening as Nell and Mary were getting ready for bed, Phoebe began to have pains and the midwife was called. At five o’clock in the morning Eve was woken by a baby’s cry. She had been dozing on the settle with a blanket over her after keeping the midwife supplied with hot water and numerous cups of tea most of the night. Josiah was snoring gently in his armchair in front of the range.

When the midwife appeared to summon Josiah upstairs, he put out his hand for Eve to come too, and so she walked into the bedroom with him to see Phoebe cradling her new son in her arms. He looked to be a tiny baby but he had a lusty cry and Phoebe and the midwife were smiling.

‘Another boy,’ Phoebe said softly, stroking the small downy head. As Josiah kissed her and sat on the side of the bed, she looked at Eve. ‘Josiah was hoping for a little lassie this time.’

Eve was surprised. Most mining families wanted lads who could earn good money down the pit when they grew up.

Josiah shook his head. ‘As long as you and the baby were all right I said I didn’t mind.’

‘But you would have liked a girl.’

‘Only if she looked like you.’

He kissed Phoebe again and Eve smiled at them. ‘He’s a bonny baby. Have you got a name for him?’

‘Josiah.’ Phoebe’s voice was firm. ‘With the twins we felt it would be favouring one over the other if one had their da’s name.’

Eve nodded her understanding. Phoebe looked exhausted and the bedroom smelt strongly of warm stale air and blood. It was making her feel a little nauseous and after clearing her throat, she said, ‘Would you like a cup of tea and something to eat?’

‘Just a cup of tea please.’ Phoebe slid down in the bed a little and shut her eyes. ‘Mam will be coming later before Nell and Mary leave for school. She’ll see to me.’

After seeing the midwife out, Eve put the kettle on the hob and then walked into the yard where the pink light of dawn was streaking the sky. The air was cooler than in the house although the smell from the privies in the lane was strong. Again she thought of the Cunninghams and their world, a world devoid of the odours associated with human beings being crammed in together like sardines in a can. Everyone should be able to live like the vicar and his wife.

A blackbird’s song pierced the early morning and a moment later she heard Josiah come downstairs. Turning quickly she went back into the house to make the tea, thinking as she did so, I must ask Mary if she’s feeling well this morning, she looked peaky last night.

As it turned out, the morning proved so hectic before she left for work, it went right out of her head.

  



Nell cast a sidelong glance at Mary as they left the yard to walk to school. The dust was thick in the lane and she kicked at it with the toe of her boot as she said, ‘What’s up with you? You’re quiet this morning. Don’t you like the new babbie?’

Mary shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘It’s all right I suppose.’

‘Worried it’ll push your nose out of joint with Mr Finnigan?’

‘No, he don’t even like babies. He told me so.’

‘Huh.’ Nell’s jealousy was to the fore this morning. She knew Mary had a shiny sixpence in her pocket that Mr Finnigan had given her because it had fallen out on the floor the night before when Mary had flung her frock down as she’d got ready for bed.

‘It’s true. He said you just shove milk in one end and it comes out of the other and that’s all there is to babies.’

‘What’s the matter then?’

‘Nothin’.’

‘Nothing? Come off it, you’re in a mood about something.’

‘I’m not.’

Just the fact her sister had spoken quietly rather than snapping at her to mind her own business told Nell that Mary wasn’t herself. As they came to the end of the lane and passed the Methodist chapel, her voice gentled as she said, ‘You got belly ache or something?’

‘A bit.’

‘You should have said before we left. They’d have let you stay off school for a day.’

‘I don’t want to stay off school.’

‘Well, if you’ve got the belly ache—’

‘I said I’d got it a bit, all right?’ Then, as if realising her voice had been sharp, Mary added, ‘You can come with me to the shop on the way home and get some sweets.’

‘With the sixpence Mr Finnigan gave you?’

Mary nodded.

‘He never gives me anything.’

‘I’ve told you I’ll share an’ I will if you say nowt.’

‘Why aren’t you supposed to say anything to anyone when he gives you money? I don’t see why it has to be a secret.’

Again Mary shrugged. Her voice low and without looking at her sister, she said, ‘You promised, Nellie.’

‘Aye, I know, but Eve’s different, isn’t she? It’s not like letting on to Phoebe.’

‘No one, Nellie.’ They were approaching the school gates now and Mary sprinted forward. ‘There’s Hannah. I’ll see you later at home time and we’ll go to the shop.’

Later, once the register had been taken and the class were settled writing a story about an adventure they would like to have, Mary sat chewing on the end of her pencil. She shouldn’t have told Nell about the sixpence being from Mr Finnigan but once she’d seen it, what else could she have done? But Nellie wouldn’t let on, not if she knew she was going to get some sweets. She stared at the couple of lines she had written but her mind was a million miles away from what she was supposed to be doing.

She raised her head, glancing round at the rows of wooden desks and Mrs Price dressed all in black at the front of the class. The room was already warm and muggy and as her gaze went to the window she wished she was outside.

She hadn’t liked what Mr Finnigan had done to her last night. It hadn’t been like the kissing and cuddling or when he stroked her arms and belly when she sat on his lap and he moved her up and down over the hard thing in his trousers. Last night he had hurt her when he’d put his hand inside her knickers and pushed his finger into her private place. She liked being his special girl, she did, but this new thing had frightened her and last night she had been too sore to pee before she went to bed. She was still sore.
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She gave them
everything and asked
for nothing in return






