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Foreword


I have been really looking forward to Judy Summers’ second novel about the Shaw family, A Winter’s Wish, and I have not been disappointed. Judy is a natural story-teller and in this book we follow the trials and tribulations of Delilah, the eldest daughter, who is a determined and feisty girl – she certainly needs to be for her courage and resolve is severely tested at times. All the characters are well-drawn and believable (even her alcoholic father) and again the research has been carried out meticulously into Liverpool in the 1840s and is very skilfully woven into the fabric of the book. I’m certain this will make an ideal book for holiday reading should you be fortunate (and brave) enough to be taking a holiday. Keep them coming Judy, I can’t wait to find out what happens next . . .


 


Lyn Andrews






Chapter One


Liverpool, May 1847


The baby was dead.


This was only the second of her mother’s lyings-in that Delilah had attended, but even from her place in the corner of the room she could see that the tiny, lifeless figure was very different from the squalling bundle that had appeared last time.


Ma had finally ceased shrieking, and was now emitting low groans and panting noises as the three women bustled about her. ‘What was it?’ she eventually managed, hoarse with exhaustion.


‘A boy,’ replied Ellen Jenkins, their next-door neighbour, wrapping the baby up in the swaddling cloth that was lying ready. The cloth that would now act as a shroud. She sighed and stroked the little face with one gentle finger before covering it.


There was a sudden exclamation from one of the attendants by the bed; the sad little group of neighbours who had helped with the birth became active once again. ‘Delilah,’ said Ellen, ‘why don’t you go downstairs? The others will be better hearing it from you, and your Pa will be home soon. Leave your Ma with us.’


Delilah cast a worried look over at the new bright blood appearing on the already soaked sheets, then made her way down to the main room. None of the boys were in, but Meg was stirring a pot on the fire and Rosie was in the corner rocking baby Annie on her knee. Annie was not yet one and a half, and Delilah wondered if Ma having another pregnancy so soon had resulted in the stillbirth. But some of the others in the family were closer in age than that, and babies died all the time, so who could tell?


She broke the news to the girls and comforted them all as they cried. It was the third baby Ma had lost altogether, but familiarity didn’t make it any easier.


The door banged open and William entered, dropping his school books on the table before making his way over to Meg. ‘Smells good!’


Delilah smiled sadly as she looked at them both. The single year’s difference in their age was beginning to look much greater now that William was growing like a weed while Meg was as petite as ever, hardly taller than Sam.


William noticed the sad faces. ‘Oh. Has Ma . . . ?’


‘Yes. She’ll be all right, Mrs Jenkins says, but I’m afraid the baby was born dead.’


William did what no other male in the family would think of doing, and embraced her. ‘Are you all right?’


Delilah had somehow managed to hold back the tears until now, but that made her cry. Fortunately she’d managed to wipe away most of the evidence before Pa and Jonny stamped in.


Pa looked at the table, saw nothing but William’s books and swept them away with an angry gesture. ‘Where’s my tea?’


‘Ma started her labour this morning, and she’s been lying in all day.’


‘So? I’m a working man, the head of this house, and I’m entitled to see my tea on the table when I get home, no matter what.’


‘Meg’s made boiled potatoes for the rest of us,’ said Delilah, trying to keep her voice level, ‘and I’ve sent Sam to the pie shop for you and Jonny. We didn’t have the chance to cook anything else.’


‘He’d better get back soon, then.’


Delilah was irritated enough to talk back. ‘Aren’t you even going to ask?’


‘Ask what?’


‘How Ma is?’


‘Well, I can’t hear no screaming, so it can’t be that bad. She should be used to it by now.’


‘It’s already over, Pa.’


‘Well then, what you making a fuss about? Boy or girl?’


‘A boy, but it’s dead.’ She couldn’t keep the hurt out of her voice.


Pa looked like he was going to say something, but then didn’t, for which Delilah was profoundly grateful. You never knew with Pa: on any given day he might react to the same thing with a smile or a vicious cuff to the back of the head, and she didn’t have the energy to cope with such unpredictability just now.


Jonny, meanwhile, had spotted the chink of weakness in his eldest sister’s voice. ‘Oh dear,’ he began, in a mocking tone. ‘Is poor little Delilah upset about the bay-bee? Ahh.’ He poked at the remains of the tears on her face.


She slapped his hand away angrily. ‘You wait until Ma hears you talking like that.’ She drew herself up. ‘And anyway, I’ll have your wages for the tin, seeing as she’s not here to do it herself.’ She held out her hand.


Jonny glanced at Pa, who nodded, and then reluctantly dug his hand into his pocket. He handed over a small pile of sixpences; Delilah counted them and then gave one back.


Delilah then turned to Pa, who poked through his own shilling pieces, laboriously counted out half and passed them over, and then re-pocketed the rest. ‘I’ll need to get out the house this evening, what with all this women’s business going on.’


Jonny, bored while he waited for his meal, turned his attention to the younger ones. As Meg walked past him with plates for the table he stuck out one foot; she tripped and only narrowly avoided being sent flying, plates and all. When she returned with the teapot he tried it again but this time she evaded him, leading him to hiss in annoyance and loom instead over Rosie, who cowered and tried to shield Annie from him.


Delilah stepped in front of him. ‘Leave them alone.’


Jonny almost raised a hand, but although he was by now much larger than she was, Delilah’s additional year of seniority still held, especially here inside the house, the women’s domain. She stared him down until he retook his seat at the table, tapping on it impatiently.


Further trouble was saved by the arrival of Sam and Jem carrying two hot pies. ‘About time, too,’ said Pa, biting into his straight away without waiting for anyone else to sit down.


Jem sidled forward to put the second pie in front of Jonny, skipping back as soon as it touched the table to avoid the expected clip round the ear. Having missed his target, Jonny crossed his eyes and made imbecile grunting noises at his youngest brother.


‘You stop that,’ called Sam, furiously. ‘He’s not stupid.’


Jonny made a derisive noise and turned his attention to his pie, making much of its meaty taste in the full knowledge that his siblings would eat only potatoes.


Delilah ushered the rest of the children to the table, aware that nobody had come down from the bedroom yet and trying not to worry about Ma. She motioned Meg to a seat as far away from Jonny as possible and watched her take Annie on her knee, mashing up her potato and feeding it to her little by little, not touching her own until it had gone cold.


Once the meal was finished, Pa pushed back his chair. ‘I’m off to the pub.’


Jonny did likewise. ‘Me too.’


‘Oh no you’re not, boy – not with me, anyway. It’s bad enough having you around all day at work – the pub’s for real men, not half-grown lads still wet behind the ears.’


He walked out, leaving Jonny humiliated and thus even more dangerous to anyone unlucky enough to have witnessed the put-down. Fortunately he took one look at Sam’s smirking face and stormed out himself, shouting something about finding his friends and slamming the door much harder than necessary.


There was a collective sigh of relief. Meg began to stack the dishes and William reached for his school books.


‘You go off outside,’ Delilah said to Sam, ‘while it’s still light. Take Rosie with you and stay in the street here.’ She turned to Jem and motioned the signs he used for ‘outside’ and ‘play’, pointing at Rosie. He smiled and took his little sister’s hand.


As Delilah and Meg washed the dishes, Delilah couldn’t help her attention straying to the stairs. Eventually she crept up and knocked at the door. ‘Ma? Ellen? There’s tea in the pot if I can bring you some?’


The door opened a crack. ‘Don’t you worry about your Ma, love. She had more of a bleed than we were expecting. We reckon she’ll be all right now, but we’ll stay a while longer. A cup of tea would be nice, and put sugar in hers if you’ve got any.’


‘Won’t James be needing his tea?’


‘He was home at dinnertime today so I told him he’d best get himself something from the bakehouse or the pie shop tonight. He won’t mind – he knows your Ma and me are good friends.’


Delilah was jealous on Ma’s behalf of a husband who would make no fuss about that sort of thing, but there was no point dwelling on it. Pa was no worse than many others.


She poured the tea and took it up, then returned to settle in a chair and catch up on the evening’s mending work while there was still light. Most of it was due tomorrow, and they would need the money. Besides, it looked like she would have to do all Ma’s laundry work on top of her own sewing for a few days – the last thing they needed was customers going elsewhere because Ma was too ill to work, and then never coming back.


Ma had seemed to struggle more with each pregnancy, or at least those that Delilah could remember. They’d been so many and so frequent that it was hardly a surprise she looked worn out sometimes. Delilah was sixteen, Jonny fifteen, William twelve, Meg eleven, Sam eight (Delilah smiled as she recalled that he would note hotly that he was ‘nearly nine’, as though that made him a grown man), Jem seven, Rosie four and little Annie not yet a year and a half. And there had been two stillbirths as well – three, she corrected herself, counting today’s – so Ma had been almost perpetually expecting or nursing for all those years. Poor Ma. And she was still young enough to have more; how much longer would she be able to keep her health and strength, at this rate?


Delilah shied away from thinking about what they would do, how they would manage, if Ma was no longer around. It was just too terrible an idea to contemplate. Best to keep busy to take her mind off it all, and Delilah could at least help by taking on extra work and allowing Ma to rest before she had to get back to her daily grind.


She was still going with her needle and thread some hours later, her fingers and her eyes sore as she looked blearily at the clock on the mantel. The house was quiet; Pa and Jonny hadn’t yet come back and the little ones were all in bed, Meg, Rosie and Annie in the girls’ room upstairs and Sam and Jem on their mattress over near the fire down here. The boys were sound sleepers so wouldn’t be disturbed by the candle that burned on the table between Delilah and William, or by the two of them speaking in low voices.


Earlier William had been doing arithmetic. He was the only one who had ever been to a proper elementary school, rather than just free Sunday school for a couple of hours a week, and it cost them precious pennies out of the household budget to send him up to St James’s every day. But he was brilliantly clever and had always been Delilah’s pride and joy for that very reason: when Pa or Jonny bullied him about it she stood up for him, backing up Ma in her argument that he should be allowed to stay on, even at an age when other boys would have left, so he could get an education. They had won their case so far, Pa grudgingly agreeing to the expenditure on the basis that it was an investment in the family’s future: if William could get a salaried position as a clerk it would mean a guaranteed income each week that was not dependent on precarious daily paid labour at the docks. Besides, as he had always cuttingly added every time the subject came up, it wasn’t like ‘little Billy’, as he always called his despised second son, was much good for anything else, pale and weedy as he was. And so William had his books and his daily respite from the rest of the family; and his teacher, pleased to have such an unusually able pupil, helped and encouraged him to study over and above what was necessary.


William had now put aside the columns of figures and was looking at some pages of text. Delilah had been to Sunday school with the others when she was younger, and she knew how to read – if a little haltingly – but as she gazed at his book she couldn’t make out any of it. ‘What’s that you’re reading?’


‘Latin,’ came the enthusiastic reply. ‘I’m translating a passage from Cicero.’


‘Who? Oh, never mind, it doesn’t matter – just make sure you’ve put all that away before Pa gets home. You know what he thinks about it.’


‘Latin?’ said William, in a passing imitation of Pa’s outrage. ‘What use in God’s name is Latin? That’ll never get you a job. You learn your reading, writing and arithmetic, boy, and get yourself a position so you can support us when we’re old.’


Delilah smiled, but before she could reply she heard the sound of the bedroom door opening and several pairs of feet descending.


Ellen gave her a tired smile as the other two local women nodded and left. ‘She’ll be all right now, I think, but she must stay in bed for a good few days, you hear? If that bleeding starts up again it might not stop.’


‘I understand.’


‘I’ve piled up all the soiled sheets in the corner of the room. You’ll need to put them in to soak and then do them with all your other washing, else they’ll never get clean. You know what you’re doing, don’t you?’


Delilah looked at the baskets of dirty linen that were already piled up, these ones from paying customers, and sighed. ‘I’ll get up early to make a start.’


‘You’re a good girl.’ Ellen hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ve left the . . . the baby upstairs in the room. Do you want me to call in at the church tomorrow morning?’ She looked close to tears.


‘No, thank you,’ replied Delilah, in a voice she hoped was steady. ‘It’s family business so it’s my responsibility while Ma’s poorly. I’ll deal with it. But . . . thank you for all you’ve done. You know we’re grateful.’


Ellen managed a watery smile. ‘Your Ma and me, we’ve been best friends since we were younger than you are now. We look out for each other.’ She patted Delilah on the shoulder. ‘I’ll be off now, then.’


Delilah saw her out the door and then returned to her chair to sew and to contemplate what the morrow would bring, and the days after that.


* * *


September 1847


‘There’s been an accident at the docks.’


Delilah wasn’t halfway through the day’s backbreaking laundry yet, and these weren’t the words that she wanted to hear. She straightened to see the worried face of their next-door neighbour, and was immediately sorry for her selfish thoughts. We look out for each other. ‘Oh dear, has something happened to James? Do you need . . .’


But Ellen was shaking her head. ‘No – it’s not him, he’s fine. In fact it was him who ran up to bring the news. No, I’m afraid it’s . . .’ She trailed off.


‘Pa?’ asked Delilah, her heart sinking. ‘Or Jonny?’


‘You’d better get down there,’ was the only reply.


Ma was in bed. She’d gone down with the childbed fever soon after the stillbirth in May, and been so sick that it was a miracle she’d pulled through at all. She was more or less recovering now, but was still weak as a kitten and could hardly manage an hour at a time at her chores. Delilah was just about managing to keep up with both her mother’s washing work and her own sewing piecework, although she never stopped while she was awake and hardly slept, dragging herself through the days in a fog of exhaustion. Luckily Pa and Jonny had been able to get plenty of work over the summer, with ships coming into the docks every day and needing their cargoes unloaded. But if they were injured and couldn’t work for days, or even weeks . . .


As she accompanied James Jenkins the short way down Brick Street to the docks, skipping to keep up with his long strides, Delilah tried to get some information out of him. He didn’t speak much even at the best of times, and all he’d say now was, ‘Maybe it’s not as bad as it looked – we’ll see when we get there,’ which only made her worry all the more. She hoped against hope that it was minor, a broken arm or something, and Pa would soon be back to—


Delilah stopped dead as they rounded the corner of a warehouse and she became aware of the two unmoving, covered figures on the ground. It was as though she’d hit a wall. She was gasping for breath. But there was no choice: she forced herself to push through it and make her way forward, slipping like a ghost through the crowd of gawping men.


‘Pa? Jonny?’ Her voice wavered.


One man broke off from the group of onlookers to approach her; it was Mr Bradley, the dock supervisor who was responsible for picking men for each day’s work. ‘Delilah,’ he began, barring her way with one arm and then curling it round her waist. ‘Don’t go any closer, not just for a moment.’


‘What happened?’


‘A whole cartload of barrels came loose and fell right on top of them.’ He paused. ‘I’m not sure how it happened yet, but it looks like Abraham might have been slack. I’m sorry.’


A man was kneeling next to one of the prone figures. His shoulders went rigid for a moment, and then he got to his feet. Delilah recognised Abraham, a dark-skinned American who was one of the few dockers to treat her with respect whenever she brought down meals for her father and brother, instead of unleashing a constant stream of lewd comments like all the rest. Indeed, he’d sent a few younger men packing in his time, when he felt they weren’t being polite enough to her.


He looked at her with those hazel-green eyes, so unusual in a man of his colour, and spoke with a quiet but firm courtesy. ‘That’s not true, Mr Bradley. I checked those ropes only this morning.’


Mr Bradley snorted. ‘As if I can believe anything your sort might say.’


Abraham ignored him and turned those sorrow-filled eyes to Delilah. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, Miss Delilah. Your Pa might make it through, but I’m afraid Jonny is dead.’


As if in a bad dream, Delilah tottered the few extra, unsteady paces towards the scene that would haunt and shape the rest of her life. Mr Bradley’s arm slipped away as he looked at his pocket watch; she heard his voice as if from a great distance as he told all the other men to get back to work and start clearing up the mess of broken barrel staves and spilled cargo.


Delilah knelt first by the body that was completely covered.


‘Are you sure you want to see?’ asked Abraham, gently. She nodded, and he folded back the sacking from her brother’s face.


Jonny was big and strong for his age, but when all was said and done he was a boy, just fifteen. Now, in death, he looked even younger than that. Delilah’s feelings were in turmoil, churning, changing almost every second. She mourned him. But she couldn’t mourn such a vicious bully who had terrorised the little ones. But she should feel guilty for thinking like that. But it would be such a relief not to have him back in the house. But that wasn’t a Christian way to think. But how on earth were they to manage without the wages he brought in? And . . .


‘You’re shaking,’ said Abraham, who had remained by her side. He took off his jacket and draped it around her shoulders. He’d always been so kind to her, making her feel safe whenever she was at the docks, and asking politely after Ma and the younger ones. And if ever Delilah needed a bit of kindness, it was now.


She reached out one hand, her fingers cold despite the warmth of the day. She left it hovering a moment, unable to bring herself to touch Jonny’s face. Then she remembered the cheeky toddler he’d once been, and that gave her the courage to pluck the little flower from her shawl and lay it on his chest before smoothing his hair.


She sat back on her heels. ‘You can cover him now,’ she said, hearing her own voice as if it came from someone else. ‘I’ll have to arrange for him and Pa to be brought home.’


‘I can do that,’ came James’s deep and sympathetic voice, ‘if you’ll allow me to borrow a cart for an hour, Mr Bradley.’


‘Anything to ease the lady’s distress,’ replied the overseer.


Delilah moved to Pa. He was lying on his back, quite still except that he was fluttering his eyelids. ‘Pa?’ she said. And then, a little louder, ‘Pa? Can you hear me?’


His head jerked and there was a tremor in his arm, though nothing from his legs. Delilah looked at Abraham, who grimaced. ‘It was a fair weight that fell on him, and more on his back than his head and neck, like Jonny. He might get the feeling back and he might not – there’s no way of telling just now.’ He paused, before adding, ‘I shouldn’t be intruding my concerns on you, Miss Delilah, not when this has just happened, but I swear I checked those ropes earlier and they were properly tied.’


Between him and Mr Bradley, she knew who she believed, and nodded without speaking.


‘Is your Ma still in bed most of the time?’ came Mr Bradley’s voice.


Delilah stood up and brushed the dust from her dress, composing herself before she turned to him. ‘Yes.’


‘Why, that must be three months now.’ He added something under his breath that might have been ‘Women!’


Delilah didn’t catch the word, but she did understand the tone. ‘She nearly died, Mr Bradley,’ she said, with some asperity. ‘We’re lucky she didn’t. And she’ll be up and about as soon as she’s able, you can be sure of that.’


She shouldn’t have spoken to the overseer like that, she knew she shouldn’t. There were so many men vying for work at the docks that anything could be used as an excuse not to pick them, and the family’s women talking back to a male figure of authority would be near the top of the list. But it didn’t look like anyone was going to be looking for a day’s work any time soon, so what did it matter? Besides, Mr Bradley seemed only amused. ‘I like to see a girl with spirit.’ He licked his lips. ‘So, in the meantime, you’re going to manage without help, are you? Your Ma and Pa both ill, and – what is it, six younger ones to look out for?’


Delilah nodded. ‘Yes, yes I will. They’re my family and my responsibility.’ She looked the faces of the three older men around her, feeling young and inexperienced and scared and female, but she took in a breath and drew herself up to her full height, pulling her shawl around her. ‘And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get Pa home, break the news to my Ma, and then arrange to bury my brother.’


* * *


May 1848


Delilah watched as Ma laboured in the bed, writhing in pain and letting out an occasional groan. Poor Ma. Following the accident Pa wouldn’t be fathering any more children, but it was just her luck to find out soon afterwards that she’d fallen pregnant already. Delilah was under no illusions about how babies were made, and she was ashamed that Pa hadn’t been able to leave Ma alone even when she was still bedridden after the stillbirth and the fever. She’d been unwell through the whole pregnancy; thin despite her swelling belly, hollow-eyed and dragging herself around in an attempt to keep up with her washing so that she could take some of the load off Delilah. It was a far cry from the hearty Ma, face red from the steam, who shared raucous chat and jokes with the other women in the street and who dealt out hefty slaps to children – her own or anyone else’s – who gave her cheek or who got too close to the boiling water.


Despite – or perhaps because of – Ma’s pregnancy and illness, she and Delilah had grown even closer over the last few months. Life had been very hard indeed with so much less money coming into the house, but their solidarity, the idea that it had been the two of them acting together against the world, had helped to get them through. Delilah felt that she had grown up and assumed a new position in the family: no longer one of the children, needing Ma’s care and attention the same as the others, but rather Ma’s friend and supporter, helping her to care for the younger ones. And once this baby was born Delilah would love and cherish it along with all the others, helping Ma to recover in the certain knowledge that she’d never have to be pregnant again. The old Ma would return and everything would get better.


The labour had been going on for a long time, and Delilah tried to remain positive by wondering if the new arrival would be a boy or a girl. She didn’t mind, really; another little sister would be nice, but a brother would be useful later on to help support Ma and Pa when they were older.


She sighed, thinking of their financial situation both current and future – something that had been a constant nagging worry since the day of the accident and one she couldn’t ignore even while she watched over Ma. Pa had survived but his legs were crippled and he couldn’t work; all he did these days was drink away the money the rest of them brought in and lash out at anyone who came near enough for him to reach. They’d lost Jonny, the other breadwinner, and the others were so young. Poor little Jem would probably never be able to work anyway, for who would employ him? So that only left William and Sam plus whatever she could bring in herself, helped by Meg, Rosie and Annie when they were older. But women never got paid very much, no matter how hard they worked.


Ma groaned again, a harsh, animalistic sound. Delilah wiped her face with a wet rag, making soothing noises and hoping Ellen would come back soon. Ellen had been sitting with Ma for much of the day, but the labour had come on so suddenly that she hadn’t been able to warn her husband; she had to make sure he had something to eat after a hard day’s work heaving coal, so she’d gone off temporarily to cook his tea and would be back later. Poor Ellen had nobody else to leave her chores to; she’d never had a child of her own, helping out with Ma’s lyings-in one after the other without ever needing such help returned.


Delilah thought of their own meal that evening; it would be bread and jam with a drink of tea, so she could safely leave that in Meg’s hands, and they’d have it as soon as William got home from school. The others were playing in the street, so at least they would be spared the sound of Ma’s pain in the meantime. Pa, of course, was out, having dragged himself on his crutches to the pub earlier in the day.


Everything would be better once Ma was back to her old self. Delilah kept repeating that to herself over and over, partly for Ma’s sake and partly for her own. She couldn’t keep this up for ever: she’d been washing, drying and ironing during the day and mending long into the night until she couldn’t see properly and she wept with the tiredness. She was worried that if she kept it up much longer she’d end up with coarsened skin from the hot water like Ma, meaning her hands would be rough and useless for fine sewing. And on top of all that she’d had to cope with Pa’s drunken rages, the children and the rent man, longing all the while for this birth to be over and wishing – God willing – for Ma to recover more quickly this time.


‘Delilah?’


She was brought back to herself by Ma’s voice. ‘What is it? Do you need anything?’


‘Only to lie quiet a moment. The pain comes and goes.’


‘Shall I fetch Ellen?’


‘Not yet, love. The pains aren’t close enough together, though they do feel even worse than usual.’ Ma managed a tired smile. ‘You’d think I’d be used to it by now.’


‘Everything will be fine,’ said Delilah, as though she could make it so by the firmness of her tone. ‘Do you think you’d be able to manage a drink of water? Or some tea? I’ve kept the last bit of sugar for you. You need to keep your strength up.’


Ma shook her head. ‘Listen. It won’t be long before the pains come back, and I need to talk to you now, while I can. I’ve got something to tell you.’


‘What?’


Ma hesitated, as though not knowing how to begin. She’d just opened her mouth when footsteps were heard on the stairs and Meg put her head round the door. ‘William’s home, Delilah, and Sam’s asking can we have our tea now.’ She gazed fearfully over at the bed, her eyes huge. ‘Are you all right, Ma?’


‘All the better for seeing you, my love. Don’t worry about me – you just go and see to the little ones.’


‘Yes,’ added Delilah, ‘you have yours now. I can’t leave Ma until Ellen comes back, but that’s no reason for the rest of you not to eat.’


‘I’ll put some aside for you,’ said Meg, ‘and keep your tea warm in the pot.’


When Delilah turned back to Ma she’d laid her head on the pillow, but she was smiling. ‘My girls,’ she said. ‘So grown-up, now.’


‘Meg’s twelve, Ma – not all that grown-up.’


‘And you’re seventeen, my love.’ Ma sighed. ‘Seems like only yesterday.’ She reached out a hand to tidy a stray lock of Delilah’s raven-black hair. ‘I remember when you first opened those beautiful eyes and looked at me . . .’


Delilah kissed Ma’s hand, seeing as she did so that a new shadow of pain was appearing in her face. ‘What was it you wanted to tell me?’


Ma looked past her at the door. ‘Oh, nothing important, my love. It’ll keep for another time. Just . . . if anything happens to me, make sure you look after your brothers and sisters.’


‘Of course I will, Ma, but you’ll be up and about soon.’


‘Yes, yes I will.’ Ma’s face creased with pain. ‘I think it might be time to fetch Ellen back, and send Sam down the road for Mrs Smith as well, if she can come.’


Delilah moved to shout down the stairs, then returned to hold her mother’s hot – too hot – hand while they waited.


* * *


Some hours later, Delilah was downstairs staring into the embers of the fire when the screaming from the bedroom reached a fever pitch. The mending lay unheeded on her knee as she gripped William’s hand; his homework lay similarly discarded. She’d sent all the others to bed. She had no idea if or how the girls might sleep in the second upstairs room with all that going on, though she could see that the noise hadn’t kept Sam awake; he was sprawled on the mattress on the other side of the room next to an equally oblivious Jem, whom no sound could ever disturb.


William grimaced and clutched at her hand with every shriek he heard. Of course, he was a boy so he couldn’t be expected to know about these things, so she smiled at him encouragingly. If he’d been a little older or a little more robust she might have sent him out to the pub on the corner, the normal hiding place of the Brick Street men whose wives were in labour, but she thought better of it.


‘I don’t remember it being this bad when she had Annie,’ he said.


Delilah made no reply, but that was because she knew he was right, and the worry was gnawing at her guts. What if . . . ? But she had to keep telling herself that everything would be fine, and wishing she was right.


And then, just for a few moments, it was. One last scream was followed by an unmistakeable high-pitched wailing. But Delilah had hardly managed to exchange a relieved glance with William when she heard a panicked rushing overheard, incoherent shouts about bleeding, hurried footsteps on the wooden boards. Ellen’s voice: ‘You stay with me, Margaret Shaw!’ The baby’s crying continued, but all else gradually fell silent, and Delilah felt the weight of darkness beginning to settle on her shoulders.


The silence seemed to go on for ever, but Delilah was frozen to her chair, unable to move. If she didn’t go upstairs, if she didn’t go into the bedroom, maybe it wouldn’t happen. She could put off the moment a little longer. She could retain the last dregs of hope.


At last the door opened and heavy, tired footsteps sounded on the stairs. Ellen descended; she was carrying a bundle and there were tears pouring down her face. She sobbed and sobbed, collapsing into a chair.


Finally she recovered herself enough to speak. ‘Delilah,’ she croaked. ‘You have a new baby sister, but I’m afraid your Ma is dead.’






Chapter Two


August 1848


‘I’ll have that rent by first thing tomorrow, or you’re out.’


‘You’ll have it.’ Delilah tried to keep her tone level and confident, for any hint of weakness would see them out on the street right now, she knew.


The rent man grunted and turned away, throwing the words, ‘Last chance, do you hear?’ over his shoulder as he stamped up the hill in the morning sunshine to his next unwelcome call.


Delilah shut the door securely behind him and leant back against it for a moment until her heart stopped racing. Then she made her way upstairs to where she’d hidden the money – a necessity these days, for Pa would take anything he could get his hands on and spend it on drink. He couldn’t manage the stairs, though, so it should be safe. Yes, there it was, under the mattress that now lay on the floor, the bed having been sold some weeks ago. Delilah already knew exactly how much there was, but she counted it again just in case it had miraculously managed to increase itself. Unsurprisingly it hadn’t, so the stark situation was confirmed: she had barely half what she needed.


There was just one chance. Downstairs was a basket of pristine sheets and clothes, all washed, dried, ironed and mended by her own weary hands. It was due to be delivered today, and if the bill was paid in cash then it would give her enough to stave off the threat of eviction. There wouldn’t be anything left over to buy food, but they had a bit of bread left from yesterday, and if William managed to get half a day’s work later then he should bring a couple of shillings home this evening.


William was just coming in as she descended. He looked up at her and shook his head; after failing to be picked for labour that morning at the docks he’d decided to tramp round a few pubs to see if anyone would pay him to unload carts or sweep floors, but it seemed he’d had no luck there, either. All was not quite lost, for word up and down the street was that two more ships were due in at around noon; he could go back then. The problem was that there were many, many men doing the same, not only Liverpool natives who’d worked at the docks all their lives but an increasing number of Irish immigrants fleeing the famine in their own country, and most of them were bigger and stronger than William. Personally, Delilah didn’t see why the Irishmen shouldn’t be entitled to look for work the same as anyone else – after all, they were just people who had fallen on hard times, which as she well knew could happen to anyone – but many of the men were resentful, and Pa was particularly vicious in his condemnation of the incomers.


Delilah looked at William’s pale face. He was not yet fourteen, which meant that even when he did get work they would only pay him a boy’s wage, not a man’s, and he was so thin and puny that he didn’t get picked very often anyway. Delilah suspected that he only got work at all because Abraham – one of the few full-time employees at the docks – put in a good word for him and because Mr Bradley was sympathetic to their plight. Indeed, the overseer had been more than generous, calling at the house several times to check up on Pa and to see them all, bringing gifts of food and drink each time.


Even after all the disasters that had befallen them in the past year, Delilah had tried and tried to keep William in school, eking out every penny for the fees even though it meant going hungry herself. But as they had gradually slipped further and further behind it became obvious that the situation couldn’t continue. Still she had held her tongue, unwilling to be the one to shatter the dreams of the only member of the family who still had them. But then one day William had gone out as normal, returning in the evening not with homework but with three shillings; he had quietly left his beloved school behind and found a way to contribute to the family income. That night Delilah had shed even more tears than usual.


Now he was reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a shilling piece. ‘I saw Abraham at the docks this morning, and he said he’d remembered that he owed this to Pa. But he said to give it to you, not him.’


Delilah took it and frowned. ‘Are you sure? Pa never said anything, and you can be sure he’d chase it up if anyone owed him.’


‘Who knows what’s in Pa’s mind these days? Take it, anyway – Abraham will be offended if you don’t.’ He paused for a moment and then added, ‘I think he still feels guilty about . . . you know.’


Delilah knew he was referring to the accident. Mr Bradley continued to blame it on Abraham, but she wasn’t convinced. He’d always been hard-working and careful; a black man didn’t keep his job for very long if he wasn’t, and Abraham had been at the docks as long as she could remember. Safe was the word that always sprang to Delilah’s mind when she thought of him; safety in more ways than one. There was no way Abraham would have done anything to put Pa’s or Jonny’s lives in danger. Fortunately Mr Bradley didn’t have the authority to sack him, as they were employed by different companies, so he was still there to keep an eye on William and to invent fictitious debts so he could help out the Shaw family without fanfare.


William was now looking at the basket of washing. ‘Shall I take that? I might as well be some use rather than just sitting here.’


Delilah shook her head. ‘I’m not sure that the rent man might not come back, even though he gave us until tomorrow, so I’d actually rather you stayed here with me. Sam had better take it.’


William nodded and pushed himself up out of the chair. ‘I’ll go and fetch them.’


Sam and Jem both came in after a few minutes, barefoot and filthy as ever despite her best efforts to keep them clean.


Sam sported yet more bruises, and Delilah sighed. ‘Why do you always fight boys bigger than you?’


‘Wouldn’t be right to hit anyone smaller.’ He shrugged. ‘Besides, you just put all your weight into it so you’re hitting with your shoulder as well as your fist, then it doesn’t matter how big they are.’


‘So who was it this time? And what about?’ She cut him off before he could answer. ‘Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I need you to take that basket up to Mrs Millet’s house in Great George Street – you remember where that is? Knock on the back door, give it to the maid, and don’t leave until she’s given you the money, do you hear? It’s important we have it today.’


‘Got it,’ said Sam. He turned and made a series of gestures to Jem.


It was astonishing how they understood each other. Jem wasn’t dim-witted – despite what the other children in the street might say – but he’d never been able to hear and so also couldn’t speak clearly. He could make sounds, but as nobody except Sam and Meg understood them he didn’t bother most of the time, although he had made more of an effort since Jonny wasn’t around to mock him for his attempts. Delilah worried about Jem, about his future: he was a cheery little thing for now, but as he grew older and found it difficult to get work, what would become of him?


It was just one more thing to fret about, of course, a single item on a long, long list. For now all Delilah could do was make sure that Jem was housed and fed; he was happy enough being Sam’s shadow and giggling with his little sisters. Sam was fiercely protective of him – as his frequent injuries showed – and they seemed to be able to communicate without the need of words. Sometimes they didn’t even need gestures; a look was enough.


With a final admonishment to keep the washing clean and to get the money, Delilah saw them out the door. Then it was straight out to the back yard, for there was no time to sit idling.


By now Delilah loathed the very sight of the copper over its fire, the wooden dolly, the wringer, the clothes line – all of it. This was Ma’s life, not hers; her ambitions and dreams lay in a very different direction. She touched the flower tucked in her shawl, picked from a crack in the pavement that very morning, for luck. Flowers. That was the work she dreamed about and wished for. But now was no time for wishes, was it? With a heart as heavy as the wet cotton, she picked up the first dripping sheet.


‘Shall I help you with that?’


Delilah smiled at William as he came out. ‘Women’s work? You’ll get laughed out of town if anyone sees you.’


He shrugged. ‘Who’s going to see? Besides, work is work, and I can’t sit down while you’re out here doing this.’ He allowed the ghost of a grin to play on his lips. ‘I won’t try to do your sewing, though.’


‘Probably best.’ Delilah felt herself almost smiling for the first time in many weeks. ‘All right. You turn the handle and I’ll feed it through. Not too fast, mind; slow and steady is the best way.’


They began to squeeze the water out of the sheets. ‘We’ll be able to hear if the rent man knocks again,’ said William, ‘and Meg’s inside anyway so she can call us.’


Delilah had almost forgotten that Meg was at home – she was so silent and withdrawn these days that she was barely noticeable. Since Delilah had been obliged to take on Ma’s work as well as her own, all the regular housework had fallen on Meg’s shoulders on top of the care of Rosie and Annie, and she got on with it all quietly and efficiently but in a buttoned-up way that didn’t allow anyone to know what she was thinking or feeling. Another sibling for Delilah to be anxious about.


The worries all came flooding in again. Money; it all came down to money. Delilah wasn’t greedy, had no wish to live in a big house or laze about while someone else did the work, but was it too much to expect that a hard-working family should be able to have a roof over its head and enough food on the table? But for that to happen, the family needed a breadwinner – a male breadwinner. Nobody could survive on what anyone was prepared to pay a woman, no matter how hard she worked.


And that was the long and the short of it; they were losing ground. There were not many more hours in the day that she could feasibly work, and those hours would get shorter as the autumn and winter came on – she couldn’t sew unless she could see, and that would mean the use of expensive candles. Even if William got a full day’s work every day, the cost of food and the rent on this house was too much – and that was before she even accounted for Pa’s drinking habit. Sam would have to be the next to try and find work, but as he was only ten he was not likely to get anything other than running errands for a pittance. No, the writing was on the wall; this house had been their home for all her life, but they would have to leave it. She would put it off as long as possible, hoping that something would turn up, but she was only staving off the inevitable. Miracles didn’t happen in real life.


Later, Delilah was indoors and starting to heat up the irons when the clock on the mantelpiece struck two. She was alone; William had headed back to the docks as soon as the first ship had been sighted and Meg had gone out to check that Rosie and little Annie were all right. Children played in the street all the time without supervision, but Meg was particularly protective, like a mother hen to the little ones.


Delilah looked at the clock, one of the few household possessions she hadn’t been able to bring herself to pawn as Ma had loved it so much. It was past the time when Sam and Jem should have returned. She wasn’t particularly worried about their safety, thinking they’d dawdled or run into friends on the way back, but she was starting to be annoyed. They should have brought her the money first and then gone out to play afterwards – what if they lost it?


She turned in relief when she heard the front door open, but then looked on in horror as two dirty, tear-streaked boys entered, dragging with them a basket of muddy, filthy sheets.


‘Don’t start!’ shouted Sam, as soon as they were inside and the door shut.


‘What happened? And where’s the money?’


‘Haven’t got it.’


Sam sounded stubborn and Delilah lost her temper. ‘We needed that money for the rent! If you’ve been larking about—’


She was interrupted by Jem tugging at her arm. She made as if to brush him off, furious as she was with Sam, but he stood in front of her and stamped his foot. Then he made the sign he used for ‘listen’ and pointed to Sam.


‘All right. But this better be good.’


‘We were nearly at Great George Street, and there was a lot of traffic. I was carrying the basket so I couldn’t hold on to Jem at the same time, and he went out into the road without looking properly. There was a great big brewer’s cart belting towards him, the driver shouting, but he was still facing the other way and he didn’t see it.’ Tears began to roll down Sam’s face, making new tracks in the grime, and his voice rose to a squeak. ‘It was going to kill him, Lilah, it really was – lots of people started yelling. So I pulled him back out the way, but I had to drop the basket and it all went in the gutter and it got run over, and I’m sorry ’cos I know it had to get there clean, but it was our Jem. Do you understand? It was our Jem!’


He had to stop as he was overwhelmed by the sobs and the shock of what had nearly happened. Suddenly, despite all his usual bravado, Sam looked like what he was: an upset little boy.


Delilah moved towards him but he stepped back, rubbing his knuckles in his eyes. ‘So don’t tell me’ – his voice cracked – ‘don’t you dare tell me I should have saved the washing and let my brother die!’


Crying herself now, Delilah knelt and swept them both into her arms, holding them tight. ‘Of course not! Of course you did the right thing.’ She kissed the top of both of their heads. ‘We’re family, and that’s the most important thing by far. Never mind the washing – I’ve still got Jem and I’ve still got you, and that’s all that matters.’


She stayed hugging them, repeating over and over again that everything would be all right, until their sobs subsided and they began to squirm. Then she sat back, wiped their faces and sent them out to play before looking through the ruins of the basket, at the sheets and clothes that there would never be time to wash and dry again before the end of the day.


* * *


It was not yet dawn when Delilah opened the door. She put a finger to her lips and beckoned to the others, counting heads as they all slipped silently into the street, followed by a half-conscious and bemused Pa dragging himself on his crutches.


There had been no possibility of paying the rent, and Delilah knew that the rent man wouldn’t allow any further extension – he’d be back with a gang of tough, frightening heavies as soon as he knew the money wasn’t going to be forthcoming. Unable to stand the humiliation of being thrown bodily out on to the street, Delilah had decided to take pre-emptive action. They had packed up anything they still owned that was movable, and everyone except Pa and Annie was loaded with baskets and bundles. Sheets, blankets and clothes were wrapped around their few items of crockery and cooking equipment, to keep them safe, and Ma’s precious clock was safely stowed. All Ma’s laundry equipment would have to stay, as it was far too heavy to shift, but Delilah hoped it would count to pay off the arrears they already owed so that the rent man wouldn’t chase them. Besides, he wouldn’t be able to find them; Liverpool was teeming with the poor and homeless and one more broken family could easily disappear without a trace.


Delilah tried hard not to cry as she shut the door for the last time on the house that had been her home since the day she was born. The house where they had shared the good times and the bad and where Ma had lived and loved them all. But, when all was said and done, it was only a building; what was more important were the children around her. She turned to the sad little knot and held out her arms to pick Annie up, settling her on one hip.


Rosie tugged at her skirt. ‘Lilah? Why are we leaving?’


Delilah just about managed to smother the multitude of thoughts that bubbled up in her mind. Because the world isn’t fair, she longed to say. But what use would that be? ‘We’re going to find somewhere else to live, darling,’ was all she allowed herself.


‘All of us?’


‘Yes, all of us together. So there’s nothing for you to worry about, you hear? You’ve still got me, and I’ll look after you. All of you.’


She turned her face from the door and led them up the street as the sun began to rise.


* * *


It was strange how much could change over such a short distance. They were only about a mile and a half from Brick Street, but this part of Liverpool was very different indeed.


The half a week’s rent that Delilah had already saved and not paid at the old house, added to the money William had brought home after an afternoon’s work at the docks, enabled her after some hours of searching to secure them a single room in a partitioned house. It was situated in one of the courts that proliferated in the area of the city bounded by Scotland Road and Gerard Street, where hundreds of dwellings had been crammed together in the space behind the buildings that fronted the main roads. After some haggling – and, for once, Delilah had been glad of Pa’s menacing presence at her shoulder – she’d agreed that her available cash would cover two weeks’ rent, paid in advance. That meant she had only Abraham’s shilling and a few coppers for food, but at least they would be left in peace for a brief period while they worked out what to do next.
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