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Carrie looked at her doubtfully. ‘It’s a bit . . . revealing. That neckline’s far too low.’


‘The ladies who sit at the front wear dresses just as low cut.’ Marjorie twisted and turned in front of the mirror. ‘I’ve never worn anything half as pretty. I wish I could always wear clothes like this.’


‘Well, if it’s what you want to do, I wish you well, love.’


‘It is what I want.’ Taking a deep breath, Marjorie walked out to rehearse and had the pleasure of seeing Mr Sinclair’s – no, Denby’s – eyes brighten at the sight of her in all her finery, with her hair properly pinned up. Only he came and pulled the pins out of her hair and spread it over her shoulders instead.


‘You have lovely hair. Leave it loose.’


She could see Carrie frowning, but ignored that. ‘Whatever you think best.’
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Lancashire, May 1846


Marjorie was hurrying back into the mill from the necessary. Closing the outside door she stepped back into the warm, moist atmosphere that kept the cotton happy but was uncomfortable for the operatives in summer. She was wearing as little as was decent because of that, they all were.


When the overlooker stepped out of the store-room into the corridor and put one arm across to bar her way, her heart began to thump and she took a quick step backwards. They all knew what he was like.


‘I could fine you for lingering,’ he said.


‘I’m not lingering. I’m on my way back to my spindles.’


‘Then start moving.’


But she knew if she stepped forward he’d make free of her body before he let her pass and she couldn’t bear the thought of him touching her again. He kept the girls he fancied working on the ground floor and often tried to fumble with their breasts. Some of them let him, knowing they’d not get fined or scolded if they did. ‘I’ll move if you step back and let me pass.’


He smiled and stayed where he was. Then Mr Forrett, the owner, came round the corner and she sagged against the wall in relief.


‘Ah, there you are, Benting.’ The owner looked from one to the other and his smile said he knew exactly what was going on.


Marjorie seized her opportunity and slid quickly sideways past the two men, hearing them laugh as she rounded the corner and waited for the carriage that pulled and twisted the yarn to move across and let her get into her station.


‘Something wrong?’ the girl next to her asked.


‘Benting! He caught me coming in.’


Her companion pulled a sympathetic face. ‘He’s awful, isn’t he?’


As they walked home Marjorie told her sister Dora what had happened. ‘I don’t know what to do about him. He’s getting worse lately.’


‘Slap his face for him. I will if he ever touches me.’


‘He won’t. You’re too flat-chested. That’s why he’s got you working upstairs.’


‘But I’d definitely slap him if he did.’ Dora tossed her head.


Marjorie sighed. It would take a lot to drive her to that. She was too soft for her own good, she knew. She hated quarrels and upsets, just wanted to live her life in peace. And she could do that at home now, because they’d all moved in with her mother’s second husband a few months ago and Nev had proved to be a kind man, who always made sure there was food on the table, didn’t drink and didn’t thump you for no reason.


She considered telling Nev what was happening, but couldn’t see that doing any good, so she just tried to put it behind her once she left the mill. But she didn’t sleep well, had nightmares about Benting sometimes.


The following morning she was nearly late and arrived at the mill breathless from running.


The overlooker was standing by the gate, watch in hand, checking the operatives in. He didn’t say anything, but the way he watched her made a shiver of anxiety run down her spine.


She tried not to go to the necessary until the midday break when there would be other girls around, but in the end she was so uncomfortable she had to seek his permission to leave her place.


The look he gave her worried her sick, it was so triumphant. When she’d relieved herself, she had to brace herself to leave the necessary and go back inside.


He was waiting for her in the corridor again, put out his arm again to bar her way just as he had the day before, and smiled at her like a huge cat about to pounce on a helpless bird.


When she backed away from him he followed her swiftly, trapping her at the end before she could open the door. He waited a minute, looming over her, clearly enjoying her fear, then he reached out and grabbed her breast.


As she batted his hand away, he laughed. ‘Behave yourself, Preston.’


‘It’s you who should behave yourself. Shame on you, Mr Benting. You’ve a wife and children at home.’


He scowled at her then and pressed his lower body against hers.


She felt disgust rise like sickness in her throat and suddenly found the courage to raise her knee sharply and catch him in the groin. There was surprise as well as pain on his face. She shoved him aside before he could pull himself together and ran back into the steamy atmosphere of the main room.


He watched her for most of the hour that had to pass before the siren sounded for the midday break. And all afternoon long, she could feel his eyes following her.


As they walked outside, her sister Dora came up to her and whispered, ‘Is it true?’


‘Is what true?’


‘That you kneed Mr Benting in his privates.’


‘How do you know that?’


Dora chuckled. ‘Betty was going to the necessary and saw what happened. She came running back up the stairs before he could turn and see her. She said you didn’t even notice her.’


‘He’d got me cornered and was touching me. Why won’t he leave me alone?’


‘Because you’re pretty. He watches you more than he does the other lasses. Everyone knows that.’


When he came in again, the overlooker’s expression was so black and furious that Marjorie’s heart quailed inside her.


He walked across. ‘Don’t think you’ll get away with skimping your work this afternoon, Preston!’


‘I’ve never skimped my work, Mr Benting.’


‘Only because I keep my eyes on you. And don’t be so cheeky.’


A short time later he came by again and fined her twopence for ‘insolent language’.


She stared at him in shock. ‘I didn’t even speak.’


‘You were insolent earlier, though.’


‘I was defending myself.’


He leaned towards her, ‘And you told folk what’d happened. I take exception to that, Preston!’


‘I didn’t tell anyone. Someone saw us.’


‘Liar!’


Half an hour later he told her he’d be docking her a further twopence for leaving waste on the floor. She was so angry now she couldn’t hold the words back. ‘That’s not fair! Fluff blows all over the floor and you know it. You’re just getting back at me for what happened.’



‘Not fair!’ His voice rose to a shout that could be heard above the clicking and whirring of the spindles, ‘How dare you speak to me like that! You’ve cheeked me for the last time, Preston! You’re sacked. I can find a dozen lasses who’ll be glad of your job, lasses who won’t answer me back like you do.’


She stared at him in shock. ‘But—’


‘You heard me! Pick up your things and leave the mill this minute.’


There were murmurs of disapproval all around, but he glared at the women under his control, daring them to side openly with Marjorie.


‘And don’t think we’re paying you anything. You’ve been getting lazier by the week.’


‘But I’ve nearly a week’s money owing.’


He laughed in her face. ‘We don’t pay wages to folk we dismiss.’


Just then the mill owner came over to them, drawn by the shouting. ‘What’s the matter, Benting?’


She turned to Mr Forrett and answered before the overlooker could speak. ‘He’s just sacked me, that’s what’s the matter, sir, and I didn’t do anything to deserve it.’


Mr Forrett looked down his nose at her. ‘If Benting has sacked you, there must be a good reason.’


‘But there wasn’t!’


‘Get out!’ He jerked his head in the direction of the door.


‘I’m owed nearly a week’s wages.’


He too laughed at her. ‘We don’t pay money to sacked hands. Get out of my mill this minute and don’t come back, or I’ll call the police and have you thrown into jail for trespassing.’


She stood there for a minute, feeling so shocked she couldn’t move or speak. Benting was smirking at her from beside the owner, so somehow she held back the tears and went to fetch her shawl and the cloth that had held her dinner from the bench at the side of the room, then walked out with her head held high. At the door she turned and stared across the big room with its heavy machinery moving slowly to and fro, but the other women were looking anywhere except in her direction and the two men had turned their backs. Benting was talking away, waving his arms about, making up to the owner as always. He was a good overlooker, that was the trouble, and under his rule, the machinery was kept in good working order, so Mr Forrett let him do as he pleased.


Why should they care that they’d taken her living away from her? They could always find someone else to take her place.


What was she going to do now? Just as important, what would her stepfather do when he found out she’d been sacked and had no money for him? Nev was very careful with money.


Once she was out of the mill she didn’t try to hold back the tears, couldn’t, so ran down to the river and found a place to weep where no one would see or hear her.


When she’d cried herself to a standstill she sat for a few minutes looking along the shallow, rushing water towards the bridge that had given the town its name – Hedderby Bridge, nestling in a long, narrow Pennine valley. She’d often wished she could follow the river right to the very end. She’d never seen the sea, had never seen anything but this one small town.


She wished men would have more respect for her, didn’t like the body that had grown plump in embarrassing places now that she was getting enough to eat. If she was ugly perhaps they’d leave her alone.


She stood up. There was no putting it off any longer. She’d better go home and tell Nev and her mother what had happened.


Athol Stott pushed his manservant’s arm away, hating how clumsily he moved his hand now. The accident had left him badly scarred, robbed him of one leg and turned his right hand into a useless claw. It had also robbed him of his independence. His gesture spilled the small glass of laudanum over the bedcovers. ‘I told you not yet, fool!’ he said in the slurred voice which was all he could manage from a face twisted into a gargoyle by the scars caused by the scalding steam. He still dreamed of the night the boiler had blown up, woke screaming with the memory of the pain.


‘But sir, the doctor said to give it to you at—’


‘I know exactly what the doctor said, but if I can manage without that damned stuff for a few minutes more, then I shall. And each day, I’ll push back the time I take the dose. That stuff turns you into a mindless idiot.’ He winced as he moved incautiously and jarred the stump of his leg, which was taking a long time to heal. ‘Send my wife to me.’


He lay there staring round the bedroom which had become a prison to him. The past few months had passed in a blur of pain and the dreamy haze caused by the laudanum, but during the past week or two he felt to have started regaining some ground and he intended to take control of his life from now on.


It took longer than he’d expected for Maria to come upstairs. She stood at the end of the bed, staring at him. She rarely came closer nowadays.


‘Terson says you’re refusing to take your laudanum.’


‘Yes.’ He frowned at her. ‘I delayed my last few doses and the pain wasn’t too great to bear for a while. That fool of a doctor has been giving me too much and I intend to reduce the amount I’m taking. I want to see him at this time tomorrow. Tell him not to be late. I need to talk to him while my mind’s clear.’ He gestured towards the side of his body which had been worse affected. ‘There’s got to be something we can do about this. I won’t spend the rest of my life lying in bed.’


‘Dr Barlow said you’d improve slowly and you have. You must be patient, Athol. I know it’s hard, but—’


He glared at her. ‘Damned if I’ll be patient! And don’t talk to me like that, woman, as if I’m a child. You’re still my wife, still owe me obedience, and if you don’t do as I say I’ll make you regret it, I promise you.’ She looked at him steadily, didn’t speak a word, but her eyes spoke her resentment for her. And something else, something that flickered into life and then vanished again.


‘No one can perform miracles, Athol, not me, not the doctor.’


‘Dr Barlow, tomorrow,’ he repeated.


‘I’ll arrange it. Now let Terson give you the laudanum.’


He watched her leave the bedroom, then Terson came back in, looking wary. ‘Three-quarters of the usual dose, please.’


‘But sir—’


‘Did you hear me?’


Frustrated beyond bearing, Athol deliberately spilled another dose of laudanum before he let his manservant tip the reddish liquid into his mouth, coloured by the wine they mixed the painkiller with. And it still tasted foul. At a lowered dose he didn’t sink completely into the grey nothingness the drug had brought him at first. That had been the price he’d paid for relieving the unbearable pain.


He lay there trying to think but his thoughts had blurred again, even if not as badly. He’d consider his future plans later, when this damned stuff wore off.


As Maria left her husband she shuddered and let out a long sigh of frustration. She hesitated for a moment, then went along to her bedroom. Once there, she sat on the rocking chair by the window, closing her eyes and leaning her head back. There were noises coming from the servants working downstairs and she had household duties to attend to, but she ignored them and concentrated on regaining her composure.


Since the accident, each time she visited her husband the loathing she felt towards him seemed to deepen. She’d known for a long time that he was a truly evil man and she’d considered running away from him, would have done so if it hadn’t been for her sons. She had cousins who would hide her and give her money to live on. Only – if she took his sons away from him, Athol would hunt her down, she was sure. And she loved Isaac and Benjamin so much, couldn’t bear to leave them, let alone allow them to be brought up by a cruel man like their father. No child deserved that.


When the doctor had visited her a few days after Benjamin’s birth, she’d wept hysterically and begged him to tell Athol it would endanger her life if she had any more children. And dear Dr Latimer had done that for her. Athol had declared himself satisfied with two sons and mocked her for being stiff and useless in bed, telling her she’d be no loss and he’d be happy to find other women who would enjoy his attentions. That hadn’t upset her at all and knowing he wouldn’t be sharing her bed again had been the main thing that enabled her to stay with him.


Sadly, Athol wouldn’t allow Dr Latimer to attend his family any more, because the doctor and he had quarrelled over the way Athol treated the men who worked at the family’s engineering works. So now they called in Dr Barlow, whom Maria disliked intensely and who was, she felt, far less modern in his ways than Dr Latimer.


After the accident she had hoped, heaven forgive her, that Athol would not recover from his horrendous injuries, but he had astonished everyone by clinging to life. Now, when he was not drowsy from laudanum, the light of evil seemed to burn even more malevolently than before in his eyes. So she’d done a wicked thing. She’d increased his dose and kept him in a twilight world, which had spared them his viciousness and allowed her to run the household as she wanted.


But if he’d realised he could manage with less laudanum . . . She shuddered. What would her life be like if he recovered enough to leave his room and take charge of the household again?


As usual the rocking and a few quiet minutes alone soothed her and soon she was able to return to her daily tasks. Whatever it took, she would have to cope for as long as her children needed her. But once they were grown, she’d leave. Somehow.


Marjorie entered Linney’s Lodging House by the side door and found Nev and her mother in the kitchen. Her heart sank. She’d hoped Raife would be there, because the kindly old man always seemed to make things easier between her and her stepfather.


‘Eh, what are you doin’ home at this time of day?’ her mother exclaimed.


‘I’ve been sacked. And it wasn’t fair!’ She couldn’t help it, she burst into tears again.


Nev came to guide her to a chair. ‘Sit down and tell us about it.’


So the story came out.


‘Why didn’t you tell me that overlooker was pestering you?’ he asked.


She shrugged, feeling uncomfortable even to talk about it. ‘He does it to all the lasses who work there. He doesn’t usually settle on one person, but lately . . . well, it’s been mostly me. And I haven’t encouraged him, I haven’t!’


‘I’d have had a word with him if I’d known. What’s the fellow’s name again?’


‘Benting. But it wouldn’t have done any good because he’s good with the machinery and can do no wrong in Mr Forrett’s eyes. Anyway, the master touches the lasses sometimes as well.’


Nev leaned forward to put an arm round Marjorie’s shoulders, the first time he had made any gesture of affection towards her. He pushed his handkerchief into her hand. ‘Here. Wipe your eyes, love. It doesn’t matter about the job. I was going to ask you to give it up anyway.’


She wiped her eyes and blew her nose for good measure. ‘Why?’


He gestured to his wife. ‘You know the doctor’s told Jane to rest till she’s had the baby, and she has been doing, but she gets lonely on her own, needs company. My father’s busy with his music these days and anyway, it isn’t a man’s job to run a house, so I’ve decided I need someone to look after this place for me and keep an eye on Jane and the lodgers. And who better than Jane’s own daughter? Do you think you could do that?’


She stared at him in surprise. It was the last thing she’d expected him to suggest. ‘You mean, you’re not angry with me about losing my job?’


‘Not with you, it’s him I’m angry with.’ He gave her one of his quick, shy smiles. ‘Will you do that for us, Marjorie love, look after the house and keep an eye on your mother till after the baby’s born?’


She thought about what he’d said then looked at him doubtfully. ‘I’m not all that good at housework and organising things. Our Carrie’s the one for that. I know I’d make a lot of mistakes.’ And she didn’t fancy being shut in the house most of the time, not seeing her friends, being with her mother who would expect lots of attention and fuss. The work at the mill was hard, but at least she had some fun with her friends there. They had sing-songs sometimes at the dinner break or when they walked home. She loved that.


Nev frowned at her. ‘You’ll have me and my dad to help and advise you, and you know the rules for running a common lodging house after living here for a few months – the town council’s rules and mine. I’m sure you’ll be able to cope all right.’


‘What about Mrs Terrill and the washing? Will she still be coming in?’ Marjorie hated washing, the way it made your hands red and crinkly, the sheer hard work of lugging hot water to and from the boiler, heaving sodden clothes in and out. Nev might have a modern box mangle, but washing day for such a large family still left you exhausted.


It was his turn to screw up his face in thought. ‘Yes, she’d better keep doing it. There’s a lot of washing with all of you children, especially now that we’ve bought you enough clothes. You’ll have enough on with the rest of the housework and cooking.’


Marjorie watched him give his wife a fond smile. He’d never complained about Jane bringing six of her ten children to live with him, you had to grant him that, and he’d proved a good stepfather. He looked at Marjorie expectantly and she could think of no way of refusing him. ‘I could try.’ But she knew how finicky Nev was about keeping his house nice and she wasn’t sure she’d do it well enough to suit him. She did tend to go off into daydreams and her sisters were always teasing her about that. ‘I’ll do my very best, I promise you.’


‘That’s all anyone can do.’ He patted her shoulders again and moved away.


She didn’t mind him touching her, because it was a friendly gesture, so unlike that other man’s touch. The thought of Benting’s big dirty hands pawing at her breasts still made her shudder.


Terson asked to see Maria that evening.


‘I wish to give notice, ma’am and felt I should speak to you first, since the master is not – well, not fully himself yet.’


She looked at him in dismay. ‘Oh, no! Please don’t leave us. I rely on you to look after my husband. I’ll raise your wages and—’


He held up one hand to prevent her continuing. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m not a nurse, wasn’t hired for such duties, and since the accident Mr Stott has been impossible to please.’


She could sympathise with him. Athol’s bad temper seemed to permeate the whole house and everyone who lived there was only too aware of the brooding presence on the first floor.


‘I’ll stay on until you’ve found someone to replace me, ma’am – if he’ll let me,’ Terson added. ‘But I’d appreciate it if you’d find other help as quickly as you can.’


When he’d left the room, she stood there for a few minutes, dreading the scenes that would surely follow when she told her husband. She hoped desperately that she’d find someone reliable to take care of Athol, because she never wanted to touch him again.


After a while she decided to get it over with and went to tell him. His face turned dark red with fury and she thought for a minute that he’d have an apoplexy – wished he would. However, his colour gradually subsided and a calculating look replaced the anger in his eyes. ‘We’ll need to get someone else quickly, then. In fact, get two people in so that one of them can be available at night. If we hire two strong men, they can carry me out into the sun as the weather improves. If I keep to the back garden no one will be able to gawk at me.’ He scowled round. ‘I’ll go mad if I have to stay in this damned bedroom much longer.’


‘The doctor said you’d be better lying down. That leg still hasn’t fully healed and you’ve been so restless lately you’re irritating the stump again. You know how badly it reacted when they fitted you with that wooden leg. You should have taken things more easily.’


‘Damn the doctor! It’s my leg and my life. If I can’t walk again, I’ll have to be carried or pushed everywhere and I won’t put up with that. I’m not spending the rest of my life shut up in here. I’ll find a way to get free of it.’


He lay there for a minute with his eyes half-closed. She recognised that expression only too well and wondered what he was plotting now, feeling relieved when she heard the front door bell.


‘That’d better be the damned doctor,’ he said.


‘I’d be grateful if you’d not use such coarse language in front of me, Athol.’


He let out a nasty, sneering laugh. ‘I don’t need your gratitude, so I’ll continue speaking how I choose. Now make yourself useful, for once. Go and fetch the doctor up.’


She was relieved to get out of his room but stayed at the foot of the stairs while Dr Barlow was with her husband, in case she was needed.


When shouting erupted in the bedroom, she went up a few steps, hesitated and went back down again. Whatever was going on in there, she didn’t want to be involved.


It seemed a long time till the doctor came downstairs, his colour heightened and an air of suppressed anger about him. ‘Can you spare me a few minutes, Mrs Stott?’


‘Yes, of course.’


In the small parlour she used now that she was on her own in the evenings, she gestured to a chair.


‘Your husband wants me to perform a miracle so that he can walk again and use that twisted right hand. I told him that couldn’t happen, but he wouldn’t accept my opinion. What’s more, I don’t think it wise to reduce the dose of laudanum, which he did without consulting me. He’s too restless and one part of the stump has begun suppurating again.’


‘He hates taking laudanum, but when he takes less he becomes rather – difficult.’


Dr Barlow looked at her with sympathy in his eyes and after a minute added, ‘He also tells me Terson is leaving.’


‘Yes.’


‘Pity. The man is meticulous in keeping Mr Stott clean and in carrying out my instructions.’


Upstairs, Athol looked at his manservant who was preparing his next dose of laudanum. ‘If you want good references and a bonus when you leave, I need you to do something for me.’


Terson looked at him, head on one side. ‘How much are you offering?’


Athol let out a crack of ragged laughter. ‘Five guineas extra if you do as I ask and keep your mouth shut.’


‘I’ll be happy to help you, sir.’
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Nev looked round the kitchen and sighed. Marjorie was doing her best, but even a couple of weeks had shown that she definitely didn’t have a flair for running a household like theirs. Nor was she all that good a cook, because she forgot to stir things or take them out of the oven at the right time. He could do better himself, had learned to cook after his mother died, but he didn’t intend to do it again, not with a wife and stepdaughters around. He looked across at his father and grimaced, spreading his hands helplessly.


Raife smiled in that gentle way he had. ‘That lass hasn’t it in her to organise a busy house.’


‘No. Neither has my Jane.’ He reckoned both Marjorie and her mother were born mainly to please men, with their softly rounded bodies, big blue eyes and obvious need to be looked after.


‘Does it matter so much that the place is untidy? She does clean it thoroughly.’


Nev considered this and nodded. ‘I’ll give her that, Dad, but I like it to be tidy as well, at least some of the time, and it’s never tidy at the moment. I make good money and I want to live nicely. Why can’t she put things back in the right place afterwards? Is that so hard?’ He shrugged, smiling wryly at his own foibles. ‘I know I’m a fusspot, but that’s how I am.’


‘Are you sorry you married Jane?’


‘No, I’m not.’ He gave his father a slightly embarrassed smile. ‘I like having a family, if you must know, and those lasses of hers are grand, so is young Ted.’ He hesitated, then admitted what his father must have guessed, ‘I was lonely before. I was glad when you came back to live with me and I was glad when the others did too.’


‘Then you’ll just have to put up with how Marjorie does the job.’


Nev looked thoughtful. ‘Perhaps – or perhaps not. We’ll see how things go. She looks after her mother well, at least. Jane’s been much happier since Marjorie was around.’


‘That’s because she has someone to gossip with. What the two of them find to talk about all day, I don’t know.’


Nev grinned. ‘Jane’s never short of something to say. She’s on about the baby’s name again.’


‘I thought she was going to call it Peggy if it was a girl, and Frank if it was a boy.’


‘That was last week. This week it’s Sylvia and Joseph. Marjorie says she’s always like this when she’s expecting.’


‘What do you want to call it?’


‘Morgan if it’s a boy, after Mother’s family. And that’s what it will be called. Only I’m not telling Jane that yet.’


‘What if it’s a girl?’


‘It won’t be.’


Raife hid a smile. As if you could decide what a baby was going to be. He’d never thought to see his son married. He’d left his wife and Nev many years ago, once she’d inherited some money, enough to live off, which had taken the responsibility for her off his shoulders. They’d quarrelled so much and stopped sharing a bed long before, so she hadn’t been at all unhappy about his going. His older son had gone with him, but Nev had stayed with her. Well, she’d have made a fuss if he hadn’t. It was from her that his son got his pernickety ways. She’d been a pain to live with, not wanting anything out of place, going mad if you walked any dirt in.


He’d only come back to Hedderby Bridge because after his other son died it was either throw himself on Nev’s mercy or go into the poorhouse. Nev had a reputation in the town for being a miser and he was indeed very careful with money, but who could blame him? He and his mother had worked hard for their success with the lodging house. Raife might have grown to dislike his wife, but he could give credit where credit was due: she had been a hard worker all right.


Now, at nearly forty-seven Nev was awaiting the birth of his first child and fussing over his wife like a hen with one chick. The baby had come as a shock to him and to everyone in the family because Jane was forty-five, past the age of childbearing you’d have thought. She had ten living children by her first husband and Raife had heard her complain recently that ten was enough for anyone. How she’d cope with this new one, he didn’t know. She didn’t seem able to cope with anything practical, though she was a pleasant enough woman.


Oh, well, time would show all that.


Edmund Stott looked round the engineering works, proud of what he’d accomplished since the explosion a few months ago. It had been caused by misuse of the safety mechanisms on the old steam engine, thanks to his cousin’s refusal to spend money on necessary improvements. But Athol’s penny pinching had cost more in the long run and money had had to be spent to rebuild the back part of the works after the explosion, far more money than it would have taken merely to replace the old steam engine, because Athol hadn’t been insured, another of his cost-saving tricks.


Edmund had stopped working here after his marriage. Athol had been furious that he’d married his mistress, but Edmund loved Faith, who was not only his beloved wife but the mother of their child, first of many he hoped. However, he’d come back to save the family business when Athol was incapacitated. And he was loving it. Without Athol’s harsh approach to running the big workshop, there was a happy, busy feel to the place. He only wished it could continue this way.


He’d been surprised at how long it had taken his cousin to recover from the accident, surprised and relieved. But now Maria said Athol was reducing the amount of laudanum he was taking and starting to impose his wishes on the household again. It could be only a matter of time before he took an interest in the engineering works and then Edmund would have to leave, because he and Athol were chalk and cheese.


On that thought he went out of his office to hurry the men up and close down the works for the day. He was longing to get back to the hamlet of Out Rawby, where his wife and little son were waiting for him.


Marjorie looked at the clock in the grocer’s shop and decided to nip along to the Dragon to see her sister before she went home. She’d been served quickly today so would only be a few minutes late getting back and Mr Marker had promised that the errand boy would deliver her purchases within the hour.


She sighed as she walked along Market Street towards the Pride. She still wasn’t used to being shut up in a house all day, with only her mother and old Raife to talk to, especially now when her mother could only talk about the baby and needed help even to go to the necessary. Marjorie tried to be patient but sometimes she felt like screaming with the frustration and boredom of her daily life.


She smiled as she approached the Pride. She loved the music room and went to see the show at least once a week, more if she could manage it. Pushing open the door of the pub next door, she waved to the women cleaning the big public room and went behind the counter to the doorway of the family’s living area, calling ‘Carrie! Are you there?’


Her eldest sister appeared from the scullery, smiling to see her. ‘Hello, love. Come in. Have you time for a cup of tea?’


‘No, thank you. I just had a few minutes to spare and thought I’d pop in.’ As they sat down, she asked eagerly, ‘Who’s performing in the music room next week? I haven’t seen any posters up yet.’


Carrie smiled. ‘I don’t know. Eli hasn’t said. Are you coming to the show on Saturday?’


‘You couldn’t keep me away.’ She sighed and began to fiddle with the edge of her sleeve.


‘What’s the matter, love? And don’t pretend there isn’t something wrong.’


Marjorie tried to hold back the tears but couldn’t. ‘Everything!’


Her sister put an arm round her. ‘Tell me.’


‘I don’t like staying at home all the time. And,’ she gulped, ‘I’m not getting any better at running the house the way Nev wants it. He’s so fussy!’ She looked at Carrie in despair. ‘I’ll never be able to do things to his satisfaction, I know I won’t. And anyway . . .’ she mopped at her eyes, ‘. . . I hate it. There were bad things about working in the mill, but at least there were people to talk to. We girls could have a laugh together as we ate our lunch or sing as we walked home. Mam’s driving me mad. She never stops talking, and it’s all about the baby. I try to listen but it’s getting harder and harder.’


‘Oh, dear.’


‘When you think how well we live now, how we have enough to eat every day and decent clothes to wear, I shouldn’t complain. But Carrie, I hate being shut up inside a house all the time.’


‘That’s what you’d do if you were married, stay at home and look after your house.’


‘I know. I always wanted to get married but now I’m not so sure. Only what else is there for a woman to do? I’m getting on for twenty-one and haven’t met any lad I really fancy spending the rest of my life with. You’re so lucky with your Eli.’ She sighed, caught sight of the clock on the mantelpiece and stood up. ‘Oh, dear, I’m going to be late and Nev will get angry again. Does it show that I’ve been crying?’


‘No. You look as pretty as ever.’ Carrie straightened her sister’s bonnet and gave her another hug. ‘Just put up with it till Mam has the baby, because she really does need you. Then we’ll think of something else for you to do.’


‘But she’ll need me even more afterwards to help her look after it. You know what she’s like with babies.’


‘We’ll find someone else to help her, but at the moment she isn’t well. I thought she was looking very tired and drawn when I came round the other day. She’s too old to have another baby. It’s draining all her strength.’


She watched her sister go, shaking her head fondly. Marjorie was a bit of a weak reed, but good-natured and so pretty Carrie was jealous sometimes. She not only had soft, womanly curves, but her cheeks were rosy and her hair a lovely shade, not quite auburn, but with red glints in the dark brown that most of the Preston family had inherited from their father.


Her sister would never satisfy Nev, who was an old fusspot, though a kind man. Carrie would have to think of something. She was usually good at sorting out problems.


When Marjorie got back, panting a little from hurrying, she found her mother lying on her bed groaning. ‘What’s wrong, Mam?’


‘It’s the babby. It’s coming, an’ it’s nearly a month early.’ She let out another groan then began to sob. ‘It hurts an’ it’s not usually so bad.’


Marjorie heard the back door open and rushed out to find Raife in the kitchen. ‘Can you go and fetch Dr Latimer? The baby’s coming but there’s something wrong. Mam’s in terrible pain.’


The doctor didn’t come for an hour, by which time Nev had got back and was sitting with his wife, who was screaming and twisting with pain. His presence seemed to comfort her more than anything and although men didn’t usually stay with their wives at such times, she wouldn’t let go of his hand.


When the door knocker sounded, Marjorie ran to open it. ‘Oh, thank goodness you’re here, Dr Latimer. Mam’s having the baby early and she’s really bad.’


He sent Nev out of the room and made a quick examination of Jane, then turned to Marjorie. ‘Send for Granny Gates, then go and get my special bag from home. And if my wife’s there, ask her to come and help as well. The baby’s not sitting right.’


She looked at him in horror then ran to do his bidding. Nev said he’d go for Granny Gates. Raife looked at her. ‘You can run quicker nor me, love. You go to the doctor’s for that bag.’


So she started off through the streets, forgetting her shawl, forgetting everything in her worry for her mother, not even noticing the admiring glances of the men she passed in her headlong rush.


Carrie’s friend Essie, who was housekeeper to the Latimers, opened the door. ‘The doctor wants his special bag,’ Marjorie panted. ‘Mam’s having a baby and something’s wrong. And he wants Mrs Latimer to go and help him. He’s sent for Granny Gates too.’


‘Oh, dear! Mrs Latimer isn’t here and I know for a fact that Granny Gates is helping someone else give birth. It’s a first-timer, so she won’t be able to leave.’ Essie stood for a minute then said, ‘I’d better come with you and see if there’s anything I can do to help. Wait here. I won’t be a minute.’ She was back with the doctor’s special bag almost immediately, then turned to fling her shawl round her shoulders and snatch up some clean cloths. ‘Right, let’s go.’


They got back to hear Jane screaming again, though she sounded weaker now to Marjorie. Nev was pacing up and down the kitchen. ‘Granny Gates can’t come,’ he said. ‘What are we going to do? Where’s Mrs Latimer?’


‘She’s out so I’ve come to help the doctor.’ Essie looked shrewdly at Marjorie’s white face. ‘You wait in the kitchen, love. Your mother won’t want you to see her like that. Get plenty of water boiling. The doctor likes to keep everything clean.’


She went into the bedroom with the bag and bundle of cloths, to find Dr Latimer bending over the bed. ‘Your wife isn’t home, doctor. It’s her morning for the mothers and babies clinic. And Granny Gates is busy with another woman, so I came to help you.’


He looked up. ‘Thank you, Essie. The baby’s been trying to come out feet first, but I think I’ve turned it.’ He bent back over Jane. ‘Next time, you need to push really hard, Mrs Linney. It’ll go better, I promise you.’


But Jane didn’t seem even to have the strength to answer him, let alone pushing hard, however he coaxed. He exchanged worried glances with Essie.


Another contraction seemed to do some of the work without much help from Jane.


‘It’s coming on nicely,’ he encouraged and she made a bit more effort with the next contraction. ‘Yes, well done.’


She spoke in a series of faint gasps. ‘Is it – a boy? My Nev – did want – a boy.’


Just as the baby’s feet came out, she went limp.


‘She’s fainted, doctor.’


Gerald Latimer thrust the baby into Essie’s hands. ‘Hold the baby for me.’ He bent over Jane, feeling for her pulse and letting out an exclamation of shock.


Essie watched him, cradling the tiny squirming infant in her arms, as always feeling her heart soften.


The doctor closed Jane’s staring eyes and straightened up with a sad expression on his face. ‘She’s dead.’


‘Dead? She can’t be. She was just speaking to us.’


‘Yes, but this sort of death can happen suddenly. I knew she wasn’t strong and shouldn’t have another child. I’ve been treating her with digitalis because her heart wasn’t functioning properly. I think the heart just stopped working, as they do sometimes. She’ll not have felt any pain.’ He knew all about using digitalis because he had to take it himself. Physician, heal thyself, he thought wryly. Only he couldn’t. Once the heart was worn out, that was it, whoever you were.


Essie had tears in her eyes as she looked at the dead woman, then the baby squirmed in her arms. ‘Dear Lord, what are we going to do about the child?’


He came over and took the baby from her, laying it on the bed and attending to the umbilical cord, then looking down at it. ‘For all she’s arrived a little early, she’s a healthy little thing. We’ll have to see if we can find a wet nurse. It’s the only hope.’ He wrapped up the infant again and passed her to Essie. ‘Can you clean her up?’


‘Yes. And then I’ll lay out the mother.’


‘I’d better go and tell the husband.’


She watched him walk out, not envying him the task of informing Nev Linney of his wife’s death. The two of them hadn’t even been married a year.


In the kitchen Raife and Marjorie were sitting at the table and Nev was standing looking into the fire. He swung round as the doctor came in. ‘Is Jane all right?’


Gerald sighed. ‘No, I’m afraid not. Your wife had a weak heart, as I’ve told you, and the strain of giving birth was too much for her. I’m afraid she passed away just after the baby had been born.’


The three people in the room stared at him in shock and it was a moment or two before any of them spoke.


‘She’s dead?’ Nev said, his voice little more than a whisper. ‘My Jane’s dead?’


Marjorie began to sob and as the sobs grew louder Raife gave her a little shake. ‘Don’t give way, lass. We’re going to need you.’ He left her to go to his son, who had tears streaming down his face, and put his arm round his shoulders.


Nev didn’t seem to notice that he was crying, but spoke in a tight, harsh voice, ‘Take me to see her, doctor. I need to see her to believe it.’


‘We’ll do that in a moment. It’s not all bad news. You have a daughter, a healthy infant.’


‘It’s a wife I wanted, not a daughter!’ He dashed away the tears with the back of one hand, but more followed.


Gerald shook his head sadly and led him into the parlour they’d been using as a bedroom so that Jane wouldn’t have to face the stairs.


Only after seeing his wife lying so still and pale did Nev believe what had happened. He flung himself down by her, sobbing aloud. ‘Jane, Jane, why did you leave me?’


Essie looked at the doctor, but he didn’t seem to know what to do so she moved forward and laid one hand on Nev’s shoulder.


He shook her off. ‘Leave me alone.’


‘You can’t give way to your grief, Mr Linney. You have a daughter to care for.’


He turned then and glanced briefly at the infant in her arms. ‘I don’t want her.’


Her voice was sharp. ‘Shame on you for saying that. She’s only got you in the world now and if you don’t care for her, who will?’ She thrust the child into his arms, having seen before how this could work a miracle.


But he pushed the baby away. ‘I don’t want a baby. I want my Jane.’


They let him weep for a little longer then Dr Latimer intervened. ‘We have to tend to your wife’s body now, Nev. You wouldn’t want her to be left like this. Essie’s going to lay her out properly for you. What shall I do with the child?’


But Nev only stared dully at him.


‘Shall I see if I can find you a wet nurse?’


Raife, who’d been listening from the hall, came. ‘Give the child to me till you’ve finished in here. And yes, doctor, please find us a wet nurse. Doesn’t matter what we have to pay. Find a good one. This’ll be the only child he has and my only grandchild, so if no one else will, I’ll make sure she’s properly cared for.’


He took the baby and carried her into the kitchen, cradling her in his arms. Marjorie stared at him, making no attempt to take the baby, not that he’d have let her. ‘You’d better go and fetch Carrie.’ The Prestons always turned to Carrie in a crisis.


She nodded and hurried out.


He was left alone with his granddaughter. The child had a look of both Jane and Nev, he thought. When they were born you could see the resemblance that would come later, then it faded until the child was older.


There was a knock on the front door and since there was no one else to answer it, Raife did so.


‘There’s been an accident at the mill,’ gasped the girl standing there. ‘They said the doctor was here. There’s a lass injured.’


Raife went to tell Dr Latimer, then when he’d left, looked at Essie. ‘Have you got everything you need?’


‘Yes.’


‘I want to help lay her out,’ Nev said suddenly.


‘Nay, son, there’s no need for that. You leave it to Essie.’


Nev shook his head, his face taking on that stubborn look. ‘I want to do it and I’m going to do it. It’s the only thing I can do for my Jane now.’


Raife looked at Essie, pleading silently for understanding.


‘There’s no reason he shouldn’t help,’ she said, in her calm, firm voice. ‘I helped lay out my sister and I was always glad of that, glad I could do that last thing for her.’


Nev looked at her gratefully, repeating, ‘Do that last thing for her. Yes, that’s what I want.’


Raife sat down near the fire, rocking the baby gently, watching it fall asleep, so small and dependent. He shouldn’t say ‘it’. She was a girl, though she didn’t even have a name because Nev had been so sure it’d be a boy and Jane had changed her mind almost daily about names.


Marjorie arrived back a short time later, accompanied by her sister and brother-in-law.


Eli looked at Raife. ‘How’s Nev taking it?’


‘Badly. He’s helping Essie lay her out. I’d wait in here a bit, let him come to terms with what’s happened. Eh, poor Jane! Who’d have thought it?’


Still with her arm round her sister’s waist, Carrie moved across to the baby, who looked so peaceful in her grandfather’s arms that she didn’t offer to take her from him. ‘What can I do to help?’


‘Nothing much till they’ve finished in there. The doctor’s going to try to find us a wet nurse. Eh, I hope he can. They don’t thrive on cow’s milk.’


Eli looked from one to the other. ‘Do you want me to find the others and tell them what’s happened to their mother?’


Carrie frowned. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to wait till we’ve got a few things sorted out? There’s not much they can do at the moment.’


‘Nay, they have to know,’ Raife said. ‘And they’ll want to be here.’


Eli set off, relieved to have a task to do that got him out of the house. He went to the mill for Dora first, as it was closest. He’d go to the corner shop for Edith afterwards and finally to the school where Ted, Grace and Lily, the three youngest Prestons, were pupils.


At the mill the overlooker said immediately that Dora would be docked a day’s pay if she left work early.


Eli looked at him in disgust and some of the operatives nearby, who’d been lip reading, stopped work briefly to scowl at the overlooker’s back. Rumour said the mill was an unhappy place to work these days, and that this man was one of the causes. Eli could certainly sense the hostility.


A voice called, ‘Shame!’ and when Benting spun round to see who it was, another person called the same word from a different part of the floor.


‘Where’s Dora?’ Eli asked.


A woman stepped forward. ‘She’s up on the first floor. I’ll go and fetch her for you.’ She hurried out and they stood waiting for her return.


‘It’s not good to interrupt a day’s work,’ the overlooker said. ‘We have to keep up production.’


‘It’s not good for a woman to die. The lass needs to know.’


‘It won’t make any difference to her mother whether she leaves here now or later, will it? But it’ll make a difference to us.’


Eli swung round and began to pace up and down, sickened by the man’s callous attitude. This was the one who’d pestered Marjorie.


When Dora appeared she ran round the edge of the room to him. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Let’s get out of here, love, and I’ll tell you.’


She burst into tears at the news and he put his arms round her, but couldn’t let her go on weeping for long. ‘We’ve got to tell the others. Will you go and fetch Edith from the shop? I’ll get the young ones from the school.’


It was a subdued group who gathered in the kitchen of Linney’s, the loudest sound being the thin wailing of the baby, who was now turning her head from side to side in a vain search for food.


Essie, having finished her sad task, took Carrie in first to see her mother. ‘She looks peaceful, doesn’t she? The doctor said she went so quickly she could have felt nothing.’


Carrie wiped away a tear. ‘She does look peaceful. How terrible for Nev!’


‘Shall I stay on here? I’m sure Mrs Latimer wouldn’t mind.’


‘No. I can manage now. Thank you for your help. You’re always saving us Prestons.’


The two friends hugged one another then Essie set off home.


There she found Granny Gates waiting. ‘I thought you were at a birth in Ledden Alley?’


‘I was. The babby was too frail to live, died a few minutes after it were born. It were her first too, poor lass.’


‘We’ve just had a mother die on us, Jane Linney,’ Essie said sadly.


‘Eh, never!’


‘Do you think the lass who lost the baby would act as wet nurse for Mr Linney’s little daughter? She’d get well paid.’


‘Aye, I reckon she would. She’s not got a husband, because he were killed, and she got upset when her mother said it was for the best that the babby died. I’ll go round and ask her, if you like.’


‘I’ll come with you.’
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Gwynna Jones lay on a stained straw mattress in the corner of the kitchen, her back turned to the world, weeping quietly and desperately. Her parents had let her have the baby in the privacy of their bedroom, but now they’d moved her back out here, where everyone could see how upset she was. Her mother might say it was for the best that an unwanted bastard had died, but Gwynna had held the tiny baby in her arms for a few precious minutes, watching her daughter struggle for breath and fail to find it. She couldn’t believe that was for the best. She’d wanted the baby so much, because it was all she’d ever have of Patrick, who’d died in an accident at the mill before he even knew about the baby he’d fathered.


‘You can stop that skriking! Tears do no one any good an’ I’m sick of your sniffling,’ her mother said abruptly. ‘We all lose childer. You’ll have others. Tomorrow you can go and ask for your job back at the mill. Here, get this down you.’ She held out a bowl of pobbies, a rare treat, and the only kindness her mother had offered. But the smell of the hot milk and the sugar sprinkled over the pieces of bread in it turned Gwynna’s stomach and she shook her head.


There was a knock on the door and she watched her mother put down the bowl and go to answer it. Granny Gates stood there with another woman. Gwynna didn’t want to see Granny again, so turned her back.


‘Did you forget summat?’


‘No. We want to speak to your Gwynna.’


Essie stepped forward because she saw Mrs Jones frowning and shaking her head. ‘It’s about a job.’ She saw the woman brighten and turn to look at the corner of the room, where a lass was lying with her back to the world.


‘Gwynna, get up and speak to the lady.’


The girl didn’t stir and Essie was sure she heard a sob.


‘Let me talk to her.’ She walked across and bent down, her heart going out to the tightly curled figure. ‘Hello, lass. I’m right sorry you lost your baby.’ She waited.


The girl rolled slowly over to look up at her. ‘If you meant that, you’re the only one as is sorry besides me.’


‘Gwynna!’


Essie made a dismissive gesture with one hand, otherwise ignoring the interruption. ‘There’s a baby just been born further down the Lanes whose mother died having her. Would you come and act as wet nurse? The father can afford to pay you.’


‘She’ll do it!’ Mrs Jones said quickly.


Gwynna sat up. ‘Whose baby is it?’


‘Nev Linney’s.’ She waited, hearing Granny shush the girl’s mother.


‘Is it a girl or boy?’


‘A girl. She’s very small because she was born a month early. You’d have to live in so you could tend the baby during the night.’ She glanced round, taking in the mess on the table, the dirty floor. Nev definitely wouldn’t want the baby to come here.


Gwynna cast a resentful glance at her mother. ‘It’d suit me fine to live somewhere else.’


‘But you’ll pay her wages to us,’ the mother put in quickly.


‘Oh no, you won’t.’ The girl’s voice was flat and emphatic, sounding stronger now. ‘The money I earn will be mine or I’ll not do it.’


‘We’ve had the expense of keeping you while you’ve been expecting.’


‘I worked as long as I could and you took all my wages, as well as pawning nearly everything I owned last week. That’s all you’re getting out of me.’


‘We shan’t take you in again if you don’t give us some of that money.’


‘I shan’t ask you to take me in because I’ll not land myself in trouble twice. If my Patrick had lived he’d have married me, so there’s been no need for you to act as if I’m a whore. He was the only man I’d ever been with and well you know it.’


‘Don’t use such words in my house.’


‘It’s how you’ve treated me.’ Gwynna turned to Essie. ‘Can I come with you now?’


‘The sooner the better. The baby needs you.’


The girl stood up, swaying dizzily so that Essie had to steady her for a moment. She straightened the clothes she was wearing, made a small bundle of her possessions and wrapped a ragged shawl round her shoulders. ‘I’m ready.’


‘Don’t you have anything else you want to bring?’


‘I told you. They pawned everything. She drinks as well as Dad.’


Outside she stopped to stare at the weak sunshine and draw in a shaky breath. ‘I never even asked how much Mr Linney will pay me, but I don’t care, just as long as I get away from them.’


Granny patted her arm. ‘You leave it to Essie to arrange everything, love.’ She turned and left them.


Slowly, leaning on Essie’s arm, Gwynna walked down the hill towards Linney’s, stopping to stare at the house then at herself. ‘I’ve nowt but these rags to wear. What will they think of me?’


‘They’ll think you’re a godsend. The baby was crying when I left. She won’t live without you.’ Essie knocked on the front door.


Nev opened it, his reddened, puffy eyes bearing instant witness to his grief.


‘This is Gwynna Jones who’s just lost her baby and has agreed to wet-nurse yours.’


He wrung the girl’s hand, muttering, ‘Thank God, thank God!’ then stared down at it and back at Essie. ‘She’ll have to wash herself. I’m not having her touch my baby till she’s clean.’


‘She’s not had a chance to get cleaned up,’ Essie said gently. ‘And her mother pawned her clothes.’


‘I’ll get Marjorie to lend her something to wear, though it’ll be too long for her. You’re sure she’s not diseased?’


Essie clicked her tongue in annoyance. ‘Stop talking as if she isn’t here and can’t understand you, Nev Linney. Give the lass a chance. She’s young and healthy.’


He looked at her for a minute, then back at the girl. ‘Sorry, love. I’m not – not myself today. Sorry about your loss, too.’ His voice wobbled on the last words and his face crumpled for a moment like that of a child fighting back tears. ‘Come through to the kitchen.’


Essie couldn’t help it, she put an arm round him. ‘Eh, lad, it’s been a sad day for all of us. We’ll get through it together, you’ll see.’


He leaned against her for a minute then straightened himself and nodded. ‘We’ve plenty of hot water. She can wash herself in the scullery.’


Gwynna followed them down a long hallway with soft carpet on the floor into the kitchen, which was the biggest one she’d ever seen and seemed to be full of people, all staring at her.


‘This is Gwynna Jones. She’s going to be the wet nurse,’ Essie explained as she took the newcomer through into the scullery. ‘I’ll get— Oh, thank you, love.’ Marjorie brought a bowl of warm water, set it down and laid a towel next to it before going back to the kitchen.


Essie was about to leave the poor girl in privacy when she saw Gwynna sag suddenly against the wall. ‘Do you want me to stay and help you?’


‘Please.’ The word was little more than a sigh.


Just as they were finishing, there was a knock on the door and Marjorie peeped in again. ‘I’ve brought some clean clothes.’


‘Come in and shut the door,’ Essie said. ‘We don’t want everyone seeing in. Gwynna, this is Marjorie, who looks after the house here. It’s her mother who’s just died.’


The two young women nodded, staring, assessing each other.


‘Dora let me have some of her clothes. She’s not as tall as me, so they’ll fit you better, but they’ll still be too long, I think. We’ll get you some things of your own tomorrow, Nev says.’


‘Doesn’t she mind me wearing them?’ Gwynna saw that like Nev this lass had reddened eyes and it made her feel better to be among people who weren’t brisk and happy. Maybe here they’d let her grieve in peace for her baby.


‘No, she doesn’t mind. We’re all glad to find someone to help us.’


When she was dressed Gwynna turned to her companion. ‘Can I see the baby now?’


‘Yes.’ Essie led the way back into the kitchen which was still full of people. ‘Let her get through, you lot.’


They moved aside and to Gwynna’s surprise, she saw that the baby was in the arms of a silver-haired old man, who was rocking her gently near the fire. Everyone had stopped talking to stare but she didn’t care about them. It was the baby who mattered to her. She walked across the room and when the old man stood up and held the infant out to her, she took her gently, holding her close and staring down at the tiny face.


Even though she was small, this baby was rosy, unlike hers, who had been born a blue-white colour. This one had been crying and there were still traces of tears on her reddened cheeks. Gwynna wiped one away with a fingertip then stroked the soft cheek with the back of the same finger. The baby moved its head, blindly searching for the breast. Without looking up, Gwynna asked, ‘What’s she called?’


‘She hasn’t got a name yet,’ Raife told her. ‘The mother wanted to call her Sylvia last I heard but my son isn’t sure.’


‘Sylvie is nicer,’ Essie said. ‘I read about a French lass called Sylvie once and I’ve always liked that name.’


Nev stepped forward, looking down at the baby and speaking in a husky voice, ‘Sylvie. Yes, we’ll call her Sylvie.’ For a moment longer he stared at his daughter, then turned once more to Essie for guidance. ‘What’ll we do now?’


‘We need a bedroom for Gwynna and the baby. She can’t feed her here.’


‘The crib’s in our bedroom, but the baby can’t go in there. We took Jane’s body upstairs and she’s lying there.’ He was frowning, and seemed unable to make a decision.


‘There are other bedrooms, aren’t there?’ Essie asked as the baby hiccuped and began to wail again.


When he didn’t speak, Marjorie said in her soft, gentle voice, ‘Gwynna can have one of the front bedrooms, can’t she, Nev?’


‘Yes. Yes, of course. Eh, I can’t seem to think straight.’


‘I’ll show them where to go, then I’ll fetch the crib,’ Marjorie said.


‘No.’ Nev shook his head. ‘No, I’ll fetch it. I need to see Sylvie feeding, need to know she’ll be all right with Gwynna.’


Essie was about to protest that it wasn’t fitting for him to see a strange lass put his daughter to the breast, then bit back the words. It came to her that he needed to see life, not death, needed to be with his baby daughter so that he could learn to love her. She put an arm round Gwynna and guided her towards the stairs, turning to smile over her shoulder at Nev. ‘Come on, then. Let’s get your daughter settled.’


As she went upstairs Gwynna glanced round in wonder. This was a palace compared to her parents’ house. The bedroom she was shown into had stained polished floorboards with a carpet square in the middle. The bed was high with lots of covers – you’d never be cold in that. There was a chest of drawers, a wardrobe, two wooden chairs and a washstand. Such luxury! Was she really going to sleep here?


Nev appeared in the doorway, holding a crib.


Essie was also studying the room. ‘She’ll need a lower chair than those to sit on when she’s feeding your Sylvie.’


‘There’s a low chair in our room. We put it there special.’


‘I’ll come and help you carry it back,’ Essie prompted when he didn’t move.


They lugged the well-upholstered chair along the landing and set it by the window.


Gwynna sat down, ignoring them, her eyes only on her charge. Lifting her top, she bared her breast and guided the baby gently towards it. After a moment’s fumbling Sylvie began sucking greedily.


Tears began to rain down the young woman’s cheeks and when Essie looked, Nev was weeping again as well. ‘There now,’ she said gently. ‘You can see that your daughter’s going to be all right. You won’t lose them both.’ She didn’t understand why she was so sure that Sylvie would survive, but at that moment she was utterly certain of it. ‘Now, my lad, let’s leave Gwynna to feed her. Where are the baby clouts? We’ll need to bring everything into this room. And we’ll need to feed that lass well so that she makes plenty of good, rich milk for your Sylvie.’


He seemed grateful to have something to do, carrying out Essie’s instructions meekly and finding the things he and Jane had prepared. Only once, as they went past the bedroom he and Jane had shared and he caught sight of the still figure on the bed, did he stop and seem uncertain what to do next.


Essie gave him a minute to gaze at his dead wife, then put her arm round him and said quietly, ‘Let’s go down and get Gwynna some food now. She’ll be hungry and thirsty, I’ve no doubt. And I’ll ask the doctor’s wife to come round and see them both, to make sure everything’s all right. She’s good with new mothers and babies, Mrs Latimer is.’


‘Yes, we’ll get that lass some good food. You see Mrs Latimer.’


She thought he was still acting without thinking, parroting her words back at her, but he stopped at the top of the stairs to look at her, really look.


‘I’m grateful for your help today, Essie love, more grateful than I can say. I’m just a bit – well, lost at the moment, d’you see?’


‘Anyone would be,’ she agreed. ‘It’s been a sad day for you and for all Jane’s family – and for that poor lass too.’


In the bedroom Gwynna fed the baby and the worst of her grief was eased just a little by the fact that she could help Sylvie survive. Without even thinking what she was doing, she murmured encouragements and endearments as the child sucked vigorously. She didn’t forget her own baby, never that, but already she was feeling protective towards her new charge.


And she’d got away from her family, could perhaps make a new life for herself if she managed to save some money while she worked here.


Unlike her first husband, Jane Linney didn’t suffer the shame of a pauper’s funeral. Nev buried her in style two days later, with a proper hearse drawn by black horses and a grave in the churchyard, where a stonemason would later place a white marble headstone.


‘I’ll be buried alongside her when I go,’ he said at frequent intervals. ‘I’m not a young man myself.’


‘You’ll not be going for years, son,’ his father told him each time he said it. ‘We’re a long-lived family, us Linneys.’


But it was Essie who gave the widower’s thoughts a new direction. ‘Not you,’ she countered when he made his statement to her for the third time. ‘You can’t die now and leave little Sylvie without anyone to protect her.’


‘She’s got brothers and sisters to do that.’


‘They’ll be having children of their own one day. Carrie’s married already and the lads are taking a real interest in Marjorie. I’ve seen heads turn when she walks past in the street.’


He looked at her as if he didn’t understand what she was saying, or didn’t want to understand.


‘Life goes on, Nev,’ she said in a softer tone. ‘I’ve lost all my family, but I’m still here.’


‘I keep forgetting you’re not part of our family,’ he said, sounding surprised. ‘What with you and Carrie being so close, and you taking such an interest in my Sylvie.’


‘I like babies,’ she admitted. ‘I hope you don’t mind me coming round.’


‘I’m glad you do. Let alone it’s a pleasure to see you and talk a bit of sense, it’s always tidier after you’ve left.’


She chuckled. ‘Poor Marjorie. She hasn’t a tidy bone in her body, has she? Some people are like that.’


‘I don’t know what to do with her. It irks me her leaving things around as she does, but you can’t deny she’s a hard worker in her own way. Underneath the clutter the house is usually clean, and she dealt with the lodgers last night for me, did all right, too.’


‘You’ll just have to get used to a bit of untidiness. You couldn’t manage without her now that Jane’s gone.’


But he still said with a sigh, ‘If only she’d learn to be tidy, though. It irks me to have things in a mess.’


When the family got back to the house after his mother’s funeral, Robbie noticed the lass who was nursing his baby sister as soon as he walked into the kitchen. She had such a fierce look to her as she sat in one corner staring at them all and cradling the baby against her that he couldn’t stop watching her. It was as if she felt it necessary to protect the infant from something, though from what he couldn’t imagine. There were only family here today, apart from Essie.


He was sure he’d seen the lass before, not just in the street but to speak to, and couldn’t think for a moment where. Then he remembered suddenly: she’d been Patrick’s girl. The poor fellow had been dead for months now. Was it his baby she’d had? Robbie did a quick calculation and guessed it could have been. She’d been a lot prettier in those days, he remembered, but was thin now and angry-looking. Her hair, which he remembered as light brown and wavy, had been tied back with a ribbon, but was now scraped back into a knobbly bun at the nape of her neck. It didn’t suit her. And she was wearing clothes that didn’t quite fit, that looked as if she’d thrown them on anyhow.


He sighed and went to lean against the wall. He’d come along today because it was the right thing to do, but it had been a miserable sort of day, overcast with sudden showers and hardly a glimpse of the sun. Nev had reddened eyes and looked upset, and old Raife was watching his son carefully, as if worried about him.


After they’d had something to eat and drink, Nev stood up and clapped his hands to get their attention. Everyone turned to stare at him except Gwynna, who was rocking the baby and frowning into space as if her thoughts were miles away.


‘I just wanted to tell you all,’ Nev began, ‘that I’d like you children to stay here with me. I’m your stepfather still, though your dear mother’s been taken from us . . .’ He faltered for a moment, then took a deep breath and continued, ‘And well, I want you to go on thinking of this as your home.’


‘That’s very generous of you, Nev.’ Carrie spoke for everyone as usual.


They all nodded.


‘And of course,’ he added, ‘we’ve Gwynna with us now looking after Sylvie for me and I hope she’ll be happy here, too.’


Robbie could see first wariness when Gwynna heard her name, then surprise. Well, Nev was good at surprising people. He’d amazed them all after he married their mother by being an excellent provider and looking after them properly, as their own father never had. He’d even taken in Robbie when he lost his job at the engineering works, doing it without question or complaint. Robbie had changed his opinion of his stepfather then and had started to like him for his own sake.


‘That’s all, really,’ Nev finished and sat down, trying to smile but failing.


Marjorie took him another cup of tea and gave his hand a quick squeeze. Essie cut him another piece of cake, but he only crumbled it between his fingers then set the plate down.


Robbie didn’t stay long after that. He wanted to get back to the work he loved and forget about his mother being dead. She hadn’t been much of a mother and he couldn’t grieve deeply, didn’t suppose the others would, either. They weren’t heartless, but when Jane hadn’t been occupied with the latest baby – and there had nearly always been a ‘latest baby’ – she’d given all her attention and all her affection too, it felt like, to her husbands, first his father and later Nev. The children had brought themselves up, really, or rather Carrie had done most of the rearing. It wasn’t till recently that he’d realised how much Carrie had done for them all.


Once back at the engineering works he went to check what Mr Edmund wanted him to do and stopped in shock to see Mrs Stott in the office talking to her brother-in-law. She looked so worried he left them alone and waited till she left to speak to Mr Edmund.
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