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Chapter One


Fog horns boomed eerily from the ships in the River Mersey and the November fog swirled around the tiny terraced houses close to the Liverpool docks. In the bedroom of the end house of a terrace a girl lying on the bed suddenly cried out, and an old woman turned up the wick of the oil lamp.


The light fell on the girl’s white face and large terrified eyes and when the old woman bent over her she gasped, ‘Oh Janey, I’m so frightened.’


‘No need. It won’t be long now,’ Janey said, and the girl began, ‘I don’t mean—’ but she was interrupted by the pain. She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth, pulling hard on the roller towel tied to the bedrail at the foot of the bed.


When the pain receded she opened her eyes and whispered timidly, ‘I mean – it coming early. If only I was sure it was Sam’s baby.’


The old woman shrugged. ‘Won’t make no difference, Nellie. Could be Sam’s early or Leadbetter’s late but who’s to know? Sam hasn’t got no mother or sisters to be counting up the months for him, and the other fellow doesn’t know nothing about it.’


‘I wish – I wish I’d told Sam about Mr Leadbetter,’ Nellie murmured, and Janey said sharply, ‘Now don’t start that again. Keep your mouth shut, and don’t spoil all I done for you.’


‘I know, Janey,’ Nellie said weakly. ‘It must be Sam’s though, mustn’t it? It’s nearly ten months since – since Mr Leadbetter did that to me.’


‘Aye and only eight months since you was married to Sam,’ Janey said grimly. ‘And don’t you forget it was me fixed that for you. You’d’ve been in Queer Street without me, with your ma dead and your da jumped ship in America. No bloody money coming and the state you was in an’ now you’re whingeing wanting t’open your bloody mouth to Sam. I should’a let you get took to Ann Fowler’s Home for Fallen Women.’


Nellie had turned her head on the pillow, tears trickling from her eyes as the old woman ranted at her. She’s talking as though she thinks the baby’s Leadbetter’s, Nellie thought, but she felt too weak to argue with the old woman.


The pain came again and again and with each bout she grew weaker, yet the birth seemed as far off as ever. Suddenly there was a clatter of boots on the stairs and when Janey opened the bedroom door a young boy said breathlessly, ‘Mrs Nolan told me to go for the nurse and she said she’d be here in a minute. Is our Nellie all right?’


‘Yes. Maggie Nolan wants to mind her own business,’ Janey snapped. ‘Sadie McCann can’t tell me nothing for all she calls herself a midwife. Have you seen Sam?’


‘He’s in the Volunteer with Charlie West and some mates off an Elder Dempster just docked. He told me to tell him when it’s been born and he can come home,’ the boy said. Janey thrust her face close to his. ‘Don’t you go for him until I tell you. D’you hear me now, Bobby?’


‘All right,’ Bobby muttered, trying to peer past her to see his sister, but she shut the door firmly and went back to the bed.


‘Bobby says Sam’s in the Volley with some mates. I’ll make sure he’s too fuddled to do any counting before I send for him,’ she sniggered.


Nellie said nothing. She seemed to have drifted too far even to hear Janey, but the next moment there was a commotion downstairs, and a buxom midwife bounced upstairs and into the bedroom.


She seemed to take in the situation at a glance and her face grew red with anger as she examined the exhausted girl. ‘Why wasn’t I sent for before this?’ she demanded, as she stood with one hand on Nellie’s swollen stomach and the other on her pulse.


She turned away from the bed to whisper angrily to Janey, ‘She’s very weak. How long has she been in labour?’


‘A while off and on,’ Janey said evasively. ‘She’s so little and thin, and she hasn’t been able to keep nothing down for months, that’s the trouble.’


‘There’s something wrong,’ the midwife said. ‘I might have to get the doctor.’ She turned back to the bed as another contraction convulsed the girl’s body, and gently wiped her face. ‘It’s all right, Nellie love,’ she soothed her. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after you.’


Mention of the doctor seemed to have alarmed Janey and she began to sidle towards the door.


‘Where are you going?’ the midwife asked sharply.


‘She doesn’t need me now you’re here. It’s got nothing to do with me. I’m only the lodger,’ Janey muttered.


‘Stay where you are,’ the nurse snapped. ‘The doctor might want to talk to you.’


Nellie moaned weakly as another contraction began, and the midwife said in a different tone, ‘Come on now, love. Don’t fight the pain, Nellie. Go with it. It’s a big one. Now, Nellie, now, love. Push hard, bear down hard, love.’


Nellie tried to obey, and as she cried out the baby’s head appeared. The umbilical cord which should have been his lifeline was around his tiny neck, huge and engorged, throttling him as he was thrust into the world.


The midwife slipped her finger beneath it and with an expert flick jerked it over his head. The child emerged blue and apparently lifeless, but the midwife’s care was chiefly for the mother. Janey lifted the tiny body and placed him on the cold top of the rickety washstand, pushing aside the basin and ewer, as the nurse worked swiftly with Nellie.


The midwife glanced round at the child then said urgently to Janey, ‘Here, you finish clearing up,’ and going to the door she yelled, ‘Bobby, bring me hot water in the panmug, quick.’ Swiftly she poured cold water from the ewer into the basin, then plunged the baby’s body into it.


The boy stumbled upstairs with the panmug, steam rising from it, and the nurse indicated the space beside the bowl. She tested the hot water with her elbow then plunged the child’s body into it then back into the cold water. Over and over again she repeated the process, only pausing at intervals to smack the tiny body.


‘Don’t, don’t,’ Nellie whimpered, but the old woman watched silently. The nurse seemed to be tiring, her movements becoming slower, then she held the child up by his heels and gave him a last hard despairing smack.


A thin reedy cry broke from the little boy and Janey exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell, it’s alive!’


Nellie held out her arms eagerly, but the midwife slapped the child again then laid him down on the bed and rubbed strongly at his body.


Only when the child’s breathing had become regular and some pink colour had crept into his skin did she wrap him in a blanket and place him in his mother’s arms.


‘Isn’t he lovely,’ Nellie said, a smile on her tired face as she cuddled her son. She looked up at the midwife. ‘Thanks, Nurse. Thanks very much,’ she said fervently.


A pleased smile spread over the midwife’s face as she pulled down her sleeves and buttoned her cuffs. ‘Well, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t,’ she said. ‘He should be all right now, but he must be kept warm.’


A drawer had been made ready as a makeshift cradle and the midwife took the baby from Nellie. ‘I’ll put him in this while I have another look at you and make you comfortable,’ she said, ‘but then you’d better keep him in bed with you. He needs the warmth of your body.’


Janey was grumbling to herself as she pottered about collecting the soiled bedding. The nurse winked at Nellie but only said, ‘Another boy! My word, 1920 has been the year for boys. I’ve hardly delivered any girls. Dr Wilson says it’s to make up for all the lads killed on the Western Front.’


‘Their poor mothers,’ Nellie whispered.


‘Yes, you feel for them when you’ve got one of your own,’ the nurse agreed. She had finished examining and making Nellie comfortable and she washed her hands then lifted the baby back into the bed.


‘Keep him close to you but be careful you don’t overlay him,’ she said. Nellie kissed the baby and the nurse said gently, ‘Don’t be thinking about the soldiers now. That’s something you won’t have to face with your lad, Nellie. That was the war to end wars.’


Nellie tried to smile, but her eyes were closed and the nurse looked at her with concern. The girl’s lips were almost bloodless and there were purple shadows beneath her eyes.


The midwife tucked the bedclothes around the mother and son and said quietly, ‘Don’t try to feed him yet, Nellie. Just rest. I’ll come back later.’


She picked up her bag and went downstairs where she met Bobby, who said eagerly, ‘I heard it cry. Will it be all right now? Will our Nellie be all right?’


‘Yes, as long as she’s kept warm. Take the oven shelf up for the bed, Bobby, and put a brick to warm in the oven for later on. Sam’s home from sea, isn’t he?’


‘Aye, paralytic drunk somewhere,’ Janey grumbled. ‘I don’t know whether you done her a good turn or the child either. God knows what’s in front of it.’


‘It’ll take its chance same as the rest of us,’ the midwife said calmly. ‘She’ll make a good mother and Sam Meadows is a decent fellow.’


‘When he’s sober,’ Janey said. ‘But he’s different in drink. Always ready for a fight.’


‘That was before he married our Nellie,’ Bobby said indignantly. ‘When he didn’t have no proper home like. He’s only at the Volley now to be out of the way till the baby got born.’


‘Yes, he’s had a hard life and so has Nellie for that matter,’ the nurse said. ‘See she rests now and keep her warm. I’ll be back later.’


Nellie could hear their voices clearly through the thin floorboards as she lay cuddling the baby in her arms. Thoughts of the past and the future were like a dark background to her joy in the baby as she kissed the dark down on his head and the tiny hand which lay like a starfish on her breast.


She loosened the blanket and examined him closely, hoping to see something which would clearly identify the baby as Sam’s child, but she could see nothing. Surely he must be Sam’s son, she thought. Surely such a lovely child could not have come from that awful attack by Leadbetter. Her tears began to flow again and she turned her head restlessly on the pillow, but exhaustion overcame her and she drifted off to sleep.


She was awakened by Janey carrying a bowl of gruel.


‘She’s been back, bossy bitch,’ she said sourly. ‘Said she wouldn’t wake you. You needed the rest but I’m not leaving you no longer. If you snuffed it she’d be the first to blame me for leaving you and anyhow you’ll be full o’ wind when you come to feed him.’


‘Thanks, Janey,’ Nellie said, laying the baby carefully on the pillow and taking the bowl of gruel. ‘Did the nurse say I should feed him?’ she said timidly.


‘Get that down you first,’ Janey said. ‘She was carrying on about the room being cold and she’s sent that oil stove.’


‘Isn’t she good?’ Nellie exclaimed but Janey said again, ‘Bossy bitch. Made up with herself.’


‘But Janey, she saved his life,’ Nellie protested. She drew back the blanket from the baby’s face. ‘Do you think he looks like Sam, Janey? He’s got dark hair like him anyway.’


‘That’ll all rub off,’ Janey said. ‘He doesn’t look like Sam to me. What was Leadbetter like?’


‘I can’t remember his face. He had a beard anyway and a big stomach with a gold chain across it.’ Nellie shivered at the memory and began to weep. ‘It can’t be his, Janey, such a lovely baby. He must be Sam’s. I know it’s only eight months since we were married but the baby’s very small. He must have come early, mustn’t he?’


Janey turned away. ‘Don’t be too sure,’ she said spitefully. ‘Nine months and three weeks I make it since you come falling in here crying and whingeing about what Leadbetter done to you, and streaming with blood.’


‘I don’t remember much about that time,’ Nellie wept.


‘Well, you passed out and you took real bad,’ Janey said. ‘I looked after you and I done more. I got you married off to Sam quick in case you had a bun in the oven. And now you want to upset the apple cart, opening your bloody mouth to Sam when there’s no need.’


Nellie wept even more bitterly. ‘Has Bobby gone for Sam?’ she whispered.


Janey said roughly, ‘No and he’s not going until I tell him. You never know. Sam might have got something said to him and he’ll batter you when he gets back.’


Nellie made a sound of protest and Janey picked up the gruel bowl. ‘Don’t feed him now,’ she said. ‘Leave him asleep and you go to sleep too.’


She went downstairs and Nellie lay weeping quietly. Although she still felt exhausted sleep evaded her and her mind ranged back over the past year. In spite of her efforts to blot it out she returned to the time before her marriage to Sam when she was in service with Joshua Leadbetter JP and his wife.


Mrs Leadbetter and her children were on an extended New Year visit to relatives, and the young maid who shared Nellie’s attic bedroom had been called home to a sick mother.


Nellie recalled the strangeness of going to bed alone, and then her terror on awakening to find Joshua Leadbetter standing beside her in his nightshirt, one hand clamped over her mouth and the other tearing at her nightdress.


She moaned quietly as she remembered the pain and humiliation of his attack on her, and the ferocity of his threats of gaol or worse for her if she ever complained about him.


He had finally left her, bruised and bleeding, and somehow she had managed to dress and creep out of the house. The rest was a blur until she reached this house. Her mother was recently dead and her father at sea, but Janey and Bob were still in the house and Janey had taken charge when Nellie arrived home and collapsed.


Now as she looked back on that time it all seemed like a bad dream. The days and nights of fever, the nightmares in which she had seen Leadbetter in every shadow, her longing for death. Janey had been kind, laying wet cloths on her head and giving her a concoction which brought oblivion for hours.


When she began to recover Janey had brought Sam to see her, telling her that Sam wanted to marry her. Nellie remembered him standing before her, big and awkward, twisting his cap in his hands, and saying gruffly, ‘I’ll look after you, Ellie.’ That had been his pet name for her when they were children.


I should have told Sam about Leadbetter then, she thought, but I was too ashamed and too frightened, and I was glad to obey Janey when she told me to say nothing. I was like a sleepwalker drifting along as though everything was happening at a distance from me.


Even her wedding. She remembered nothing of it but being in a dark office and someone saying, ‘Make your mark here, or can you write your name?’


Nellie thought she must have fainted because she knew nothing more until she was on the sofa in this house. She remembered that she had come out of her trancelike state enough to feel terror on her wedding night when Sam slipped into bed beside her.


Sam’s lovemaking, though, had been totally different to Leadbetter’s brutal assault. For such a big, clumsy man he had been surprisingly gentle and tender, soothing and coaxing her until she had timidly responded to him. ‘There now, girl, that wasn’t too bad, was it?’ he had said when it was all over and she clung to him, weeping with relief.


Janey had questioned her next morning, wanting to know whether Sam had said anything about not being first and when she had mumbled an embarrassed denial Janey said with satisfaction, ‘That was my doing. You wouldn’t have healed so quick only for the way I seen to you.’


Sam had already signed on for another ship and he sailed two days later. Soon after that the vomiting began, Nellie recalled, but I was so green I didn’t even know I was pregnant until Janey told me. I was so happy, too, she thought wistfully, thinking Sam would be pleased, until Janey began saying that the baby might be Leadbetter’s. ‘First come first served,’ she had cackled.


Nellie began to weep again. What was wrong with Janey? She could be so kind, she thought, looking after me and she often saved me from a beating from Ma when I was little, but then she can be just the opposite. I can’t trust her and I’m afraid of her.


Her tears falling on the baby’s head woke him and he cried weakly. Nellie tried to breastfeed him then they both slept again.


She was roused by a tap on the bedroom door and Bobby whispering, ‘Can I come in, Nell?’ He crept over to the bed. ‘Janey’s been at the gin again,’ he said. ‘She’s asleep now. Should I go for Sam?’


‘Yes, quick before she wakes up,’ Nellie whispered, but Bobby lingered.


‘Can I see the baby?’ he asked, and Nellie drew back the bedclothes to show him the child.


‘Do you think he’s like Sam, Bob?’ she asked anxiously.


‘I dunno, he’s so little and Sam’s so big,’ Bobby said. ‘His hair’s like Sam’s though. Black and curly. At least he’s not ginger like me.’


‘Janey says his hair’ll rub off,’ Nellie said. ‘Do you think his face is like Sam’s?’


The boy studied the tiny wrinkled red face. ‘It’s hard to tell. I think he might be like you when he smooths out, like,’ he said.


‘You’d better go before she wakes up,’ Nellie whispered.


Bob was turning to go when they heard unsteady footsteps approaching the house, and the next moment Sam stumbled up the narrow stairs, followed by Janey.


He was a tall broad-shouldered man who seemed to fill the tiny room as he stood swaying beside the bed.


‘It’s a boy, Sam,’ Bobby said excitedly, but Janey pushed the boy towards the door. Nellie lifted out the baby for her husband to see but he seemed to have difficulty in focusing. His face was red and his dark hair tousled as he stood like a bull in a bullring facing his tormentors, turning his head from side to side.


‘Soft Sam, Soft Sam, that’s what they called me, Soft Sam.’


Janey was grimacing at Nellie and shaking her head, then she pulled at Sam’s arm. ‘You don’t want to take no notice to them lot,’ she said.


Sam pulled his arm away and shouted, ‘Gerrout, gerrout.’


The old woman scuttled away, and Sam rubbed his hand over his face, blinking as he tried to focus his eyes and saying, ‘Ellie, Ellie,’ in a bewildered voice. Nellie lay looking at him, wide eyed, too shocked by his words to speak, but Bobby had come back into the room.


Nellie was still holding the baby on top of the bedclothes, but Bobby put him back beneath them and tucked the bedclothes round Nellie.


‘You’ve got to keep warm, Nell,’ he said, then turning to Sam he said with authority, ‘Come on, Sam, you’re dossing with me tonight.’


Sam allowed himself to be led into the other bedroom and within minutes Bobby came and said that he was asleep. Nellie still felt too stunned to speak. Why had the men in the Volley taunted Sam about the baby? Those sort of men never counted months or bothered with women’s gossip, and anyway no one knew why she had come home from her last place.


Charlie West, she thought suddenly, he might talk like that but who had put the idea in his head? Again she thought of Janey. There was a side door to Janey’s room which gave on to a back entry, used by Janey’s moneylending clients. Charlie West, a bachelor now working ashore, was very thick with Janey and often slipped in and out of the door.


But why would Janey say anything about the situation to Charlie West? She had seemed to be trying to convince Sam that the baby was his. Confused and troubled though Nellie felt by all this, of one thing she was certain. From the moment that the nurse had placed the baby in her arms she had been sure that he was Sam’s child, even though she could find no physical proof to show Janey.


Janey. I don’t understand her and I’m afraid of her, she thought, but then so were most people. Not just because she was a moneylender but because she often boasted that she could cause trouble for people if she ‘opened her mouth’.


And now I’m one of them with a secret for her to hold over me, but I’m not going to let it happen, Nellie vowed. Her anger because Sam had been hurt gave her courage and she decided that she would tell Sam about Leadbetter as soon as she saw him.


I’ve always been a coward, she thought. Afraid of Ma, of Janey, of the school board man and the other children in the street, but I’ve never been afraid of Sam. I’ve always felt safe with him. Even when he was a tough young boy, living rough and able to hold his own with street Arabs, he had been kind and gentle with her, and saved her from being hurt.


The short time she had been able to spend with him as a man had proved to her that he had not changed and that this was the true Sam. And now through me Sam’s the one to be hurt, she thought, but if he knows about Leadbetter and the baby coming early he’ll have an answer if anyone skits him. The nurse will back me up about the baby too. I’ll ask her tomorrow, and without fail I’ll tell Sam about Leadbetter too, so neither of us will have to worry about Janey or anyone else. Comforted by her decision she snuggled down with the baby and fell asleep.


Weak cries from the baby woke her some hours later. He seemed hungry and when she put him to her breast he tugged eagerly at her nipple. Nellie stiffened and curled her toes in pain, until the baby sucked in a steady rhythm, but she was relieved to see such strength in the fragile little body.


She slept again and when she woke Janey had come upstairs with a bowl of gruel.


‘What about the quare feller last night, then,’ she cackled. ‘Wonder what he got said to him?’ Nellie said nothing and Janey went on, ‘He had a proper skinful. Fell out of the bed, Bobby said, and finished the night on the floor.’


Nellie still said nothing, only looked at her, and the old woman turned away.


‘I’ll send Bobby up with tea,’ she muttered. ‘I’ve gotta get out with me fish.’


She never even looked at the baby or asked how he was, Nellie thought, but when Bobby came up with the tea he asked if he could hold the baby.


‘I helped to save him, didn’t I?’ he said proudly. ‘Bringing the hot water up.’


‘Yes. Is Sam awake?’ Nellie asked anxiously. ‘Janey said he was on the floor last night.’


‘Yes, fell outa bed, but he’s all right now. He’s just put his head under the tap.’


Before he could say any more a loud knocking announced the arrival of the midwife.


‘You look better this morning,’ she said immediately. ‘How has he been?’


Nellie eagerly told her of the strength the baby had shown when sucking and the nurse nodded approvingly.


‘He’ll do,’ she said. ‘He’s perfectly formed for all he’s so small. About five pounds, I’d say, but I’ve known smaller than him survive. But make sure you eat as much as you can so there’s something there for him.’


Bobby brought up hot water and the nurse swiftly washed and changed the baby, and helped Nellie to do the same, and as she worked she talked.


‘Maggie Nolan from next door is doing your washing and seeing to you during the day, isn’t she? The less that dirty old faggot from downstairs has to do with you the better. I didn’t want her to touch you yesterday but I had to try to save the baby.’


‘I’m glad you did, Nurse,’ Nellie said timidly. She took a deep breath ready to ask the nurse about the baby’s early arrival, but the woman was saying urgently, ‘Now listen, Nellie. Your ma was very thick with old Janey, but she’s gone now and you should get rid of Janey as soon as you can.’


‘But she’s looked after me all these months and looked after Bobby since Ma died,’ Nellie protested.


‘For her own reasons, I’ll bet,’ the nurse said grimly. ‘I’ll have to go now. Remember, eat as much as you can and keep him warm – and think about what I’ve said about the old woman. Keep clear of her and her tricks.’


She was away, calling, ‘See you tomorrow,’ before Nellie had a chance to ask her about the baby, and with a slight feeling of relief she decided her questions could wait for another day.


A few minutes later Sam came upstairs and stood rather sheepishly beside the bed. He had evidently shaved and held his head under the tap as Bobby had said. His dark hair was sleeked flat but escaped into tight curls as it dried.


‘You all right, Ellie?’ he asked and Nellie nodded and took the baby from beneath the clothes.


‘Do you want to hold him, Sam?’ she asked but he backed away in alarm.


‘Strewth, no, I might drop him,’ he said, but when Nellie turned back the child’s clothes to show Sam his feet he came close to the bed again.


‘He’s like a doll,’ he gasped. ‘Bobby told me the way the nurse brought him round, like.’


‘She was awful clever the way she done it, Sam,’ Nellie said. ‘Dousing him in cold water then in hot and then clouting him. I thought she might hurt him but it done the trick. I couldn’t believe it when he cried out.’


‘Mrs Nolan told me the old girl should’ve sent for her sooner,’ Sam said. He bent and clumsily kissed Nellie. ‘I’m sorry you had a bad time, girl,’ he said but Nellie smiled happily.


‘I don’t care, Sam,’ she said, ‘as long as the baby’s all right.’


Sam gently touched the baby’s face with his calloused finger. ‘What did the nurse say today?’ he asked.


‘She just said I’ve got to keep him warm and I’ve got to eat as much as I can for when I feed him.’


She blushed as she spoke but Sam only said, ‘Maggie Nolan can get what you fancy, like. I’ve give her a few bob.’


He seemed to have forgotten the men’s taunts of the previous night and Nellie devoutly hoped that he had been too drunk to register what they said, but she only said, ‘Maggie hasn’t seen the baby yet.’


‘It was her day for the Board of Guardians,’ Sam said. ‘She’ll be in soon.’ He stretched and yawned. ‘I’ve got to get down to the ship.’


‘I wish you wasn’t sailing so soon,’ Nellie said wistfully.


‘So do I, girl,’ Sam said, ‘but I had to sign on for the advance note. I was skint. Anyhow, I’ve paid the nurse and seen Maggie.’


‘And left me all right too,’ Nellie said. ‘Have you got enough left?’


‘Aye, I’m all right,’ Sam said.


Nellie felt relaxed and happy chatting so easily with Sam and she began to wonder whether this was the right time to tell him about Leadbetter’s attack on her. He seemed to have forgotten his doubts of the previous night, but what if talk of Leadbetter revived them?


There was another consideration too. She remembered that Janey had said that if Sam was told he might go and beat Leadbetter and find himself in trouble. Before she could decide Sam had patted her cheek and gone to the door.


‘You’ll be all right, girl. Maggie’ll be in soon,’ he said.


He went out whistling and Nellie snuggled down under the bedclothes again with the baby, not sure whether she was glad or sorry that the opportunity had passed.


Janey was out with her fish and Bobby at school but a little later the eldest child from next door, nine-year-old Susan, came in. ‘Me mam’s still at the Guardians,’ she said. ‘But she told me I’d got to come in and do your dinner if she wasn’t back.’


‘Will you make some tea, please?’ Nellie said. ‘A cup for yourself as well and some jam butties for both of us.’


‘Me mam might shout,’ Susan said, but she was easily persuaded to eat with Nellie.


Afterwards Nellie fed the baby again then slept until she was wakened by Sam arriving home. Although his eyes seemed bloodshot he was not drunk, but his mood seemed to have changed again.


‘I’m off, Ellie,’ he said gruffly. ‘We’re off on the morning tide so I’m going aboard. I only come home for me bag.’


‘Will it be a six-month trip, Sam?’ Nellie said timidly. He nodded, and Nellie lifted the baby from beneath the bedclothes. ‘He’ll have to be christened, Sam,’ she said nervously. ‘What shall I call him?’


Sam raised his head and looked at her, his brown eyes like those of a beaten dog. ‘Whatever you like,’ he said, ‘you know best about that.’


A wave of colour rushed over Nellie’s face and her glance fell, but before she could speak Sam said, ‘I’ll have to go, Buck Madden’s waiting for me. Ta-ra, then.’


He turned away and went downstairs without looking at the baby or kissing Nellie, but she jumped out of bed and called beseechingly, ‘Sam, Sam.’


He came back upstairs. ‘Get back into bed, girl,’ he said, ‘you’ll catch your death.’


Desperation made her brave and she slipped her arms round his neck and reached up to kiss him.


Sam kissed her briefly, then lifted her and put her into the bed. ‘Oh, God, Ellie,’ he groaned, then turned away and went heavily downstairs.


Nellie took the baby in her arms and wept bitterly. If only she had told Sam the truth. Now something had happened or someone had said something which made him doubt her again, and she had lost the chance of telling him what had really happened.


I swear I’ll tell him as soon as he comes home, she thought. But that was six months away and meanwhile poor Sam would have all these months with his joy in his wife and child clouded by the doubts that had been planted in his mind.


With a sudden surge of protective love, Nellie held her baby close. He is what matters now, she thought. I must do whatever is best for him. Nothing must hurt or harm him no matter what happens with Sam and myself. Only the baby is important. And I’m determined he’ll have a better life than what me and Sam have had, she thought, kissing the child’s soft cheek.




Chapter Two


Through the thin walls of the bedroom Nellie could hear her nextdoor neighbour, Johnny Nolan, coughing continuously but it was some time before his wife arrived. She rushed in eventually, a thin haggard woman with her face and shawl wet with the fog which still drifted about the streets.


‘I’m sorry, Nell. Are you all right, girl? I’ve been stuck in that place for hours. A big line of us waiting, then when I got in to the Board they wanted to know the ins and outs of Muldoon’s Cat. Trying to trip me up so they can take a bit of Relief off me. Was you all right?’


‘Yes, thanks, Mrs Nolan,’ Nellie said shyly. ‘Your Susan done me tea and jam butties.’


‘And ate some herself,’ Maggie Nolan said. ‘I give her down the banks for taking your food after your fella’s been so good to us.’


‘I made her take it, honest, Mrs Nolan,’ Nellie said. ‘She done me a lovely cup of tea.’


‘You’ll have to call me Maggie if I’m going to be in and out,’ Maggie said. She unwrapped the cloth she carried. ‘I’ve brought you a soft-boiled egg beat up in a cup. Would you like a butty and a cup of tea with it?’


‘Yes please – er, Maggie,’ Nellie said blushing. ‘Will you do enough for both of us?’


Maggie went downstairs chuckling. ‘After me telling our Susan off,’ she said. ‘And now I’m doing the same.’


‘You want to eat as much as you can, girl,’ she said when she returned with the bread and butter and tea. ‘A long labour’s weakening and you want to keep him on the breast as long as you can. You don’t want to fall too quickly for another one.’


Nellie blushed. ‘Sam’ll be away for six months,’ she said.


She sounded sad and Maggie said cheerfully, ‘He’ll come home to a fine little lad then. These little babies are fighters and you can see them come on better than big fat ones.’


‘Nurse said she’s seen smaller than him survive. She said he’s about five pounds,’ Nellie said eagerly.


‘There you are then, and she’s a clever woman. She knows what she’s talking about,’ Maggie said. ‘The old girl should have sent for her sooner. Old faggot. She could have been the death of the two of you.’


‘Nurse saved the baby,’ Nellie said.


‘Aye, so I heard. And now you’ve got to get yourself strong. Sam left money with me for treats for you, to get you to eat,’ Maggie said.


‘I’m fine now that the baby’s born,’ Nellie said. ‘Before that I was sick all day and every day. Couldn’t keep nothing down.’


‘I never seen you after you come home sick from your place,’ Maggie said. ‘Janey wouldn’t let no one near you. I used to worry about you because I know what she is but I couldn’t do nothing. I don’t know how you stand her, Nell.’


‘She looked after me. She was good, like,’ Nellie said diffidently.


Maggie shrugged. ‘I suppose no one’s all bad but you wanna be careful, Nell. She’d buy and sell us before we got up in the morning. Crafty as a cartload of monkeys.’


‘Nurse said I should ask her to shift,’ Nellie said. ‘But how can I? She came here with Ma from the Dingle when I was born and she stayed here with Bobby after Ma died and then looked after me when I was sick.’


‘Only because it suited her,’ Maggie said. ‘That side door’s handy for her moneylending, and for other things too. People can slide in and out and no one any the wiser. And she had your dad’s money when she looked after Bobby, and Sam’s once you was married after your dad backed off his ship and his money stopped. You don’t owe her nothing, Nell.’ Maggie stood up. ‘My mam used to say me tongue was tied in the middle and I think she was right,’ she said. ‘I’ll leave you to get some sleep.’


She went but her words had given Nellie too much to think about for sleep to come to her. Was that the reason Janey had arranged her marriage to Sam? Because her father’s pay had stopped when he deserted his ship and she wanted Sam’s steady wage to replace it and keep the house going?


It seemed quite possible to Nellie and for the first time she began to wonder how Janey had persuaded Sam to marry her. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before, she thought, but I was just like I was doped and doing everything she told me. But how did she fix it with Sam? I’ll have to ask her.


When Janey arrived Nellie said quickly, before her courage failed, ‘Janey, how did you get Sam to marry me? What did you tell him?’


Janey sniggered. ‘I didn’t tell him nothing about the other fella, you can bet your boots. Them fellas in the Volley were right calling him Soft Sam. He swallered everything I told him. I knew he’d come ashore and he’d be drinking in the Volley so I collared him when he’d had a few.’ She sniggered again and Nellie persisted.


‘But what did you tell him, Janey?’ She could smell gin on the old woman’s breath and thought it might loosen Janey’s tongue.


‘I told him you got sent home from your place without a character because you got blamed for what another girl done. I said you’d took ill and there wasn’t no money because your da had backed out in America. By the time I finished with him he thought it was his own idea to marry you.’ She cackled then suddenly suspicious she thrust her face close to Nellie’s. ‘Wharra you asking all these questions for?’ she demanded.


‘I was – was just wondering,’ Nellie faltered.


‘Aye, good job I done it, whether you had a bun in the oven or not,’ Janey muttered. ‘You wouldn’t have got nothing off the other fella.’


She stumped out of the room and Nellie lay thinking of what she had said. At least she answered some of the things I want to know, she thought, and she told me more than she realised.


Tears filled Nellie’s eyes. Poor Sam. Janey had taken advantage of his good nature to trick him into marriage, she thought, and just for the sake of money. I’ll make him a good wife though, she vowed, and make him glad he married me. A shadow came over her as she thought, if only I can convince him about the baby and have everything straight between us.


Maggie came in the next morning as soon as Janey had left with her fish, and Bobby for school. She brought a small bowl of broth. ‘Get this down you, girl,’ she said. ‘It’ll do you more good than gruel.’


‘It smells good,’ Nellie said.


‘It’s out of the money what Sam gave me for us,’ Maggie said. ‘But it didn’t cost nothing hardly. I got twopenn’orth of bits from the butcher’s and some barley and the kids got carrots and onions and that from the market. The stuff what gets thrown away, but when you cut the bad off there’s plenty left. I made a big panful of barley broth and you should have seen them muck in.’


‘Sam left me money off his advance note,’ Nellie said. ‘You shouldn’t be bringing me your stuff.’


She thought that Johnny needed it more than she did, but she said nothing lest she offended her neighbour. She could see Maggie’s pleasure in being able to give.


‘I’ve still got the money he left me for you,’ Maggie said. ‘I’ll get you some treat after. You’ve got a proper good fella, Nell.’


‘I know,’ Nellie said smiling.


‘My kids were made up when he come to live here,’ Maggie said. ‘He always used to give them pennies when he seen them near the Volley whenever he was ashore.’


‘Sam knows what it’s like to be hungry,’ Nellie said. ‘When I first met him when we was kids he didn’t have no home and he was living rough, like. His dad threw him out when he was only seven and he sold papers and that to live.’


‘It’s a wonder one of the neighbours never took him in,’ Maggie said.


‘He said he thought the neighbours fancied there was a curse on the family. Every child after him died soon after it was born. When I met him his mam was dead. I don’t know what happened to his dad. He used to be a steward on the Cunard line.’


‘They must have been well off then,’ Maggie said.


Nellie smiled reminiscently. ‘The first time I met Sam I was carrying a bundle of washing home from the Unicorn. Some lads snatched it off me and they was throwing it to each other. I was crying. I was terrified like it would get muddy because it’d been raining. Me ma would’ve killed me.’


‘No wonder you was frightened,’ Maggie said. ‘Grown men was frightened of your ma.’


Nellie nodded. ‘Sam come running up. He was barefoot and ragged but he was a big lad even then and he soon got the bundle back and chased the lads. He was awful good to me. Wiped me eyes on me pinny and carried the washing till I was nearly home.’


‘The only time I ever seen you was with them bundles,’ Maggie said. ‘Very near as big as yourself. You never played out or went to school much, did you?’


‘No, me ma kept me in drudging for her,’ Nellie said.


‘How old was you then when Sam helped you?’ Maggie asked.


‘I was nine and Sam was eleven. After that he often carried the bundles for me. Sometimes the maids in the Unicorn or other places would give me a butty or a piece of cake and me and Sam shared it. One time a milkman gave me tuppence to take a message to a maid and we got two ha’penny fish and a ha’p’orth of chips and two barmcakes.’ She laughed at the memory.


‘So you’ve known each other all that time?’


‘We only met for about a year,’ Nellie said. ‘Then Sam got sent to the reformatory in Heswall for five years for stealing a pot of jam. After that he went to sea and I was in service.’


‘So when did you meet him again?’ Maggie asked.


‘Not long before we was married,’ Nellie said, blushing.


‘Me mam wouldn’t let me go in service,’ Maggie said, noticing Nellie’s blush and changing the subject skilfully, ‘but I suppose you was glad to get away from here.’


‘It was me dad fixed it up,’ Nellie said. ‘When I was thirteen. He’d come ashore and there was some big row, and the next thing I was in service in Jubilee Road. It was a lovely place. A sister and a brother it was, very old. Miss Agatha and Mr Ambrose. There was the cook, Mrs Hignett, and Gertrude the parlourmaid and Mrs Jones who come in to do the “rough”. I got taken on to help Gertrude because she didn’t want to be pensioned off, but she had arthritis terrible bad.’


‘They must have been good to do that,’ Maggie said.


‘They was awful good to me. Mr Ambrose learned me to read and write, and Miss Agatha showed me how to sew. Mrs Hignett learned me to cook. I had to do most of the work for Gertrude but she learned me what to do an’ all. I didn’t know nothing when I went there.’


‘Why did you leave there, then?’ asked Maggie.


‘They died. Miss Agatha first and Mr Ambrose two days after. It was that Spanish flu. There wasn’t no relations and a lawyer gentleman had to see to everything. Gertrude went in a nursing home and Mrs Hignett went to live with her sister. It was a terrible time. We were that upset about them dying and everything upside down.’


‘And wharrabout you?’ Maggie said.


‘The lawyer gentleman spoke for me for a place in Newsham Park,’ Nellie said. She lay back and closed her eyes, memories flooding back of the Leadbetter household.


Maggie stood up. ‘I’ve tired you out gabbing,’ she said remorsefully. ‘Sadie McCann will have my life. I’ll come in again after.’


Nellie opened her eyes and smiled. ‘Thanks, Maggie,’ she said, ‘and thanks for the broth.’


‘They learned you manners too,’ Maggie said with a grin as she went out.


Janey arrived home in a foul mood, made worse when Nellie unwisely told her about the broth.


‘So your fella give plenty to them scroungers next door. Never gave me nothing for all I done for you,’ she snarled.


‘I thought he mugged you out of his advance note,’ Nellie said timidly.


‘Aye, but he give more next door. I suppose he blames me now he’s got his doubts about the baby,’ Janey said spitefully.


Nellie jerked upright. ‘But he is Sam’s baby,’ she cried. ‘I know he is. That’s why he’s small, because he came early.’


‘He’s small because you never ate nothing before he was born,’ Janey said. ‘First babies more often come late. He’s more likely Leadbetter’s.’


‘He’s not. I know he’s Sam’s,’ Nellie protested, near to tears. ‘I’m going to tell Sam what Mr Leadbetter done to me, but I know he’s Sam’s baby.’


‘Don’t talk so bloody stupid,’ Janey said. ‘What d’you think he’d do? He’d batter you and then get shut of you.’ She jerked her head at the baby. ‘And he’d be classed as a bastard. Is that what you want? Don’t be a fool, girl. Let sleeping dogs lie.’


She stumped downstairs, leaving Nellie with her mind in turmoil. Could Janey be right about the baby? No. All her instincts told her that Sam was her baby’s father. But what if she told him about Leadbetter? Would he disbelieve her and beat her and cast her off as Janey said he would?


She knew that there was a violent side to Sam’s nature and that he had often been in trouble for fighting in the years before they were married. Most important of all, dare she risk the baby being classed as illegitimate? Never, never, she decided passionately, holding the baby close.


Nellie spent a restless night, at one moment deciding that she must do as Janey said and say nothing, the next deciding that she knew Sam better than Janey did and that he would never hurt her or the baby. But what if he thought the baby was not his? Did he have the right to know the truth so that he could answer any taunts or should she let the whole episode with Leadbetter lie buried?


Towards dawn she decided that she could do nothing anyway until Sam came home, and fell into an uneasy sleep. The nurse was annoyed the following morning to find Nellie feverish and the baby cross and fretful.


‘Has something upset you?’ she demanded. ‘Was it the old one?’


‘I just couldn’t sleep,’ Nellie said evasively, but Nurse McCann was not satisfied.


‘Something’s upset you, and you haven’t been out of the house,’ she said. ‘Don’t let that old woman bully you, Nellie, and don’t take any of her concoctions either.’


‘I won’t, Nurse,’ Nellie said meekly and the nurse nodded.


‘See you don’t,’ she said. ‘Even if you fall for another quickly – well, there’s worse things than having a baby. I know she makes stuff and sells it to women who want to get rid of a baby and I’ve seen the damage it causes but none of them will talk. She’s as slippery as an eel, but I’ll get her one of these days.’


Nellie said nothing, but she remembered as a child taking coal into Janey’s room and seeing her hand a small bottle to a woman, saying, ‘And remember I don’t know nothing about it. You never come near me.’


The woman had pulled her shawl over her head and scuttled away through the side door. Janey said nothing to Nellie, who had forgotten the incident until now.


The nurse tut-tutted as she examined the baby. ‘This little fellow’s upset too,’ she said. ‘And he can’t afford any setbacks, Nellie. He’s a little fighter but you’ll have to do your part too. See you don’t do anything to curdle your milk, and watch what you take.’


Nellie looked anxious. ‘I had some barley broth yesterday,’ she said, but the nurse laughed.


‘That wasn’t what I meant. Broth won’t do you any harm. You’ll have to lie flat on the ninth day and only have gruel, but apart from that you can eat most things. Are you worrying about something?’ she demanded suddenly. ‘About your da maybe?’


‘My da?’ Nellie said in surprise.


‘I can see it’s not that,’ the nurse said.


‘I never really thought about why he backed out,’ Nellie confessed, ‘so much has been happening.’


‘It wasn’t because your ma wasn’t here, that’s for sure,’ the nurse said decidedly. ‘He never came home to see her, only you and Bobby, for all she got dolled up and tried to be different while he was home.’


‘I got new clothes and shoes too,’ Nellie said, ‘whenever Da came home.’


‘Yes, and when he went, his ship hadn’t passed the Bar before they were in the pawnshop,’ the nurse said. She tucked the baby in beside Nellie. ‘Anyway, Nellie, your da was a decent little fellow. It’s a pity he didn’t drink round here or he’d have found out sooner about what went on here.’


Nellie looked bewildered and the nurse patted her shoulder.


‘Never mind, love, don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘Who knows? He could sign on a ship again in America one day and just come walking in here. Now I’m going to give you two aspirins to bring your temperature down and I’ll put a jug of water here and a cup. Try to drink as much as you can. It’ll help your milk and settle the baby.’


When she had gone Nellie lay thinking about her father and when Maggie came in later she asked her about him.


‘I never seen him, only once when I seen you all dressed up getting the tram with him,’ Maggie said.


Nellie said with a smile, ‘He used to take me out. On the Overhead Railway sometimes and he showed me where they used to live in the Dingle. You could see it from the Overhead.’


‘We only come here late on in the war,’ Maggie said. ‘I lived with me mam in the next street till then, but Bella Edwards from number fourteen has told me a lot about youse. You had a terrible time when you was a child, didn’t you?’


‘I suppose I did,’ Nellie said in surprise, ‘but I never knew nothing different so it didn’t seem so bad to me.’


‘Bella said your ma hated you. She said Bobby went to school and played out but you was just a little drudge. Doing the washing half the time as well as carrying it. She said your ma called herself a washerwoman but it was only a blind for how she really made her money.’ She paused with the cup halfway to her mouth. ‘You don’t mind me talking like this, girl?’


‘No, I want to know, Maggie. The nurse said some things but I don’t like asking her. I never knew what was going on when I was little. I was in a dream half the time and I was always that frightened. I never spoke to no one hardly either.’


Maggie needed no further encouragement. ‘Well, Bella said your da used to go on long trips but your ma always found out when he was due and she used to rig you and herself out in new clothes.’


‘What about Bobby?’ Nellie asked.


‘Bella reckoned he had decent clothes with going to school, but you was always in rags and barefoot half the time. She said your da never went out with your ma but he used to take you out. She said nobody got to know him properly like because he didn’t drink round here, and he was a bit of a gentleman. Funny when you think of your ma.’


‘I wonder if that was why Ma hated me?’ Nellie said thoughtfully. She recalled a time when her mother was beating her ferociously and Janey suddenly said, ‘Knock it off, Harriet. D’you think you’ll ever see him again if she snuffs it?’ The beating had stopped, but as Nellie cowered in the corner she had seen her mother’s face contorted with such hatred that she had closed her eyes and tried to make herself even smaller.


‘Bella said you was your da’s favourite and when you was about thirteen your ma slipped up. Your da’s ship had been torpedoed and he come home unexpected. You walked in barefoot and in a skimpy old frock with a big bundle, and there was murder. They could hear the row all over the street.’


‘I remember it,’ Nellie said. ‘Not so much the row, but going off with my da. I was ashamed because I was so scruffy. He took me to this house – I think there was a minister there. I know a maid washed me in a great big bath. I’d never seen one before with hot water coming out of the taps. She put sassafras oil on my head and I slept in a bed on my own.’


‘Where was it?’ Maggie asked, but Nellie shook her head.


‘I don’t know. I was that ’mazed, I suppose. I know the next morning I had another bath and had me hair washed and cut, then she brought me clothes.’ She blushed at the memory. ‘She had to show me what to do with the stockings. Fasten them on to the suspenders on a liberty bodice.’


‘And what happened then?’ Maggie said eagerly.


Belatedly Nellie realised that Bella would probably hear these revelations to add to her story and she said briefly, ‘I started at that good place in Jubilee Road. Johnny doesn’t seem to be coughing so much today.’


‘No,’ Maggie said, taking the hint. ‘It’s the fog what makes it worse. I suppose that’s why they won’t give him no pension. Are you all right now, Nell? I’d better get these nappies washed through.’


After she had gone Nellie lay thinking of her childhood. Strange that until Maggie used the word hatred she had never realised that that was what her mother felt for her, but it was true. It’s funny, she thought, everybody seems to know more about my family than what I do. Maggie and the nurse and this Bella, whoever she is.


Her thoughts turned to the expeditions with her father and the happy days when he was home from sea. My life wasn’t all bad, she thought. There were those days and the year I used to see Sam. I wonder if the nurse is right and Da might come walking in one day.


With her mind diverted from her previous worries, she fell asleep smiling happily.


When she woke she remembered that she had mentioned the row to Maggie on an earlier occasion and they had gone on to talk about her first place. Maggie had not tried to probe about the row although she already knew what Bella had told her. Nellie felt that she had misjudged her neighbour, and welcomed Maggie warmly when she came in to see her.


Nellie would often have become despondent during the long days in bed if it had not been for the visits by the nurse and Maggie. In spite of her hard life Maggie Nolan had an irrepressible cheerfulness, and always hoped for better times to come. She called several times each day to help Nellie and always managed to make her laugh with thumbnail sketches of their neighbours or anecdotes of her children.


‘I don’t know any of the neighbours,’ Nellie said wistfully one day, ‘even the ones who were here when I was a kid.’


‘You’ll soon get to know them when you’re on your feet again,’ Maggie said cheerfully. ‘They’re not a bad lot.’ She laughed. ‘We all jangle about each other but we pull together. We haven’t got much, none of us, but nobody wouldn’t see you short if they had anything to give you.’


‘Janey doesn’t seem to mix, like,’ Nellie said cautiously.


‘No, but you’ll be made welcome,’ Maggie said. She hesitated. ‘You know, the way you got knocked about, people would’ve stood up for you, Nell, only they were that frightened of Janey and your ma. They nearly all owe Janey.’


‘But they won’t think I’m tarred with the same brush?’ Nellie said.


Maggie laughed again. ‘Anything but, girl. They’re just sorry they couldn’t do nothing for you when you was little. That fella in the bottom house that beats his wife and kids – nobody never buys him a drink even when they know he’s skint, and they won’t take a drink off him neither. Oh, there’s ways of making people like that know what we think about them. Fellas that go too far.’


Sometimes Maggie talked about her own childhood, when she lived in the next street. ‘We never had much money because me dad was a docker but we was happy,’ she said. ‘Mam had five lads but she always wanted a girl so she was made up when I was born. They all spoiled me, the lads as well as Mam and Dad.’


‘Do your brothers live near?’ Nellie asked and then was sorry when Maggie’s smile faded.


‘There’s only one left,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Four of them got killed in the war. Three in one week, our Richard and our Billy and our Walter. They all joined up together, see.’


‘Mr Ambrose in my first place – he said brothers shouldn’t be sent into action together. So many lads from the same family get killed in the same battle,’ Nellie said.


‘It very near killed me mam,’ Maggie said. ‘I lived with her and me youngest brother, our Henry, because Johnny was in the army. He got wounded in 1916, and our Freddie died of wounds that year.’


‘You had a bad time,’ Nellie said sympathetically. ‘Is that why Johnny’s chest is bad?’


‘Johnny reckons there was gas trapped in some of the trenches although the gas attacks was over,’ Maggie said. ‘But I think it’s because he was laying in water in a hole for hours after he was wounded in the leg. Anyhow he got sent back to England although they kept him in the army, and that’s why they won’t give him no pension.’ She laughed. ‘I wouldn’t never have had so many kids if he’d got kept in France, but he could get home on leave like from England.’


‘You must have been glad he was safe,’ Nellie said.


‘Oh aye, and we really got on our feet then. Living with me mam, I could save. Johnny’s allotment wasn’t much but it was regular and Mam minded the kids while I went out cleaning.’


‘When did you come to live next door?’ Nellie asked.


‘Near the end of the war when Mam died and our Henry went in the army. I got a nice little home round me but then when Johnny came home he couldn’t get work and I lost me cleaning job, so in no time all me nice bits were in the pawnshop. Still, plenty worse off than me,’ Maggie said cheerfully.


Nurse McCann paid her last visit to Nellie on the day that she allowed her downstairs for the first time. She approved Nellie’s arrangements for keeping the baby warm, but wrinkled her nose distastefully at the smell of rotten fish that pervaded the room.


‘Have you done anything about getting rid of that old woman?’ she demanded.


Nellie shook her head. She was ashamed to say that she was afraid to tell Janey to go, so she murmured nervously, ‘I can’t, Nurse. She was good to me.’


The nurse snorted. ‘So you told me,’ she said. ‘Now I’ve warned you, Nellie, not to take her concoctions and don’t let her bully you, and don’t borrow from her and get into her clutches whatever you do. There’s too many round here that’ll never be free of her. If they borrow a pound she gives them eighteen shillings and makes them take two shillings’ worth of her stinking fish to make up the pound. Then they’re paying it off for ever.’


Nellie said nothing and the nurse went on, ‘You know your ma worked with her, beating up anyone who couldn’t pay, but now she’s gone Janey’s got someone else to terrify these poor souls. It makes my blood boil.’


‘I never knew – about Ma, I mean,’ Nellie whispered. She realised that she was not surprised by the midwife’s words, as she recalled her mother, tall and rangy, more like a man than a woman. A man’s cap was always skewered to her sandy hair and she wore her sleeves rolled up, a sacking apron and men’s heavy boots laced with string. She had a loud and raucous voice, frequently raised in anger.


The nurse’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Yes, love, Harriet was the bully for Janey. I’ve seen people after she’d beaten and kicked them half to death, but no one would ever talk. Dr Wilson tried for years to get them behind bars but they were too crafty.’


Nellie flushed and bent her head and the nurse said briskly, ‘No need for you to feel ashamed, Nellie. I know you often felt the weight of your ma’s hand and her boots yourself. I’m just warning you not to get into Janey’s clutches. I know you’ll have to wait eight weeks for Sam’s allotment to come through, but you can get tick at the corner shop. Mrs Deakin knows you’ll have money coming.’


‘I’ll be all right. Sam left me money,’ Nellie said.


‘That’s good. He’s a decent fellow and you’re a good girl, Nellie, although you got all the spirit knocked out of you when you were a child, and now you’ve got a lovely baby. Stand up to that old woman and do what’s best for all of you. If you won’t tell her to go, try and find somewhere else to live.’


‘But what about Bobby?’ Nellie said.


‘Take him with you, but if you can’t, don’t worry about Bobby. Everything slides off him like water off a duck’s back. He’ll be working soon anyway and making his own life.’


‘You know a lot about people round here, Nurse,’ Nellie said with a shy smile.


‘I know everything about people round here,’ the nurse said emphatically, ‘but I don’t gossip. I speak my mind though and some people don’t like it, but that’s my way.’


‘I’m very grateful for the way you looked after me,’ Nellie said blushing, ‘and for – for what you’ve told me like about Janey. Most of all for the way you saved the baby.’


‘Aye, well, like I said at the time, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t,’ the nurse said but she looked pleased.


After some thought Nellie had decided to name the baby Thomas, after her father, and Nurse McCann agreed to be his godmother. Bobby was a very proud godfather. The baby continued to thrive and Nellie soon regained her strength.




Chapter Three


The months until Sam’s return passed quickly for Nellie. As the weather improved and she grew stronger she ventured out, at first only as far as the corner shop with Maggie beside her to give her support and then further and further afield.


Fear of what her neighbours might think about her baby’s early arrival made her afraid to leave the house at first but Maggie came one day and announced that she would walk to the corner shop with her.


‘It’s not doing the baby and you no good, being stuck in the house all day with that stink of rotten fish. I know Bobby does your messages but what about when he starts work?’ she said.


They set off, Nellie keeping close to her friend and glancing about her timidly. She had left her coat behind in her headlong flight from Leadbetter’s house but most of her neighbours wore shawls so she wore her mother’s shawl with the baby wrapped snugly within it.


Many of the neighbours were at their doors, and when one asked to see the baby the others clustered round.


‘God luv him, hasn’t he come on? Your Bobby said he was like a fourpenny rabbit born,’ said Bella Edwards. She was a hugely fat woman who had borne ten children, seven of whom survived.


‘Nurse McCann saved his life,’ Nellie said shyly, and there was a chorus of praise from the women for the nurse.


‘Proper clever, she is. Better than the doctor half the time and not just with babies,’ said another woman, ‘the way she can tell you what’s wrong with the kids and what to do for them.’


Bella’s huge body shook as she laughed. ‘Mind you, she doesn’t put any bones in it. She tells you right out what she thinks of you,’ she said.


‘Come on, Nell. Nurse’ll have me life if you catch cold,’ Maggie said. ‘Her first time out,’ she explained to the women.


To a chorus of ‘Watch yourself, girl,’ and ‘He’s a lovely lad,’ Nellie and Maggie walked on to the shop. The fact that what she had dreaded had been in reality so easy and pleasant gave Nellie courage and a determination to confront her problems in future.


Her resolve was soon tested. She knew that Charlie West was often in and out of Janey’s side door but one day he swaggered down the street and knocked on the street door of the house. When Nellie opened the door he pushed past her into the kitchen without a word.


He was a small man with a narrow foxy face and black hair parted in the centre and sleeked back close to his skull. An ex-seaman now working ashore and a bachelor, he lived nearby with his mother who doted on him.


He ran his eyes over Nellie and then slipped his arm round her waist. ‘Nice little figure you’ve got since you dropped your bundle, Nellie,’ he said offensively.


Nellie tried to twist away from him, her face scarlet, but he held her firmly.


‘What are you worrying about?’ he said. ‘Sam won’t mind. Soft Sam. He’ll believe anything you tell him, won’t he?’


Anger gave Nellie strength and she gave him a push which sent him staggering against the table. ‘Keep your hands off me,’ she said. ‘And don’t you call my husband names. He’s worth ten of you.’


Surprise kept him silent for a moment then he laughed unpleasantly. ‘What about this wonderchild then?’ he began but Nellie stepped forward and hit him across the face with all her strength.


‘Why you—’ he began but Janey had opened the door into the parlour. She said viciously to him, ‘Button your lip and come in here.’


Charlie put his hand to his face and scowled at Nellie, his face dark with anger, but he obeyed Janey and went into the parlour.


Nellie snatched up the baby and flung her shawl round both of them. She was shaking as she knocked at Maggie’s door and after a glance at her face Maggie drew her in and said urgently, ‘What’s up, girl? The baby—?’


Nellie shook her head then shook it again, unable to speak as Maggie asked, ‘Sam?’


Maggie’s youngest children sat on a sack before the fireless grate and the room was bare and cold, but Johnny Nolan stood up from the dilapidated armchair for Nellie to sit down, and Maggie slipped a comforting arm around her.


‘That Charlie West,’ Nellie said with a sob. ‘Putting his arm round me and saying things about Sam.’ She wiped her eyes. ‘I smacked his face,’ she admitted.


‘Good for you!’ Maggie cried. ‘I hope you hurt him.’


‘I give him a shock, I think,’ Nellie said. ‘Janey called him into the parlour, so I run in to you.’


‘I’m glad you did,’ Maggie said. ‘Did he come through from her parlour? I know he’s always in and out there.’


‘No, he pushed in when I opened the door,’ Nellie said. ‘I’ll be more careful next time.’


‘There’s fellas like that,’ Johnny said, ‘take advantage, like, a woman on her own.’


‘But Nellie’s not on her own,’ Maggie cried. ‘Sam’d beat the living daylights outa that little runt if he knew. Tell him you’ll tell Sam if he tries it again. That’ll frighten the life outa him. Mind you, that Charlie West only tries it on with women to cause trouble, but he’d run a mile if they took him on. He’s as queer as a nine-bob note.’


Nellie began to smile and Maggie said heartily, ‘That’s more like it, girl, and now you’ve started it try giving Janey a belt if she annoys you.’


Nellie stood up. ‘Thanks, Mag,’ she said, ‘and Johnny,’ smiling timidly at him. ‘I was just that upset.’


‘Aye, well, don’t get upset over that little toad. He won’t bother you no more probably after you’ve clouted him like that,’ Maggie said.


‘I hope so,’ said Nellie but she thought uneasily of the look on Charlie West’s face and wondered how he would take his revenge. ‘Will you come in for a cup of tea in the morning, Mag? Bring the kids. I miss our talks.’


Maggie agreed, and Nellie went back to her own house but all was quiet there. She sat by the fire nursing the baby and thinking of the bareness and coldness of the house next door, yet there was a warmth of feeling there.


She looked round her own kitchen wondering what she could do to make it more comfortable for Sam to return to. Bobby had started work with a building firm as a ‘can lad’ with hopes of being apprenticed to a tradesman when he was sixteen, and when he came home Nellie discussed her plans with him.


‘These houses aren’t no good, Nell,’ he said. ‘The fellas at work said that when I said where I lived. They said they was built on a marsh; that’s why they’re so damp and the floorboards are rotten. And the cockroaches and bugs and that.’


‘Well, we can’t pull them down and we can’t get nowhere else so we’ll just have to do the best we can,’ Nellie said sharply.


Bobby laughed. ‘You haven’t half changed, Nell,’ he said. ‘You was always frightened of your own shadow, Mrs Deakin at the shop said. And the way you was before Tommy was born, like you was half dead.’


‘Aye, well, I’ve got to be more hard faced now for Tommy’s sake,’ Nellie said. ‘Ask the fellas at work the best way to shift the cockroaches and bugs, Bob.’


Her plans for the house helped to push the thought of Charlie West to the back of Nellie’s mind and she slept soundly. Maggie came in the following morning with her two youngest children, Walter who was two years old and Richie who was four.


‘I’ve missed you coming in since I was up, Mag,’ Nellie said, smiling at the children.


‘I didn’t like to be running in and out. It was different when I was looking after you, like,’ Maggie said.


‘Gosh, you’re dafter than me even,’ said Nellie.


Nellie had a good fire burning and she had cut a plateful of bread and jam and made tea. The children sat wide eyed gazing at the flames and devouring the bread and jam, and Maggie broke a piece from her own slice and gave it to Richie.


‘Don’t give him yours, Mag. There’s plenty more,’ Nellie said standing up to cut more bread.


‘I worry about him,’ Maggie said with a sigh. ‘I took him to the dispensary yesterday and the doctor said he had rickets. Said he needed better food but what can I do? We’re only just keeping alive as it is. Johnny got two half days on the docks last week but they only take the Relief off us so we’re no better off.’


Richie had stood by Maggie’s chair and she said anxiously, ‘Do you think he looks more bandy, Nell?’


‘No, I think kids’ legs are all bandy when they’re little,’ Nellie said. ‘They’ll straighten out when he grows up.’


Maggie looked unconvinced. ‘I’d kill for a job,’ she said, ‘but there’s nothing. All the jobs are took. Step washing and cleaning, taking in washing, everything’s took. Johnny’s got no pull at the docks, no family, like, there, and he hasn’t got no money to give backhanders. I’m getting desperate.’


‘Never mind, Mag, things’ll get better,’ Nellie comforted her. ‘You know you’re welcome to anything we’ve got.’


‘I don’t like putting on good nature,’ Maggie said, lifting the corner of her apron to dry her eyes, ‘you and Sam have helped us already.’


‘And look what you’ve done for me,’ said Nellie.


‘We didn’t have no fire when you came in yesterday,’ Maggie said, ‘but we do usually. The kids get wood from the back of the market and coal off the sidings, like.’


‘You’re welcome to coal from our coalplace any time, Mag,’ Nellie said. ‘I’d rather see it going on your fire than on Janey’s.’


‘But then she pays for it in her rent,’ Maggie said.


‘Rent! What rent? She never lets on about rent and I don’t like to ask her,’ Nellie said.


‘And here’s me thinking you were getting more tough,’ Maggie exclaimed. ‘You’re too soft for your own good, Nell.’


Nellie smiled. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘but I’m getting better, aren’t I? Our Bobby said last night I was.’


Maggie smiled too. ‘You’ve still got a long way to go though, girl,’ she said. She stood up and drew her shawl round her shoulders then went to Tommy’s makeshift cot, where he lay waving his arms and legs and gurgling to himself. ‘God luv him, he’s as good as gold, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘We never hear a sound out of him in the night.’


‘Yes, he sleeps right through,’ Nellie said proudly.


‘Sam’ll be made up when he comes home, the size of him now,’ Maggie said.


She turned to her children but Nellie said quickly, ‘Can they stay for a bit, Mag? Our Bobby’s home at one today, being Saturday. He’d be made up if they had their dinner with him.’


Maggie’s face grew red. ‘I’m sorry for moaning like that,’ she said. ‘We don’t do so bad really.’


‘You weren’t moaning,’ Nellie protested. ‘Not like me last night.’


‘I suppose he’s gone, Charlie West?’ Maggie asked and when Nellie nodded she went on, ‘It makes me mad. Johnny tries so hard and the likes of West leaves the sea and walks right in to a job. Mind you, we know how he did it.’


‘How?’ Nellie asked.


‘Because he’s a “bum boy” and the fella that took him on was another one like himself. They stick together.’


‘I’m thick,’ Nellie confessed. ‘I never knew about fellas like that.’


‘There’s a few round here, but some of them can’t help themselves, like. They’re to be pitied,’ Maggie said. She began to laugh. ‘That’s one thing no one can’t say about Johnny Nolan, anyway, that he’s a bum boy.’


She went out smiling, and Nellie gave the little boys string and wood to play with. She had a stone jar full of cheese toasting in the oven and when Bobby came home she toasted thick slices of bread and spread the cheese on it.


Bobby had brought home a blow lamp and a bottle of Lysol and as he cut the toast into strips for Richie and Nellie helped Walter, he told her excitedly about the advice his workmates had given him.


‘They told me to go over the walls with the blowlamp to kill the bugs and to wash the bedframes and the floors with the Lysol. The boss said I can have some cement to fill the holes round the fireplace to keep the cockroaches out too.’


After the children had eaten their fill of the toasted cheese, followed by broken biscuits and tea, Nellie took them home by the back entry.


Bobby had received his first week’s wages of six shillings and proudly handed four of them to Nellie, so before taking the children home she went to the corner shop. She then wrapped some tea and a tin of condensed milk, a loaf and a jar of jam, and took them next door.


The children carried a bag of broken biscuits paid for by Bobby to share with their brothers and sister.


‘I’ve brought you these, Mag,’ Nellie said. ‘A mug out of Bobby’s first week’s wages.’ Before Maggie could speak she went on quickly, ‘When all your kids are working you can do the same for me.’


Tears had filled Maggie’s eyes as she looked at the groceries but she blinked them away and protested, ‘But Nellie, girl, you need that money.’


‘No I don’t, Mag. Sam’s allotment has come through and all so I’m really on Easy Street.’ She laughed. ‘Don’t tell Bobby though. He thinks he’s keeping the house.’


While Maggie recovered her composure Nellie rattled on about the plans that she and Bobby had for the house.


‘The fellas at work have told him what to do and lent him a blowlamp. They’ve give him some Lysol an’ all and the boss is going to give him something to fill up the holes and keep the cockroaches out. The Keatings powder is no use. There’s too many of them.’


Johnny Nolan came in the yard door and Nellie said hastily, ‘I’d better get back in case Bobby starts without me and burns the house down.’


Maggie put her hand on Nellie’s arm. ‘You’re a good girl,’ she said huskily, ‘and a good neighbour.’


Bobby was already upstairs when Nellie returned, tearing the mouldy wallpaper from the walls of his bedroom. Nellie looked in dismay at the exposed laths where the plaster had come away with the wallpaper.


‘You won’t be able to use the blowlamp, Bob,’ she said. ‘It was only the paper holding it together.’


‘I’ll be careful,’ Bobby promised, blithely ripping off the rest of the wallpaper. ‘The laths are too damp to take fire,’ and he proved to be right.


His workmates had advised Bobby to use whitewash on the walls instead of wallpaper as a deterrent to the bugs but Nellie looked doubtfully at the walls. ‘Do you think we’d better have paper to cover up the holes?’ she asked but her brother said decisively, ‘No, whitewash. Never mind the holes.’


Johnny Nolan showed them how to mix the whitewash and before nightfall Bobby had whitewashed his bedroom walls and Nellie had scrubbed his bedframe and floor with Lysol.


‘And now the bugs can bugger off,’ Bobby announced, when they came downstairs and Nellie made supper.


Janey was sitting by the fire and she sneered, ‘The proper big fella now, aren’t yer. I hope that’s the end of it.’


‘No. I’m doing Nellie’s room next and then the kitchen. I’ll do your parlour if you like,’ Bobby said, flushed with success.


Janey thrust her face close to his. ‘You keep outa my parlour, d’ya hear? I don’t want no one rooting round in there.’ She turned to Nellie. ‘You an’ all. Keep outa my room.’


Nellie said nothing, but Bobby said cheekily, ‘Wharrabout your fire? You want us in to light your fire, don’t you?’


‘Yes, while I’m in to watch what you’re up to,’ Janey said. She snatched up her mug of cocoa and stumped into her own room.


Bobby and Nellie looked at each other. ‘I should have said if we can’t go in there she can’t come in here,’ Nellie said, ‘but I never think what to say till it’s too late.’


‘You should tell her though, Nell. Ma never cooked meals for her. You’re too soft.’ Suddenly he grinned. ‘Mind you, Ma never cooked for anyone. We all just seen to ourselves.’


‘I wouldn’t mind cooking for her if she’d eat it in the parlour,’ Nellie said quietly. ‘I don’t want her eating with us when Sam comes home.’


‘No. For one thing she stinks,’ Bobby said, and Nellie looked warningly at the parlour door.


They did Nellie’s room the following day. Although the paper was mouldy in patches it came away without the plaster and Bobby was able to use the blowlamp thoroughly and then to whitewash the walls.


Nellie washed the floors and the bedframe with Lysol and stood looking wistfully at the ancient flock mattress. ‘I wish I could buy a new mattress, Bob,’ she said.


‘You could get one weekly from Cookson’s now you’ve got my wages,’ Bobby said.


Nellie’s eyes lit up but then she said doubtfully, ‘But what would Sam say? He mightn’t like me going into debt.’


‘If you paid a shilling a week you’d have it paid off by the time Sam got home,’ Bobby said. Nellie was easily persuaded and she was amazed at the ease with which the hire purchase was arranged when she showed proof of Sam’s allotment and told the man of Bobby’s job.


‘As soon as I’ve paid this off I’ll get you a proper mattress, Bob,’ she promised her brother.


Bobby’s mattress consisted of two sacks stuffed with straw, but he said airily, ‘Don’t worry about me, Nell, I’d sleep on a clothes line, and the straw doesn’t harbour the bugs so much.’


It was a joy to Nellie to find a friend and ally in her brother as they grew to know each other. Bobby had always spent as much time as possible away from the house, and Nellie had seen little of him when they were children, and rarely seen him on her days off from service.


He was an open, extrovert boy with many friends, and he was very proud of the part he played in saving the baby’s life. The affection he poured out on her and on Tommy warmed and delighted Nellie.


She was surprised when he suddenly said as they worked together on the kitchen walls, ‘It’s funny. I never really knew you before, Nell. It’s the gear being like this, isn’t it?’


‘Yes it is. But I never seen much of you till now. You was never in the house, was you?’


Bobby laughed. ‘No wonder, was it? I could never make out why you come home on your day off though,’ he said.


‘I was a fool,’ Nellie said ruefully. ‘Me first day off, the cook, Mrs Hignett, give me a ham shank and some fruit cake for me to bring home so I thought I had to come here. Once Ma saw the food that was it. I had to come every week and she had jobs lined up for me and all, right up to me going back. I hated me days off.’


‘Why didn’t you go off somewhere and eat the stuff?’ Bobby asked.


‘I tried that one day when it was just fairy cakes but Ma went up to the house creating. Made out she was worried about me. Miss Agatha said I owed a duty to my mother and I shouldn’t have worried her, so I had to come home after that in case she came again.’


‘Didn’t you tell them what she was like?’ said Bobby.


‘No, I was too upset because Miss Agatha was vexed with me. I tried to tell Mrs Hignett but she said I should respect my mother because she was my mother and my home was my home no matter what it was like. They didn’t have no idea and I suppose Ma made herself look respectable.’


‘She was crafty like that,’ Bobby agreed.


They decided to wallpaper the kitchen and Maggie helped them.


‘You don’t want to be stretching too much while you’re breast feeding,’ she told Nellie, and set her to trim the edging from the rolls of wallpaper while she and Bobby papered the walls.


Bobby filled in all the holes round the fireplace with mortar then Nellie scrubbed the floor with Lysol and when it was thoroughly dry they laid the linoleum which Nellie had bought.


Janey was annoyed by the disruption caused by the cleaning and raged at them before retiring to her own room while they worked.


‘We’ve found a way to get rid of her, anyhow,’ Bobby joked to Nellie, but she knew that the relief was only temporary. She had still not managed to pluck up courage to tell Janey that she must have her meals in her own room.


Each week Nellie managed to buy something to improve the house. In the market she bought gingham for curtains and brightly coloured bale ends of cloth for cushion covers for the chairs for a few pence. She also went frequently to the mug market and bought bargains in dishes.


Bobby was able to get flour bags for her from a friend, and she unpicked and washed them and made tea towels and a tablecloth from them.


Nellie was working on the tablecloth after the evening meal when Bobby had gone out, and Janey was crouching in the chair Nellie thought of as Sam’s, smoking a clay pipe and glaring malevolently at her as she embroidered the corners of the tablecloth.


‘You daft mare,’ Janey sneered. ‘All this for a fella what went barefoot and no arse in his trousers until he got put away for stealing. He won’t have seen no tablecloths in the reformatory.’


Nellie’s face grew red but she stitched on doggedly. ‘Sam had a good home until his mother died,’ she said. ‘You told me that yourself.’


Janey sniggered. ‘Aye, and his father scarpered. I could tell you something about that too.’


Nellie was determined not to rise to the old woman’s goading and said nothing, but Janey went on, ‘Why d’you think the neighbours wouldn’t have nothing to do with him? I know more about his family than what he does himself.’


Anger gave Nellie courage. ‘What do you know?’ she demanded.


‘If I told you you’d be as wise as what I am,’ Janey said. ‘But you’re not the only one in this house with a secret.’ Janey sniggered gleefully.


Nellie was silent as she stitched carefully and after a moment Janey said spitefully, ‘Cat got your tongue? He’ll think he’s come to the wrong house and when he looks in the bassinet he’ll be sure.’


Fortunately at that moment there was a discreet knock on the side door, and Janey went into the parlour. Nellie’s hands were trembling and she put away the tablecloth and picked up the baby.


His dark hair had rubbed off as Janey had predicted and the new hair that was growing was fair. He was still small for his age but looked healthy, with bright blue eyes and a ready smile. Sometimes Nellie fancied that his expression was like Sam’s. Certainly there was nothing about him to remind her of the ape-like Leadbetter.


The next night Janey arrived just after Bobby when Nellie was preparing to serve the meal. It was spare ribs and cabbage and Nellie tried to avoid watching the old woman’s dirty fingers tearing at the ribs or listen to her sucking the bones.


‘You turned out a good cook, any road,’ Janey said when the meal was finished. ‘I suppose they learned you when you was in service.’


It was an olive branch, Nellie realised, and she accepted it and smiled at the old woman, although she despised herself for doing so. ‘They learned me everything in me first place,’ she said.


It was not only Janey’s dirty habits which annoyed and worried Nellie. She often dropped hints about the baby while Bobby was present but he was oblivious to them, engrossed in his comic or his own plans. Nellie could ignore them too, but she was worried when Janey tried to involve Maggie.


When Maggie spoke about Tommy’s birth weight, Janey broke in. ‘Aye and he’d have been smaller still if she hadn’t gone over her time.’ Nellie blushed but Maggie ignored the old woman and later she said that she thought Janey was going soft in the head.


‘She’ll finish up like poor Mrs Drew over the road,’ she said, referring to a woman suffering from senile dementia who was cared for by her daughter, Gertie.


Another day, when Maggie had been singing to the baby, Janey leaned over him later and began to sing, ‘Joshua, Joshua, what a naughty boy you are.’


Maggie stepped behind her and put her finger to her head significantly and Nellie was able to smile and ask about Maggie’s children.


When Sam was due home Nellie’s neighbours advised her to go with the other women to meet the ship.


‘Make sure you get some of his pay-off before it all goes over the bar of the Volley,’ they said. ‘You could go down with Buck Madden’s wife.’


Nellie smiled at them but privately determined that she would wait for Sam at home.


The day before he arrived she had an upsetting encounter with Charlie West. As she turned the corner of a road he was coming the other way and they came face to face for the first time since she had slapped his face. He barred her way.


‘Well, well, the woman herself,’ he sneered.


‘Get out of my way. You’d better watch yourself,’ Nellie said quickly. ‘Sam’ll be home tomorrow.’


Charlie West laughed unpleasantly and pulled open Nellie’s shawl. ‘He’s got a shock coming, hasn’t he? Fair-haired blue-eyed lad and Sam as black as your hat. It’s not me he’ll be belting.’


Nellie clutched Tommy to her and tried again to pass West but he stepped in front of her.


‘Let me pass,’ she said angrily. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘It’s you stopping me,’ he said. ‘Man mad, you are. Sam’s going to have his work cut out keeping an eye on you.’


Nellie’s arms were occupied with the baby but she lashed out with her foot and caught him on the shin. As he staggered and howled with rage and pain she slipped past him and fled down the road with his shout of, ‘You wait, you bitch. I’ll get you for that,’ following her.


She ran through back entries and passageways until she reached her back gate and rushed through it to sit down on an upturned dolly tub, breathless and shaking.


She knew she had made an enemy of Charlie West but how much harm could he do to her? How much had Janey told him so that he could tell Sam lies mixed with truth which Sam might believe?


Should she tell Sam what had happened with Leadbetter or should she bury the episode? Back and forth in her mind the familiar arguments raged. She was quite sure that the baby was Sam’s child but could she convince Sam? She recalled the day Sam had left and his words about the child’s name: ‘You know best about that.’


A letter had arrived from Sam after several weeks which had eased her mind although he only wrote,


Dear wife,


I hope this finds you well as it leaves me at present, also Bobby, Janey and the baby. It is very hot here. I hope to see you soon.


Yours faithfully


Samuel Meadows


Nellie wrote in return telling him that she had called the baby Thomas after her father, and Nurse McCann and Bobby were his godparents. Also that she and Bobby were cleaning the house.


Now as she thought fondly of Sam and remembered his kindness to her when they were children she decided to tell him the whole story, but then she thought of her hurried marriage and the early arrival of the baby and how these facts could be twisted.


She knew that Sam had a violent temper at times. Would he cast her off and refuse to recognise Tommy as his son, so making him illegitimate?


There were many children in the neighbourhood born out of wedlock and absorbed into their mothers’ large families, but Nellie recalled seeing a child running down the entry in tears, pursued by other children shouting, ‘Bastard, bastard. You haven’t got no father.’


Back and forth the arguments raged in her mind and later she could only sit, sick at heart, nursing the baby and sipping a cup of tea while Bobby and Janey ate the meal she had prepared.


‘Aren’t you going to have nothing, Nell?’ Bobby asked anxiously. ‘You don’t want to be bad for Sam coming home.’


The baby was fractious too and after his meal Bobby walked about with him trying to soothe him. ‘Maybe you’re both too excited about Sam coming,’ he said, and to the baby, ‘Are you going to see your dad tomorrow, young fella me lad?’


‘Tee hee, it’s a wise child that knows its own father,’ Janey cackled.


Nellie leaned back in her chair closing her eyes and made no reply, and Bobby took the baby into the back yard. After Janey had gone to her own room, Nellie made herself eat a slice of bread and butter and drink a cup of cocoa then, after settling the baby, she went to bed.


Worn out by her worries she slept immediately, but woke at about three o’clock in the morning, feeling calm and refreshed. The May morning was mild, but a fresh salty wind cleared the narrow streets of the noxious smells which usually hung there.


Tommy slept peacefully, lying on his back with his arms flung above his head, and Nellie leaned over him consumed with maternal love, so innocent and vulnerable in sleep.


She recalled the day that Sam had left, when she had decided that the baby was more important than anyone. Now that Tommy had become a real person to her she felt this even more strongly. All her doubts were resolved. From now on everything she said and did would be guided by what was best for her son.


Janey, Charlie West, even Sam if necessary – she would fight anyone who threatened Tommy in any way. No one will ever hurt him while I’m alive, she vowed, then feeling strong and confident, she slept again.




Chapter Four


The following day Nellie set to work as soon as Janey had left with her fishbasket, and Bobby for work. By the time that Sam arrived in the late afternoon the wind had dropped and rain was falling heavily, but the kitchen was warm and welcoming.


A bright fire burned in a shining grate and the new cushions were in the wooden armchair with a packet of Woodbines and a box of Swan Vestas on the arm of the chair. Nellie had laid the table with the new tablecloth and dishes, and a savoury smell of hotpot filled the air.


The baby, now sleeping in his cot, wore a romper suit that Nellie had knitted, and she had made a flowered wraparound pinafore for herself. Her face was pink with excitement and tendrils of her brown hair had escaped from her bun and curled round her face.


She had been too busy to be nervous but when she peeped out of the door and saw Sam striding down the street, his seabag on his shoulder, she retreated behind the table suddenly apprehensive.


Sam stepped in and dropped his bag at his feet, then stood tongue tied and ill at ease, looking at Nellie. Neither spoke for a moment or moved towards each other, then Nellie said timidly, ‘Hello, Sam.’


He smiled at her, his teeth a flash of white in his brown weatherbeaten face. ‘Hello, Ellie. You all right, girl?’ he said. Rain had soaked his coat and his dark hair lay in wet rings over his head.


He glanced round and Nellie said quickly, ‘Tommy’s asleep, Sam.’


Sam looked startled and it was clear that for the moment he had forgotten the baby, but he moved to the cot and looked in. Nellie drew back the blanket covering the sleeping child and Sam whistled soundlessly.


‘He hasn’t half grown,’ he said. ‘Looks real healthy too.’


Nellie felt weak with relief. Sam had evidently forgotten or intended to ignore the doubts planted in his mind by his false friends, which had clouded the baby’s birth and made their parting so unhappy.


‘Sam, you’re drenched,’ she exclaimed, timidly touching his wet coat.


‘Aye. Cats and dogs out there,’ he said cheerfully. He took off his coat and sat down in the armchair leaning back and stretching out his legs to the fire with a sigh of pleasure.


‘God, this is the gear,’ he said. ‘Woodies and Vestas too.’


‘You look thinner, Sam,’ Nellie said shyly. ‘What was the trip like?’


‘Lousy,’ said Sam. ‘I took real bad when we was only five days out. Like as if I was on fire and me neck all swelled up. I couldn’t swaller nothing, only water, and that hurt me throat. I was like something out of a sideshow for a few days then the swelling went down but me throat was still sore.’


‘What was it, Sam?’ Nellie asked.


‘I dunno. One of the lads said his kid had mumps and he looked like me, but that’s a kids’ thing, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, a few round here have had it. A little lad in Marsh Lane died of it,’ Nellie said. ‘I’m terrified of Tommy getting anything like that.’


‘Don’t worry, girl, he looks healthy enough to me,’ Sam said. He looked at Nellie as she bent over the oven.


‘Are you keeping all right yourself, Ellie? Looking after yourself, like?’


Nellie blushed. ‘Yes, Sam,’ she said. ‘Maggie Nolan’s been a real good friend to me and our Bobby’s been the gear. We done all through the house together.’


She closed the oven door and Sam sniffed the air. ‘Something smells good,’ he said.


‘It’s a hotpot,’ Nellie said. ‘It’s ready now. Should I put yours out, Sam?’


‘Ooh yes. I’m starving. Haven’t had nothing since me breakfast,’ Sam said. ‘You look as if you could do with feeding up and all, girl.’


He devoured the meal with obvious enjoyment and Nellie refilled his plate as soon as it was empty.


‘They learned you to cook good in your place, girl, didn’t they?’ he said. ‘But you must’ve had a talent for it like to do as good as this. Real tasty it is.’


‘That’s what I liked best,’ Nellie said shyly, ‘helping the cook.’


Sam glanced at the embroidered tablecloth and the new dishes and round the bright warm room. ‘They learned you more than cooking, Ellie,’ he said. ‘You told me about this in the letter but it’s different seeing it. You write good letters too, Ellie.’


‘You write a good hand yourself, Sam,’ she said. ‘I suppose they learned you to write copperplate at Heswall.’


‘Pity they never learned us what to say. Took me half an hour to write six lines,’ Sam said, laughing.


‘Mr Ambrose in me first place learned me to read and write,’ Nellie said. ‘I never hardly went to school.’


Sam’s smile faded. ‘Mr Ambrose? Was he the son?’ he asked.


‘No, there wasn’t no son,’ Nellie said. ‘Just Mr Ambrose and Miss Agatha. They was a brother and sister – very old.’


‘Why didn’t she learn you?’ Sam said gruffly.


‘She learned me to sew but he used to be a teacher in some posh school where all the lads lived in, like.’ She pretended not to see Sam’s scowl but she felt flattered that he seemed jealous of her employer. She was not to know then that that first small cloud would become one that would overshadow most of her life.


The baby woke and Nellie went to lift him from the cot and the moment passed. She came to sit near to Sam and he held his finger out to the baby. Tommy seized it and dragged it towards his mouth and Sam laughed.


‘Bit of a cannibal, isn’t he?’ he said but Nellie told him that the child put everything in his mouth


‘All his black hair come off like Janey said, and this fair hair’s grew now,’ she said, then with a flash of inspiration she added, ‘I hope he doesn’t go ginger like Ma.’


‘As long as he doesn’t turn out like your ma no other way,’ Sam said with a grin.


They were sitting at either side of the fire, Sam in his armchair and Nellie opposite him nursing the baby when they heard Janey coming up the back yard. There was the sound of her fishbasket being dumped in the lean-to then she came in the kitchen, taking the roll from her head on which she carried the basket.


Sam had lit a Woodbine and was leaning back in the chair with his legs stretched out and a mug of tea on the hob beside him. At the sight of his obvious contentment Janey scowled even more ferociously, but she said nothing to him. She glared at Nellie. ‘You didn’t wait for me and Bobby, then?’
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