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About the Book

For several years Ellen Bamber has helped her mother run a sweet stall on Preston Market. But by night she has suffered the violence of her drunken husband, tolerating his abuse for the sake of their two young children, Rachel and George. Then, following an evening’s excessive drinking, William falls into the path of a hansom cab and dies, and Ellen can’t help feeling that her silent prayers have been answered.

But a few days after William’s funeral Ellen discovers that her husband was not only violent but also unfaithful, and the knowledge of his illegitimate child tears her apart. Even when she moves her family to Blackpool and Ellen sets up in the rock-making industry and remarries she still fears that one day the legacy of William’s misconduct will destroy the happiness she and her children have fought so hard to achieve . . .


This book is dedicated to ‘Sand Grown ’Uns’ everywhere

When I speak to people of my generation I often hear the cry, ‘Blackpool isn’t the place it used to be!’ Sadly, this is true. Those of us who were born and reared in the resort cannot help but regret some of the ways in which our town has changed in recent years. I hope that my novels help to recapture some of the essence of Blackpool as it once was and, in many ways, still is – the foremost seaside resort in Great Britain, if not the world!
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Chapter One



‘Look, Mummy, look – a pig! An’ he’s smiling, isn’t he? Can you see him, Georgie, that great big piggy smiling at us? Isn’t he ’normous?’

Many people in the crowd lining Fishergate turned to smile at the excited little girl and her slightly younger brother. The giant pig, part of the elaborate display put on by Myerscough’s, the Provision Merchants, was proving to be one of the highlights of this Preston Guild procession of 1902. Fat and pink and – as the little girl had said – smiling, he was mounted on a flower-bedecked float drawn by a glossy black shire horse. At the side and the rear walked a group of men, doubtless Myerscough’s assistants, dressed in long white aprons and white wide-brimmed hats.

Ellen Bamber was pleased that, at last, there was something to re-awaken the children’s attention. They had been excited at first by all the noise and colour and the crowds, more people than they had ever seen before in their short lives, but now, after over an hour of watching the many and varied displays of the Trades’ Procession passing in front of them, their interest was beginning to flag. Four-year-old Rachel, and George, aged two and a half, were good children. Ellen didn’t think any mother could have better behaved children than hers, but enough was enough. She knew that she couldn’t expect them to stand still much longer. She had lifted George up a few times when he complained of feeling tired, but he was a robust, well-built boy, already taking after his father in stature, far too heavy for Ellen to hold for long.

‘Yes, he is enormous, isn’t he?’ Ellen smiled at her daughter. ‘He’s like the pig in your story book, Rachel. The one that built the house of bricks. I bet the big bad wolf wouldn’t get the better of that fellow.’

‘Will there be some more, Mummy?’ asked George. ‘Some more piggies?’

‘No, I don’t think so, love. No more pigs,’ replied Ellen. ‘But there’ll be all kinds of exciting things. You just watch, there’s a good boy.’

‘I’m tired, Mummy.’ George sighed, sitting down on the pavement and stretching his sturdy little legs out in front of him. ‘My legs is hurting.’

‘All right, dear. We won’t stay much longer. We’ll just wait for Daddy’s float to go past, then we’ll get off home and make a nice cup of tea and have something to eat, how’s that?’

George didn’t answer, but Rachel nodded stoically. ‘Our Georgie’s sure to be tired, isn’t he, Mummy? He’s only a litte boy. But we’ll have to wait and see Daddy. That’s why we’ve come, isn’t it? He’d be ever so disappointed if we didn’t wait to see him.’

‘Yes . . . yes, I daresay he would,’ replied Ellen, not very convincingly. She doubted that William would even notice their absence.

The floats of the Cordwainers – the ancient name for shoemakers, which also included cobblers – were towards the end of the procession. They had already seen the butchers and bakers, the house-painters, bricklayers and plasterers, the saddlers and harness makers, the plumbers and gas-fitters, to name but a few. Most of the displays had been colourful and eye-catching, a tribute to the combined efforts of employers and employees. Ellen had been impressed by the wire pagoda, decorated with garlands of flowers and hanging baskets, the creation of the wire-working and window-blind manufacturing firm of James Starkie and Son. It was known as the ‘Rose Temple’ and, according to Ellen’s mother, it had been a notable feature of the 1882 procession. And here it was again. The Preston Guild thrived on tradition. The children, until the appearance of the pig, had been most impressed by the display put on by the Fire Brigade. Their uniforms were immaculate, their brass helmets, buckles and equipment all brightly burnished and gleaming in the September sunshine, as were the shiny black coats of their magnificent horses. A huge cheer had gone up for these brave men as they passed, and there were murmurs throughout the crowd of how the Fire Brigade had been a popular feature of the Guild procession since the early nineteenth century – so they had heard – and would be for evermore.

Ellen couldn’t remember the last Guild, the one of 1882, as she had been only two years old, the age that Georgie was now, but she had often heard her mother speak of it. And by the time the next one came round in 1922 Ellen would be . . . forty-two. She suppressed a shudder at the thought of it. It didn’t do to look too far ahead. It was more than enough for her to cope with life as it was at this moment; with her two children and her home and her little job, making and selling sweets on the market . . . and her husband, who no longer loved or even wanted her, except when he had had too much to drink.

There was a saying around these parts, and further afield as well. Whereas most folk would say, ‘Once in a blue moon’, Lancashire folk said, ‘Once every Preston Guild’, because Preston Guild was a festival which took place only once in every twenty years. It was an ancient tradition having its roots way, way back in history, as far back as 1179, when the Guild Merchant was granted to the town of Preston by King Henry II. The core of the celebration, which took place at the beginning of the week on the balcony of the Town Hall, was the ceremony where the burgher rights were renewed. This was not witnessed by most of the ordinary folk of Preston, but their time for celebration came later in the various events and activities that went on throughout the week – the processions, entertainments, feasts, balls and dances, the sporting events, sideshows and circuses and, to round off the week, a magnificent firework display!

Ellen would not be partaking in many of them, but she was proud to have just a tiny part in the revelry that was taking place in the town of her birth. Pride was what all the townsfolk felt. Wasn’t their town always referred to as ‘Proud Preston’? From where she stood, Ellen could see the initials ‘PP’ boldly emblazoned on the crests decorating the triumphal arch at the end of Church Street. There had been several of these arches put up at various points along the processional route. Ellen and her mother had taken the children to see the decorations one Sunday afternoon, whilst William was sleeping off the effects of a late Sunday lunch and a surfeit of beer. They hadn’t walked all the route, which was several miles, but they had seen a goodly part of it.

Proud Prestonians had been erecting triumphal arches in celebration of their Guild for 150 years. The one at the end of Fishergate proclaimed ‘A Hearty Welcome’ – there would be thousands upon thousands of visitors swarming into the town that week – while at other points there were Japanese, Chinese and Moorish arches. Closer to the hearts of Preston folk was the arch in Stanley Street, near to Horrockses mill, constructed entirely of cotton bales. The cotton industry was of such importance in the town that the textile workers had their own procession, distinct from that of the general trades.

‘Mummy, Mummy, I think they’re coming now,’ Rachel tugged at her mother’s skirt. ‘I can see some men carrying big sticks with shoes on the top of them. D’you think this’ll be Daddy’s lot?’

‘Yes, it must be.’ Ellen nudged her son gently with her foot. ‘Come on, Georgie love. Stand up now. Daddy’ll be coming. Watch out for Daddy, then you can wave to him.’

In front of the floats walked two men in medieval costume with long cloaks and plumed hats. They carried a banner emblazoned with the words, Preston Guild, Success to the Cordwainers. May the Manufacture of the Sons of Crispin be trampled underfoot by all the World. St Crispin was the patron saint of the shoemakers. Behind them walked apprentices holding long poles on which were placed ladies’ and gentlemen’s shoes of different fashions. They were all wearing red morocco-leather aprons bound with light blue ribbons. Then came the two floats, each drawn by two horses. On the first one, which resembled a shoemaker’s shop, three men were busy making shoes and three young women doing binding work with leather.

But it was the second float that the Bamber children were eagerly awaiting. For there, in a facsimile of a clogger’s shop, sat their father, William, tapping away at a clog iron, fastening it on to a wooden sole. Near him sat Amos, the gangling youth who was his assistant, likewise tapping at the sole of a clog. Amos was a simple soul, ‘a few bricks short of a load’, as William put it, and Ellen knew that her husband led him a merry dance. Two other men, cloggers from another part of Preston, sat opposite them. William wore a huge leather apron, such as he always wore when he was at work, and a blue collarless shirt which enhanced the bright blue of his eyes. At the excited shout of ‘Daddy, Daddy!’, he looked up from his work and waved.

‘Hello there, rascals. Behaving yourselves?’ he said, all there was time to say in the few moments it took for the float to pass by. But in those few moments as he smiled at the children Ellen was able to catch a glimpse of the handsome young man she had married, the young man with whom, at that time, she had thought she was so much in love. Then, as his glance shifted from the children to her, she became aware of a sardonic glint in those intensely blue eyes and a cynical smirk, rather than a smile, playing round his wide, well-shaped lips. He lifted one eyebrow, almost imperceptibly, as he glanced at her, then quickly looked away. It was possible that no one else in the crowd around them would have noticed the look he gave her, but Ellen, who knew only too well his every gesture, every nuance of each smile or frown or comment, read in it that she had angered him again last night, and that he would be waiting to take his revenge. Tonight, more than likely, when he had drunk his fill at the Old Dog Inn. His drinking and his subsequent ill-treatment of her was becoming an almost nightly occurrence.

William’s ruddy complexion which many, Ellen knew, put down to healthy living, was a result of these successive drinking bouts. At the time of their marriage he had never tasted alcohol. When old man Bamber was alive he wouldn’t have dared to do so because his father, strictly teetotal, had ruled him with a rod of iron. And he had continued to do so even after the lad had married and left home. Ellen knew now that William had realised only too well on which side his bread was buttered. He had only to keep the old man happy, and the lease of the clogger’s shop on Church Street and his father’s house on Stonygate would one day be all William’s. He was the only son of elderly parents and his mother had died a few years before. Should he displease his father, however, old Joseph Bamber would be quite capable of taking his revenge by leaving the whole lot to charity. Sure enough, on his father’s death, just after Georgie was born, William had become the sole inheritor of the business and property. He and Ellen had left the two-up, two-down house which they had rented and moved to the larger premises.

Ellen, though she had been fond of the old man, was happy to think that she now had a comfortable home in which to bring up her two children and – who knew? – there might be several more before long. William was an extremely lusty young man. It had come as something of a shock to Ellen on her wedding night to discover the extent of his virility; there were several things that had been a shock to her. Now, as well as his parents’ home, he had a thriving business. She and the children would want for nothing, at least as far as material things were concerned, or so Ellen had thought.

His drinking had been only spasmodic at first, and Ellen had seen it as a show of bravado, the dutiful son at last breaking free from the shackles which had bound him for so long. But it had become progressively worse, and now William was seldom sober after eleven o’clock at night. Not so drunk, however, that he didn’t want to make love to her, if the frenzied, uncouth coupling which took place in their double bed could be called love. Ellen knew that it couldn’t. She had ceased to love William, and she was aware that he no longer cared for her. If he did, if he had an atom of feeling for her, he wouldn’t treat her so shamefully. The biggest mistake Ellen had made had been to resist his advances and to make it quite clear that his beer-laden breath and clumsy embraces were repugnant to her. It was then that the beatings had started, although William, befuddled as he was, had the sense to make sure that the bruises and weals which marked his wife’s body were in places where they wouldn’t show. Last night had been worse than ever. Ellen had felt humiliated beyond belief at his treatment of her, though there had been a certain satisfaction in the knowledge that William had been unable to bring the act to a conclusion. It was the first time that this had happened, but Ellen felt sure that it wouldn’t be the last. The ‘demon drink’ was taking its toll in all sorts of ways, as the proclaimers of abstinence always avowed.

There were not many of Ellen’s friends or family who knew about her trouble. For William, quite amazingly, was as right as rain again the following morning. His inebriety didn’t seem, so far, to have affected his work; the clogger’s shop was always busy and his wares much in demand. Possibly her mother and her sister had an inkling, but they had no idea of the extent of her problem. It wasn’t something that you could talk about, not to anyone, and Rachel and Georgie hadn’t, as yet, appeared to notice any difference in their father. He still treated them with the same nonchalant affection – almost as though they were pet puppies – as he had always done. There were many, indeed, who envied Ellen her handsome husband, her two delightful children and her seemingly comfortable lifestyle.

The little group attracted many benevolent glances and smiles as they pushed their way out of the crowd lining Fishergate, making their way towards Stonygate and home. What a credit they both were to their mother, the people who had been standing near to them remarked. The pretty little girl was the image of her mother, with the same delicate features, deep brown eyes and fairish hair waving gently beneath the brim of her straw hat. And the little lad in the sailor suit, anyone could see that he was the very spit of his father, that handsome fellow on the clogger’s float who had waved to them. She was a lucky young woman to have such a lovely family.

‘You watched the procession then, did you, lass?’ Lydia Tucker asked her daughter later that afternoon. Ellen had arrived at the market to help her mother on the sweet stall which they ran as a family concern. The name on the hoarding was her mother’s – Tucker’s Tasty Toffee, it proclaimed – and most of the produce had been made by Lydia, although Ellen had contributed a sizeable share just recently.

‘Yes, I took our Rachel and Georgie, like I said I would,’ Ellen replied. ‘They got a bit bored though, Mam, as it was so long. We just waited till we’d seen William’s float then we went home. Our Georgie was dropping, nearly falling asleep on his feet he was, poor lamb. But I warmed up some broth then we had some apple pie and custard and they were as right as ninepence again.’

‘So they’re at our Mary’s now, are they? Happen she’ll bring ’em round this afternoon to have a look at us.’

‘Yes, she said she might. She’ll be taking the twins out in their pram, and you know how Rachel and Georgie like to think they’re looking after their little cousins.’ Ellen’s elder sister, Mary, had twin boys, aged nine months. She was no longer able to continue with her job at Horrockses cotton mill, where her husband, Fred, was employed, so she looked after Ellen’s two children as well as her own on the days when Lydia and Ellen ran the market stall. ‘I hope the crowd has thinned out a bit before our Mary comes out,’ Ellen went on. ‘You couldn’t put a pin between them on Fishergate this morning. I’m sorry you couldn’t manage to watch the procession, Mam. You missed a treat.’

‘I’ve seen it all before,’ said Lydia casually. ‘I watched the last one – with you, when you were only knee-high to a grasshopper.’

Ellen laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Mam. That was twenty years ago.’

‘Aye, I know.’ Lydia sniffed. ‘But I doubt if it’s much different. I went to watch the religious procession, mind you, the other day. Our lot, I mean, the C of E. It’s a pity your Rachel couldn’t have been in it. I’d like to have seen her, bless her, in a white frock and flowers an’ all. But it would have been too far for her to walk. And next time she’ll be too old. And I shall be . . . God knows where I shall be. Pushing up daisies, more than likely.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Mam, don’t talk like that.’ Ellen felt the proverbial goose walking over her grave as she had done earlier that day, thinking about the passing of time and what they would all be doing twenty years hence. ‘In 1922 you’ll only be . . . what? Sixty-eight? Not even your threescore years and ten, so we’ll have less talk about you pegging out, thank you very much.’

‘I didn’t mean it, lass,’ Lydia laughed. ‘It makes you think though, doesn’t it, with this lot only taking place, like they say, “Once every Preston Guild”. How many are you likely to see in your lifetime? Three . . . maybe four, and that ’ud be pushing it a bit. And at each one your circumstances have changed. First you’re a child, then a mother, then a grandmother . . . and a widow an’ all; at least that’s what I am. Aye, it makes you think all right . . .

‘One thing I was glad about was that they’d separated the religious processions this time,’ Lydia continued. ‘I remember at the last lot there was no end of bother when the Catholic procession was attacked by them Orangemen. Silly fools they are, all as bad as one another, if you ask me.’

‘Yes, I think it’s a great pity, though, that they can’t all march together,’ Ellen commented. ‘I believe the Nonconformists – the Methodists and Baptists and all that lot – had their own procession too. It’s a shame folks can’t all get on with one another without all this strife.’ Not much chance of that, though, she thought to herself, when even families can’t get on, even husband and wife.

‘It’s the way of the world, lass. Always has been and always will be.’ Ellen felt her mother looking at her keenly. ‘William didn’t come home and have his dinner with you?’

‘No . . . he took a snack to have at the shop. He’ll have gone back there after the procession. It’ll be business as usual this afternoon. He had to close this morning; he couldn’t very well leave Amos in charge.’

‘No, poor lad, he’s not fit to be given much responsibility.’ Lydia shook her head sadly. ‘It’s only the big firms – Horrockses and the like – that have got the whole week off. For the rest of us, family firms and that, it’s business as usual, as you say.’ She broke off to serve a woman with a quarter of treacle toffee and a bright red lollipop for the little boy at her side.

‘You won’t have done much this morning though, Mam, with the procession being on?’ asked Ellen. Lydia had insisted on opening the market stall as usual, though she had also insisted on Ellen taking the morning off.

‘Oh, you’d be surprised. I’ve been kept busy enough. The old folk, you know, who live round about, the regulars, they can’t be bothered pushing their way up Fishergate for all that ballyhoo. And it’ll pick up this afternoon, you’ll see. We won’t be able to turn round soon, when all the visitors find their way to the market.’

Preston Market was popular not only with residents, but with people from outlying towns and villages. The Covered Market, it was always called, as the huge roof, supported by iron pillars, had only been completed a few years before Ellen was born. Her mother often told the tale of how, one windy night in August 1870, the original roof had collapsed. There had been no casualties, but it would have been catastrophic if it had happened earlier in the day when the market was thronged with people. There was no danger, however, of the present structure coming to grief. It had been inspired, so it was said, by the enormous Market Halls in Paris and was a lasting tribute, with its sturdy pillars and intricate wrought-iron work, to the local boatbuilder, Thomas Allsop, who had designed it.

Lydia Tucker lived in Sefton Street, a street of small terraced houses some five minutes’ walk from the Covered Market. Because she lived so near she was able to transport her goods – tin trays of toffee, jars of sweets and boxes of assorted novelties – back and forth in a huge pram. Preston Market was held on three days of the week, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday. On two of the other days Lydia travelled further afield, to Chorley and Leyland Markets, and on these journeys she was given a ride in a pony and trap belonging to one of her neighbours. He and his wife had a stall selling ‘fents’, the name given to remnants from the cotton mills, plus buttons, braid, lace, binding and thread – everything that a home dressmaker might require. Mary, Lydia’s elder daughter, lived in the same street with her husband and two baby boys, and it was there that Ellen and William had lived when they were first married. It was a common enough practice for northern families to settle near together, but Ellen had always believed in keeping herself to herself, even when she had lived in close proximity to her mother and sister. She was not one to divulge her innermost thoughts to anyone, or to betray her husband, however bad he might be.

Her mother was giving her some odd looks, though, today. Ellen knew that she was more than usually withdrawn, last night’s loathsome scene with William having affected her deeply. This morning, in the company of the children, she had felt a temporary alleviation of her burden, at least until William’s float had appeared, but now, as the time for meeting with him again was drawing near, she felt sorely troubled. And Lydia had noticed.

‘Is there something the matter, lass?’ she asked eventually, when there was a lull in the selling. They were having a busy afternoon, as Lydia had predicted. ‘You look down in the dumps – it’s not like you.’

‘Not really.’ Ellen shook her head, but her voice was unconvincing. ‘I suppose I’m rather tired, Mam. It’s been a long day . . . and William came in late last night. We were late getting to bed.’ She hadn’t intended saying anything at all, but now that she had uttered his name she felt a little easier. Mam, of all people, would understand, although she must never, never know the full extent of Ellen’s troubles. Ellen would be ashamed to confess that to anyone.

‘He’s drinking, isn’t he?’ Lydia asked flatly.

‘Well . . . yes, you know he is.’ Ellen tried to answer casually. ‘He’s been taking a drink ever since his father died. You used to say, didn’t you. Mam, that it was unnatural the way he kow-towed to the old man.’

‘I mean he’s drinking more than he should,’ said Lydia, giving her a searching look. ‘He’s coming home the worse for drink, isn’t he? I know what he was like the Sunday we took the bairns to see the decorations. Out like a light, he was, although I know you tried to pretend it was just his Sunday dinner.’

‘Yes . . . I’m afraid he’s having too much,’ Ellen sighed. ‘I suppose it’s because he didn’t take any for so long. He doesn’t know when to stop.’

‘Aye, that was your father’s trouble,’ remarked Lydia, ‘not knowing when to stop. And I hoped and prayed you’d never have to put up with what I did. It was one of the reasons I let you marry William – only seventeen, you were – because he never set foot inside a pub. I thought it was odd, mind you, but I reckoned it was better that way than taking too much. And he was a God-fearing lad an’ all, at least I thought he was. That was where you first got to know him, wasn’t it, at one of the church dos?’

‘He’s changed, Mam,’ Ellen admitted, although she had no intention of saying how much. ‘He’s not like he was when we were courting.’

‘Are they ever?’ Lydia remarked drily. ‘Happen you were too young after all. Our Mary now, she had the good sense to wait till she was twenty-three afore she got wed, and she’s got herself a good one in Fred. He doesn’t seem much different from the day she married him. But most of ’em, you’d hardly recognise ’em once the gilt has worn off the gingerbread. Your father now, he was never out of the Black Horse at the end, and he’d hardly touched a drop when we first got wed. Many’s the time I had to go and stand at the pub door on a Friday, to get some money off him. And I wasn’t on me own neither. Crowds of women there used to be, standing there. But he’d always cough up, to give him his due, provided I got there in time. If I didn’t then he’d likely spend the lot . . . then it ’ud be the pawn shop for me. I couldn’t send you and our Mary to school with nowt on your feet, could I?’

Ellen had little recollection of those days, at least not of the poverty of which her mother was telling. She recalled her father as a cheerful, corpulent, red-faced fellow – which was hardly surprising! – who was forever joking with the two little girls and with his wife as well. They had seemed a happy enough family and it had come as a great shock when he had died suddenly of a seizure when Ellen was ten. She had heard her mother speak before of her father’s weakness and, indeed, she remembered seeing it for herself. Drunkenness was rife in their neighbourhood and her father had been only one of the many culprits. But there was one thing of which Ellen was quite, quite sure. Never had Lydia Tucker suffered at her husband’s hands the indignities and brutality which Ellen was enduring. She fell silent now at the thought of it, and again she felt her mother’s searching glance upon her.

‘Is there something you’re not telling me, lass?’

‘No, of course not, Mam,’ Ellen lied. ‘What could there be?’

‘He’s not knocking you about, is he?’

‘No, don’t be silly,’ Ellen answered, too quickly. ‘He shouts a bit sometimes, throws his weight about . . . but I try to shout back.’ She gave a careless little laugh which didn’t ring true.

Lydia looked at her concernedly, and doubtingly, too, as though the idea of her gentle daughter raising her voice in anger was ludicrous. ‘If I thought for one moment that William Bamber was ill-treating you, I’d . . . I’d murder him!’ Lydia grasped hold of a huge jar of sweets, squeezing the neck hard, as though her fingers were tightening around her son-in-law’s throat. ‘I would that. I’d swing for him!’

‘Steady on, Mam,’ said Ellen, as calmly as she was able. ‘I’m all right, I’ve told you. I can handle him.’

But Ellen knew that she couldn’t, and never would she be able to do so. William’s persecution of her – and looking back, now, she recognised it for what it was, although she hadn’t given it that name at the start – had begun even on their honeymoon, the two days they had spent in Southport.

‘Don’t be such a prissy miss,’ William had told her, his bright blue eyes looking over her gloatingly, when she had demurred at some of his more extravagant acts. ‘I can see that I shall have to teach you a thing or two. I can’t do with being married to a prim prude . . .’ And so Ellen had tried to learn, although she had been an unwilling pupil and some of the things William had endeavoured to teach her had sickened and disgusted her. She had had little idea of what was involved in marriage, beyond a vague inkling as to the rudiments of love-making; but she had thought, in her naivety, that it would include affection and trust, companionship and sharing, not this nightly invasion of her body with acts which seemed to her to be lewd and shameful. She submitted, however, trying, at first, to simulate as much affection as she could. She knew it was her duty as a wife.

Ellen was unable to make a comparison – William had been her first young man – and there was no one she could ask. When her sister, Mary, was married a few years later Ellen wondered if she was going through the same experiences. But Mary’s obvious happiness and the loving concern that she and Fred showed for one another seemed to refute this idea. Ellen gradually came to the conclusion that her own husband must be somewhat . . . unusual and that not all marriages were like the one in which she was trapped. But it was only after William took a liking to the bottle that her life became really unbearable. She had to admit, however, that on the nights when he was sober he now left her alone, but at other times his excesses were almost too much to bear . . . and then the beatings had started.

Ellen had begun to spend more time at the market stall and to contribute more of her own produce to sell. For one thing, William was leaving her short of money and to ask for more would only provoke his wrath. And also there might come a time, Ellen tried to convince herself, when she could break free from William, although it seemed well-nigh impossible at the moment. First and foremost there were the children to consider. They were the one good thing that had come out of her marriage and Ellen never ceased to give thanks for them. In the meantime, though, she could endeavour to put a bit of her own money on one side. The tin box, hidden away at the back of her wardrobe, was growing quite heavy.

It was when her own husband died that Lydia Tucker had begun to build up the business that was now well known in the markets of the area. It was the toffees for which Lydia was renowned – the ordinary toffee, made simply from sugar, water and cream of tartar – and the variations on this theme. Treacle toffee, almond, walnut and ginger toffees, butterscotch, caramel, invalid toffee; all made with just the addition of a different ingredient to the basic recipe.

Ellen, since she had started taking a bigger share in the business and its profits, had been concentrating on the softer sweetmeats; fudges of various flavours, fondants, coconut candy, nougat and marshmallow. This last delicacy was tricky, involving the use of gum arabic, but Ellen hoped that she would soon have a batch ready for sale. At the moment she was experimenting with just small quantities until she had mastered the procedure. Then she hoped to try her hand at Turkish Delight as well.

The two women didn’t make all their own sweets, although Lydia would have liked to think that they could be completely independent. Other items – chocolate bars, lollipops, liquorice novelties and sweets such as pear drops, aniseed balls and dolly mixtures – were bought from the wholesale warehouse on the outskirts of the town. They made a trip there every few weeks, wheeling enormous prams, minus the children.

‘Now that’s what I call a good afternoon’s work,’ said Lydia with a satisfied smile at half-past four. The Town Hall clock, with its Westminster chimes, had just struck the half-hour. ‘I told you we’d be busy, didn’t I? You’d best be making tracks now. Off you go and pick the bairns up and I’ll clear away here. I don’t think we’ll do much more now.’ All round them were signs of stallholders packing away their wares and shutting up shop for the day. Morning and early afternoon were the busy times at Preston Market. By five o’clock, most people were back home preparing their evening meal.

Ellen had seen the children only about an hour earlier when their aunt had brought them to the market, but she was glad, as always, to see them again. Their happy smiles and excited chatter soothed her as they walked home although she was only listening with half an ear to what they were saying. Her mind was already on the evening ahead of her and what it might hold.

William, however, didn’t go out that evening. He sat and read the paper, then smoked cigarette after cigarette from the tin of Player’s Navy Cut which he kept on the mantelpiece. He had recently gone on to this fairly novel invention in preference to his pipe. Ellen, watching him tap the ash on to the hearthrug more often than into the fire, as he stared moodily into its flames, sensed that he had something on his mind. But she refrained from asking him what was the matter. She would be told, no doubt, that it was none of her business, and they rarely conversed after the children were tucked away in bed. Ellen’s needles clicked furiously as she turned the heel of the bright blue sock she was knitting to match Georgie’s sailor suit. For the moment she was content in the knowledge that, tonight, he would leave her alone. And tomorrow could take care of itself. Ellen knew that all she could do was take one day at a time.


Chapter Two



There was no market on a Thursday so Ellen decided to spend the day, after she had done her usual chores, perfecting her marshmallow. The last lot had been rather too sticky; a little less gum arabic, she thought, should do the trick. Rachel and Georgie, who were never much trouble to her, played together happily in the living room whilst she worked in the kitchen, the door open so that she could keep an eye on them.

It was a great boon, here in Stonygate, to have such a large kitchen. In their previous home in Sefton Street there had been only a combined living room-cum-kitchen-cum-scullery in which everything took place. Cooking, baking, eating, relaxing – when there was time – even washing. Here, Ellen had a brick-built washhouse, so that the steam was kept out of the house, and an indoor bathroom and lavatory as well. She had thought it a great luxury, when they had first moved into her father-in-law’s house, not to have to make trips to the privy at the end of the yard. And the zinc bath tub, which had been used every Friday night for the children, and for herself and William, too, when they didn’t feel like paying a visit to the nearby Public Baths, was now obsolete.

Ellen had learned, however, during the couple of years they had spent in this superior dwelling, that more rooms and more modern conveniences didn’t help to make you any happier. Not that she had been blissfully happy back in the old house, but there had been times when she had been contented, or at least had felt that she could put up with her lot. Now, those times were becoming fewer and fewer.

Her thoughts, as she painstakingly stirred the glutinous mixture in the large copper pan, were not cheerful ones, but at least the marshmallow seemed to have worked out right this time; she could tell by the feel of it on the spatula. Carefully she lifted the heavy pan from the hob and poured the runny marshmallow into the prepared tins waiting on the pine table. The consistency looked perfect, not too thick and not too thin, and had that glistening appearance and the sweet – some would say sickly – smell that Ellen loved. That, at least, was one blessing. Her efforts had at last borne fruit and there need be no more trial and error with this particular sweetmeat. Ellen actually smiled to herself now. Her sweet-making, something she enjoyed and knew she was good at, was bringing her satisfaction, even a quiet joy, especially at the times when she was on the market stall and could temporarily forget her troubles.

‘Now then you two,’ she said, wiping her sticky hands on her voluminous white apron as she entered the living room. ‘I think Mummy’s deserved a nice cup of tea, don’t you? And what about a drink of lemonade for two good children? Would you like that?’

Rachel and Georgie looked up from the jigsaw puzzle they were doing and nodded happily. It was Rachel’s jigsaw really, a simple wooden one depicting cats dressed up in frocks and bonnets and knickerbockers, but Georgie liked to think he was helping and could already fit in several of the pieces.

‘And – guess what?’ she said, opening her eyes wide with a hint of a mystery. ‘I’ve finished the marshmallow! And when it’s set there might even be a piece to spare for each of you. Only one, mind, that’s all.’

‘Yes, the rest of it’s for the market people, isn’t it, Mummy?’ said Rachel seriously; while Georgie, beaming all over his round face, began to smack his lips together in an exaggerated way.

‘Come on now and have your drink,’ said Ellen after a few moments. ‘Leave your jigsaw; you can side it away later.’ She sank down thankfully in one of the sagging easy chairs, a relic from their past home, but too comfortable to throw away, sipping appreciatively at the strong tea. Opposite her, from the other easy chair, two pairs of eyes, one dark brown like her own and the other a vivid blue, regarded her earnestly, while two tumblers of home-made lemonade disappeared quickly down two little throats. Ellen, for a short while, was experiencing contentment, almost happiness, as she shared this quiet moment with her children.

She was startled to hear the back door open and bang shut again and she glanced nervously at the wooden clock on the mantelshelf. Surely it couldn’t be William already? It was only half-past four and he didn’t close the shop until half-past five. Her hand flew to her throat as she felt the mounting panic, such an effect did he have on her recently. For it was William; she could hear his heavy footsteps sounding on the flagged kitchen floor. Hurriedly she placed her partially drunk cup of tea on the table at her side, her hand shaking and slopping the liquid over into the saucer.

Then the living-room door was flung open and her husband stood on the threshold, his bulky form and the air of menace he brought in with him seeming to fill the room.

‘What the hell’s going on?’ he bawled. His eyes, glinting dangerously, more grey than blue now, were as cold and as hard as flintstone. ‘I come home from work, bloody exhausted, and what do I find? The house full of . . . toffee! Blasted toffee!’ He spewed the words out with venom as he drew nearer to where Ellen was sitting, and a glob of his spittle flew across the room, landing on her upper lip. As unobtrusively as she could, but with great distaste – she could already feel the bile rising in her throat – she lifted her hand and wiped it away.

‘No meal ready. Oh no, thass too much to expect. No smell of cooking . . . just stinking toffee, thassall. And my slut of a wife sitting there like Lady Muck, drinking tea! And t’bloody table’s not even set.’ With one vicious lunge he seized hold of the brown chenille cloth and dragged it to the floor. The cup rolled away, spilling its contents on to the clipped rag hearthrug, and the pieces of Rachel’s jigsaw were scattered far and wide.

Ellen glanced at her children, almost afraid to do so lest William’s rage should be diverted at them. He had never been overly angry with them before, but there could always be a first time. The stink of beer hung heavy in the air. The two children were both staring at their father, in puzzlement rather than fear, as though they didn’t recognise this stranger.

‘Be off with you, the pair of you,’ William said gruffly, pointing in the direction of the door. Rachel hesitated, stooping to pick up a few pieces of her precious jigsaw. ‘Leave that mess! Be off with you, I said. Yer mother’ll clear it away later . . . when I’ve finished with her. Go on, get moving!’

‘Go along,’ said Ellen quietly, ‘like Daddy says. Go and play in the parlour. There’s no fire, but you should be all right. It’s a warm day.’

‘Of course they’ll be all right,’ scoffed William as the children scuttled out of the room. ‘You mollycoddle ’em, woman. You’ll have ’em as lily-livered as you afore long. Now . . . come ’ere.’ Roughly he grabbed hold of her arm. His fingers were like a band of iron digging into the soft flesh above her elbow as he dragged her into the kitchen. ‘Now . . . I’ll show you wharr I think of your bloody toffee!’ He let go of her so suddenly that she stumbled against the pine table. She grasped hold of the side of it for support as she watched her husband seize the tins of now set marshmallow, one by one, and tip the contents out on to the stone floor.

‘Toffee! Nowt but flamin’. . . stinkin’. . . toffee!’ he shouted as he trampled on the confection with his hobnailed boots, grinding it into the flagstones as though his very life depended on it. ‘Nowt to eat in this blasted house but soddin’ toffee!’

This wasn’t true as William well knew. There was always an appetising meal awaiting him when he came home from the shop. Today would have been no exception, but he was early, more than an hour so. Ellen was dismayed at the wicked waste of all her work and hurt, too. Nothing that William had ever done had hurt her as much as this but, oddly enough, she didn’t feel like crying. To do so would only provoke his wrath even further.

‘You were early, William,’ she said, her voice sounding devoid of any emotion, although she could feel the righteous anger boiling up inside her. ‘More than an hour early. Why was that? I thought you didn’t close the shop until half-past five.’ She was being foolish, she knew, in questioning his actions, but her anger was adding boldness to her words, quietly spoken though they were.

She might have guessed at his reaction. ‘What the hell has it to do with you, woman, what I do and what I don’t do? You’re here to do as I say, and don’t you damn well forget it. To hell with yer fancy sweeties. What’ve you got for me tea?’ He seized hold of her arm again, bringing his face close to hers. ‘It’d better be summat good, I’m warning you – or else!’

‘Steak and kidney pie,’ replied Ellen coldly, daring, even, to stare right at him. ‘And cabbage and mashed potatoes. I’m just going to warm it up and peel some fresh potatoes.’

‘You’d best gerron with it then, after you’ve cleaned up this lot.’ William gave her a hefty push in the direction of the gooey mess on the floor. ‘An’ you can have a taste of this to be goin’ on with.’

With one hand he pulled off his belt and with the other he pushed her across the table top. She felt the buckle bruising her thighs, her back and her buttocks, but not with the same force as she had known in the past. He was too drunk, she knew, to divest her of her clothing. It was at the times he attacked her bare flesh that she suffered the most. When he flung the belt on the floor after a few desultory swipes at her and stormed from the room, she felt too weary and sick at heart to care. She stumbled across to the sink and started to peel the potatoes.

Ellen couldn’t believe her good fortune when William left her alone that night. He went out to the pub, to be sure, but when he returned, well after midnight, he merely staggered across the bedroom and collapsed on the bed fully clothed. He must, however, have awakened at some point during the night and undressed because when she awoke, at half-past five or so, he was clad in his nightshirt, snoring heavily at her side. She lay motionless, listening to the clatter of the knocker-up’s clogs on the pavement and the tap, tap, tap of his long pole on the neighbouring windows. Not on their windows, though. They had the advantage of an alarm clock, a luxury in some households. Ellen never needed it. She was awake long before its strident clamour would have broken into her slumber, although William invariably slept until it woke him.

Ellen was thankful for another of life’s blessings – and she tried so hard to count them – that of deep, untroubled sleep. For after she had tumbled into bed at night, or after, as was often the case, William had finished abusing her, she was able, miraculously, to cast aside all her care and fall, as some would say, into the arms of Morpheus. Ellen preferred to think that she was resting in the arms of God. She usually remembered, no matter how tired or troubled she was, to have a few words with Him before she went to sleep; and she was sure that He answered her prayers and gave her rest. There were other prayers, however, which she felt that even God, in His infinite power, would be unable to grant. For how could she ever be rid of William?

Ellen didn’t move until the grey light of dawn began to creep through the chinks in the curtains, then she arose, washed and dressed quickly and went downstairs to prepare the breakfast. Bacon and eggs for William was a daily ritual, but porridge or toast and marmalade sufficed for her and the children. Then there were the sandwiches – cold meat or cheese – to be packed away in his tin box for William’s snack dinner. But before she dealt with these tasks Ellen, this morning, took from off the stone slab in the larder the trays of marshmallow that she had placed there to set the previous evening. She had started, as soon as William had gone off to the pub and the children were in bed, to make another batch. Now, before William came downstairs, she hid the trays away in the old pram she used as a handcart and covered them with a white cloth, then pushed the vehicle back under the stairs. On no account could she risk the ruination of another few hours’ work. But William was preoccupied and ate his breakfast in stony silence. He exchanged not a word with either Ellen or the children before he departed for work.

Ellen had loved the market, the sounds and the sights and the smells – the very essence of it all – ever since she had been a tiny girl, and she counted herself very lucky to be actually working there now. When she had left the children with Mary she pushed the pram back along High Street, aware already of the aroma emanating from the Fish Market at the far end. There were the stalls selling cod, haddock, whiting and plaice, as well as cockles, mussels and whelks, measured out in tin cups. There, too, were the Southport shrimp women in their distinctive white bonnets and aprons, their wares laid out on simple stalls supported by barrels. They sold shrimps and prawns still encased in their scaly coverings, their protuberant eyes seeming to be watching you, and potted shrimps, pale pink like babies’ toes, in glistening yellow butter. Further along were more exotic items, like lobsters, crabs and oysters, for the rich people who lived in the vicinity of Winckley Square or Fulwood on the outskirts of the town. There might well be visitors, though, in this Preston Guild week, who would purchase the costlier items that the market had to offer. Ellen had noticed that many of the stalls were better stocked than usual.

There were stalls with golden pats of butter and brown eggs, pots of jam, marmalade and lemon curd, made by the farmers’ wives from Broughton or Woodplumpton. Fruit and vegetable stalls with enormous cabbages, swedes and turnips and creamy white cauliflowers that always reminded Ellen of heavy lace. And oranges; never were there such huge oranges as you could buy at the market. These were not grown locally, of course, like much of the fruit. Jaffas, her mother always called them, and Ellen had been quite grown up before she realised that Jaffa was the name of the faraway place that these fruits came from and not just the orange itself.

Ellen wrinkled her nose as she hurried past the pungent-smelling cheeses, then averted her eyes as she passed the meat stalls. The bright red lumps of beef and lamb, the links of speckly sausages and the trays of dark brown liver always turned her stomach, although she enjoyed a tasty joint of meat for Sunday dinner as much as anyone, when she could afford it.

Their own stall was at the end of the row of food products, just before the pots and pans, crockery, toys and fent stalls began. Ellen produced her trays of marshmallow – six of them, three pink and three white – from her pram, with all the pride of a conjuror producing a rabbit from a hat. She felt a grim satisfaction that she had been able to supply the goods against such odds, although her mother must be left in ignorance of what it had cost her in time and heartache and disillusionment.

‘By heck, lass, that looks good,’ Lydia grinned. ‘I knew you’d manage it one of these days. Practice makes perfect, as they say.’

‘Yes, Mam. It was a bit tricky,’ was all that Ellen replied as she took a sharp knife and started to cut the soft cushiony confection into square-inch-sized pieces. ‘Let’s hope it all sells, eh? The trouble is it may not keep all that well. It soon goes hard.’

‘It’ll sell; I’m sure of it.’ Lydia popped a piece into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Then she licked her lips and wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. ‘Mmm . . . you’ve got the knack all right, Ellen lass. You’ll be as good as yer mam afore long. I tell you what, though. The pieces are going to stick together when we put ’em into t’bags.’

‘Hold your horses, Mam. I’ve thought of everything.’ Ellen lifted an admonitory finger as she took a shaker of fine icing sugar from the depths of the pram. ‘I’ll sprinkle them with a good coating of this and there’ll be no problem.’

‘Aye, that’s not a bad idea.’ Lydia was not always fulsome with her praise. ‘Wouldn’t it’ve been better, though, if you’d done that at home instead of messing about here?’

‘There wasn’t time, Mam. I only finished it last night after the children had gone to bed.’ Ellen occupied herself now in a space at the far end of the stall. She didn’t want her mother asking too many questions. Lydia, at the other end, was busy breaking the toffee in the trays into small pieces, banging the undersides of the tins with a tiny metal hammer, cracking the pristine smoothness of the surface.

Ellen smiled to herself as she watched her mother pop another sweet into her mouth, a piece of treacle toffee this time. It was a wonder that Lydia wasn’t as enormous as Fat Alice, the woman in the sideshow on Blackpool Central Beach, she thought. She was constantly munching at the produce, but it seemed to make little difference. Her mother was as thin as Ellen herself and had the same delicate features and fine, fairish hair. Lydia’s hair was greying now at the temples, but it was usually pushed under the brim of her brown felt hat that she wore, winter and summer alike, to stand on the markets. Her small stature belied her physical strength; sinewy arms protruded from the sleeves of her blue checked cotton frock and the veins on her hands stood out like knotted cords with the lifting of heavy pans and tins.

Anyone could tell at a glance that these two women in charge of Tucker’s Tasty Toffee stall were mother and daughter. It was obvious, also, that the younger woman, Ellen Bamber, didn’t have the stamina of her mother, at least as far as physical appearances went. There were times when it seemed as though a puff of wind would blow her over, and some days she looked very tired.

There was little time for talking, hardly time for eating their snack lunch, as the day wore on. Friday turned out to be even busier than Wednesday had been; and when the money was counted at the end of the day Ellen found herself with a goodly pile of silver and copper to store away in her tin box at the back of the wardrobe. Her nest egg for . . . for what? she often asked herself. For the day when it all became too much for her? She had found, however, that she was dipping into this reserve fund more and more of late, as William left her increasingly short of money.

She had been dreading his return from the clogger’s shop this teatime, but she told herself that, whatever happened, it couldn’t be as bad as the previous day when he had ruined her marshmallow. Nor was it, at first. William ate his meal in silence. It had been ready for Ellen to take from the oven when he entered the house at a quarter to six, then he disappeared upstairs to their bedroom. She could hear him stamping about while she helped the children into their little nightshirts and washed their hands and faces at the kitchen sink. What her mother always called ‘a lick and a promise’, but that had to suffice at night as she must leave the bathroom free for William.

It was when the children were sitting by the fire drinking their cocoa and Ellen was washing up the remainder of the tea things that William stormed into the kitchen. Ellen glanced round and saw, to her dismay, that he was holding her tin box in his hands. His eyes were cold and hard, as they had been the previous night, and an angry flush was creeping up his bull-like neck into his cheeks.

‘What the bleedin’ ’ell’s all this?’ He turned the tin upside down on to the table and the money poured out. Copper and silver and a fair amount of sovereigns rolled around on the table top before coming to rest in a shining heap, some of the coins spilling on to the floor. Ellen automatically bent to pick them up, but she was stopped by a stinging blow on the side of her head.

‘Leave it, woman. You don’t touch it, d’yer hear? It’s mine – the whole bloody lot of it’s mine.’

‘Oh no, William. This is what I’ve earned at the market.’ A fury, such as she had never felt before, was making Ellen brave. ‘It’s not yours . . . it’s mine.’ She stared fixedly at the man for whom she now felt nothing but contempt and dislike. ‘I earned it . . . and I keep it.’ She paused as he stared back at her with equal hatred. Then, ‘You knew I was making a fair bit of money,’ she said, more quietly. ‘What did you suppose I was doing with it?’

‘How should I know, woman? I thought you were spending it on food and on the kids . . . and on coal and suchlike. That’s what you damn well ought to be doing. I don’t know what I thought.’ His anger was making him incoherent. ‘That’s what it’s for, not for stashing away to buy yerself some fancy gee-gaws.’

‘How can you say that, William?’ Ellen was seething now. ‘You know very well I never spend a penny piece of myself, except when I have to.’

‘Whassit for then?’ He took hold of her shoulders, shaking her back and forth like a rag doll. ‘What you doin’ with it, eh?’ He pushed her away then and she fell against the edge of the sink, bruising her back. ‘Every penny of it belongs to me, by law. A woman isn’t allowed to have any money, d’you know that, eh? You’re damned lucky I haven’t got it off you before. Can’t think why I didn’t. Must’ve been soft in me head to let you keep any of it.’

‘Oh no, William, you’re wrong.’ Ellen had never stood up to him like this before and she knew, even as she spoke, that she would most likely suffer for it. ‘A woman’s allowed to keep her own money now. The law says so. It was passed in Parliament. Ages ago.’ She looked at him defiantly, although she wasn’t absolutely sure of her facts. She knew vaguely that there had been a Woman’s Property Act, sometime in the 1880s, she thought, but she was somewhat hazy about just what that entailed.

Her words were like a red rag to a bull and, like that proverbial animal, he bellowed and charged at her. ‘You lyin’ cow!’ She felt another glancing blow against her temple which sent her reeling across the room. ‘Don’t you dare tell me what women are allowed to do! Women are here to look after their menfolk, and don’t you forget it. And for summat else an’ all – not that you’re any bleedin’ good at that, are you . . . sweetheart?’ He was leering at her now, his red, heavy-jowled face close to hers, pinching her cheek so hard between his coarse thumb and forefinger that it hurt. ‘I shall be wanting you tonight, Nellie. You’d best be ready for me, hadn’t you?’ His voice was a sibilant whisper.

Ellen knew that his anger was arousing him and, to her horror, she could see the tell-tale bulge in his trousers. But surely even William wouldn’t be such a brute as to take her here and now, with the children in the next room. They were very quiet. Ellen wondered how much they had heard.

He didn’t try. Instead, he scooped up the pile of money and dropped it back into the tin. Then he closed the lid with a decisive click and put it under his arm. ‘This . . . is . . . mine,’ he said, grinning sardonically at her, ‘and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it, so don’t you try.’

And Ellen knew, indeed, that there was no point in her arguing any further. She woud be unable to wrest the box from her husband without him causing her great injury. And she was still conscious of Rachel and Georgie in the next room.

But she did dare to ask one question. ‘What do you want it for, William?’ Although she thought she knew. Drinking at the Old Dog Inn; that was where most of the money went.

‘Gambling debts, Nellie. Gambling – that’s what it’s for.’ She hated it when he called her Nellie, a diminutive of her name that she couldn’t bear. But she hardly noticed that, so stunned was she at what he had said.

‘Gambling?’ she faltered. ‘But . . . I didn’t know . . .’

‘There’s a lot you don’t know, sweetheart. Yes, your husband’s been a naughty boy. At least that’s what you’d think, you mealy-mouthed little prig. I’ve been playing cards and I’ve lost some money, so this’ll do very nicely to pay it back. Ta very much, Nellie.’ He grabbed his coat from the hook by the back door, then he was gone, leaving Ellen staring after him in amazement. Gambling, as well as drinking . . . This was the first she had heard of it.

That night his treatment of her was worse than ever. No longer did he seem to care that the bruises he inflicted on her were in places where they would show.

‘Open yer legs, you silly cow,’ he bawled, as she started to resist him. When he struck her she knew that her eye would be blackened in the morning, but before she had time to worry about that he was astride her, trying, to no avail, to force his way into her. ‘You’re useless, woman, bloody useless. Lying there . . . like a . . . sack of . . . bleedin’ potatoes.’ His words, delivered staccato fashion with the effort of his futile exertion, were almost inaudible. At last he rolled away from her, sighing deeply. ‘At least there’s something I can do, you good-for-nothing cow.’ Seizing hold of her, he pushed her face down across the bed. Ellen knew, as the blows rained down on her, that she wouldn’t be able to stand it much longer.

‘Good grief, our Ellen, what on earth have you done to your eye?’ asked her sister Mary the next morning.

Ellen didn’t answer. It was too late now to prevaricate, although she still didn’t want her mother to learn the truth.

‘It’s never that swine of a husband of yours?’ Mary gasped. ‘He’s done that to you?’

Ellen nodded numbly. ‘’Fraid so, Mary. That . . . and more. I’ve tried to keep it from you, but I can’t now, not any longer.’

‘And why should you keep it from us? We just want to help you, me and Fred, although God knows what we can do. I had an idea he was knocking you about, but I never dreamed it was so bad. Here, sit down, love, and have a cup of tea.’ Mary pushed her gently into one of the bentwood chairs at the kitchen table while placing her hand on the brown earthenware pot. ‘This ’ere’s still warm an’ I can make some fresh when Fred comes down. He’s havin’ a bit of a lie in.’

‘No thanks, Mary. I haven’t time, honestly. I can’t be late this morning. Mam thinks we’ll be extra busy today, the last day of the Guild week . . .’ Ellen stopped speaking, looking at her sister pleadingly. ‘What am I going to do, Mary? I’m at my wits’ end, I am really. And Mam’s sure to notice this today.’ She touched her eyebrow gingerly. ‘She’ll be round playing merry hell with William, I know she will. And that’ll only make things worse. She said the other day she’d kill him if she found out he was ill-treating me. And she would an’ all.’

‘Time somebody did, the bastard,’ said Mary grimly. ‘I see what you mean, though. It’s no good adding fuel to the fire. We’ve got to be realistic. For instance, there’d be no point in me asking Fred to go round and give him a good hiding, would there?’

Ellen gave a weak smile. ‘Not a bit of it.’ Little Fred Pilkington was only the height of sixpennorth of copper. It would be like a mouse attacking an elephant. ‘I’ll just have to try to grin and bear it for a bit longer.’ The tears which she was trying so hard to contain spilled over now and began to run down her cheeks.

Mary looked at her in concern, shaking her head sadly, then she took a large hanky from her apron pocket and shoved it towards Ellen. ‘Here, dry your eyes . . . and you’re going to have that cup of tea, so don’t argue. Mam’ll have to manage for a few minutes.’ Mary poured out the tea, then drew up a chair and sat down opposite her sister. ‘Now . . .’ She folded her strong arms on the edge of the table and leaned forward. ‘There must be summat we can do. How about the police? Don’t you think this could be a matter for them? I mean to say, that bruise . . .’

Ellen shrugged. ‘I doubt it, Mary. I think they’d regard it as just a family tiff. A husband’s entitled to give his wife a good hiding, isn’t he?’

‘Not in my book, he’s not.’ Mary’s tone was fierce. Indeed, Fred would come off the worse, thought Ellen with a tinge of wry amusement, were he to try. Mary was taller than her husband by a few inches and more solidly built, too, taking after her father, Samuel Tucker, whereas Ellen resembled her mother. ‘But happen you’re right; the police might think it was nowt to do with them,’ Mary added thoughtfully. ‘You’ll have to do summat though, our Ellen, if it carries on. Why don’t you just leave him? Walk out and leave him to it, you and the bairns.’

‘How on earth can I do that? Where would I go?’

‘Back to our mam’s, of course. She’d have you, you know that.’

‘But there’s not room to swing a cat round in Sefton Street,’ said Ellen, forgetting for the moment that the house she was sitting in was also in Sefton Street.

‘Some of us have to manage,’ retorted Mary. ‘And Mam managed, too, bringing up you and me. Beggars can’t be choosers, you know, and your big posh house hasn’t done you much good, has it? Oh, I’m sorry, love,’ she added, as her sister’s lip began to tremble. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. You know me, both feet right in it. But you really will have to do something, won’t you?’

‘Yes, I know, Mary.’ Ellen dabbed at her eyes, trying to compose herself, then drank the last of her somewhat stewed tea. ‘But now I shall have to get to the market.’ She rose, glancing at herself in the mirror at the back of the sideboard. ‘Good heavens! Mam’ll have a fit.’

‘Come here, let’s have a look at you.’ Mary pulled a strand of Ellen’s fair hair from beneath the brim of her straw hat, arranging it so that it covered most of the bruising which, fortunately, was above her eyebrow. ‘There now, that’s not too bad. Pull the crown down a bit further . . . that’s right.’

Ellen tried to smile. ‘Thanks, Mary. Sorry to be such a misery this morning.’ She went across to the other side of the room where Rachel and Georgie were playing happily with Mary’s twin boys, building towers of wooden blocks for their little cousins to knock down again. She doubted that they had heard a word of her conversation with her sister.

‘Ta-ra, you two,’ she said, stooping down to kiss each of them. ‘Be good. See you at teatime.’

‘You needn’t worry about them,’ Mary assured her. ‘They’ll be as happy as Larry with our Charlie and Tommy. They always are.’

‘I know that, Mary,’ Ellen nodded. ‘Thanks ever so much.’

The children, indeed, were the least of her problems, but as she hurried back along Lawson Street towards the market her mind was beset with them all. She knew she couldn’t put up with William’s brutality any longer, not another day. Then there was the money, her hard-earned money, thrown away on gambling; and, more imminent, her mother’s reaction when she saw her daughter’s bruised face. ‘Oh, please God, help me,’ she muttered, over and over inside her head. ‘Please show me how to get away from William, or . . . or make him behave better, Lord.’ But in her heart of hearts she was very dubious that God could do anything at all.

One small prayer, however, did seem to be answered. Lydia never even noticed the bruise on her daughter’s left temple. Ellen endeavoured to keep in the shadows all day or at the other end of the stall away from Lydia. They were extra busy too. The Saturday market was always the busiest of the week and today they had not only their regular customers and the children spending their Saturday pennies, but crowds of visitors who had taken the town by storm. When they counted their takings at the end of the day Ellen knew that she had made enough to start saving again. She would have to find a new hiding place, though.

She was almost sick with apprehension by the time she arrived home with Rachel and Georgie at around five o’clock. William closed the shop early on a Saturday; he might well be home before her. She quickened her steps along Stonygate, the two children frantically trying to keep up with her, anxious to be home, yet fearful at what might await her when she arrived. But William wasn’t there, nor did he put in an appearance all evening.

There was to be a torchlight procession on the Saturday evening as a climax to the events of the Guild week, but Ellen felt too dispirited to go and watch it. She would have to take the children, and she decided that the crowds would be too much for them, worse, more likely, than they had been on the Wednesday. She put them to bed, then sat at her fireside, quietly knitting. She was relieved at William’s absence, but she knew that it was only a temporary respite. At any moment he could walk through the door, then it would all start again.

William staggered from the door of the Old Dog Inn, then along Church Street in the direction of Fishergate. His drinking cronies – they could hardly be called mates; he had few of these, especially since he had started gambling – followed him at a safe distance. William, in his cups, was not the most pleasant of companions.

‘He’s three sheets in the wind tonight, he is that,’ one of them remarked.

‘Aye, talk about one over the eight. He’s had more like a dozen.’

‘He’ll just about make it home. He’s only to go round t’next corner.’

‘If he goes home, that is . . .’ There was a guffaw of lewd laughter, before one of the men yelled, ‘Look out, William! For God’s sake, man . . .’

For William had stumbled from the kerb, in an attempt to cross the road, straight into the path of a hansom cab.

‘Oh, Christ, no!’ They started to run, but by the time the small group had arrived at the scene William was spread-eagled across the road. His sightless eyes were staring up at them as though surprised, as the blood streamed from the corner of his mouth, and across his left temple was a livid scar where the horse’s hoof had kicked him.

When a very concerned policeman called, some time later, to break the sad news to the poor fellow’s wife, all she could do was stare at him in wonder.


Chapter Three



Ellen was not so naive as to believe that this was God’s answer to her prayer. She knew that God didn’t act in this way. If He did, then there would be many more women suddenly finding themselves widows. But this accident was fortuitous, to say the least. Ellen floated through the next few days in a kind of trance, full of disbelief and wonderment that this should have happened. She wouldn’t truly believe that William had gone until she saw his coffin lowered into the ground and the earth shovelled on top of it.

She knew that for the sake of propriety she had to put on some semblance of mourning; never, though, she told herself, would she be able to show grief, and if her neighbours and friends were to think her callous, then so be it. Few, if any of them, had the faintest idea of how she had suffered during the last couple of years.

St John’s Parish Church and the surrounding graveyard were only a short distance from Stonygate where Ellen lived, so she was able to dispense with the customary black-plumed horses to draw the hearse. Instead, William’s coffin was borne on the shoulders of two of the undertaker’s top-hatted men and two of the dead man’s acquaintances who had been pressed into volunteering. Little Fred Piikington, Mary’s husband, was, to his obvious relief, several inches too short to be of service. William had no family to speak of – none, at any rate, that Ellen knew of, and few friends. So it was quite a small band of mourners who followed the coffin along the cobbles of Stonygate and into the churchyard. Ellen and Lydia; Mary and Fred; a few near neighbours; a few former friends of William from St John’s Church, from the days before he had fallen by the wayside; and his companions from the Old Dog Inn, the same little group who had seen him fall beneath the wheels of the hansom cab.

Ellen, supported by Lydia’s arm, felt little emotion as the vicar went through the simple service, in the church and then at the graveside. But when she saw her husband’s coffin disappearing into the deep, deep hole and she heard the clods of earth thudding on to the oak lid, then, to her amazement, she felt the tears begin to flow. Not only that; sobs began to shake her thin shoulders and she found herself leaning against the comforting bulk of her sister, crying as though her heart would break. When, after a few moments, she lifted her head, she was aware of the rest of the mourners looking at her in sympathy and some relief. Her tears had been a long time in coming.

Most of the people assembled round the open grave didn’t realise that these tears were not ones of grief. Neither were they entirely ones of relief. Ellen was weeping, rather, for the sheer wastefulness of it all and for the wanton destruction of a life which had once held so much promise. But it was William himself who had destroyed it. She had married him in good faith, believing that she had loved him. So what had gone wrong? Was she in any way to blame, she asked herself now, for the complete metamorphosis of William’s personality? She thought not. She had tried, especially at first, God knew how she had tried. William had had a comfortable home, a good job, two lovely children . . . and yet it had all gone wrong. If it hadn’t been for the drink, she thought now, they might have been all right. It was the drink that had done it.

She felt her mother squeezing her hand and saw compassionate brown eyes smiling into hers. ‘All over, love,’ her mother was saying quietly. ‘It’s all over now.’ Lydia leaned closer, whispering in her ear. ‘You can have a fresh start now, lass. Forget it all. Begin again.’

Ellen nodded, smiling sadly as she wiped the tears from her eyes. Yes, she would try to forget; and she was being given another chance. It was then that she noticed the woman – a stranger – standing some distance away, half-hidden behind one of the gravestones. She was staring fixedly in Ellen’s direction, but as Ellen looked at her she turned and walked quickly away towards the gate. It was the same woman, surely, who had been sitting at the back of the church, alone. Ellen had been vaguely aware of her, out of the corner of her eye, as the mourning party had passed. She was not dressed in black, as all the other women were, and her green coat and the green hat with the feather at the side looked incongruous at a funeral gathering. That was why Ellen had noticed her, because of her manner of dress, and the mass of black hair which hung to her shoulders. But after she had wondered, very briefly, who she was, Ellen put her out of her mind.

At the house in Stonygate the curtains had been drawn back, letting the daylight into the parlour once more after the few days of mourning. It was there, in the parlour at the front of the house, that William’s body had rested in its oak coffin. Rachel and Georgie had been looked after by Mary, and Lydia, anxious that her daughter should not be left alone in the house, had moved in with Ellen. But Ellen wouldn’t have minded being on her own. William was no longer able to hurt her.

Lydia and Ellen had been up since six o’clock that morning preparing the funeral feast, and two neighbours had volunteered to set it out and boil the kettles whilst the mourners were at church. It wasn’t laid out in the parlour, however, as a sickly-sweet smell still hung in the air there, but in the living room that adjoined the kitchen at the back of the house. This was the downstairs room that Ellen had managed to stamp with some of her own personality, and it was homely and cosy, the room that Ellen liked best. Here was the three-piece suite from their last home, covered in rose-patterned cretonne, somewhat shabby but still comfortable, with matching curtains at the windows; the rag rug that Ellen had made as a bride from hundreds of pieces of multi-coloured fabric; and, on the walnut dresser, her small collection of Staffordshire figures, and the blue and white crockery that they used every day.

The parlour, stuffy and over-full of furniture and ornaments, with massive gilt-framed pictures on the walls and heavy dark curtains at the windows, was very much as it had been when William’s parents had lived in the house. William had seemed to want it left that way and Ellen had not demurred. They used the room very little anyway, although the red plush chairs from the parlour had been brought into the living room today to accommodate the guests. But now Ellen would be able to make all the changes she wished. She assumed that the house would be hers and the shop, too, even if William had neglected to make a will. She doubted that he had bothered to do so.

Ellen was relieved when the assorted group of mourners invited back to the house because it was the ‘done thing’, rather than from any true feeling of kinship towards them, had departed. Then, with Lydia and Mary helping her, she cleared away the debris left from the mounds of ham sandwiches, sausage rolls, meat pies, trifle and fruit salad, and proceeded to wash up, whilst Fred quietly read the newspaper and smoked his pipe. The four children during this traumatic day were entrusted to the care of a reliable neighbour in Sefton Street.

‘I’ll be glad to have our Rachel and Georgie back,’ Ellen remarked. ‘I feel I’ve neglected ’em these last few days, poor little mites.’

‘What else could you do, lass?’ replied Lydia. ‘You’ve had your hands full, right enough, and you’ll have to go down to the shop an’ all before long, won’t you, and see what wants sorting out there. Don’t worry about your two bairns. You know that me and our Mary’ll cope, won’t we, Mary?’

Mary nodded. ‘Have you told ’em, Ellen? You know, about William? They haven’t said owt to me, in fact they’ve never mentioned their dad at all, and I didn’t like to pry. I’ve kept well away from the subject, tried to make ’em think of summat else.’

‘Yes, I’ve told them,’ said Ellen, guardedly. ‘I don’t know how much they understand, mind you, especially our Georgie. Like you say, Mary, they’ve gone very quiet about William; they don’t seem to want to talk about him.’ Ellen was silent for a moment, recalling that her two children had probably overheard quite a lot in the couple of days before William died, things she would prefer them to forget. ‘I just told them that their daddy had gone to heaven.’ But Ellen wasn’t altogether sure that she believed that.

And from the look that her mother gave her it seemed as though she didn’t believe it either. ‘Huh!’ snorted Lydia. She turned back to the sink, plunging her hands deep into the soapy water, muttering as if to herself. ‘Shouldn’t speak ill of the dead, I know that, but if he’s gone to heaven then there’s no justice.’ With William’s death it had all come out. Lydia had been horrified to hear of his barbaric treatment of Ellen and all she had been suffering for the past two years. To think that the poor lass had borne so much and she had hardly said a word against him.

‘Leave it, Mam,’ Ellen replied tonelessly. ‘We don’t know, do we, what happens after we die, not really, so it’s best not to worry about it too much. All I know is he’s gone, and though I suppose I shouldn’t say it, I’m glad.’ The last two words were almost a whisper. Then she lifted her head high, saying the words again, but shouting them this time. ‘I’m glad! Do you hear me? I’m glad.’ She stood stock still in the middle of the kitchen, her knuckles gleaming white as she gripped hold of the pot towel. ‘God forgive me for saying it, but I’m glad.’ She gave a long shuddering sigh, her shoulders slumping and her head bowed as all the tension drained away from her body. Then, after a few seconds, she lifted her head again, looking at her mother. ‘As you said, Mam, it’s all over. Now I can start again.’
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