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PART ONE


Betrayal


1922









Chapter One


It was the first week of March. The bitter north-east wind was such that it sliced into flesh like a knife, and the young woman gingerly picking her way on the compressed snow was muffled up to the eyeballs, her felt hat pulled well down over her forehead and her woolly scarf covering the bottom half of her face. The deepening twilight was offset by the brilliance of the mantle of white covering the trees and hedgerow in the lane she was walking down, but Ruby Morgan was blind to the winter wonderland around her and the glow of the setting sun.


It was the eve of her wedding. She should be home dealing with the last bits and pieces that still needed to be done, she told herself, not tramping about in the freezing cold and getting chilled to the bone. Her mam had said much the same thing as she’d pulled on her outdoor things: 


‘What on earth is your Adam thinking of, Ruby, asking you to meet him in Snowdrop Lane tonight of all nights? It’s a good fifteen minutes’ walk and the pavements are lethal. You’ll go a cropper and end up hobbling down the aisle with a stick tomorrow – that’d be a fine state of affairs, wouldn’t it! If he wants to see you, what’s wrong with him coming here? Barmy, this is, lass.’


Ruby hadn’t argued. She agreed with her mother. But it had seemed disloyal to Adam to admit it, and so she had merely shrugged and continued buttoning her coat.


‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ Her mother had appealed to the other two people sitting at the kitchen table, her tone sharp. Ruby’s father had disappeared behind his newspaper by way of reply, which hadn’t surprised her. Since he’d come home from the war he was a shell of his former self, having watched both his sons die in the carnage of the Somme campaign and sustaining serious injuries himself in the last months of the war in the heavy fighting on the Western Front. But – Ruby’s brow wrinkled – Olive had been unusually quiet. Normally her sister had an opinion about everything. Although Olive was only three years her senior she was as sour as an old maid and they had never got on. It was rare her sister missed an opportunity to add her two penn’orth to things, especially if Olive could side with their mam against her.


Catching sight of Adam waiting for her in a curve in the lane, all thoughts of her sister were gone. Raising her hand she walked faster, only to land up on her bottom in the snow as her feet slipped on a patch of ice. He reached her in moments, lifting her up, but then as she giggled and tried to talk she found herself pressed against his chest so tightly she could hardly breathe. When at last he released her she gazed in concern at his dear face, his handsome face. She knew every expression, every little nuance because hadn’t they loved each other since they were bairns larking about in the playground? But she had never seen him looking as he was now. 


‘What’s the matter? What’s wrong?’ 


And when he didn’t answer, merely staring at her with haunted eyes, she said again, ‘What’s the matter? Why did you want to meet here? I couldn’t believe it when your Ronnie turned up at the shop with the note. Why didn’t you come yourself?’


She didn’t add that Mrs Walton, the owner of the costumier establishment where she had worked since leaving school some years ago at the age of thirteen, had been less than pleased to see Adam’s grubby little brother, Ronnie, marching into her immaculate shop with his snotty nose and holey trousers demanding to see ‘Adam’s Ruby’ as he’d smeared the contents of his nose across his face with the sleeve of his coat.


‘I couldn’t come myself,’ said Adam, even his voice sounding different.


‘But why not? You’re on the early shift, aren’t you?’ Adam was a miner at the Wearmouth Colliery like his father and older brothers, and since they’d become engaged on Ruby’s sixteenth birthday she had been collecting her bottom drawer. Adam had saved hard too after paying his board to his mam. They had both been determined to rent a two-up two-down terraced house when they got wed and to have enough money to partly furnish it too. A few weeks ago a house had come up in Wood Street, a stone’s throw from the colliery, and Adam had snapped it up. They’d had a lovely time buying furniture, even if it was all second-hand, but she didn’t mind that, nor it being a bit of a walk to her place of work in Southwick. She knew she’d landed on her feet when she’d taken up the position of trainee dressmaker with Mrs Walton. The elderly widow had no family and treated her more as the daughter she’d never had than an employee. Mrs Walton had helped her sew her wedding dress along with the two bridesmaid’s frocks for Olive and Ellie, Ruby’s best friend, and she’d insisted on paying for the material and the hundreds of tiny seed pearls on the bodice of Ruby’s dress. It was her wedding present, she’d said, in a tone that brooked no argument.


Adam had been staring at her and now he said quietly, ‘It’s nothing to do with what shift I’m on. I – I had to talk to you without anyone else around.’ He took a deep breath, his voice cracking as he muttered, ‘Oh, Ruby, Ruby. I can’t believe it’s happening.’


‘You’re frightening me.’ She took a step backwards.


‘Promise me you won’t hate me. Say it, say you won’t.’


Ruby had always loved Snowdrop Lane. It was a favourite spot for courting couples, especially in the summer. She and Adam had often met here in the past when wild flowers dotted the grassy banks either side of the path and dappled sunlight slanted through the trees. Although only a short distance from the gridwork pattern of terraced streets stretching to the north and east of Wearmouth Colliery in Monkwearmouth where a pall of smoke hung day and night, the air smelled different in Snowdrop Lane. You could almost imagine you were in the country. But tonight their special meeting place wasn’t working its magic. 


Again she said, ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’


‘It – it’s down to New Year’s Eve.’


‘New Year’s Eve?’ Ruby echoed in bewilderment. That was weeks ago.


‘You know, when you and the others came to ours to see the New Year in.’


She stared at him. She remembered that night only too well – she’d hated every minute of it. She loved Adam and he was, thankfully, as different as chalk to cheese from his father and three older brothers who looked upon any and every occasion as an excuse for a drinking bout, as did most of Adam’s relatives, it appeared. She hadn’t wanted to accept the invitation from his parents, which had extended to her own parents and Olive, but her mother had insisted it would look rude if they refused and that with the wedding coming up it was better to keep everything nice and friendly. By ten o’clock most of the family and friends who were squeezed into the Gilberts’ kitchen and front room had been the worse for the whisky and beer they’d poured down their throats, and even her own da had sat in an armchair smiling blearily at everyone and quite unable to form his words. She’d later found out that Adam’s older brothers had made it their mission to get him drunk, partly, Ruby suspected, because Adam made no secret of the fact that he didn’t want or need to drink the way they did, which had always riled them.


Carefully now, because she didn’t want to make him feel worse than he already did about that night, she said, ‘Isn’t that all forgotten now?’ By the time the New Year had been welcomed in Adam had been three sheets to the wind and wobbly on his legs, and his brothers had carried him upstairs to his bed and dumped him on it, rejoining the party and telling all and sundry they wouldn’t let their little brother live it down. She had endured another hour at the Gilberts’ before she had been able to persuade her parents and Olive to leave, and then she and her mother and Olive had had to practically carry her father home. The next day Adam had had a terrible row with his brothers and refused to accept their apologies, which he’d maintained – rightly as it happened – had been prompted by his mother. It was only the fact that his oldest brother was best man and Fred and Peter ushers that had brought them speaking again in the last few days. Whilst Ruby could see Adam’s point of view, his tangible bitterness about the affair was a little extreme in her private opinion but she hadn’t dared voice this, so angry was he.


‘Forgotten?’


To Ruby’s amazement he hit his forehead several times with the flat of his palm, and at this point she thought, he’s ill, he must have banged his head down the pit or something. Accidents happened all the time but if they weren’t serious the miners carried on working. Adam’s father was living proof of this. Some years ago he’d fractured a bone in his ankle but had still dragged himself to the colliery each day, the threat of no work, no pay, getting him through. To the present day he walked with a limp.


‘It’s all right,’ she said quietly. ‘Whatever’s the matter it will be all right.’


‘You know how drunk I was that night, don’t you? You know I wasn’t in my right mind?’ His voice almost a whimper now, he whispered, ‘I love you, Ruby. You’re everything to me.’


‘Adam—’


‘I hate her. She knew what she was doing, she wasn’t as drunk as all that whatever she says now. She came upstairs to find me, didn’t she? Is that someone who’s pie-eyed?’


The chill that flickered down Ruby’s spine had nothing to do with the weather. Through the feeling of dread she heard her voice saying quite calmly, ‘Who is “she”?’


His face stricken, he opened his mouth but nothing came out for a moment. He swallowed hard, his eyes roaming over her face before he muttered, ‘Her, Olive.’


‘Olive?’ She couldn’t have heard right, not if what she thought Adam was saying was true . . . ‘Olive, my sister?’


‘She came up to the bedroom when the rest of you were downstairs and I thought at first it was you. I couldn’t see clearly – it was dark – and she lay down. She was all over me, doing things, and I . . . Oh, hell, Ruby, don’t look like that. She helped herself, that’s the truth of it, because I was in no state to stop her. The drink, it made me—’


‘You did it with Olive?’ Shock kept her voice flat. From when they had first understood about the birds and bees, they’d agreed their wedding night would be special. Through all their fumblings, all the times when the temptation had been almost overpowering, they’d managed to stop. ‘You took my sister down?’


‘No, I’ve told you, she took me. I tried to throw her off but it was too late, and afterwards . . . I hoped it wasn’t true, that I’d dreamed it or something, but she came to the colliery gates as bold as brass a couple of days later. She said I’d wanted it as much as her, that I’d been giving her the eye all evening, that I’d . . . Oh, all sorts of rubbish. She told me she was going to tell you if I didn’t.’ His jaw clenched. ‘And I said I’d kill her if she breathed a word. I meant it an’ all. And she knew I did because she didn’t come back, not then, not till yesterday. She was waiting for me and she told me. I could have strangled her with my bare hands.’ His face worked and his breath caught in a sob.


The sky above them was running rivers of gold. It was one of the most beautiful sunsets she had ever witnessed, and with the birds mostly having settled for the night and just the occasional faint noise from the industry lining the River Wear in the distance, Snowdrop Lane was magical. It added to the unrealness of what was happening. 


Numbly, Ruby whispered, ‘What did Olive tell you?’


‘There’s going to be a bairn.’ He scrubbed at his wet eyes with the back of his hand. ‘I didn’t believe her, not last night when she told me. No one falls for a bairn the first time. I met her at Dr Upton’s this morning because I said I wanted to hear it from him and he said it’s true right enough. An’ she’s told Father McHaffie an’ all. Apparently she went straight there to the church yesterday when she left Dr Upton. According to her, Father McHaffie’s going round me mam’s tonight to tell them I’ve got to marry her for the sake of the bairn.’


Feeling was surging in, hot and fierce, cutting through the initial shock. She wanted to hit him, to pound her fists into his chest; but instead she said, ‘Why didn’t you stop her when you realized it wasn’t me? You could have done something, you must have known.’


‘It was too late by then. She’d got me fired up and – and I hardly knew what I was doing.’


‘You knew enough to give her a bairn.’


‘Ruby—’


‘No, don’t say you couldn’t stop because you could have if you’d really wanted to.’


He moved his mouth as though he was going to answer but no words came out, and as she stared at him she knew she had hit the nail on the head. In those minutes, when he had been with Olive, all that had mattered was the needs of his body. Hate spiralled up in her for both of them and it equalled her love for him, enabling her to say, ‘If she’s expecting a baby then you’ll have to marry her. Father McHaffie will see to that.’


‘I can’t, I won’t.’ His voice throaty, he pleaded, ‘You love me, Ruby. You’ve always loved me. I know we couldn’t stay round here but we can go somewhere else, down south maybe, and get married there. She’s brought this on herself – she’ll have to weather the storm.’


Weather the storm? He knew as well as she did what Olive’s life would be like if she was left to face this alone. They would crucify her, all the neighbours and folk hereabouts, the self-constituted avengers who would hide their pleasure at Olive’s persecution under a banner of righteousness. And although at the moment she would like nothing more than to leave Olive to her fate, there was her mam and da to consider. The shame of his daughter giving birth to a bastard would kill her da, and that’s what Olive’s child would be if Adam didn’t marry her. There would still be avid gossip and speculation because of the circumstances and some mud would stick, but the cloak of respectability that Adam’s ring on Olive’s finger would bring would stop the worst of the hounding and give the child protection. 


This last thought caused Ruby to say, ‘And what of the baby, your baby?’


He waved his hand as though that was of no consequence, and his next words confirmed it. ‘It’s hers, not mine. She did this on purpose to trap me, don’t you see? She’ll manage, she’ll have to. There’s your mam an’ da, or if they throw her out there’s the workhouse.’


Of all that had passed between them, this shocked Ruby the most. The workhouse, that huge bogeyman of bricks and mortar that hovered over the poor from birth to death and was the thing of nightmares – he would see his child brought up in those terrible confines? 


‘You don’t mean that.’


‘I do, I do. Please, Ruby, listen to me. We’re young, we can make a good life for ourselves down south and we needn’t ever come back here. Everything’s better down there anyway – we’d be in clover, I know we would. I’ll make this up to you, I swear it. We’ll forget all this in time as long as we’re together.’


She felt sick to her stomach and through the agony of mind he appeared almost a stranger. Not because he had slept with her sister but because of how he was talking now. A growing realization that she didn’t know him the way she thought she did was frightening. He looked like he’d always done, like her Adam, but the person in front of her was not the lad she’d committed her life to. And if she didn’t know Adam, if she’d got that wrong, then she didn’t know anything or anyone. A horrifying panic made her feel as if she was shrinking, becoming smaller and smaller, and it was only when he reached out to her again, taking her arm, that she came back to herself.


The push she gave him took him completely by surprise and sent him sprawling backwards as his feet slipped on the ice and compressed snow. As he struggled up, her voice was like the crack of a whip. 


‘Don’t touch me. Here –’ she flung her engagement ring at him, which he caught instinctively – ‘I don’t want this.’


‘Please, Ruby, no. Listen to me—’


‘I don’t want to hear any more, and as for us being together, that’s over. You’ve gone with my sister, my sister. I hate you both and I always will. You disgust me.’ There was a moment’s stark silence. ‘Whatever happens now, however things turn out, I never want to see you again so if you’re going to run away from this and take the easy way out, don’t use me as an excuse. I wouldn’t have anything to do with you if you were the last man on earth, Adam Gilbert. I mean it.’


He could see she meant it. Adam looked into her great chocolate-brown eyes, the ring they’d chosen together pressed into his palm, and knew he’d lost her. It was inconceivable, unthinkable, but those drunken, exhilarating, shameful minutes on New Year’s Eve had cost him his Ruby, his love. Never again would he run his fingers through her silky blonde hair that was such a striking contrast to her dark eyes, or hold her close to him. All the lads had been after Ruby from when he could remember, but he had always known she was his. She’d never played the coquette or flirted. Straight as a die, Ruby was.


Desperately, even while knowing it was hopeless, he whispered, ‘Please, lass, please. I’ll crawl on my knees if that’s what you want. I’ll do anything, anything, Ruby.’


Her face was bleached of colour, as white as the snow. He had expected her to shout and scream at him when he told her because she could be fiery at times, but all she said was, ‘Go home, Adam. It’s finished, we’re finished.’


‘I’ll walk you home.’


‘Why? In case something bad happens to me?’ Now her words were coated in a bitterness that was tangible. ‘I want you to go, all right?’


Adam stared at her. ‘We can’t leave it like this, not after all we’ve meant to each other. Please, Ruby, you must see that? We can sort it out. I promise you, we can sort it.’


She said nothing but her small chin rose a fraction and her mouth tightened. He wouldn’t see her cry, she told herself.


‘I love you, Ruby.’ He wet his lips, one over the other. ‘I’ve been a fool, but you know I love you, don’t you?’


After a few more seconds when she neither moved nor spoke, his head twitched in a little jerk. ‘I’ll go now if that’s what you want, but we have to talk some more. I won’t take no for an answer.’


She remained straight and still as she watched him walk away, his shoulders hunched. It was only when he had disappeared from view that her body gave a visible shudder. In just a few short minutes her life had changed for ever – how was that possible? She had lost Adam and she had lost her sister too; however this turned out she wanted nothing to do with either of them again.


She wasn’t crying. The pain was too fierce for the relief of tears, burning and consuming every emotion except that of furious rage. Now that Adam had gone, now he wasn’t standing in front of her, her anger was directed at Olive. She shut her eyes for a moment, picturing her sister creeping upstairs like a spider, knowing all the time what she intended to do. How could any lass lower herself to trick a lad like that, but especially when it was her own sister’s fiancé?


She shivered, although not from the cold; her coat was thick and warm and kept her like toast. It was beautiful, a deep rich gold. Mrs Walton had presented it to her as her Christmas present and she had been beside herself with delight at the time and overcome by the elderly lady’s generosity. Her old coat had been worn and the sleeves too short, but she had been saving every penny for her forthcoming marriage and had been quite content to make do. She had floated home that night on cloud nine; now it seemed in another lifetime, a time in which she had actually been happy. How could she have taken her happiness for granted? But she had. Everything in the garden had been rosy and her future mapped out before her – she and Adam were both in work, unlike some, and he had been quite agreeable to her continuing with Mrs Walton, knowing how much she loved it there and how kind her employer was. Lots of men would have insisted their wives give up any outside work the minute they got wed, but Adam had said she could stay at her job until the first bairn came along.


This thought caused a shaft of pain so intense she gasped. She would never have Adam’s babies now. How many times had she imagined how their bairns would look? In her mind’s eye they’d been so real – gurgling, rosy-cheeked infants with Adam’s brown curls and blue eyes, and maybe just one little lass with her brown eyes. But it was Olive who would bear his first child. Her sister had set out to hurt her on New Year’s Eve and her plan had worked better than perhaps even Olive had imagined.


She wrapped her arms round her waist, swaying slightly as though it could ease the agony.


Why had Olive done what she had? True, they had never been close. From a toddler, she’d learned to avoid being alone with her big sister unless she wanted a sly pinch or a slap, but this? This was something so huge, so fundamental, that she was forced to face the knowledge that she had always tried to bury. Olive didn’t like her, in fact she must hate her. In the past she’d tried to convince herself that lots of siblings didn’t get on, but it didn’t mean the love wasn’t there, deep down. Sisters and brothers argued and fought but when push came to shove, they were there for each other. Blood was thicker than water. She had believed that and she would certainly have been there for Olive.


Had she loved her? Ruby searched herself. Yes, she had. Olive was her only sibling now, the lads having being killed in the war, and family was everything. How stupid, how utterly stupid and credulous did that make her? The sound she made was dragged up from the depths of her, something between a moan and a wail, and somewhere in the hedgerow a blackbird protested at it, sending out a warning call. Well, she would never make the mistake of trusting anyone again; she had learned her lesson. The rose-coloured glasses were well and truly off now.


She stood for long minutes, gazing with burning-hot eyes down the lane. Tomorrow was supposed to be her wedding day. Her bridal dress and those of Olive and Ellie were hanging in the bedroom at home she shared with her sister. Her mam had been baking for days for the wedding feast after the ceremony. Adam’s family, and her mam’s two sisters and their families, were coming, along with Ellie and Mrs Walton. Her mam had borrowed extra chairs from the neighbours, and her aunties were bringing more plates and cups and saucers and cutlery. Her mam had even gone out and bought a fancy new lace tablecloth for the occasion, although she could ill afford it, and the beautiful iced wedding cake was already sitting on the table that normally held an aspidistra in the front room.


Ruby shook her head at herself. Why on earth was she thinking of a cake, a cake, when her whole world was lying in fragments around her? And there was Olive, who had orchestrated the whole thing, sitting happily at home as though butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth.


That was it, she had to go back. Through the raging pain a section of her mind told her what to do. Home was where her mam was and she needed her mam like she’d never done before.


For a moment tears threatened but then the anger rose up again, hot and fierce as she thought of her sister. She made herself begin to walk, putting one foot in front of another hesitantly in the way a blind person might move, but with each step her desire to leap on Olive and rend her limb from limb grew.









Chapter Two


Olive had watched from the kitchen window as Ruby left the backyard earlier. After a minute or two when she was sure her sister had gone, she went quietly into the hall and took her hat and coat from the row of pegs on the wall that held the family’s outdoor things. Putting them on, she changed her indoor shoes for her stout ankle boots and walked back into the kitchen, there to be greeted by her mother who said in some surprise, ‘Where on earth do you think you’re going?’


‘I’m just popping out for a breath of fresh air. I won’t be long.’


‘A breath of fresh air?’ If Olive had said she was going to take off her clothes and dance naked in the snow, her mother’s voice couldn’t have expressed more amazement. ‘It’s bitter out there and I need you to help me get ready for the morrer. I thought I was going to have the pair of you here tonight, and there’s Ruby gone off to meet Adam—’ Her mother stopped abruptly. ‘They haven’t had a tiff, have they?’


‘Not that I know of.’


Cissy Morgan breathed a sigh of relief. That would have been all she needed. She was up to her eyes in it as it was. Coming back to the matter in hand, she said, ‘And now here’s you skedaddling off an’ all. It’s not good enough.’


‘I said I won’t be long. It’s hot in here and I’m feeling a bit off colour.’ This had the advantage of being true. In the last days since the morning sickness had kicked in she’d had a job to hide it from her mother, but now the sickness seemed to be all day and the smell from the remains of their evening meal added to the heat coming from the range was making her nauseous.


‘You do look a bit peaky.’ Now Cissy’s voice was anxious. She knew it was daft, but since the winter after the armistice when the Spanish flu had swept through the country killing tens of thousands of people, many of them young folk who, for some reason, had been especially susceptible to the terrible disease, she’d lived in fear of one of her girls being taken from her. Her lads were among the three-quarters of a million British soldiers who had given their lives for King and country, and George would never be well again, she knew that, but after the weeping and wailing she had come to terms with that. Thousands of women were in the same boat as her, and some of them without the blessing of one surviving child. She had told God she would shoulder her cross as best she could, at the same time pleading with Him to spare Olive and Ruby as the flu had picked off folk as near as in their own street. When the epidemic was over she had lit goodness knows how many candles of thanks in church and she never missed Mass – it had been part of her bargain with the Almighty. Now she said, ‘You sickening for something, lass?’


‘I’m all right, Mam.’ Olive forced a smile. The roof was going to go off this house tonight one way or another, and much as she disliked Father McHaffie she needed the priest present when Ruby returned. Father McHaffie saw things in black and white and he ruled his flock with a rod of iron. Non-Catholics were in league with the Devil and on course for the fiery pit; his flock, one and all, were sinners and only confession each week and attending Mass regularly gave them any chance of avoiding the worse sufferings of purgatory, and lastly, and most importantly, his word was law. He had told her yesterday that Adam must marry her as soon as it could be arranged, just as she had known he would, and he had agreed he would be present when she confessed her sin and its consequences to her family, after which he would pay a visit to the Gilberts.


Pulling her hat well down over her forehead she walked to the back door, opening it and turning for a moment to say, ‘I’ll be just a few minutes, Mam,’ and then stepping out into the icy-cold night.


She hurried the short distance to the little church of St Mary but then hesitated before opening the arched wooden door. Once she walked over the threshold the die was cast and Father McHaffie would take over. But no, she corrected in the next moment. The die had been cast before this night, right from when she had suspected she might be pregnant, in fact, or even before that, on New Year’s Eve when she had crept upstairs to Adam’s bedroom. She had known what she was doing, she couldn’t pretend otherwise, but Adam hadn’t exactly fought her off either. True, he had been as pickled as an onion, but he hadn’t been so drunk that he was incapable, as the child growing in her belly proved. And he had known she wasn’t his precious Ruby when he had taken her, cursing her even as he had repeatedly thrust and groaned until it was over. It had been painful and brutal and not at all what she had expected from her first time, and afterwards he had flung her off him with a ferocity that had frightened her, shoving her out of the room and turning the key in the lock for good measure. She had stood on the landing feeling sick with shame and humiliation, but even then the jealousy and loathing she felt for her sister had been enough to carry her down the stairs and act as if nothing had happened. She had watched Ruby in the time before they had departed from the Gilberts’, and the knowledge that with the power of a few well-chosen words she could take the silly smug smile off her sister’s face for good had been enough to sustain her.


Olive drew in a long shuddering breath. For years Ruby had flaunted Adam in front of her. All the lads had liked Ruby, but from when she and Adam were bairns they’d been as thick as thieves. Even so, why their mam had agreed for the two to begin courting at fourteen she’d never know. She’d told her mother that it was indecent and that Ruby would get herself talked about, but the only response she’d had was a pat on the arm and her mam saying quietly and kindly that her turn would come in time.


Olive’s jaw moved as she ground her teeth. Her mam had known that was rubbish as well as she had. She remembered Ruby’s engagement do when Adam’s family had come round for a bit of a knees-up. His brothers had acted the goat as usual and everyone had been merry, going on about what a perfect couple they were. She’d suffered agonies that day, painfully aware of what the assembled throng had been thinking behind all the smiles and guffaws. 


‘Shame about the older sister and her as plain as a pikestaff. How can two sisters be so different?’


Oh, aye, she’d known, she told herself bitterly. No lad, not even the ugly ones or Wilbur Hardy with his club foot, had ever looked her way. Her nickname at school had been Scarecrow after one bright spark had said her face would frighten even the crows. She’d been eight or nine at the time and had pretended she didn’t care when the lads had bandied it about in the playground and the girls, even those who were supposed to be her friends, had sniggered.


A sudden gust of wind prompted her to open the door of the church and as she stepped into the dimly lit interior the sweet, heavy scent of stale incense brought her stomach churning again. As a child she’d liked coming here, finding the services with their rituals and ceremony strangely comforting. Even the statue of Jesus lying in His mother’s arms with blood coming out of His side and His hands and feet torn hadn’t bothered her, although Ruby had had nightmares about it when she was a bairn. Olive’s lip curled. That was typical of the spoiled brat she’d been and still was. Everything had been handed on a plate to Ruby from the moment she was born, with her big brown eyes and blonde hair and simpering smiles. Well, no more. Now her sister was going to have to face the real world. Her perfect Adam wasn’t so perfect after all.


Olive stood at the top of the centre aisle looking down the church towards the altar where the black-clad figure of Father McHaffie was kneeling before the statue of Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. For the life of her she couldn’t walk or even move to sit in a pew, merely bowing her head and making a deep genuflection. She knew what the priest made of her conduct; he had made it abundantly clear at their last meeting.


After a few moments had passed, the lean, tall figure rose to his feet and then turned to face her. His eyes were small and hard, his mouth was thin and he had a sharp beak of a nose that dominated his face, and with his black robes he resembled nothing so much as a giant crow. As he walked towards her Olive thought he was terrifying. He stopped within an arm’s length of her, his stare cold. ‘Does your situation remain the same?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘And you have made no mention of this to anyone other than Dr Upton and the father of the child?’


‘No, Father.’


He nodded slowly. ‘And the father, Adam Gilbert, still refuses to marry you?’


Olive gulped; her throat was dry with fear of the priest along with dread of what the next hour would bring. Her mam was going to be so disappointed in her, she knew that. She swallowed again before she could say, ‘He – Adam’s arranged to meet my sister tonight so I think he’s going to tell her, but this morning, at the doctor’s, he was still saying he wouldn’t get wed to me. I told him you were going to speak to his mam an’ da today.’


Father McHaffie surveyed this girl who had sinned and his thin voice dripped condemnation when he said, ‘You have been wicked and foolish and as a result of your action the fruit of your womb will be tainted in the eyes of God unless Adam does his duty. The sooner he acknowledges his transgression before men and the Almighty, the sooner he can receive absolution. He will marry you as quickly as it can be arranged.’


There was no doubt in his voice that he would be obeyed, and much as Olive feared the priest she knew a moment of deep thankfulness for the power he wielded. Adam’s family, like hers, were staunch Catholics, and although his da and brothers might drink themselves paralytic on a Saturday night, come Sunday they’d be at Mass and suitably penitent. Lowering her gaze, she murmured, ‘Yes, Father.’


‘Your father will accompany me to the Gilberts’. He is at home?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘Then come along.’


He walked past and opened the door of the church, standing aside for her to exit first and then shutting the door before striding ahead of her, his head high and his black robes flapping. Olive had a job to keep up with him but he didn’t turn to see if she was behind him at any point before they reached Devonshire Street. By the time she arrived at the house Father McHaffie had already knocked on the front door. Olive could imagine the consternation her mother would be feeling as she hurried into the hall; no one ever used the front door except the doctor and the priest, and apart from her mam scrubbing the front step and whitening it each week the door remained closed.


Sure enough, her mother’s face expressed a mixture of anxiety and surprise when the door swung open and she said, ‘Father McHaffie, we weren’t expecting you tonight, were we? Come in, come in, the weather’s dreadful, isn’t it, and with the wedding tomorrow an’ all. I was just saying to George—’ And then her mother stopped abruptly as she caught sight of Olive behind the priest.


‘Good evening, Mrs Morgan.’ Father McHaffie swept into the house and straight down the hall into the kitchen, which further flustered Cissy. The priest, like the doctor, was of such standing in the community that he was only ever shown into Cissy’s mausoleum of a front room. She cast a desperate glance at Olive before scurrying after Father McHaffie. In the kitchen she found that George had stood to his feet and was rolling down his shirtsleeves as he said, ‘Good evening, Father,’ and now she twisted the corner of her pinny, saying, ‘Won’t you come into the front room, Father, and I’ll make some tea? You must be frozen.’


‘Here will do perfectly well.’ The priest seated himself on one of the hard-backed chairs at the kitchen table, and Cissy breathed a sigh of relief that she had just cleared the remains of the evening meal and wiped the oilcloth over it before putting the pot of hyacinths which had been a present from Ruby into the middle of the newly cleaned expanse.


George had seated himself again once the priest had sat down. Cissy looked helplessly at her husband before she said, ‘I’ll make that pot of tea then, Father.’


‘That would be most welcome.’


Olive had sidled just inside the kitchen doorway and she remained glued to the spot as her mother busied herself at the range. It was only when Cissy turned and said sharply, ‘Bring four cups to the table, girl,’ that she forced herself to move. From the tea set displayed on the kitchen dresser she took four cups and saucers of fine bone china. The set had been a wedding present from her mother’s grandparents and as such was only used on special occasions. She placed them on the table before filling the little milk jug and sugar bowl. Her legs were wobbly and her hands were trembling and the cups had rattled in their saucers as she’d put them down, causing her father to glance up at her. She didn’t meet his gaze, neither did anyone speak until her mother had filled the cups and everyone was seated.


Father McHaffie took a sip of his tea before he spoke, his voice cold. ‘Olive has something to tell you and she asked me to be present. I must warn you it will be a shock, Mrs Morgan.’


As her mother’s eyes shot to her face Olive licked her lips. She had gone over what she was going to say umpteen times but now the moment was here she found she couldn’t speak.


Cissy, her eyes wide and questioning now, looked from her daughter’s white face to that of the priest’s, and then back to Olive again, but it was George who said quietly, ‘What is it, lass? What’s wrong?’


Olive took a deep breath as her stomach turned over. ‘It – it was on New Year’s Eve . . .’


When Ruby flung open the back door and walked into the kitchen, she was aware of several things simultaneously. Her father was sitting with his head in his hands, her mother was crying and Father McHaffie had a cup to his lips, but it was to Olive, whose head had jerked up as she’d entered, that she said, ‘I hate you. How could you, how could you do that? You’re dirty, disgusting.’


‘That is quite enough.’ Father McHaffie had put down his cup and stood up. ‘Control yourself.’


‘Control myself?’ There was no respectful ‘Father’ and neither was there any deference in Ruby’s attitude when she cried, ‘You know what she’s done and you tell me to control myself? She’s done it to spite me, she planned it, and with Adam. She doesn’t even like him, she never has, and yet she forced herself on him when he was drunk. She’s worse than any dockside dolly.’


Ruby heard her mother gasp but she and the priest were glaring at each other and she didn’t look her mother’s way as Father McHaffie growled, ‘What is done is done and this is helping no one. Furthermore, your speech and conduct leave a lot to be desired. Olive has confessed her sin and is repentant before God—’


‘Repentant before God? And that makes it all right?’


‘First and foremost it is against the Almighty that your sister has sinned.’


‘Well, forgive me, Father, but I don’t see it that way.’ Ruby had always been afraid of the priest like everyone else but her sense of injustice had done away with the fear. For the first time in her life she was seeing Father McHaffie as merely a man, and a man who had been sitting at the table with her parents and Olive sipping tea as cosy as you like. It was this that caused her to say, ‘If you think Olive is repentant then that’s because she’s pulled the wool over your eyes, and even if she is, which she isn’t, a few Hail Marys and attending Mass till kingdom come won’t take away the wickedness of what she’s done to me.’


Father McHaffie had gone red in the face, and it was Cissy who said quickly and apologetically, ‘Ruby is upset, Father. This has been a terrible shock for us all. She doesn’t mean anything.’


‘I know what Ruby means, Mrs Morgan, and of your two daughters I think it is the younger one you need to pray for the most.’ The priest glanced at George who was still sitting at the table and his voice was a bark when he said, ‘If you are ready to accompany me to the Gilberts’ I suggest we leave now before your daughter further puts her soul in peril.’


‘I haven’t put my soul in peril by speaking the truth and God knows what’s in Olive’s heart even if you don’t.’


‘That’s enough!’


The look that Father McHaffie gave Ruby as he spoke caused her to step back a pace, and even in her rage and pain she wondered how a man of God, a priest, could appear so devilish. It was the shock of what she had seen in his face that kept her silent as the priest strode out of the kitchen into the hall, her father following a moment later but stopping long enough to squeeze her shoulder as he passed her, his eyes full of pity and sorrow.


They heard the front door shut behind the two men and Ruby turned to look steadily at her sister. 


‘I don’t know why you did what you did on New Year’s Eve but I tell you this, you’ll live to regret it. It wasn’t a mistake on your part – you knew exactly what you were doing and the consequences. Oh, not the bairn, even you couldn’t have planned that, but you wanted to spoil what me and Adam had, that’s the truth of it. And all this talk of repentance that Father McHaffie was on about, I don’t believe a word of it.’


‘You shouldn’t have spoken to him like that, hinny.’


Cissy’s voice caused Ruby’s gaze to swing from her sister to her mother. 


‘How can you say that after what she’s done?’


‘He’s a priest, lass.’


‘I don’t care. He’s still just a man.’


‘Ruby!’


‘Well, he is.’ Ruby stared defiantly at her mother. For some time now she had been having thoughts about the way Father McHaffie scared the wits out of everyone and acted like God Himself, especially when he gave his fire-and-brimstone sermons about the damnation of non-Catholics. Mrs Walton wasn’t a Catholic, but a kinder and better person you couldn’t wish to meet. And there were other things too, such as the way he threatened his flock with purgatory every Sunday and demanded unquestioning obedience and acceptance of everything he said. She had tried to talk about it with Adam but he always changed the subject or said, much as her mother had done, that Father McHaffie was a priest as though that ended any discussion.


Before Ruby’s eyes there rose a picture of Adam as he had looked walking away down the lane, and now she turned to Olive again, her eyes narrowed and her hands clenched. ‘You’re evil, that’s what you are. You were determined to ruin my life, weren’t you? And to trick Adam like that – you’re beyond contempt.’


Olive stood up and now there was no trace of the penitent about her when she hissed, ‘It takes two to make a bairn. I don’t know why you’re putting all the blame on me.’


‘Because Adam told me how it happened and I believe him.’


‘Of course you do. You’d hate to believe he could like someone besides you, wouldn’t you?’


‘He doesn’t like you, not in any way. He loathes you, you sicken him. He wants me to go down south with him and get married there, and he said you could go into the workhouse for all he cares.’ Ruby’s words were dipped in the poison of her hate but nevertheless carried the unmistakable ring of truth. She saw Olive blanch and felt a moment of bitter satisfaction. ‘But don’t worry, I wouldn’t let him touch me now if he was the last man on earth, not when he’s been contaminated by you. You can have him but just remember he’ll never forgive you for this any more than I will.’


‘Ruby, lass, don’t say such things.’ Cissy tried to take her daughter’s arm but as Ruby jerked herself free, she added, ‘Olive is your sister, your own flesh and blood, and with the lads gone—’


‘You’re right, Mam. She’s my sister but she’s never liked me and you know that as well as I do. Nothing I’ve done has been right as far as she’s concerned, not from when we were bairns. She’s spiteful and cruel—’


‘Lass, I know you’re hurting and the good Lord Himself wouldn’t blame you for feeling the way you do, but Adam’s more to blame than Olive, you must see that? To give a lass a bairn . . . Well, it speaks for itself. And Olive hadn’t been with another lad – it was her first time.’ Cissy was desperate to pour oil on troubled waters. ‘She didn’t know what she was doing, that’s the truth of it, and Adam was drunk and took advantage.’


‘You’re saying he raped her?’ Ruby could hardly believe her ears, or that her mother was so gullible. ‘Is that what she told you? Well, let me tell you, Mam, that there was a raping all right, but not on Adam’s side.’


‘Ruby!’


The shock in Cissy’s voice conveyed itself to Ruby, and she said tightly, ‘Don’t look at me like that, Mam. It’s the truth.’


‘No, lass, no. I don’t believe that.’ The reproach in Cissy’s face cut Ruby to the quick. Somehow she was the one who had been put in the wrong. And when Cissy further compounded her blundering by saying, ‘This is a terrible thing to have happened and my heart goes out to you, hinny, you must know that, but Olive is as much a victim as you are in all this,’ she knew she had to get out of the house before she said something unforgivable to her mother. Her life was in ruins; it was supposed to be her wedding day tomorrow and instead Olive had taken Adam away from her, apparently with their mother’s blessing.


She turned to Olive, her voice low and deadly as she said, ‘You’ve made your bed and you’ll have to lie on it but it’ll be a bed of thorns, Olive Morgan. You think you’ve won now but you haven’t.’


The two sisters regarded each other for a moment more; Ruby as white as a sheet but with her eyes blazing, and Olive, the taller of the two, appearing even taller with her chin lifted and her thin mouth set in a grim line.


When Cissy said helplessly, ‘Please . . .’ it could have been directed at either of them, but it was enough to cause Ruby to swing round sharply and make for the hall. She ran up the stairs, not knowing what she was going to do or where she was going but only that she had to leave. Her suitcase was already partly packed with the clothes and things she had planned to take to her new home after the wedding celebrations here the next day, and now she added more to it, along with the money she had been saving for a little while to stock up the cupboards and buy bits and pieces for their new home. Adam had picked up the keys from the landlord two days ago and the second-hand furniture they had bought had been delivered that same afternoon, when Adam and his brothers had finished their shift at the colliery and could be present to put it in place. All her bottom-drawer linen and towels were there; they had even made the bed up that night two days ago amid much laughter and kissing. And then the next day Olive must have come to the colliery gates to wait for Adam . . .


She glanced at her wedding dress and the two bridesmaids’ dresses hanging on the back of the wardrobe door. If she’d had a knife in her hand she would have slashed the frocks to ribbons. They had been a labour of love, and she and Mrs Walton had spent long hours on the finer details of her bridal dress, every stitch, every little aspect perfect and beautifully fitted to her figure. Olive had said more than once that she thought Mrs Walton would have been better spending her money on something useful like curtains or bedspreads, rather than on finery that would be worn for a few hours and then packed away in mothballs. Stupid, Olive had called her, when very soon Adam could well be on half-time at the colliery or even laid off the way the country was going.


Well, she had been stupid all right, Ruby thought bitterly, but not about her dress.


Taking the frocks off their hangers she rolled them up and tied them into a bundle with the cord of her dressing gown. They were Mrs Walton’s by rights and she’d take them to her. It would be up to Mrs Walton what she did with them; she didn’t care one way or the other.


Fastening the suitcase she picked it up, and with the bundle tucked under one arm she walked downstairs and into the kitchen. Olive was again sitting at the table and her mother was mashing a pot of tea; she looked up as Ruby entered and said quickly, ‘I was just going to bring you a cup up, hinny,’ before her gaze went to the suitcase. ‘You’re not going somewhere, not tonight?’


Did her mother seriously think she could bear to stay under the same roof as Olive for a minute more?


Ruby’s face must have expressed how she felt because in the next moment, tears in her voice, Cissy said, ‘No, lass, no, don’t leave like this. Please, hinny, wait till your da gets back and we’ll talk about things.’


Quietly, and without glancing Olive’s way, Ruby said, ‘I’m going, Mam.’


‘But where, and at this time of night?’


She had known where to seek refuge from the moment she had looked at the dresses on the wardrobe door. ‘I’ll be at Mrs Walton’s.’


‘Lass, no, this is all wrong.’


No one knew that better than her. Again Ruby’s face spoke for her and Cissy murmured, ‘When will you be back?’


‘I won’t be coming back, Mam.’ Somehow her mother’s championing of Olive hurt more at this moment than her sister’s treachery and Adam’s betrayal.


‘Of course you will, this is your home.’


Not any more. As Ruby looked at her mother she knew with a quiet certainty that she would never return to live under this roof with its memories of a life that might have been. Whether Olive remained here or whether Father McHaffie had his way and Adam married her sister, she was saying goodbye, and she made this clear when she said, ‘I’ll write and let you know where I am when I’m settled.’


‘Where you are? What do you mean? You just said you were going to Mrs Walton’s. She’ll let you stay there for a bit, won’t she?’


When Ruby made no reply Cissy walked across and hugged her, but her daughter’s body was stiff and unresponsive and after a moment Cissy stepped back a pace, saying helplessly, ‘Be careful, lass, the pavements are like glass. Do you want me to walk along of you?’


Ruby shook her head. She just wanted to get away. She had reached the back door and opened it when Olive’s voice behind her said, ‘Whether you believe me or not I didn’t want it to be like this.’ Ruby paused for one second but she didn’t turn round or speak before stepping into the bitter cold, leaving the door ajar behind her. She walked across their small yard and opened the gate into the back lane and again she left this open, and as she trudged down the track that was practically knee high with snow she expected any moment that her mam would come running after her calling her name, but the snowy night was silent and she was the only person alive in the whole wide world.


And now the tears streamed down her face.









Chapter Three


Vera Walton stared aghast at the young lass she thought of as a daughter. When Ruby had knocked on her door the evening before and had almost collapsed into her arms it had been some time before she could get the full story of what had happened out of the distraught girl amid her storm of weeping. Once she had become aware of the whole sorry mess she had made Ruby a hot drink, adding a good measure of the brandy she kept for medicinal purposes and which had been in the back of the cupboard for goodness knew how long. She’d then made up a makeshift bed on the sofa with thick blankets and a spare eiderdown. It was only after another mug of tea, again with a large dollop of brandy, that she had persuaded Ruby to lie down, a stone hot-water bottle at her feet. Ruby had dropped off within minutes, worn out by crying and no doubt aided by the amount of alcohol in her bloodstream.


Now it was seven o’clock in the morning and they’d just had toast and a pot of tea, but it wasn’t Ruby’s chalk-white face or the change in her persona that worried Vera – it was the fact that the lass had just told her of her intention to leave Sunderland that very day.


‘Listen, m’dear, I know you are dreadfully upset and with good cause, but don’t do anything hasty. You can stay here as long as you please, you know that. We can clear out the spare room where I store the material and whatnot and that can be yours. You’ll be quite at liberty to come and go as you see fit, and I would be delighted to have you here indefinitely.’


Ruby forced a smile as she said quietly, ‘Thank you, Mrs Walton, and I appreciate your kindness more than you will ever know, but I need to get away. Right away.’


‘I can quite understand you thinking like that but all I’m saying is give it a few days until you are feeling a little better. Now is not the time to make such decisions.’


Ruby inclined her head. ‘You are probably right but I can’t stay. I have to go now. I – I don’t want to see anyone I know.’


‘You don’t have to. I will make sure of that.’


She wouldn’t be able to. Ruby looked at the old lady whom she thought of as more of a grandmother than an employer. She had never known her own grandparents – both her mother’s parents and her father’s had died before she was born – but they couldn’t have been nicer than Mrs Walton. And she knew Mrs Walton was talking sense and that she meant well, but she had to leave the town now, today, before Adam tried to see her or her parents came round, especially her da. She might weaken if she saw her da and she couldn’t afford to do that because she knew she would go mad if she remained in Sunderland. Adam would marry Olive; the combined weight of both sets of parents and not least Father McHaffie would see to that. Olive’s stomach would swell and some time in the early autumn Adam’s child would be born, and she couldn’t, she just couldn’t play the auntie when that happened. 


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Walton, but my mind’s made up.’


Vera sighed and made one last effort. ‘Ruby, you know how much I think of you, don’t you? Having your company here for the last four years has made them the happiest of my life since my poor Maurice died.’ She had told Ruby more than once how her husband had perished in the last few weeks of the Boer War, one of over a thousand British casualties lying dead in the hills at Spion Kop, seven miles from the garrison town of Ladysmith. She had mourned him ever since and still wore black from head to foot. ‘I wasn’t going to mention this until it became necessary but I made a new will a little while ago and you are my sole beneficiary, dear. This house is bought and paid for and the business provides a steady income. Moreover, you enjoy the work, don’t you, and you have a gift for it, remarkable in one so young. Your life would be very comfortable and it would certainly mean a great deal to me if you stayed. We get on well, don’t we?’


‘Oh, Mrs Walton, I never imagined – I mean, I can’t believe –’ Ruby took a deep breath as she tried to pull herself together. She reached out and took the old lady’s hands, and there were fresh tears in her eyes when she said, ‘Thank you from the bottom of my heart. And I would have loved to continue here with you. I’ve always felt that you’re like family, and you’ve been so good to me, but . . .’


She left the sentence unfinished and it was Vera who softly said, ‘But you can’t stay. I understand, I understand. But wherever you go, you will keep in touch, won’t you? And we could perhaps see each other occasionally? You are very dear to me. Write to me as soon as you are settled so I know you’re safe, won’t you? Where will you go?’


‘Newcastle way, I think.’ She could lose herself in a big city and get work of some kind. ‘But first I have to go and tell Ellie what’s happened.’ Ellie had been due to arrive at the house mid-morning to help her get ready for the wedding at one o’clock. ‘Can I leave everything here while I go?’


‘Of course, dear.’


It was Ellie’s mother who opened the door to her knock. The big, blowsy woman with her enormous breasts and greasy grey hair screwed into a knot at the back of her head stared at her for a moment, her eyes bleary from last night’s drinking, before recognition dawned. ‘Ruby?’


‘Hello, Mrs Wood. Could I have a word with Ellie?’ For a moment Ruby’s misery was secondary to her fight not to reveal what the smell emanating from inside the house was doing to her stomach. Although she and Ellie had been friends from their first day at school, she’d only visited the Woods’ place a couple of times and that had been more than enough. It had been filthy and flea-ridden with mice droppings everywhere.


Ellie’s father was a trimmer at the docks, a burly brute of a man who used his fists on his wife and children whenever he was in the house, and Mrs Wood had a bairn every year as regular as clockwork. Ellie was the seventh of the thirteen who had survived the violence and neglect, and since leaving school and getting a job in a bakery shop she made sure she was at home as little as possible, doing extra shifts and often working fifteen-hour days. Anything was better than being around her mam and da, as she’d said on more than one occasion to Ruby, and by getting home after eleven o’clock each night she could be sure they were blind drunk and dead to the world in their bed in the front room.


Ruby was saved from entering the house by Ellie appearing behind her mother in the next instant. She took one look at Ruby’s face before saying, ‘What’s the matter? What’s happened?’


Unable to reply at that moment for the swell of emotion in her throat, Ruby shook her head, at which point Ellie said, ‘Wait there, I’ll get me coat.’


Two minutes later they were walking away from the street at the back of Palmer’s Hill Engine Works, and once round the corner, Ellie stopped, saying again, ‘What’s the matter? You look bad.’


Ruby faced her friend as she said simply, ‘I’m not getting married, Ellie.’


Ellie blinked in surprise. ‘Has there been a fall at the pit? Has Adam been hurt?’


She wished it was as simple as that. Forgive me, God, she thought, but I could have coped with that, however devastating, and been there for him. She shook her head. ‘No, there’s been no accident or anything, not in that way at least.’ For a moment the irony brought the urge to laugh to the surface but she knew if she started she would never stop, like poor Mrs Longhurst two doors down who had lost her mind after her only son had been killed on his way home from the pit when the milkman’s horse had bolted and the cart had crushed him against a wall. Mrs Longhurst had been calm at first, her mam had told her, and then she’d said, ‘I prayed each day the pit wouldn’t have him and it didn’t, did it, but I never thought about a horse,’ and she had started laughing, terrible laughter that had gone on for days until she had been taken away to the asylum.


‘Ellie –’ She paused. How could she word it? And then, swallowing hard, she shook her head almost in disbelief at what she was going to say. ‘Adam’s taken Olive down and she’s expecting a bairn.’


Ellie gasped, her thin face with its great sad eyes stretching as her mouth fell open and her eyes popped wide. ‘No, no, not Adam. She’s lying, Olive’s lying.’


‘He told me himself. It was like this . . .’ She told the story with painful flatness, willing herself not to break down.


Ellie continued staring at her for a moment after she finished speaking, before saying in a low, aggressive tone, ‘Her, your Olive, she wants stringing up. It’s not your fault that you’re so pretty and she’s got a face like a hen’s plucked backside.’


She knew Ellie hadn’t meant to be funny – her friend’s voice vibrated with fury, and in truth she wouldn’t have imagined she could smile at anything today with her world in fragments – but from somewhere she found a laugh bubbling up, a real laugh, not like the way she’d felt a minute or two before. The feeling passed in an instant but it enabled her to say weakly, ‘So the wedding’s off and I’m going to leave here today, Ellie. I can’t stay. Mrs Walton said I could live there but I need to get right away where there’s no danger I could run into Adam or Olive.’


Ellie nodded. ‘Where are you going?’


‘Newcastle. I’ve got enough put by to rent a room in a house somewhere while I look for work, any work.’


‘Right.’ Ellie squared her narrow shoulders. ‘I’ll come with you.’


‘Come with me?’


‘You don’t think I’d let you go by yourself? Safety in numbers and all that.’


‘You can’t just leave here, Ellie. What about your job at the baker’s? You’ve done so well there and they think the world of you. You’ve had a rise each year since you’ve worked there.’


‘That’s because I work longer and harder than anyone else and old Fairley knows which side his bread’s buttered,’ said Ellie matter-of-factly. She knew no one else would start work at seven o’clock in the morning and work through till ten or eleven at night like she did, and she was agreeable to turning her hand to anything, from humping stones of flour into the bath tins first thing to start the bread-making process off, right through to helping Fairley’s wife do all the fancy cooking like the teacakes and sugared buns and iced biscuits. Aye, Fairley knew it paid him to keep her feeling valued, but the bakery was a sanctuary away from her father’s fists so it worked both ways.


‘But what about your mam?’ Ruby didn’t mention Ellie’s da. Everyone knew what Mr Wood was like although no one had ever confronted him, not even when he’d thrown one of Ellie’s sisters down the stairs and she’d been in the infirmary for weeks. You can’t interfere in the way a man is in his own home. That’s what her own mam had said when she had told her about Ellie’s sister. Ruby hadn’t agreed with the sentiment and she’d said so, but her mother had just shaken her head and said it was the way things were.


Ellie shrugged. ‘The only thing Mam will miss if I go is me wage packet each week. All she cares about is the booze. No, I’m coming. Look, I’ll nip back in and get some things now, while me da’s at the docks. It’s his half-day an’ he’ll be back later.’ She had turned as she’d spoken, but now swung back as she added, ‘You don’t mind me coming, do you?’


‘Mind? It’ll make all the difference.’


‘All right then. Wait here.’


Ruby watched the too-thin figure of her friend dart away, and for the first time since Adam had dropped his bombshell a ray of comfort briefly warmed her. She stood quite still, her mind in a strange vacuum until Ellie returned, and she couldn’t have said how long she had taken. Ellie was carrying a bulging cloth bag and had her handbag over her shoulder and she looked excited, her tone reflecting this when she announced, ‘I’ve said me goodbyes.’


‘What did your mam say?’


‘Not much. Just that me da’d take it out of me hide if I showed me face again, as if I didn’t know that.’


‘And you’re sure you want to leave?’


‘Never bin so sure about anythin’ in me life.’


Ruby nodded. She could tell. Ellie’s face was alight.


‘And I hadn’t given me mam me wage packet either. Old Fairley always pays me on a Saturday, but ’cause I was having the day off for the wedding he let me have it last night. They were in bed when I got home and blind drunk as usual. So, at least that’s a bit towards things.’ They’d begun walking, treading gingerly on the icy pavements, and as Ellie slipped her arm through Ruby’s, she added, ‘I shan’t be sorry to get away from here, lass, I tell you straight.’


Neither would she. Oh, neither would she.


Ruby found she had to retract this thought for a few brief minutes as she said goodbye to Mrs Walton, because she realized at the moment of farewell that she was going to miss the little woman very much. But not enough to stay.


Nevertheless, as she and Ellie walked away towards the train station leaving Mrs Walton with a handkerchief pressed against her streaming eyes, the heartache of goodbye was pressing hard on her chest. Her employer had shown her nothing but kindness since the day she’d applied for the position of seamstress, and it was only now that she understood her affection for the refined little woman had long since matured into love. But she couldn’t dwell on that or the way Mrs Walton had clung to her in the last few moments.


She had to be strong over the next little while, she told herself painfully. She mustn’t think of Mrs Walton, or of Adam and Olive, and especially not of her mam. Her mam had made it plain that Olive could do no wrong in her eyes and that her sympathies were all with her elder daughter. The hurt this had caused had grown steadily over the last few hours, making her want to curl up into a little ball and die. But perhaps she should have expected it? Their mother had always favoured Olive. Strangely, though, it had never bothered her unduly before because she had known her mam loved her too. But now . . .


‘—what to do.’


Ruby came out of her brooding to the realization that Ellie had been speaking. ‘Sorry, what did you say?’


‘I just said I’m a bit scared ’cause I’ve never been on a train before but at least you know what to do.’


Ruby nodded but didn’t speak. The memory was too painful to dwell on. Adam had taken her out for the day as a surprise on her seventeenth birthday the year before. It had been the beginning of February and bitterly cold, the snow lying thick in the fields they’d passed on the way down the coast to Hartlepool, but the train had chugged along impervious to the weather, billowing steam and snorting now and again. She and Adam had wandered round the shops in the town before having fish and chips followed by sticky buns in a little cafe, and then in the afternoon they had gone to a picture house to see Rudolf Valentino in The Sheik. It had been a magical interlude.


Ellie, realizing she had been less than tactful, trudged along silently now, telling herself she would have to watch her tongue in the days ahead because in this overwhelming happiness at her change of circumstances, she had to remember that Ruby was suffering. The joy and sheer jubilation she was feeling at escaping her mam and da and starting a new life with Ruby, whom she loved best in the world, had only come about through her friend’s tragedy, and she wouldn’t have wished it to be like this for anything. And as though someone had challenged this thought, she reiterated fiercely, I wouldn’t, I wouldn’t. Ruby had always been more of a sister than a friend, a big sister, even though they were the same age, and she’d always known she could count on Ruby no matter what.


Ruby had looked after her, protected her and never once made her feel a burden; she didn’t know what she would have done without her. All the girls in their class had wanted Ruby to be their best friend but from the outset Ruby had chosen her, and woe betide anyone who had poked fun about her smelly clothes or holey shoes in those early days. Ruby had been on them like a ton of bricks, and through her friend’s championing of her the other girls had accepted her.


Ellie hitched the cloth bag containing the sum total of her clothes and the indoor shoes she wore at the bakery further up her shoulder as she said in a subdued tone, ‘We’ll be all right, lass. You know that, don’t you? We’ll stick together like we’ve always done and things will work out. Olive will rue the day she started all this, but you’ll come out on top. Your conscience is clear.’


That didn’t feel as though it counted for much right now. Ruby forced herself to say, ‘Thank you, Ellie,’ because she knew her friend meant well, but this wasn’t about winning or losing. She was leaving everything behind – Adam, her old home and the new one she and Adam had been going to move into this very day after the wedding celebrations, her mam and da, Mrs Walton, her whole way of life, the essence of what made her her. She supposed she ought to be feeling terrified, but ever since she had woken up this morning on Mrs Walton’s sofa and realized the horrific nightmare she’d been having wasn’t in fact a dream but the hard cold truth, she’d known there was nothing more to be terrified of. The worst had happened. Now it was a matter of getting through the rest of her life without Adam the best she could and she didn’t know how she was going to do it.
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