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Prologue


Rose was dreaming. Even in her sleep she knew it wasn’t real, but that didn’t matter. She wanted to stay in the dream where she was safe in Davey’s arms and he was smiling down at her, his brown eyes alight with love. But then his arms weren’t gentle any more. They were rough, pulling at her nightdress, and whisky-soaked breath hit her full in the face.


She reared up in terror, fully awake now as a hard weight descended on her. Her legs were being forced apart, and as she struggled and then screamed, the flat of a man’s hand slapped her violently across the face, jerking her neck so that she felt as though her head had been torn off.


Muttered obscenities and the rank smell of male sweat added to the horror of what was happening, and on the periphery of her mind she realized her screams had woken Betsy, who was crying and calling for her. In spite of the crippling pain in her neck and the sheer weight of him that was squeezing the breath out of her chest she continued to resist, kicking and biting and pummelling at his thickset body for all she was worth. Even when she felt him enter her she didn’t give in, and when he tried to adjust his position to grab her hands, she managed to twist and wriggle out from beneath him – but before she could escape he’d caught her again, pinning her on the edge of the bed now as he attempted to enter her once more.


Betsy’s cries were frantic, and it was this, her child’s distress, that gave her a burst of superhuman strength. From somewhere she found the power to push at him so ferociously that – perched as he was on the edge of the bed straddling her – he lost his balance and went catapulting backwards with a crash that shook the house.


Her only thought was to get to Betsy before he came at her again . . .









PART ONE


Judas


1902









Chapter One


As soon as David O’Leary opened the back door of the house and stepped into the kitchen he knew something was wrong. There was no dinner cooking in the range oven, no pans simmering on the hob and no Rose turning to greet his arrival with the smile that always lit up her lovely face.


He stood stock-still for a moment and then, as he heard a low moan coming from upstairs, he hurried into the hall, calling her name as he did so.


Before he’d put a foot on the stairs, Kathy Bates, the local midwife, appeared on the small square landing, her plump face red and perspiring. ‘Oh, it’s you, lad. That time already, is it? By, the afternoon’s flown by.’


Ignoring that, he said, ‘What’s happening?’


‘The babby’s coming, that’s what’s happening.’


‘But it’s not due for another two weeks.’


‘Well, it clearly didn’t get the message ’cause it’s on its way, lad. I dropped by mid-morning and Rose was having pains then so I stayed. It shouldn’t be much longer from the look of things. Now you’re here put some water on to boil and while you’re about it, make a pot of tea. I’m fair parched.’


‘In a minute, I want to see Rose.’ He took the stairs two at a time and when he entered the bedroom he saw his wife lying amidst the tangled sheets, her face flushed and her big eyes expressing the pain of a wounded doe. The bedroom was uncomfortably stuffy, the June day was a hot one, and as he reached the bed and kneeled beside it, he said softly, ‘I’m here, lass, I’m here. Why didn’t you send word to the shipyard?’


‘Send you word?’ It was the midwife who answered, having followed him into the room. ‘Don’t be daft, lad. What would have been the point of that?’


‘I could have come home to be with her.’


‘Oh aye, and likely lose your job in the process? Where would we be if a man came home before the end of his shift just because his wife’s having a bairn? No foreman would stand for that and rightly so. Now get out of my way so I can see to her.’


David had always liked Kathy but right at this moment he could have cheerfully throttled her. Rose was clutching his hand and trying to stifle another moan, and as he stroked the damp tendrils of hair from her brow, he murmured, ‘You’re doing fine, lass, just fine. I love you so much.’


Kathy shifted her feet behind him, clearly uncomfortable at the show of affection, and her voice reflected this when she said, ‘All right, she knows you’re home now. Go and put that water on and make yourself useful. This is no place for a man. And don’t forget the tea.’


He didn’t answer the midwife directly, but as he stood he said to Rose, ‘I’ll bring the water up shortly and then I’m staying with you till it’s born.’


‘You are not.’ The midwife’s voice was sharper now. ‘I’ve never heard owt like it in all me born days. You’ll stay downstairs like any other man and I’ll call you once it’s all over and I’ve got Rose cleaned up. All right?’


‘No, it’s not all right.’ Glancing back down at his wife, he said softly, ‘Would you like me to be here with you, lass?’ and at Rose’s nod, added, ‘That’s that then.’


As he left the bedroom he could hear Kathy muttering under her breath but it didn’t bother him an iota. All he was concerned about was Rose and he knew she would want him to be at her side during the birth of their child. She’d had moments of panic about the confinement for weeks now, and the dire tales some of the old wives hereabouts took great delight in relating didn’t help. They never mentioned births that went as smoothly as clockwork but let them cotton on to a horror story and they couldn’t get enough of passing it on. If Rose had had a mam or a close female relative she could have talked to, it wouldn’t have been so bad, he thought as he got a big pan of water on the hob. As it was, she only had him to discuss her fears with and he’d spent many an evening holding her in his arms and reassuring her all would be well. Not that he had any clear idea of what exactly was involved in having a bairn, but he’d done his best.


When he returned to the bedroom with the hot water and a cup of tea, Kathy didn’t mention him leaving again but her attitude made it clear she was far from happy. He sat beside the bed, holding Rose’s hand and wiping the sweat from her brow now and again, murmuring words of love and encouragement as the pains intensified still more. When she began to push she clung to his hand as though it was a lifeline and he wondered how much more she could take. Stupid, perhaps, but he hadn’t expected the birth to be so painful or such hard physical work; how women did it over and over again was beyond him, but Kathy seemed to think all was well and progressing as she expected.


He saw the midwife look between Rose’s legs before sliding a towel under her bottom as she said, ‘Another couple of pushes and you’ll be holding your babby, Rose. Come on, lass, nearly there now.’ And sure enough a minute later Rose gave a long drawn-out groan and the baby slid into Kathy’s waiting hands, immediately giving a mew of a cry and then another.


‘You’ve done it, lass, you’ve done it,’ David whispered as he bent and kissed his wife. Kathy deftly cut the umbilical cord and put a clothes peg on it, before giving the baby a quick wash which made it squawk and cry in earnest. Wrapping it in a clean towel, Kathy handed the child to Rose, whose tired face was alight with happiness.


‘It’s a little lassie an’ right bonny an’ all.’ Kathy glanced at David as she added almost apologetically, ‘I dare say it might be a lad next time.’


He hadn’t wanted a boy. He could think of nothing more perfect than a miniature Rose and he had told her so in the past. Knowing Kathy wouldn’t understand he just smiled and thanked the midwife for all she’d done before leaning down and kissing Rose again. ‘Our bairn, lass. She’s here at last and she’s beautiful.’ Like her mam.


‘She’s so perfect, Davey.’ Rose was cradling the baby close, staring into the tiny face with an expression of wonder. The baby had quietened immediately she’d been placed in her mother’s arms as though she was exactly where she wanted to be.


‘Aye, she is.’ David found he was fighting back the tears, emotion overwhelming him at the look on Rose’s face. Only the presence of Kathy stopped him breaking down. Nevertheless, his brown eyes were misty as he reached out and stroked the small downy head with the lightest of touches.


‘Well, I need to get you cleaned up and the bed sorted, lass. Give the babby to Davey.’ Kathy was back to her bossy self. ‘Take the bairn downstairs so I’ve got room to do the necessary,’ she added briskly to David as Rose handed the infant to him. ‘I can’t be falling over you up here.’


This time David made no protest, kissing Rose once more before he walked out of the bedroom, holding their precious bundle as though the baby was the finest Dresden china. Once in the kitchen, he sank down into his old comfy armchair to one side of the range, captivated by the little person staring at him with milky blue-grey eyes. Some of his pals at the shipyard who’d got bairns had warned him that they all looked like skinned rabbits when they were born, red and wrinkled and blotchy, but his daughter wasn’t like that. She was truly beautiful, he thought. One tiny hand, the fingers so delicate and the nails so minute he could scarcely believe they were real, reached out of the cocoon as the baby gave a big yawn, exposing little pink gums.


‘I’m your da,’ he whispered, the tears he had kept at bay so far now rolling down his cheeks. ‘And I’ll always love and protect you for as long as I live. It won’t matter if you’re all grown up in the years to come and you think you don’t need me any more, I’ll still be here for you, me an’ your mam. We’re going to be so happy, the three of us. Do you know that? We might not be rich or live in a palace but this little house will be filled with love for you. You’re going to heal all the past for your mam, I know that, you and me between us, all right?’


The baby yawned again and then surveyed him unblinkingly as though she understood every word.


‘And if some brothers and sisters come along for you to play with we’ll love them too, but if that doesn’t happen it won’t matter ’cause we’ve got you and you’re everything. Do you know that? Everything.’


He could hear voices upstairs and then the sound of Rose laughing. He smiled. He loved it when she was happy. Sometimes he would act the fool just to make her laugh. She hadn’t had much joy in her life before she had met him, but he intended to fill her world with it in the coming years. He knew he was the luckiest man in the world to have Rose as his wife and now – he looked down at the baby again – now he had the icing on the cake.


Some bairns were playing in the back lane beyond the yard and as the sound of their voices filtered through the open kitchen window, he settled more comfortably into the armchair. His daughter was fast asleep now, small rosebud lips pursed and tiny eyelashes resting on porcelain skin.


He didn’t think he had ever been so happy in his life.









Chapter Two


‘You look as rough as a badger’s backside, man. Had a few jars last night, did you?’


‘On my wage with a wife and bairn to keep? Chance’d be a fine thing. No, the babby’s teething and we’ve had a few bad nights, that’s all.’


‘Aye, well, I did warn you when you were set on rushing Rose up the aisle that it wouldn’t be all billing and cooing, didn’t I? An’ to fall for a bairn before the ink was dry on the wedding certificate weren’t none too bright either.’


‘I’ve no complaints.’ David grinned at his best friend, pulling the thick woollen scarf that Rose had knitted him tighter round his neck against the bitterly cold wind coming off the sea. The Sunderland shipyard where they worked as welders – Bartram’s – was the most exposed yard in the town being right on the seafront, unlike the other nine yards dotted along the banks of the Wear. When the men at Bartram’s did a night shift in the winter months it wasn’t unusual for them to wear two coats over a couple of jumpers, along with a balaclava and scarf, but David wouldn’t have dreamed of working anywhere else. Bartram’s was a real family yard. Everyone knew everyone else and the feeling of camaraderie was strong. It was safer than some of the others like Doxford’s or J. L. Thompson’s too; they were known as the ‘blood yards’. Accidents still happened at Bartram’s, of course – all the shipyards were dangerous places where conditions were dire and safety precautions non-existent – and since he’d been taken on as an apprentice at the age of thirteen he’d seen some things that had kept him awake at night, but you just had to get on with life, didn’t you, he thought to himself.


Nathaniel Alridge shook his head, punching David lightly on the arm. ‘Aye, well, I still think you should be sowing a few wild oats at your age and breaking hearts along the way. You’re only young once.’


David smiled wryly. ‘To my mind you sow enough oats for the pair of us and then some. Gladys Shaw’s mam was telling Rose that Gladys has been crying into her pillow every night for the past weeks over you.’


Nathaniel shrugged. ‘I never made any promises. You know me.’


‘Aye, I do.’ Nathaniel had a well-deserved reputation as a ladies’ man. Even when the two of them had been knee high to a grasshopper playing in the back lanes and alleyways, the lassies had made a beeline for him. They found his thick crop of dark blonde hair, piercing blue eyes and wide smile irresistible.


All except one lass, David corrected himself. His Rose had never taken to Nat, not from the first day he’d introduced her to him a short while after he and Rose had met. Funny that. She was always polite to Nat, and she hadn’t raised any objection when he’d wanted him as his best man at their wedding, but she didn’t like him nonetheless, he could tell. He’d once made some laughing remark that it was fortunate he’d seen her first before she saw Nat, and she had stopped what she was doing and put her arms round him and, her face deadly serious, had said that he was ten times the man Nat would ever be. She’d been baking at the time and he’d been sitting at the kitchen table watching her, and when he had pulled her onto his lap and started making love to her, the fruit scones had burned.


His mouth quirking at the memory, David said, ‘You know I’ve never had a way with the lassies like you, besides which Rose is enough for me and always will be. I thank me lucky stars each night she looked the side I was on, man. I still can’t believe me luck.’


Nathaniel made no comment to this. The two men were crouched on a top saddle tank doing some welding, and he turned his head so his face screen hid his expression. It amazed him that his friend had never guessed how he felt about Rose, but he knew he hadn’t. Davey was an open book, he thought with a feeling of scorn. If he’d suspected anything he would have had to bring it into the open, that was what Davey was like.


Rose . . . Nathaniel pictured her in his mind’s eye, his body hardening. Thick chestnut-red hair, heavily lashed clear green eyes, small nose and a full mouth set in a heart-shaped face that was so beautiful it made a man ache. She had taken his breath away the first time he’d seen her. She still did.


She had been sixteen when Davey had introduced them and as innocent as a lamb. He’d had several girls by then and could recognize those with experience a mile off. Davey, on the other hand, had never so much as walked out with a lass before, and then he’d gone and reeled in a corker like Rose. It was still a mystery to him what she saw in his friend and if he could have lured her away from Davey he’d have done so like a shot, best pal or not. But for some reason Rose only had eyes for Davey.


‘You still seeing that lass from Baxter’s sweet shop, Millicent, wasn’t it?’ David asked after a minute or two.


‘Mildred, and no. We’d only seen each other a couple of times and she wanted to invite me to Sunday tea with her mam an’ da.’ He had seen Mildred more than that as it happened, and the last time they’d walked out he’d had her on the bank at the back of the engine works near South Rocks. He’d lost interest after that.


David shook his head. ‘Poor lass. Another one who’ll be crying into her pillow over your ugly mug then.’


Nathaniel glanced at his friend, grinning at the backhanded compliment to his good looks as his gaze ran over David’s short stocky body and rough features. He knew Davey had never minded him getting all the lassies and he didn’t understand that either.


The men’s conversation had been conducted at the top of their voices; from when the buzzer sounded at seven-thirty in the morning all hell was let loose. Riveters, caulkers and others working on their respective jobs meant the noise was deafening, but neither David nor Nathaniel noticed the din any more, not after six years of it. At nineteen years of age they were hardened veterans.


In the next moment the dinnertime buzzer cut off the noise like magic. Men downed tools and made for the canteen, pushing and shoving and laughing as they went. David and Nathaniel had a system which worked well. David would collect two bowls of soup and two puddings and make his way to one of the tables to save them seats. Nathaniel would join the longer queue for the main dinners. These were served out of large boiler-like containers – one for the meat, one for the vegetables, and potatoes from a third, with gravy being poured out at the end of the line onto each meal from a massive tin jug held by Ada, the supervisor of the canteen and something of a dragon.


A couple of men nicknamed the ‘sand dancers’ were standing in front of Nathaniel when he joined the queue. With Bartram’s being situated in an exposed position on the south dock, sand was brought in by the tide each day and the sand dancers had to shovel it away. It was an unrelenting and back-breaking task. One of the men turned and glanced behind him, and seeing Nathaniel, nodded to him, saying, ‘Hey, Nat, how’re you doing?’


Nathaniel nodded back. ‘Fair, Terry. Fair.’


‘Fancy coming down the Shipwright after work for a few jars? Jed Owen’s missus had another bairn at the weekend, a little lad after their seven lassies and he’s celebrating. Tell Davey he’s welcome an’ all although I dare say he’ll be high-tailing it home to Rose as usual. Mind, if I had one like her at home I’d be doing the same. Missed out there, didn’t you, lad,’ he added with a sly grin at his pal standing next to him. ‘Bonniest lass for miles and she picked our Davey.’


Nathaniel’s prowess with the ladies was known and somewhat resented in some quarters, not least because of the cockiness that accompanied the tales of his exploits.


‘I reckon you might be losing your touch, Nat. What say you?’


Nathaniel’s feelings for Rose were a constant thorn in his flesh and this, added to his earlier thoughts, tightened his mouth. He had a desire to smash his fist into the gormless face in front of him, but instead made himself shrug and smile. ‘Don’t worry about me, Terry, I get more than enough,’ he said, adding nonchalantly, ‘Was that your missus I saw in the Grey Horse Saturday night with a group of lassies from the pickling factory? Having a right old time they were with a bunch of sailors from one of the cargo boats.’


The smile was wiped off Terry’s red-veined face. His wife, a huge blowsy woman with a foul mouth and a liking for gin, regularly frequented the less salubrious public houses in the East End with her cronies in the evenings, leaving her husband and their brood of unwashed ragamuffins to fend for themselves. Terry was half her size, and it was whispered that when he objected to her antics she used her fists on him. Certainly it wasn’t unusual to see him sporting a cut lip or a black eye. The Grey Horse was a notorious public house and generally referred to as a knocking shop.


Terry visibly swelled, drawing himself up as far as his five foot nothing allowed. ‘What’re you getting at?’


Nathaniel’s handsome face was the picture of innocence as he smiled at the bristling little figure. ‘Getting at? Nowt, man. Just wondered if it was your Nora, that’s all.’


‘Leave it.’ Terry’s pal nudged him. ‘He’s just trying to wind you up. Don’t give him the satisfaction.’ Glaring at Nathaniel, he manhandled Terry in front of him, prodding him forwards.


When Nathaniel got to the table where David was seated, David stared at him. ‘What was all that about, with Terry Wood? Looked like he was miffed about something?’


Nathaniel sat down. Sliding David’s plate across to him, he picked up a spoon for the soup. ‘Oh, that little runt, he’s got a big mouth, that’s all. Made some crack about you being henpecked,’ he added slyly, hoping to ruffle David’s complacency with the lie. ‘I reminded him what he landed himself with at home and he didn’t like it.’


David shook his head. ‘You needn’t have bothered on my account, Nat. He can say what he likes. He’s jealous, that’s all. Me an’ Rose have got something special and the likes of Terry Wood can’t understand it.’


It was said serenely and for the second time in as many minutes Nathaniel wanted to punch someone. Smug beggar, he thought viciously.


‘But thanks, man,’ David said warmly, wondering for a moment if he’d offended Nathaniel by not being grateful enough from the look on his friend’s face. ‘I appreciate you looking out for me.’


Nathaniel forced a smile. ‘What else are mates for?’


David nodded, smiling. Nat might be a Jack the lad with the ladies, he thought, but no bloke could hope for a better pal. He just wished Nat would find a nice girl he could settle down with. He felt as though he and Nat had grown apart in the last little while. He was a married man now with a family and responsibilities, whereas Nat still went down the pub most nights and drank a good bit of what was left from his wage after he’d given his mam his board. A steady lass would give Nat stability, a purpose in his life. He had said the same thing to Rose a few days ago and she’d shrugged her shoulders. 


‘Nat’s not the marrying kind, Davey. He’s not like you. Don’t you know that yet? You’re as different to him as chalk to cheese, thank goodness. As soon as Nat gets what he wants from a girl, he’s on to the next one. It’s the chase he likes. Personally, I’d feel sorry for any lass foolish enough to think he’d change his ways just because of a wedding ring.’


He’d felt duty bound to protest and defend Nat at the time, but secretly, after he’d thought about it, he had accepted that there might be more than a grain of truth in what Rose said. He didn’t understand why she was so down on Nat though, especially because his friend went out of his way to get on with Rose. Nat always brought a little something for her when he called at the house. When they were in season, there wasn’t a week that went by that Nat didn’t present her with a single rose wrapped in fancy paper. ‘A rose for a Rose,’ Nat would say, smiling, but although she always thanked him David could detect an edge to his wife’s voice.


He shook his head mentally and sighed at what he saw as the contrariness of the fairer sex. He would never understand the way women’s minds worked if he lived to be a hundred. Look at his own mam, for one. Just because Rose had been brought up in the workhouse and her mother hadn’t been married, his mam had been dead set against him marrying what she’d termed ‘workhouse scum’. His face darkened. He’d never forgive her for that. His mam had turned his da and sister against Rose too. Real nasty, his mam had been and in the end she had forced him to choose between Rose and his family. And who the hell was his mam to turn up her nose at anyone? His sister had been born six months to the day after his mam and da had got wed, he’d found that out when his mam and one of the neighbours were having a barney.


Lost in thought, he barely noticed what he was eating and when Nathaniel leaned forward and said, ‘Penny for ’em?’ David realized some minutes had gone by.


‘They’re not worth a penny, man. Just thinking about me mam and our Phyllis. The pair of them were shopping in the market the other day and looked straight through Rose apparently. Like she didn’t exist. Rose had the bairn with her an’ all. You’d think me mam would want to see her own grandchild, wouldn’t you, especially with Phyllis and Jack not having any and them having been married for six years now.’


In truth Nathaniel had mixed feelings about the state of play between David and his parents. When it had transpired that David’s mam had taken against Rose he’d hoped the bad feeling would cause a split between his friend and Rose, because David thought a lot of his mam. At the same time Nathaniel had wrestled with the desire to go round to the house and tell Mrs O’Leary she wasn’t fit to lick Rose’s boots. He hadn’t, of course, but he still harboured a faint hope that the friction would eventually drive a wedge between man and wife although to date that showed no sign of happening. Relaxing back in his seat, he said, ‘It’s their loss, man. Your mam will need you before you need her.’


‘Aye. Aye, I know that, but still’ – David hunched his shoulders – ‘it’s not fair on Rose. She’s never had a family with a mam an’ da and brothers an’ sisters and it would’ve been nice if we could all have got on. She had a rotten time of it being brought up in the workhouse.’ He ate the last spoonful of his baked jam roll and custard before adding, ‘Rose always says all she wants is me an’ the bairn, mind you.’


‘There you are then.’ Nathaniel pushed out his chair with the backs of his knees as he stood up. ‘Time to get back.’


‘She wants a houseful of bairns, does Rose,’ David said as he trotted along at his friend’s side. ‘An’ she’s a right good mam to Betsy, and a grand cook. I eat like a king.’


‘Aye, I know.’ You’ve said so enough times.


‘Keeps the house as clean as a new pin and she’s a dab hand at making a penny stretch to two. I don’t know how she does it but she can make a piece of brisket melt in the mouth, an’ her pastry knocks me mam’s into a cocked hat. And I thought Mam was a good cook.’


As David continued to extol his wife’s virtues Nathaniel got to the point where he wanted to yell at him to shut up. If anyone knew how perfect Rose was, he did. If only he’d seen her first. It wasn’t a new thought but one that haunted him night and day. He would have made sure Davey didn’t get a look in then.


As David’s best pal, he got to see Rose on a regular basis and although it was bitter-sweet he couldn’t imagine not seeing her. David invited him round to the little two-up, two-down terrace he and Rose rented in Sunderland’s East End a couple of times a week for dinner. He was Betsy’s godfather after all, a role he exploited to the full.


Of late, it was becoming increasingly hard not to betray himself when he was in her presence though, and he often wondered if Rose had an inkling of his feelings. On the whole he thought not. As far as she was concerned he was simply her husband’s lifelong pal and that was that. Sometimes he had the feeling she didn’t see him as a man at all, which was the hardest thing to bear. He was used to lassies responding to him with giggles and shy, uncertain smiles, even the married ones, but Rose had never been like that. He couldn’t make her out – he had never been able to – and it excited him as much as it frustrated him.


He was glad when they reached their place of work, even though the climb up the staging to reach the top saddle tank was more difficult in the snowy weather. It was a tremendous height and there were no safety nets, but he was used to that. Heights had never bothered him and even if they had he would have had to get used to this side of the job pretty fast. It was piecework at the shipyard – you were paid by how much you did – and he, like most of the men, was more concerned with earning a good living wage than the conditions he worked in. All the individual trades looked after their own interests and were fiercely parochial, but it had always been that way, and as a welder he could make better money than average which was all he cared about.


The noise was in full throttle again and when they reached the tank David and Nathaniel began work immediately. It was just the two of them inside it – they usually worked together if they could – and they had only resumed welding for five minutes or so when it happened. The wooden manhole cover on which David was standing cracked and broke, and before he could jump clear he’d partly fallen through and was clinging on to the rim, his torso and legs dangling over the drop to the bottom tank some seventy feet below.


Instinctively, Nathaniel dropped to his knees and stretched out, grabbing David’s hands at the wrists as he stared into his friend’s terrified eyes.


Nathaniel was tall at over six foot, and well-muscled, weighing considerably more than his friend. They both knew he could pull David up and through the hole to safety. David’s face was already expressing his relief when an image of Rose flashed across the screen of Nathaniel’s mind, causing him to freeze. He hesitated for a split second.


David’s fingers were clutching the frayed cuffs of Nathaniel’s jacket. When Nathaniel let go of David’s wrists, jerking back and away as he did so, David’s hold was broken. He gave a high, blood-curdling scream as he fell, hurtling down between the double skin bulkhead to land on the top of the tank below.


Nathaniel sat back on his heels, staring at the hole where David had been a moment before. His head was spinning and a feeling of nausea spiralled up into his throat. After a long moment he nerved himself to peer through the hole. He could see David’s body, still and lying at a strange angle, and men running to the scene of the accident.


He swallowed hard against the bile in his throat, unable to move for a moment or two, but it wasn’t until he had climbed down from the top saddle tank and one of the other men confirmed David was dead that he brought up the contents of his stomach where he stood.


He was conscious of a couple of men taking him along to the canteen and getting him a cup of tea and then others gathering around, one patting his arm and several talking in low troubled voices. Everyone knew that he and David were best mates and had grown up together and furthermore David was well liked. One or two workers began to curse and swear, reeling off the number of accidents that had occurred in the last years, the majority of which had been caused by falls from staging or girders or rudders. Bartram’s might have a better track record for serious incidents than most other shipyards, but even so men lost their lives every year working in the plant.


The men were shushed into silence as the foreman approached. It didn’t do for management to catch wind of complaints. When Mr Ferry sat himself down beside Nathaniel the other men dwindled away. Even for a death the work didn’t stop.


Ralph Ferry, a big red-faced man, sat shaking his head before he said, ‘It’s a damn shame, lad. A damn shame. His wife’s recently had a bairn, hasn’t she? This’ll hit her hard. Look’ – he hesitated, licking his lips – ‘I’ve got to go and break the news to her. I don’t suppose you’d come with me? A friendly face, like? I’ll see to it you don’t go short in your pay packet.’


Nathaniel moved his head slightly. ‘Aye, I’ll come.’ He was wondering what was the matter with him; after the initial shock of what had happened he felt numb. He had killed a man. Not just any man, but Davey, his best pal. He’d killed him and yet he didn’t feel anything.


‘Thanks, Nat, I appreciate it.’ The relief in the foreman’s voice was palpable. It was part of his job to carry out these visits, he knew that, but it didn’t make it any easier, and for a young lass and mother to be told she’d lost her breadwinner a week before Christmas . . .


Clearing his throat, he stood up. ‘Finish your cuppa, lad, there’s no rush. We’ll go in a few minutes, all right? Does the lass’s mam live near or a sister maybe? Someone we could call in on before we go who’d come and be with her?’


Nathaniel shook his head. ‘There’s no one. She— Rose was brought up in the workhouse and her mother died in there when Rose was still a bairn.’


‘What about the in-laws?’


Again Nathaniel shook his head. ‘They don’t get on. In fact, they haven’t spoken since Davey and Rose got married.’


‘Dear, oh, dear. So the lass is all alone in the world? Is that right?’


Nathaniel met the man’s eyes. Quietly, he said, ‘I’ll look out for her, the bairn an’ all.’


‘Well, that’s right good of you, lad. There’s not many who’d say that at your age. He had a good pal in you, did Davey.’ The foreman clapped him on the shoulder and then said, ‘I’ll be back shortly but like I said, there’s no rush.’


Nathaniel sat perfectly still after the man had walked away. Feeling was coming back and with it a trembling deep inside. The echo of Davey’s scream as he fell was piercing the numbness, that and the look in his friend’s eyes in the last second.


He hadn’t meant to do it, not really, he told himself. It wasn’t like he had planned it or anything. He’d lost his grip on Davey’s wrists, that was all. He hadn’t been able to hold on to him. Accidents happened all the time at the shipyards, everyone knew that, and that was all this was – another accident. And Davey would want him to look after Rose, of course he would. Her and the bairn, his goddaughter. He hadn’t caused the manhole cover to give way, it hadn’t been his fault. It could just as well have been him standing on it, after all. This was just fate, all this, it was meant to be.


He continued telling himself the same things over and over again as he drank his tea, but however much he tried to ignore it a faint echo of that terrible scream reverberated in his head.









Chapter Three


Rose wiped a floury hand across her brow as she smiled at her daughter. Betsy was chewing on a hard piece of bread she’d baked in the oven, and the baby’s cheeks were bright red from the teething that was causing her such discomfort. Nevertheless, as the child caught her gaze she grinned the toothless smile that always melted Rose’s heart. It still amazed her, the consuming love she felt for this tiny piece of humanity she and Davey had created. During the later months of pregnancy when she’d begun to feel the baby moving inside her she had known the love she felt for it was beyond anything she could have imagined, but when her daughter had been born and she’d held her in her arms for the first time Betsy had become her world.


Sliding the jam tarts she had made into the oven, she cleared the kitchen table of the debris of baking and then brewed herself a pot of tea. Betsy was beginning to grizzle – it was time for her feed – and after taking the tarts out of the oven to cool Rose poured herself a mug of tea and then settled comfortably into one of the two old dumpy armchairs in front of the range with the baby on her lap. Once Betsy had latched on to her breast and was sucking avidly, Rose’s glance wandered around the kitchen, her eyes taking in the whitewashed walls, painted kitchen cupboards in a bright shade of yellow and the scrubbed stone flags on the floor. She loved this room, she loved the whole of her little house. She was so lucky.


The kitchen was warm in stark contrast to the snowy December day outside, and although it was only just after one o’clock it could have been twilight, such was the dimness of the light. She drank the cup of tea she’d placed at her feet before she’d sat down and by the time she had finished Betsy was sound asleep, her downy head lolling and one small plump hand still resting on her mother’s breast.


Carefully, so as not to awaken the child, Rose adjusted her blouse and then closed her heavy eyelids. The last couple of weeks she’d been walking the house with Betsy most nights, trying to keep the baby quiet so that Davey could have his sleep, bless him. The thought of her husband brought a smile to her lips. Several times Davey had got up and made them a pot of tea before reaching for Betsy, saying he would take a turn with their daughter. She couldn’t think of another man hereabouts who would do the same. He was so good to her.


She must have dozed off, the rhythmic tick of the kitchen clock on the mantelpiece over the range hypnotic, because when a knock sounded at the back door she came to with a start. Betsy was still fast asleep and she got up with the baby in her arms and laid her in her pram in a corner of the kitchen before going to the door, wondering who was calling on her with the weather so bad. Likely one of the neighbours on the scrounge for something or other; Mrs McKenzie next door had already ‘borrowed’ a cup of sugar and a jug of milk this week.


She opened the door with a polite smile on her face which froze as she surveyed Nathaniel and the man standing just behind him. It was this individual who said, ‘Mrs O’Leary? Could we have a word?’


‘Wh–what about?’


Nathaniel cleared his throat. ‘It’d be better if we came in, Rose. All right?’


The fear that had gripped her when she had seen the men’s solemn faces was choking her now. Something had happened to Davey; it was the only reason Nathaniel and this man would be knocking at her door at this time in the afternoon. When she and Davey had first got together she’d worried herself sick about him being involved in an accident at the shipyard, but as time had gone on she’d relaxed more about it.


Opening the door wide she stood to one side and the two men walked past her into the kitchen, taking off their caps as they did so. As they turned to face her, Nathaniel’s companion said, ‘The name’s Ralph Ferry, lass. I’m David’s foreman. I think you ought to sit down for a minute.’


She remained exactly where she was, staring at them. ‘What’s happened? Is Davey all right?’


‘Mrs O’Leary—’


‘Is he? Is Davey all right?’


‘There’s been an accident, Rose.’ It was Nathaniel who spoke as the foreman twisted his cap round and round in his fingers. ‘It’s bad. Look, sit down and—’


‘How bad?’ She must go to him, why was she wasting time talking to them like this? ‘Where is he?’


‘I’m sorry, lass.’ Ralph shook his head as he spoke. ‘He’s gone. He took a bad fall and well, there was no chance. He didn’t suffer, it was instantaneous.’


‘No.’ All colour had left her face but she was ramrod straight. ‘No, it’s not true. You’re mistaken, he couldn’t—’ She took a deep heaving breath. ‘He’s careful. He’s promised me he’s always careful.’


When she swayed, both men moved as one but it was Nathaniel who steadied her, taking her weight as he half-carried her over to one of the armchairs in front of the range. Even in these moments of acute stress he was aware of the silky softness of her hair brushing his cheek and the thick shadow of her eyelashes on porcelain-fine skin. His voice slightly unsteady, he murmured, ‘It’s OK, it’s OK,’ as he lowered her into the seat and then squatted down in front of her, chafing one of her hands between his. ‘Just breathe, that’s it, nice and steady.’


She hadn’t fainted but she’d come close, and now as Rose opened her eyes she stared at Nathaniel vacantly for a moment before withdrawing her hand and whispering, ‘I’m all right.’


‘It’s the shock,’ he said softly. ‘Take a few minutes. Look, I’ll put the kettle on. Lean back and shut your eyes.’


Rose didn’t protest; in truth she was feeling most peculiar. She felt hot and sick and Nathaniel’s voice seemed a long way off. She heard him talking to the foreman in a low voice and the man saying something in return, but it wasn’t until she heard the back door open and close that she opened her eyes to find she and Nathaniel were alone.


‘He had to go back to the yard – I said I’d stay with you for a while,’ Nathaniel said in answer to her stare. ‘Now sit still till you’ve drunk something, it’ll make you feel better.’


Davey, Davey, Davey. His name was reverberating in her head. He couldn’t be dead, not her Davey. She closed her eyes again, feeling as weak as a kitten. He was so full of life, so exuberant and funny; only this morning he’d had her in fits of laughter over their breakfast, imitating Mick Duffy from three doors down when he’d had a few, singing ‘When Irish Eyes are Smiling’. No one could make her laugh like Davey.


It was a minute or two before Nathaniel touched her arm; she opened her eyes as he said, ‘Here, I’ve put plenty of sugar in, for the shock I mean.’


She took the cup and saucer from him. ‘Thank you.’ Swallowing hard, she whispered, ‘What happened?’


‘Rose, don’t think about that now—’


‘I want to know.’


He stood looking down at her for a moment. ‘Like Ferry said, he fell.’


‘What from? How? Did you see it?’


He nodded. ‘We were working together on a saddle tank and the manhole cover gave way. He – he didn’t stand a chance, it was a seventy-foot drop or more.’


Oh, Davey. She stared at Nathaniel, her sea-green eyes huge in her white face. ‘Is it true what the foreman said? He didn’t suffer?’


‘I promise you.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Rose, I’m sure, all right? It happened so fast he wouldn’t have known a thing.’ Nathaniel rubbed his hand across his face, remembering that scream. ‘Not a thing,’ he repeated.


Slow tears brimmed in her eyes and then began to roll down her cheeks, and as her breath caught in her throat she began to sob. Taking the cup and saucer from her Nathaniel set it down and then kneeled in front of her, gathering her into his arms. Almost immediately she jerked away, saying through her tears, ‘It – it’s all right, I – I—’


He leaned back on his heels, saying softly, ‘Don’t be daft, lass. Cry it out. I loved him too, remember, and if you can’t cry in front of me it’s a poor do.’ Holding her, touching her, it was intoxicating, heady. He went to take her in his arms again but she was too quick for him, rising to her feet as she said, ‘Betsy, I must see to Betsy,’ as the baby began to stir and whimper.


He let her move away, and once Betsy was in her arms said, ‘Here, give her to me while you drink your tea,’ taking the child before she could protest. As she stood hesitating, he said more firmly, ‘Sit down and drink your tea, Rose,’ and felt a little thrill of satisfaction when she obeyed.


He stood jogging the baby against his chest as he watched Rose, and when she set down the cup and then fetched a handkerchief out of her skirt pocket and scrubbed at her eyes, it took all his willpower not to reach out and touch her hair. She was so beautiful – even distressed like this she was more beautiful than any girl he’d known. Davey would never have been able to hold a woman like this for long, she would have tired of him eventually and broken his heart. At least the accident had spared him that pain. And it had been an accident, he hadn’t engineered the manhole cover breaking after all, he told himself, and if he’d tried to haul Davey up who was to say that they both wouldn’t have fallen to their deaths?


‘I’ll take her now.’ He came to himself to see Rose reaching for Betsy and as he handed the child over, she murmured, ‘You have to get back, we’ll be all right.’


He was about to answer, ‘No, I’ll stay,’ but in truth Ferry would expect him to return shortly, so instead he said, ‘Can I fetch one of the neighbours for you?’


‘No, I’d rather be on my own.’ It was said in a manner that brooked no argument.


‘I’ll come back later then.’


‘No, you don’t have to, really.’


Quietly, he said, ‘It’s not a question of having to, I want to.’ And when she looked as though she was going to protest further, he held up his hand. ‘Davey would have expected me to see to you and the bairn, Rose. You know he would.’


She stood biting her lip but she couldn’t argue with what she knew was the truth. Instead she said, ‘There is one thing you could do, if you wouldn’t mind? His mam an’ da will need to be told and you know how things stand with them and me.’


Nathaniel nodded. ‘Of course.’


‘And – and thank you for coming with the foreman to break the news.’


‘He was my best pal, of course I’d come.’


The words were respectful and full of concern, but as she raised her head and met his eyes just for a moment she caught something in his gaze that made her freeze. She had seen it before on occasion when she’d caught him off guard, a hunger, an almost ravenous flash of something dark that made her feel as though he was stripping the clothes from her body where she stood and seeing her naked. It was gone in an instant as his lids veiled his eyes, and when he looked at her again the sapphire blue gaze was clear and friendly, but this time she was more sure than ever that she hadn’t imagined it. The very first time she had met him nearly two years ago she’d glimpsed it. It had been enough to unnerve and unsettle her even though he’d never put a foot wrong or said a word out of place. Suddenly she couldn’t wait to get him out of the house, her voice feverish as she muttered, ‘I must see to Betsy, she’s due a feed,’ as she walked past him and opened the back door.


‘I’ll see you later then and I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, Rose.’


He was still talking as she shut the door after he’d stepped into the yard, and for a moment she stood with her back to it, breathing deeply. And then the knowledge that Davey was dead, that their life together was gone and all the plans they’d made for the future were as nothing swept over her anew. She fell to her knees, clutching Betsy tightly against her breast, and as the tears choked her and Betsy began to cry it was as though an abyss had opened at her feet and she was falling into it.









Chapter Four


The funeral was over. It had been a good turnout, someone had said, considering it was Christmas Eve.


Rose shook her head as she sat staring into the flames of the fire. ‘A good turnout.’ What did that matter? But it had been said as though she should draw comfort from it, and the vicar had reiterated the same sentiment when he’d remarked that she must be gratified her husband was so clearly respected and liked by his fellow workers and the folk hereabouts.


Tears stung the backs of her eyes and as she stood up she said out loud, ‘None of that, no more crying.’ Tears did no good, besides which she’d cried enough the last few days to fill the ocean. She had kept telling herself that once the funeral was over – which she had been dreading – she would be able to take stock, to start thinking about the road ahead. Well, it was over and it had been even worse than she’d anticipated. Davey’s family hadn’t said a word to her nor had they come back to the house, all of which she’d expected, but as they’d left the graveside she had heard Davey’s mother say to Phyllis that Davey would still be here now if he hadn’t married her and had to work so hard. ‘Men take silly chances when they’re under pressure,’ she’d said loudly enough so everyone could hear. Back at the house the mourners had made short work of the refreshments she’d provided, bought with the rent money, but the neighbours had been good, lending her cups and saucers and plates, and Mrs McKenzie had helped her to wash up afterwards and then returned the borrowed crockery whence it’d come.


The thought of her neighbours’ kindness was weakening, affecting her far more than Davey’s family’s hostility, and brought more tears. After a grim childhood in the workhouse she’d had an early introduction to how cruel and unfair people could be and had become accustomed from a very young age to expect bitter rejection and rough treatment from those who thought themselves better than her. She knew Davey had been saddened by the attitude of his family and his mother in particular, but in truth their refusal to accept her had only bothered her because it had upset him. She’d told him many times she was tougher than she looked and it didn’t worry her, but he wouldn’t believe her. Davey, oh, my lovely Davey . . .


The sound of Betsy’s grizzling in her cot upstairs was a welcome distraction, and when she walked into her daughter’s little room, the moment the baby saw her she stopped whimpering and smiled. A rush of feeling, so strong that it brought the breath catching in her throat, swept through Rose, and for a moment nothing else in the world mattered. She bent down and lifted her child from the snug nest and immediately Betsy cuddled into her. The room was bitterly cold – for the last few days there had been ice on the inside of the window as well as outside – but Betsy was warm and flushed from her cocoon of blankets topped by a small eiderdown Rose had made when she was pregnant.


Since she had given birth to Betsy, Rose had found herself thinking about her own mother more. All she had been told by the officious workhouse matron was that her mother had been unmarried and barely fifteen years old when she’d had her, and that she had died just eighteen months later. It must have been so hard for her giving birth when she was little more than a child herself, and then her life being cut short when she was so young and after enduring the workhouse. Unbeknown even to Davey, she had talked to her mam in her mind, telling her she loved her and that she hoped she was happy where she was. Now she whispered, ‘Help me, Mam. I need you. Tell me what to do.’


Downstairs she changed and fed Betsy after lighting the lamp. It was nearly five o’clock and dark outside but she was trying to eke out the last of the oil. Their coal bunker in the back yard was nearly empty too, and she had little food in the house. The refreshments for the simple wake for Davey had taken all the money she had, but she had known it was expected that she provide something. Not to have done so would have been considered disrespectful to his memory. No matter that she was at her wits’ end, the proprieties had to be maintained, she thought bitterly. As it was it had been a dry wake; she simply hadn’t been able to afford any beer or whisky which she knew wouldn’t have pleased some folk.


Betsy was gurgling to her teddy bear in her pram, and as Rose stood staring out of the window into the swirling dancing snowflakes, she let herself imagine what today would have been like if Davey was here. He would be arriving home in the next little while with a small turkey for their Christmas dinner like he had done the year before, his brown eyes a-glow because they would be having some time together.


Last Christmas Eve they had gone to midnight mass, walking through snowy streets arm in arm, but they had spent the morning of Christmas Day in bed, making love and talking about names for the baby she was expecting. It had been a wonderful day; the only blot on the landscape being when Nathaniel had called round in the evening with a present for her – a single hothouse rose in a fancy box tied with ribbons. She shut her eyes, her gaze inward now. There was something about Nat she couldn’t come to terms with no matter how hard she tried for Davey’s sake. He made her flesh creep.


The sharp tap at the window brought her eyes snapping open and there he was. He grinned at her, his eyes narrowing when she didn’t smile back. He had opened the back door before she got to it, walking in as though he had the right to enter at will. He had had the same arrogant, proprietorial attitude at the funeral earlier today, she thought tensely and it had made her feel uncomfortable and embarrassed but she hadn’t wanted to cause a scene, not when they were burying Davey. Now though, as he dumped an armful of packages on the table, she said stiffly, ‘Nat, what are you doing here?’


He straightened, taking his snow-covered cap off and banging it against his leg. ‘Brought you a few bits, that’s all, and Ferry asked me to drop Davey’s settlement money in. He thought it’d come in handy, it being Christmas.’


She had been told that as a gesture of goodwill the company were giving her a month’s pay although, as the letter she had received a few days ago had stressed, they believed the accident had been caused by Mr O’Leary not taking due care and attention. When she had asked Nathaniel how a manhole cover giving way could be blamed on Davey he’d shaken his head and said, ‘It’s always the same, lass. It’s never the company’s fault. You can’t fight ’em, it’s just how things are.’


As he took an envelope out of his coat pocket and placed it beside the packages on the table, he said, ‘They want you to sign for it, Ferry said.’


She stared at him for a moment. She wanted to tell him to go and not to come back but he was Davey’s friend and he’d been good to her over the last week, visiting Davey’s parents and helping her arrange the funeral. She hadn’t asked for his assistance with the latter but somehow it had just happened, along with him walking to and from the church with her and sitting beside her during the service. The funeral had taken the little nest egg she and Davey had tried to put by for a rainy day even though it had been the cheapest coffin the undertakers had had, with one horse and an open cart delivering it to the churchyard.


Ignoring the fact that he clearly wasn’t welcome, Nathaniel began to unwrap the packages he had brought, his voice matter-of-fact. ‘I thought you could use a few groceries over Christmas, lass. I dare say you haven’t been shopping what with the funeral an’ all. There’s half a ham here and some vegetables and I picked up a chicken for tomorrow, it being Christmas Day. There’s milk and a quarter of tea and—’


‘You shouldn’t do this.’ It had come out sharper than she had intended. Moderating her tone, she added, ‘It’s very kind of you but there’s no need really. I can manage.’


‘Davey would have expected me to look after you and the bairn.’


Nathaniel had said the same thing several times over the last week and she hadn’t argued, but this time she shook her head. ‘You’ve done enough already. I’m very grateful but I don’t want you spending your money on us.’


He shrugged. ‘I’ve no one else to spend it on and that’ – he pointed to the envelope on the table – ‘won’t go far. Ferry said they’ve paid the same as the last four weeks but it won’t last long, you know that.’


‘It’s fine really. It will tide us over the next week or so while I think what to do.’


His eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’


She couldn’t discuss this right now, not on top of the funeral today. ‘Nat, I’m really tired. Thank you for your support and everything you’ve done but I just want some time by myself tonight. I – I hope you understand.’


His face had stiffened and it was clearly with some effort that he said, ‘Of course, you must be exhausted, but you shouldn’t spend Christmas alone. I’ll come by tomorrow and—’


‘I won’t be alone. I have Betsy.’


‘She’s a baby, Rose. You need people to talk to, company.’


‘Betsy is all I need.’ Her voice was quiet but carried an unmistakable message.


His temper rose, but telling himself to go steady he replied in a tone as quiet as hers had been. ‘Like I said, you must be exhausted and no one can think like that. I’ll leave you to have an early night.’ He paused a moment, as though waiting for her to say something, and when she remained silent he pulled his cap on his head and walked to the door, opening it and stepping into the snow-covered yard without another word.


She waited until he had gone into the back lane before quickly crossing to the door and locking it, sliding the bolts across the top and bottom for good measure. It was the first time since she and Davey had moved in that she had locked and bolted the door – no one did, it was unheard of – and once she had done so she stared at it, shocked at herself. Did she really think she needed protection from Nathaniel? She didn’t have to think about the answer and with it came the realization that she was frightened of him, that she had always been frightened of him deep down but when Davey was alive she had buried the panic and unease because, as Davey had been fond of saying, Nat was like a brother to him.


A little cry from Betsy broke in on her thoughts and she lifted the baby from her pram, settling her on the clippy mat in front of the range propped up with a couple of cushions where she happily played with her wooden rattle. After making herself a pot of tea, Rose sat down in one of the armchairs, staring at her daughter. Betsy would grow up without her father now. She would never know the da who’d adored her. She couldn’t bear it, she couldn’t. Her poor bairn. And why had this happened to Davey when there were lots of bad men out there, men who couldn’t give a fig about their families?


She wallowed in misery for a few minutes, but then in spite of herself the look of delight on Betsy’s face at the sound the rattle made brought Rose out of the pit of despair. Whatever it took, she would provide for her daughter and keep her safe, she told herself fiercely. It was up to her now. When she had met Davey she’d been working as a kitchen maid for the grand sum of two shillings and sixpence a week, but there must be better paid work she could do? In a factory perhaps, or cooking and cleaning for one of the big houses Hendon way? No one would employ a woman with a babe in arms but maybe Mrs McKenzie would be prepared to take care of Betsy during the day if she came to a monetary arrangement with her? It would benefit them both.


The provisions that Nathaniel had brought were still on the table. After finishing her tea, Rose put them away before opening the envelope. The notes and coins added up to just over three pounds, although she knew that Davey had brought home well over a pound a week. She shook her head at the meanness. The rent was three shillings and ninepence a week and she’d have to buy more coal for the range soon. It was their only means of warmth and having hot food and drink. Nathaniel was right; this money wouldn’t last long.


She felt a moment’s blind panic, her heart racing, and told herself to calm down. There was a way out of this, there had to be. Davey would expect her to find it.


Somewhere in the distance she could hear carol singers, their voices thin and far away at first but then growing closer. She’d always loved carols but tonight she found them depressing, emphasizing the fact that the rest of the world were getting on with their lives as though Davey had never existed. She put her arms round her middle, swaying back and forth and stifling the moan in her throat so as not to upset Betsy.


She pulled herself together after a few moments, sitting down on the clippy mat and playing with Betsy until the baby’s last feed at eight o’clock. Once she’d put her to bed she retired herself, worn out physically, mentally and emotionally. She slept the sleep of exhaustion for a few hours but then awoke before dawn, missing the warm bulk of Davey beside her and worrying about the future. Betsy had had her first two teeth break the gum together three days before, and since then had slept well. It had been the first little milestone that Davey would never see, and it had been bitter-sweet.


By the time the bells rang out heralding Christmas Day in Holy Trinity Church some streets away, Rose had embraced several possibilities. Working in a factory or a shop or laundry would all involve Mrs McKenzie being able to have Betsy for which she would have to pay her something, and she wasn’t sure whether she would be earning enough to make ends meet as it was. There was also the option of turning the front room into a bedroom and taking in two lodgers. It would help with the rent although she’d have to take in washing and maybe approach the factories round about for some outside work that could be done at home, otherwise she’d never manage. Perhaps she could move Betsy’s cot into her bedroom and take in more lodgers? She hated the idea of strangers in her home but then they wouldn’t remain strangers very long, she told herself ruefully.


Once she was up and dressed she found that the tap in the yard had frozen solid, as it had done every morning for the past week, and by the time she’d pushed several pieces of burning paper up the spout and got the water trickling it was beginning to snow again. She was about to go indoors when Mrs McKenzie’s son appeared in her back yard and after a perfunctory ‘Merry Christmas’, told her his mother had slipped on the ice late the previous night on her way to the privy and broken her leg. ‘Gonna be a long job, Dr Randall said,’ he added gloomily. ‘Broken in three places it is.’


Rose sent her condolences but her main thought was that she could expect no help with Betsy from Mrs McKenzie now, so that narrowed down her options.


It was mid-morning when Nathaniel made his appearance and as soon as the knock came at the back door Rose knew she’d been expecting it. Betsy was having a nap and she’d just sat down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, so when she saw his gaze move to the mug she felt duty bound to ask him if he wanted a hot drink.


‘Wouldn’t say no.’ He’d walked straight in after knocking again and her voice had been tight, so when he said in a soft tone, ‘You all right this morning, lass?’ she merely nodded before walking to the teapot keeping warm on the range and pouring him a cup while he divested himself of his cap and coat.


He nodded his thanks, taking it from her and then sitting down at the table where he said, still in the soft voice, ‘It’s customary to say “Merry Christmas” but I think in the circumstances that’s pointless. How are you feeling? Did you get some sleep?’


She sat down on the opposite side of the table. ‘Yes, yes, I did.’ She was aware he had a couple of packages that he’d put on one of the four hard-backed chairs along with his outdoor things and was desperately hoping they weren’t for her.


That hope was dashed when he reached for them, saying, ‘I got you and Betsy something.’


‘You shouldn’t have done. I told you yesterday you’ve done more than enough since – since Davey—’ She couldn’t continue, her voice reflecting the sudden pain that had gripped her afresh. She just couldn’t believe she wouldn’t see him again.


He waited a moment and then said, ‘I’d already got these before. It’d be daft not to have them. I’d told Davey.’


She didn’t know if that was true. He was staring at her in a way that made her feel his eyes were emitting a sharp and piercing light that went right through her clothes, right through her skin. She swallowed hard and took a gulp of tea to ease the constriction in her throat.


‘Here, open Betsy’s first.’ He passed her the larger of the packages and then leaned back in his seat again, straightening his broad shoulders and raking one hand through his thick hair.


Carefully she put down her cup and just as carefully she slowly opened the package wrapped in fancy paper. It was a doll and clearly expensive, with beautiful clothes and a porcelain painted face topped with a mass of chestnut-brown hair the same colour as her own. It wasn’t a toy for a baby but a much older child, she thought, as he said, ‘There was one with blonde hair but I liked this one better,’ his voice deep and meaningful.


She kept her eyes on the doll in her hands as she said quietly, ‘It’s lovely, Nat, thank you.’


He didn’t speak as he slid the other parcel towards her. She unwrapped it even more slowly and when the silk scarf in a pale shade of green with dusky-pink roses embroidered on it was revealed, she took a deep breath. ‘I can’t accept this.’ She raised her eyes and his gaze was waiting for her.


‘Of course you can.’ He smiled, his brilliant blue eyes fixed on her face. ‘I told you, Davey knew what I’d got you.’


‘No, I can’t, really. It’s far too expensive.’


‘Don’t be silly, Rose. It’s just a small Christmas present to cheer you up, that’s all.’


Did he think anything – anything – could ‘cheer her up’, the way she was feeling? Besides which, that remark gave the lie to the fact that he’d bought the scarf before Davey died, or was she being overly suspicious? Whatever the case, she couldn’t accept it, not now Davey was gone. Everything had changed, didn’t he realize that? A man didn’t buy a single woman presents of this nature, not unless she was a sister or aunt or mother. He must know that. Her voice sounding prim even to herself, she said, ‘It wouldn’t be right, not now. It’s beautiful and it’s kind of you but I can’t take it.’


‘I chose it especially, with the roses an’ all.’


He sounded hurt and for a moment she wavered. Was she reading more into this, into his behaviour as a whole, than was there? He was Davey’s best friend, after all. Not only that but he was young and handsome and could have any lass he wanted. But then she remembered the remark about the doll’s hair; it could be nothing, of course it could, but there was always something like that with Nat. Some seemingly casual comment or a look that made her feel uncomfortable. Her mind made up and her voice unusually firm, she said, ‘I’m very grateful but I can’t accept it, Nat. You must see how it would look to other people.’


‘I couldn’t give a monkey’s cuss about other people.’


She looked at him, prepared to argue her case, but under his fixed stare her heart started to pound against her ribs.


‘I bought it for you and it’s yours. Burn it, put it in a drawer and forget about it, it’s up to you – but it’s yours.’


His voice was flat and steady and his face revealed nothing but Rose knew he was angry. Not a sad angry which might have caused her to attempt to make amends and appease him, but rather an incensed fury that caused her to shrink back in her chair.


Almost immediately his whole persona changed yet again, his expression one of pain. ‘Remember I loved him too, lass, all right? I know what you’re going through, and you’ve the bairn to tend to an’ all. I just want to help if I can, what else are friends for? I understand you’re not thinking straight at the moment so we’ll leave it at that. My mam sends her regards by the way and says if there’s anything she can do you’ve only got to ask. You’re not alone although it might feel like it.’


He’d made her feel ungrateful and confused. She didn’t know how to answer and so she said nothing, and after a moment or two Nathaniel began to talk about inconsequential things – the church service he and his family had attended that morning; his mother preparing the food for all his brothers and sisters and their families who were coming for Christmas dinner and the bedlam that would ensue, and so on. She listened quietly, speaking mostly in monosyllables when she had to and wishing he would go.


He didn’t take his leave until after Betsy had awoken and she had fetched the baby downstairs, and even then it was reluctantly. She stood straight and stiff as he said goodbye, holding Betsy tightly to her, and when he reached out and took the baby’s hand in his, jogging it up and down, she had to summon all her willpower to remain still.


The rest of the day crawled by, filled with memories of the last Christmas Day with Davey, and as the snow thickened and the light vanished earlier than usual the kitchen was lit only by the glow of the fire. Normally she loved this time when Betsy had her late-afternoon nap and the kitchen was cosy and quiet, but since the accident the ability to find joy had melted away. And now there was Nathaniel too, always hovering at the back of her mind and making her jump at her own shadow.


Prompted by this last thought, Rose locked and bolted the back door and then closed the curtains. Sitting down in one of the armchairs by the range, she closed her eyes. At some point over the last hours she’d come to the decision that the only way forward was to take in lodgers. The front room was bare except for the three-piece suite she and Davey had bought; they had been saving to buy a chiffonier and a nest of tables at some point in the future. She could sell the suite and buy two single beds and a wardrobe from the Emporium in High Street East with the proceeds. They specialized in second-hand furniture and as long as the beds were reasonable, they would do. She could move Betsy in with her and buy two single beds for that room with the money from the shipyard, along with bedding. If she didn’t have enough cash, she’d have to pay off the remainder week by week. It cost more that way but that couldn’t be helped. She could take in washing too to supplement her income. She would manage. Somehow she would make ends meet, she had to.


She must have fallen asleep because she awoke with a start a little while later to knocking on the back door. She didn’t move or make a sound, her heart beginning to slam against her chest, because she knew who it was.


The handle of the door was tried a few times, and then Nathaniel’s voice came, deep and angry: ‘Rose? Rose, are you in there? What’s going on? Open the damn door.’


She put her thumb in her mouth, biting down hard and praying Betsy wouldn’t wake up and begin to cry.


He knocked a few more times and then all went quiet but she still sat in the darkness for some minutes more before getting up and lighting the lamp. Davey had been her rock but not only that, he had given her his name and respectability along with a new life, that of wife and mother, and he had loved her. Oh, how he’d loved her. He had told her so every day and it had had the effect of causing the wounds of her childhood and early youth to fade as she’d settled into her new role. For the first time in her life she had felt safe and treasured.


Her eyes darkened as she looked at the locked and bolted door and her stomach turned over.


Now everything was different, terrifyingly different, and the future had gone from being something to look forward to and dream about to something grim and dangerous, because Nathaniel was always going to be there. Immediately the thought came she told herself not to be so silly. She was panicking and there was no need to. Nathaniel was a man, just a man, and even if he did like her in ‘that’ way as she suspected there was no need to be scared of him. She was Davey’s wife – widow, she corrected painfully – and Nat had been his best friend since childhood. Like Nat had said himself, he loved Davey, and that in itself was protection for her. Wasn’t it?


From his vantage point in the back lane Nathaniel saw the light come on in the kitchen and he ground his teeth, his eyes narrowing. He’d known she was in there, damn it, so why hadn’t she answered the door? He’d been taken aback when he’d found it locked but then in the next instant he had told himself that she was a woman living alone, and a beautiful one at that, so maybe it was just as well. But he’d expected her to let him in once he’d called to her.


He debated whether to go back and bang on the door until she opened it but decided against it in view of the neighbours. It didn’t take much to get folk gossiping and he was well aware he needed to be canny in the circumstances. He stood for a while longer in the quiet cold night, big fat snowflakes settling on his cap and the shoulders of his coat, and his gaze fixed on the kitchen window. All day he had been thinking of her and it had fair driven him mad at his mam’s with everyone so jolly and the bairns running around yelling and screaming.


After a few more minutes he tore his eyes away from the faint glow of the window and turned the way he had come, his stride long and quick as he walked, his hands thrust in his pockets.


What was it about Rose that so tortured him? he thought bitterly. He prided himself that he knew all about women; from when he was barely out of short trousers the lassies had thrown themselves at him and he couldn’t help but have them, not when they laid it out on a plate. What man would refuse? But he had never loved any of them. In fact he hadn’t believed in the concept of love – only lust. Lust was honest and real, earthy, whereas love was some fantasy dreamed up by poets and suchlike, a silly daydream for bit lasses with their rubbishy penny periodicals. Aye, that’s what he had believed until Davey had introduced him to Rose.


He reached the end of the back lane and stepped out into the street beyond, which was deserted, although lights shone from behind curtained windows and as he passed one house there was the sound of riotous singing within. Christmas Day and here he was tramping the streets while everyone else was having a high old time, and all because of her. But it was early days. He nodded to himself. And sooner or later it was going to dawn on her that she was alone in the world with a bairn to support and no breadwinner. The memory of a dead husband wouldn’t pay the rent or keep her warm in bed at night. She needed him. A faint smile touched his lips. She hadn’t realized it yet but she needed him, and come hell or high water he was going to have her; he wouldn’t let anything or anyone stand in his way, not this time. But for now he’d go back and have a few jars before he went to bed. Since the accident he wasn’t sleeping well but some beer and a couple of whiskies would take him to a different place where that scream didn’t echo in his ears when he lay his head on the pillow.
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