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To Betty Swift and in loving memory of her late, much-loved mother- and father-in-law, Maud and Jim Swift.

Betty’s daughter, Jilly, contacted me after her mum had enjoyed reading The Jam Factory Girls to tell me that Maud and Jim Swift had worked together for many years in Hartley’s Jam Factory.

It’s a coincidence that I called Millie’s jam factory Swift’s, but an honour to hear of this connection to Betty and her parents-in-law and to dedicate this book to them all with my love.







Chapter One


Millie


APRIL 1913


Millie closed the box she’d been packing and sealed it. ‘That’s the last of the boxes, Ruby. I can’t tell you what a relief it is.’


‘Aye, and sommat as you shouldn’t have tackled, with you about to have your babby.’


‘What else could I do? Mama and Wilf aren’t due back from their cruise until next week, and the new owners of Raven Hall want to take over the week after that.’


‘Eeh, Millie, lass, how all our lives have changed, eh? This time last year I was still your maid in your London house, you were happily trying to settle your new-found half-sister, Elsie, into your home, and the pair of you were making a grand job of running the jam factory. Your ma lived here and was picking up the pieces of her life, and you were looking forward to being married.’


Millie walked over to the window. So much of what Ruby said brought pain to her. 


The view she looked down on showed her the vast expanse of the beautiful Raven Park in Leeds. Memories assailed her of herself as a little girl running down the slope, tumbling and rolling, her giggles filling the air, and her then-beloved papa pretending to chase her – catching her and tickling her until she screamed out for him to stop.


A tear slid a silvery path down her cheek as her hand went to her bulge and she gently massaged the baby inside her. Will I be able to give you a happy childhood, my baby? Will I even be able to keep you with me?


The pain of this thought made her gasp.


‘What is it, Millie, lass? Eeh, I shouldn’t have brought such things up – I’m sorry.’


Ruby ran over to her with her arms open, and Millie went gratefully into her hug. Dear Ruby, how often she’s been here for me in the past.


‘Don’t get into the doldrums, lass, it’s naw good for your unborn. I knaw you have a lot to contend with, but you’re strong and you can get through this. Selling this house and the estate has set you up, and you said you’ve a buyer for the London house. And here you are, all settled with a place in The Blue of Bermondsey – not that I ever thought you’d live there, lass. I didn’t think of it as a place for the likes of you, but you seem happy enough.’


‘I am, Ruby. I’m near to Elsie and Jim and feel protected by them. And Cess works on his market stall in the street below us, so I can chat with him whenever I want to.’


‘How is he? It beggars belief that he’s still only a young ’un of nineteen. He’s got the head of a much older man and has been through more than most. Yet he’s picked himself up and is getting on with life. Eeh, he’s a good ’un.’


}‘I take a lot of strength from him. He’s like a brother to me. He makes me feel that if he can come out the other side of losing lovely Dot and carry on, then I can cope too. But . . . Oh, Ruby, I can’t stop worrying about Len and what revenge he’s planning. Not just on me, but on Elsie and Jim too. Because he’ll never take the responsibility of it being his own actions that caused me to leave him, but blames Elsie.’


‘Aye, it’s a worry. That Len’s a nasty piece of work. But Jim and Elsie are strong. They’ll be all right. And, like I said, you are too, Millie. Together you’re a force to be reckoned with, and the likes of Len’ll not find it easy to break you.’


Millie sighed.


‘Eeh, lass, don’t take on. I’ll give Rose a shout, eh? She’s going to be your maid, so she can start now and make us a pot of tea. I’m ready for a cuppa meself. And then we can sit and have a chinwag. You can tell me exactly what you fear. Get it all off your chest, as you knaw what they say: a trouble shared is a trouble halved.’


Millie didn’t see her problems being halved, not even by crying on the trusted Ruby’s shoulder, but knew it would be good to talk them through. Ruby had been her maid, and for a long time she had been the only dependable person in her life – a friend more than a servant. When Ruby had married her Tom and decided to settle back here in her native Leeds, Millie had felt bereft – everything had changed. Life had gone from being a simple struggle against her mama’s desire to elevate her to the upper classes, to a devastating discovery of long-held secrets. 


It was a time when she’d found that her father wasn’t the man she’d believed him to be. He’d owned Swift’s Jam Factory in Bermondsey, she’d adored and looked up to him, but all the time he was taking advantage of his workers – having affairs with the vulnerable, who he charmed into believing he loved them. The only good thing to come out of his dalliances was discovering that she had two half-sisters: Elsie and the sadly now-late Dot. Dot had looked the most like herself, with the same dark hair and dark eyes, whereas, although Elsie had the same features and dark eyes, she took her glorious red hair from her mother. 


Ruby cut into her thoughts. ‘Eeh, lass, think on. Len left you broke, which gave him a good hand of cards, but you’ve overcome that one. So what’s really bothering you, eh?’


‘Well, yes, money-wise I’ll be fine now, with the generous gift of the proceeds of this house from Mama. But, oh, Ruby, the letter that was waiting here for me when I arrived from London has shattered me.’


‘I knew it had dealt you a blow. You were that happy when you arrived, and I’d said to me ma, “Nowt can keep my Millie down for long.” And it won’t, lass. Letter or naw letter.’


Millie smiled. She loved Ruby, who always stood for good sense and was a much wiser being than herself, even though she was only three years older.


‘Well, this blow will take some getting over. The letter was from Len. He says he has seen a lawyer and has been advised that he has a right to the custody of our child . . . Oh, Ruby, I couldn’t bear it.’


‘That bloody swine! By, I could wring his neck for him. Can he do that? Has he really got the right to take your child or is he bluffing?’


‘I have Jordan and Issy working on it – they are a husband and wife team and are my new solicitors. They have been like a rock to me. Completely in my corner, not like the double-crossing Gutheridge, my father’s old solicitor, who was working with Len behind my back. Also, I’m going to talk to Wilf when he and Mama get back from the first leg of their honeymoon next week. Do you remember how he helped Elsie and Dot that time? I know he’s retired now, but he was the top lawyer in the country. Wilf’s son and his wife took over the practice and are excellent lawyers. They are working on trying to prove that Len duped me out of the factory and my property portfolio. They haven’t come up with anything that would stand up in court yet, though.’


‘But we all knaw he did – he only married you to get it.’


‘I know.’ 


Though Millie said this, and knew that it was a large part of why Len had wooed her, she also knew that deep down he did love her and still wanted her. He’d begged her to go back to him and then, when she’d refused, he’d tried using emotional blackmail. When that failed, he used threats. These took the form of him saying he could legally take any proceeds she gained from the sale of this land and estate, because capital gains acquired after a woman married belonged to her husband. And now this latest devastating news that he intended to take custody of their child. Maybe I should just go back to him. It would solve so many problems. But no, I could never live with the man who raped my dear Elsie. 


‘Surely these lawyers can stop him, lass?’


‘They will try. But Len and his father are influential men. They move in all the right circles; they are well respected and have powerful connections. With Len owning the main bank in Bermondsey and soon to become a partner in the largest bank in England – and now owning what was my jam factory, and my sizeable property portfolio – people such as lawyers, solicitors, judges and magistrates jump when he tells them to. I, on the other hand, am laughed at – the daughter of a man who was constantly gambling, who cheated in business and in life, a self-made man who tried to jump up above his station, and was only tolerated by society because of my mama’s background.’ 


Spelling it all out hit Millie with the enormity of what she would be fighting against. Suddenly she felt that losing her child to Len was a certainty. 


‘Eeh, lass, I don’t knaw what to say. Is there naw hope?’


At this moment Millie didn’t think there was. She felt weary of it all. When she looked up, she saw a tear running down Ruby’s face. ‘Oh, Ruby, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Oh, my dear.’ Rising, she went to crouch at her friend’s knee. ‘I’ll fight him, Ruby, I will. I shouldn’t have shown despair like that. This is my child and I won’t give it up. Everything will be all right. Don’t upset yourself. Oh, Ruby, Ruby . . .’


Ruby was sobbing now. Her body was heaving, her hands trembling in Millie’s. 


‘What is it, Ruby, love? Is there something you’re not telling me? Are you and Tom all right?’


‘Aye, we are. I were so happy. I – I wanted it to be . . . a . . . nice thing to tell you, but now it seems all is coming good for me, and you’re so desolate. I – I’m sorry, lass, so sorry.’


‘Ruby, love, how can anything that makes you happy affect me any other way than to make me happy too? Come on, out with it, and cheer me up, eh?’


‘But . . . I’m to have what you might lose, Millie.’


‘A baby! Oh, but Ruby, that’s wonderful. Wonderful! I feel like skipping around the room. When? How long have you known? What does Tom think?’


Ruby gave a tearful giggle. ‘You don’t mind? It don’t hurt you to knaw that I’ll have a child, when yours might be taken? Eeh, lass.’


‘No, I think it the best news I’ve had in a long time. Oh, Ruby. Tell me all about it . . . well, not – you know . . .’


They burst out laughing, which lifted Millie’s spirits. Even more so as she listened to how Ruby was in her fourth month, and how she and her ma had done a dance with Tom when she broke the news to them.


‘Ruby, changing the subject, how does your ma really feel about me selling this house? And the other staff too? Have they any worries they’re telling you that they’re not sharing with me?’


‘Naw. Ma’s happy for you, and for your ma. She got on really well with the lady who will be her new mistress and liked her very much. She’ll be fine. Nowt can daunt me ma, now she’s back in her beloved Leeds. And because she’s happy, the rest of the staff are, an’ all. And those who’ve been here a long time are happy that there will be children around the place again. They’re allus talking of when you were a youngster.’


‘That’s nice of them. And I’m so glad. You know, I never thought my mama would give this place to me or encourage me to sell it, as she really loved it and looked on it as her sanctuary.’


‘Well, things move on, and she’s found the happiness she deserves. We could all see that when she came to stay and gave a party for us before her wedding. We were that happy for her, and accepted Raven Hall was to be sold.’


Millie stood. She looked around the drawing room they were in. What she saw didn’t conjure up any emotions – the memories were now in crates, to be stored until Mama and Wilf came home. Everything was to be taken to Wilf’s house in Knightsbridge and marked according to the list Mama had left, as to which room each crate should go into.


Wilf had tried to sell his house and had sold most of his furniture, thinking to buy another, which he and Mama could choose together when their world tour came to an end. But their plans had changed with the predicament Millie found herself in, and they had cut short the tour for now. Wilf’s household staff were all still in place and would see to everything being set out as Mama wanted it to be.


Oh, how I wish Mama was here now. I so need the comfort she would offer, and the help and advice that Wilf could give me. 


A tap on the door hailed Rose coming into the room. ‘I’ve been sent to tell you, ma’am, that the removal men are here.’


‘Thank you, Rose . . . Oh and Rose, are you ready for our journey?’


‘I am, and I’m that excited. I can’t imagine what London will be like. I feel it’s the change I need after losing me ma and . . . well, everything.’


Millie knew Rose was referring to her husband’s death, which happened shortly after they’d met her. For a moment she felt awkward as to whether to mention it or not, as she understood from Ruby that not all had been well with the marriage. But still, she felt she had to say something.


‘I was sorry to hear of your losses, Rose, it must have been very difficult. I hope you will be happy in your new position.’


‘Eeh, I knaw I will. And it’ll be good to see Elsie again – we made friends at Ruby’s wedding.’


‘Yes, I remember, you looked after my sister when she thought she could drink two glasses of sherry, but found her stomach couldn’t.’


‘I felt sorry for her, ma’am. She shouldn’t have been taken advantage of— I mean, eeh, I’m sorry, me tongue wags away with itself at times.’


‘It does an’ all, Rose. I hope Millie will get used to that about you. You’re a lovely lass, but you can say more than is necessary.’


‘Ha! You sounded just like your ma then, Ruby. Don’t think any more about it, Rose. There isn’t much that went on that I don’t know about now. My sister wasn’t to blame for any of it, so, although I don’t want to talk about it all, if you slip up, it’s not the end of the world.’


‘Ta, ma’am.’


‘And once we leave here there is no need to stand on ceremony, either. You can call me Millie. I know it’s not conventional, but you won’t be a maid in the strict sense of the word, you will be my assistant and will look after my child when I have to be elsewhere.’


‘Aye, that’s the bit I’m looking forward to the most. I was a trained nanny before I became a maid. I loved the work. When I finished me training, I was looking for a post but couldn’t find one. I took this job to tide me over. I liked it here, so I stayed.’


‘But that’s wonderful, I never knew that. You don’t know what an asset you will be to me. Do you have any written, formal papers to tell of your training?’


‘Aye, I do.’ 


Rose then amazed them both by telling them, in a far different voice, ‘And I can speak in a very posh voice when called upon to do so. I have only spoken in my accent since I took the post of maid. But my elocution is second to none, when I am required to appear to be a young lady of breeding, who has fallen on hard times and is now a nanny.’


Millie laughed, ‘Well, what a transformation!’


Ruby, who’d sat open-mouthed, joined in the laughter.


As did Rose as she asked, ‘So, will I do?’


‘You will – you will do very well indeed.’


‘I’m so glad, as this move is sommat I really need. Anyroad, I’ll get back to me chores, or your ma’ll have me guts for garters, Ruby.’


They both laughed once Rose had left them. ‘She’s a card, I’ll tell you, Millie. She’ll be a tonic to you. But I’ll miss her.’


‘But you won’t carry on working, will you? Not now.’


‘Naw. It’s never gone down well with Tom that I carried on after we were wed. I had a fight on me hands, and it weren’t sommat I wanted to do, but they were short-handed here and I just sort of slipped back into it. Now I don’t have to be loyal to the new folk, so I’m leaving at the end of this week, before they are in residence.’


‘I’m glad, Ruby. It’s hard work being pregnant. Are you over the sickness stage?’


‘Aye, I am. Anyroad, we’d better shift ourselves. I’m to help with supervising the sending of this lot in the right direction. We need to put your things onto the van first, then by the time they unload your mama’s, you’ll have arrived home to receive them.’


‘Don’t worry too much. My flat is already filled with my furniture from our old London house in Burgess Place, so it won’t hurt if any of it lands at Wilf’s.’


‘Well then, are you set to go?’


‘Yes, I’m ready. Tom is going to take me and Rose to the station in a couple of hours. I need to rest before then . . . Oh, Ruby, it’s been lovely spending these last two weeks with you. I miss you so much.’


‘I knaw. I miss you an’ all. Will you write often? I’ll be worried about you.’


‘I will. And you must keep me informed of every step of my little godchild’s journey into being.’


‘Eeh, who said you’re going to be godmother, then?’


‘Me. And you and Elsie are going to be godparents to my child – it’s all settled.’


‘Ha, you’re a one, Miss Millie! Allus were, and I hope you allus will be. I’d have nawbody but you stand for me babby, you knaw that.’


‘Nor would I. I do love you, Ruby.’


With this, they hugged. Millie’s heart felt heavy – weighted with worries, and now with saying goodbye to Ruby.


‘We went through a lot together, didn’t we, Ruby? Thank you for always taking care of me.’


‘The best job I ever had, lass . . . You knaw, I’ve allus meant to ask, are you still friendly with that girl from school called Bunty?’


‘No. She asked me to her house once. I was thrilled, but when I got there, it was only so that I could be looked over as a potential wife for her brother. Her family had run out of money and saw me as a provider, and thought I would sell myself to gain a title – or, at least, that my mama would sell me.’


‘Your mama has changed, lass.’


‘No, not changed.’ Millie tried to explain. ‘Mama always was a kind, loving mother, only she wanted a different life for me than she’d had to put up with from my father, and she was misguided in how she thought she could accomplish that. Hence her pushing me into those upper circles, which exposed me to insults and loneliness. She regrets it now. And she shows me the love she has for me – oh, and the funny side of her, which I never knew as it had been buried under her unhappiness. At times she makes me split my sides. But now I wonder if she was right to look for a husband for me, as I’ve made a hash of my own choice . . . Anyway, I have to scoot or I won’t have time to lie down, and I feel so weary. Little one has been kicking me all morning. He really didn’t like what I was doing and wanted me to stop and sit down.’


‘He? You think you’re having a boy, then?’


‘That’s what Ada, one of the women who works at the factory, thinks. Elsie and I have been helping her to be rehoused. She has so many children, and she said that she can tell what she is having by her shape. I’m carrying more at the front, and apparently that means a boy – I don’t know myself, as I can’t see the size of my rear, and don’t want to at the moment.’


They laughed at this as they left the drawing room, with Millie feeling more hopeful about her situation. Surely if I can show I have a qualified nanny to look after my child, that will put me in a better position in any fight over his custody? 


It would show that the baby was being looked after in the same way that Len would look after him, and that he was being given the same standing he would have with his father. To make his future seem all the more secure, she could now prove she was of independent financial means, and could book him into a good school as soon as he was born. Len’s case could only be built on the stigma that might result from his child being bought up by a mother on her own. Not a strong case surely, now that she had a nanny?


Feeling relaxed and rested, Millie sat back in the comfortable seat of the first-class carriage and smiled to herself at the title of the book Rose was engrossed in: Baby’s First Year, a dog-eared copy that looked as though it had been read many times.


The countryside whizzed by as she mulled over all the possible outcomes of her coming plight, at times feeling despair, and then finding some hope to cling on to. 


Her child, seeming to sense her agitation, wriggled about in protest. Putting her hand on her bump to soothe him, Millie told him in her mind, I’ll take care of you, my little one, I promise. You’re coming into a different world from the one I came into, but you have me to fight for you – and I will. I’ll get back the jam factory that should rightfully be mine, and I’ll bring you up to know the proper, decent folk of this world, not the climbing middle class or the snooty upper class, but good old cockneys – salt-of-the-earth, decent folk. And you’ll start with your Aunt Elsie and her brothers. There’s Cess, who you’ll know as Uncle Cess. And Bert, who’s too young at seven years old to be called uncle, but I know he will be the best mate you could wish for. 


You see, the cockneys call each other ‘mate’, little one . . . Oh, but I mustn’t forget little Kitty, Cess’s daughter and your proper cousin – her mum, your lovely Aunty Dot, was my half-sister, as Elsie is. I’ll tell you now, darling, Kitty gives us all the runaround and has us at her beck and call, even though she’s only just turned one. So you watch out – she’ll be the boss of you. 


Now, I have one more of those I love to tell you about, Rene. Rene’s a sort of aunt to Elsie, and a real character – a bit of a shock to the system at first, but when you get to know her, you will love her as I do. 


You’ll love them all, I’m sure. All my family and friends, as they have come to mean so much to me.


Elsie’s husband Jim is a dear friend. You’ll never meet a better man than him. He’s not cockney. He’s more of your father’s standing, but nothing like your father. Jim will teach you music. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Oh, and there’s Dai. I don’t know Dai very well. He’s Welsh and he’s Cess’s friend and his partner in business, but what I do know of him, I like. He’s gentle and he understands what it’s like to suffer. I have a cottage in Barmouth in Wales, little one. I’ll take you to it. It’s a peaceful haven. 


As she closed her eyes, Millie found herself transported to Wales. For a little while she felt its tranquillity and could hear the sound of the sea breaking gentle waves onto the pebbly beach and feel the breeze playing with her hair. Thank God I didn’t give it to Len along with everything else – or, rather, have it blackmailed out of me, as my factory and property portfolio were. 


But I will keep my pledge, and one day Elsie and I will walk back into the jam factory as the owners once more, and we’ll give back to the workers what Len has taken – their rights, the better conditions that Elsie and I had put into place, and their dignity.









Chapter Two


Elsie


Elsie paced the room.


Rene sighed. ‘Give over, will you, mate? Millie will get ’ere whenever she does. You can’t hurry her.’


Elsie laughed. ‘I know, Rene. But it isn’t just Millie – it’s Rose too. It’ll be lovely to see her again. And then I’m expecting Jim home as well. He was to have a meeting with Len today, so I’m on tenterhooks about that.’


‘Why? Is he finally giving in his notice, then?’


‘Yes, at last. These last months have been hell, with Jim having to continue working for Len after all that happened, but we think we can now manage on our earnings from teaching music. Me customers who want to learn to play by ear, how me gran taught me to, are bringing in a fair bit, and Jim’s proper music classes are growing steadily.’


Going to the window, Elsie looked down on the busy street of The Blue in Bermondsey. Her flat was on the second floor, above Rene’s dressmaker’s shop on the corner of Blue Anchor Lane. She could see the tops of people’s heads as they went about their business, and her brother Cess as he sold swathes of material from his market stall. Cess and Dai owned two stalls. The other, a bric-a-brac stall on Petticoat Lane, was run by Dai.


As Cess looked up, he spotted her and waved his hand. Elsie grinned and waved back, but it was then that she caught sight of Jim striding along. She went to wave to him, but something about his stance stopped her. His face looked like thunder. She’d only ever seen him look like that once before – just before he’d hit Len. 


Elsie dropped her head and turned away from the window. Whatever Rene had been saying had gone over her head, but she brought her attention back to her friend. 


‘I tell you, girl, I hope Jim’s told that Len where to shove ’imself. Yer need to get on with yer lives. No one’s going to do it for you – nor can they. You and Jim need to get out of his rotten clutches.’


‘Rene, he’s coming. Jim’s walking down the street. Can you make yourself scarce, mate, as he don’t look like he needs to see anyone but me at this moment.’


Rene didn’t object. After she slipped out of the flat, Elsie heard her running down the stairs. She held her breath, afraid that Rene would trip and fall in her heeled boots. Although she was slowly building up the dressmaking business that Millie had helped her to set up, Rene still dressed the part of an East End prostitute, despite having long given up that profession. Her ample breasts were always exposed to just above the nipple and wobbled with her every movement. Elsie had the feeling they would pop out one day. And although Rene’s dark hair was pulled back tightly into a bun, it seemed she couldn’t help but release a few tantalizing ringlets from the hairband and let them play around her face. But to Elsie, she was just Rene. She loved her and felt loved by her, and always had done. And at times, since the murder of her mum, Elsie didn’t know what she’d have done without Rene. Nothing pleased her more than to see her friend gaining work, such as being commissioned to make some of the costumes for the production of a new musical that was due to show at the Vic next year.


As the tendrils of smoke from Rene’s newly lit fag filtered up to her, Elsie thought of her mum and could almost see her and Rene standing outside the tenement block where they’d lived on Long Lane, smoking a Woodbine. Elsie would be sitting at her mum’s feet on the step of their flat, and Jimmy – her lovely, late brother Jimmy – would be trying to teach Bert how to kick a ball into the makeshift goal made from two coats on the tarmac. And Cess would come along the lane, whistling and holding hands with Dot.


Pain shot through Elsie. How she longed to go back. To have her mum still alive, and Jimmy, and dear Dot – her best friend, who’d been like a sister to her from when they were born. But oh, how she wished they’d never found out that they were true half-sisters, fathered by Millie’s dad. Everything had changed in their lives after that, and not everything for the good – except for Millie, of course. She’d never regret meeting Millie. She loved Millie with all her heart.


There was no time to dwell on it all further, as Jim came through the door. His greeting to Rene wasn’t at all like him – a curt ‘hello’, and even his hurried footsteps on the stairs sounded angry. 


Elsie ran to the door to meet him as he leapt up the last few steps. ‘Jim? Has something happened, love?’


‘It has, Elsie.’ 


She went into his open arms, felt his body tremble and then heave. With this, Elsie felt her world become unsteady as she realized that her lovely Jim was crying. 


‘Jim, Jim, love. What’s to do? Come inside.’


Closing the door behind them, Elsie had a feeling that what she’d feared – the crumbling of the fragile happiness they had – was about to happen.


She’d been so easily lured by her deep love for Jim, and by him making her his own, into feeling secure and thinking they could weather everything, even all that was unresolved in their lives. But now she instinctively knew that wasn’t to be.


They sat on the larger of their two rose-coloured sofas. But the softness of the feather cushions didn’t offer the usual comfort to Elsie’s tense nerves. 


The flat had been furnished to her taste before Jim moved in, and although he liked it, he thought it had a feminine look, with the flora-patterned centre of the grey carpet being picked out by the floral curtains. To tone this down and make him feel more welcome, they’d made a few changes. The curtains had gone, replaced by plain grey velvet ones, and they’d stripped the floral border from the walls and painted them cream.


Most of the furniture had been replaced too, as the originals had come from Elsie’s mum’s old home and had been the worse for wear, although she hadn’t been able to part with the cabinet, as her mum had bought it not long before her life was taken and had been so proud of it.


Jim leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. ‘My assault on Len is coming back to bite us, Else.’


‘How? Why? You did as Len said. You’ve run the jam factory for all these months and he dropped the charges, so how can it now be a problem? Surely he didn’t think it was going to be a lifetime commitment, after what he did to us?’


‘Apparently he does expect to own me, for life. He was showing me the plans for the new factory he’d always planned, and he admitted that he was never going to keep Swift’s open when he took possession of it.’ Jim shook his head. ‘He had it all worked out, sure in the knowledge that he would take the factory from Millie before she could get a chance to complete the legalities for you to become an equal owner.’ 


‘Not keep the factory open! But what about the workers? They depend on their wages.’


‘He doesn’t care about that. Len’s plans are well advanced. The new location for the factory is in Kent. He discussed this as being my opportunity. I told him that I wasn’t prepared to move there. That when Swift’s closed, that would be a parting of the ways for us. He was shocked and went mad, Else. He shouted. Can you imagine anyone shouting in the men’s club?’


Elsie couldn’t even imagine what a men’s club looked like, let alone anyone shouting in one. Such places weren’t for the likes of cockneys like her. That side of Jim’s life was alien to her. She still wondered what he saw in her, knowing that she came from a poverty-stricken background and that her mum had been a prostitute. 


Jim had been brought up in a well-to-do family, thinking he would take over his father’s jam-making business in due course. Only his father had lost it all through bad decision-making and Jim had been left beholden to his friends – and Len had been one of those. Or, rather, he hadn’t. 


Len was a user. He used Jim to get a foot into Millie’s factory. He’d introduced Jim to Millie as someone needing a job and an expert in all matters to do with jam-making. Len had achieved this by using the fact that Millie was a woman and pointing out her inexperience in the business. He convinced her that she needed a manager like Jim to help her and advise her, in order for her to succeed. Jim had turned out to be excellent at his job. And besides that, a lovely man, who had stolen Elsie’s heart and won Millie’s deep friendship.


She listened in shock, without interrupting Jim as he went on to tell her that during his rage, Len had told him he would be finished if he didn’t do as he was asked. 


‘I managed to quieten him and get him to discuss everything calmly and stop drawing attention to us. But then Len became menacing. He told me that although he had told the police he no longer wanted the charge against me for assaulting him to go ahead, he’d had his lawyers prepare a civil case against me for grievous bodily harm. Apparently his doctor will testify to the fact that Len has been left with long-term defects – memory and coordination impairment – and is now on a short fuse, after being a very placid, even-tempered man.’


‘A what? Len was never that. And as for his memory, that has always worked to suit himself. But oh, Jim, is it really possible this will happen? What will it mean if he wins?’


‘Then they will file for compensation, even though I haven’t got much, but it seems they can take everything we own. Your possessions too. As we are husband and wife, you will be liable for my debts. He also said . . . Oh, Elsie.’


Jim’s despair increased. His head drooped and a tear plopped onto his knee.


‘Jim, don’t. Please, Jim, we can beat this – we can. We’ll tell of what Len did.’


‘We’ve been pipped to the post on that one, as it seems he is prepared to include what will look like more injury done by us, as he has cited you as being responsible for the breakdown of his marriage by – as he puts it – coming on to him and luring him into having sex. There is also an allegation that we duped him and . . . I – I can’t believe this, but he told me he has evidence that I have falsified the amounts of jam produced, the hours the women worked and the ledgers I sent to his accountant.’


‘How? I mean, how are you supposed to have done that, and what would you gain?’


‘He says that I put more hours down than the women had worked, embezzling up to fifty pounds a week.’


‘Oh God, how can he do that? You haven’t, so he can’t have proof that you did.’


‘He says he can prove that the clocking-in and -out machine was tampered with.’


‘That’s ridiculous.’


‘It’s not, darling. It can be done. I haven’t done it, but it can be done – and on top of that, Len says he can show that the amounts I got from the accountant were more than the women received. He suspected I might do what he called “the dirty” on him and had prepared everything, just in case. Even to having someone check the women’s envelopes as they went home last Friday. The amount that they had in total was fifty pounds short of the amount I ordered to pay them with, which means he must have the accountant in his pocket somehow, if he can produce evidence of this.’


‘Oh, Jim. Len’s a bastard. Rene never calls him anything other than that and she’s right – he is.’ 


‘How are we going to deal with it all? He has tallies on the jam stocks that make it look as if I have booked in less than what we produced, and an outlet where I sold it cheaply – he named several of my father’s old customers in the Liverpool area.’ Jim shook his head. ‘It all beggars belief, Elsie. The elaborate methods he must have gone to – there must have been men in the factory at night taking stock out, and others making new stock sheets to replace mine, and I never noticed. I just took the last figure as the one I had been working from – only it wasn’t mine. It was Len’s, as he prepared to bring me down if I refused to work for him any longer.’


Elsie felt at a loss. It was all above her how such a thing could be achieved, or even thought of, but then it wouldn’t be by anyone normal – they were dealing with Len. The man who had blighted their lives, devastated Millie’s and was about to do that again to her and Jim. A madman out for revenge. How could they stop him? How?


‘Did he offer you a way out of all this, Jim?’


‘Yes, but I – I can’t take it. It will mean leaving you, Elsie, and going to Kent to set up his new factory. And living in his father’s house where, apparently, there’s plenty of room and his father rarely visits. He tried to sell the idea to me as if it was a wonderful alternative to what he called the “low life” you had dragged me down to. I would have full use of the stables, and staff at my disposal, and he’d introduce me to local society, so that I could take my rightful place in life again – meet fellow-minded men and beautiful women of my own standing. He dared to call you a whore, my darling. My fists clenched at this and I only just stopped myself from thumping him again, but I knew that would only add to our troubles.’


Elsie couldn’t take it in. What would it mean for them? Their chances of making their own way in the world, with the music school they’d planned, now lay in tatters – even having a life together seemed impossible. There was no solution, just two options – Jim went to prison for embezzlement and debt, or Jim left her. Options given and directed by the hateful, spiteful Len. How could she ever have thought herself in love with such a vile creature, as she had done when she’d first met him? 


Guilt washed over her as she thought about how she’d found it hard to resist Len’s kiss. How stupid she’d been to think it was really her that Len loved – the kiss was just part of his evil plan to ensnare her, to make her give up her part ownership of the jam factory. And his rape of her was his punishment for her not giving in.


She would never have told Millie about the rape – she couldn’t have hurt her in that way and she’d begged Jim not to. But when Len’s tricks had defrauded her of her right to half of Millie’s inheritance, Jim had snapped. Poor Millie heard the truth, and Len ended up in hospital. But it didn’t suit Len to press charges then and have Jim charged. Oh no, he needed Jim. Needed his knowledge of running a jam factory. And this was the result – his revenge for what he thought had wrecked his marriage, something he didn’t recognize as being his own fault, although he did recognize how to turn everything to his own advantage. 


At this moment Len seemed to hold all the cards, but there must be something they could do. ‘Jim, there’ll be a way of stopping Len. There must be! What about the night-watchman? Wouldn’t he have seen things going on?’


‘Well, if my theory is right, he must have. But no doubt he has been bribed or threatened.’


‘What if we offered him more, to be a witness for you?’


‘I don’t know if we can – it depends on what he was given.’


‘And your father’s old customers, do you know them all? Would they help us by telling us who actually sold them the jam? And what are you supposed to have done with the money? We can prove we haven’t had more than your wages and the allowance Millie makes me, from me so-called father’s estate. We can show bank statements.’


‘Yes, we can. I hadn’t thought of that. And I could try to find out which of Father’s customers have been buying the stock, and tackle them. But will Len have thought of that and made sure they believed they were doing the deal with me? And his lawyers may argue that I wouldn’t be stupid enough to put whatever money I got from the embezzlement into my bank, but must have made some other arrangement to stash it away. Because there would be no cheques taken for the produce. No one buys stolen goods with anything other than cash.’


‘Is it a large amount of money?’


‘From what Len says, it’s in the hundreds.’ 


Elsie gasped. ‘That’s a lot of jam, so . . . how? I mean, wouldn’t you notice all that going out of the factory?’


‘He must have been doing it for months, bit by bit – from the very first day I agreed to carry on working for him. Oh, I wish I hadn’t done so now.’


‘He left you no bleedin’ choice, darlin’. It was a case of carry on doing so or he’d press charges for assaulting him, and that would have meant prison anyway. It’s me who was at fault for ever telling you about Len raping me.’


‘No, none of this is your fault, Else, none of it. It’s all at Len’s door – his door and his father’s, and the vengeance they want to bring down on us all; or at least on Millie. And we’re the tools they’re using to do it.’


‘And all for something her – our – father did. Even from the grave, Richard Hawkesfield is ruining my life.’


‘I’m sorry to say, darling, but there’s more. Len . . . well, he used a further tactic. He told me he intends to put Rene’s rent up by the fifty per cent discount that she was given on the going rate by Millie, when Millie owned all the properties, if I don’t do as he asks.’


‘No! The bloody pig! Rene won’t be able to afford it. Can he do that? Doesn’t Rene have a contract?’


‘I tackled him on that, and he said the contract isn’t worth the paper it’s written on because it was an agreement with his ex-wife, who no longer owns the property. Not only that, but the contract runs out in its present form after twelve months. The granting of a new one will then be subject to negotiations.’


‘Yes, that’s right. Millie gave Rene a huge reduction in rent to help her build her business, but they agreed that they would review it, to see if Rene was able to pay more for her second year. But Millie wouldn’t have put Rene’s payments up by that much.’


Jim hung his head in despair. Elsie leaned towards him. ‘We’ll fight this, Jim, we will. We have to, as all the options we’ve been given are unthinkable.’ 


Jim lifted his head. ‘Thank you, darling, for staying strong. If you were to break, I don’t know what we would do. I’ll look out my father’s contact book. It’s in the chest upstairs that I brought here with me. I’ll make a start by telephoning all his contacts.’


‘Oh, Jim, I hope you find the ones who’ve been involved and they can help us to prove it wasn’t you, mate.’


‘Actually I’m more likely to get help from any of those who were offered the jam cheaply, but who refused, as the others may fear what might happen to them. I think I know a couple who might have turned the offer down. Wainwright’s Food Warehouse in Liverpool is one. It supplies small corner shops. And Bestways Produce, which specializes in shipping abroad. Both of the owners of these concerns are God-fearing. Wainwright is an upstanding figure in the Baptist Church, and the other, MacDonald, was instrumental in setting up a Presbyterian congregation and the building of a church in Liverpool.’


‘And would they know who you are?’


‘Yes, I had close dealings with them both. They are meticulous businessmen, and I had to show them around our factory and satisfy them about our best practices in order to do all the deals we did with them. We’ll just have to hope they can help.’


Elsie felt her stomach muscles clench when Jim came down the stairs. The book he’d spoken of, and now clutched in his hand, was more like a huge ledger. She wondered at a factory having so many customers and still going out of business, but Jim had never spoken in depth about how that happened, saying only that his father lost their Liverpool-based jam factory and that he’d been left with next to nothing. 


She knew too that when Len had called upon Jim to work in Millie’s factory as a manager, the job had been a lifesaver to him, as his own means were running out and he’d been desperate to find work. Jim hadn’t known then that he was going to be a part of Len Lefton’s elaborate scheme to take all that was ever owned by Richard Hawkesfield, in revenge for a double-cross that had cost Len – and his just-as-hateful father, Howard Lefton – a great deal of money.


She held her breath as she heard him speak into the receiver. ‘May I speak to Mr MacDonald, please? It’s Jim Ellington.’ After a pause Jim went on, ‘That wasn’t me – it was someone impersonating me. Please tell Mr MacDonald that I am being set up for a fraud, and ask him to speak to me as I need his help . . . Thank you, I will hold on.’


Elsie could see the beads of sweat glistening on Jim’s forehead. With his free hand he twisted his wax moustache, making it even more pointed.


‘Mr MacDonald, thank you for speaking to me.’


Elsie listened while Jim explained why he was ringing. After a few minutes he put the telephone down. His dejected and shocked expression told that all wasn’t well.


‘He said he hadn’t wanted to be a party to my scheme, and now he doesn’t want to be a party to me getting off the hook. He’s never heard of such unchristian behaviour, and is appalled that I even considered ringing him with such a scam in the first place. He ended with “Like father, like son”.’


Elsie didn’t know what to say. She took Jim’s hand in hers and led him back to the sofa. Sitting with him, she laid her head on his shoulder. ‘We won’t give up, Jim. We have to prove your innocence. I can’t bear either of the alternatives.’


‘No, neither can I, but Len wants an answer. If I don’t give him one, he will start proceedings.’


‘Millie will be here any moment, me darlin’. She might have a solution.’


‘There’s only one answer to it all, Elsie. I have to buy time. I’m going to have to tell Len that I will go with him.’ At her gasp, he said, ‘It will only be a pretence. Just to stop me from being arrested – and maybe put behind bars to await a trial. If that happened, I wouldn’t be able to do anything to help myself. Please stand by me in this, my darling.’


Elsie nodded. The action spilled her tears. 


Jim took her into the fold of his arms, but she felt none of the usual comfort – her fear of the future was too great for that.









Chapter Three


Cess


Cess looked up from straightening the roll of material he’d just been flaring out to show a customer when he caught sight of Millie and Rose.


He remembered Rose from Ruby’s wedding. He raised his hand. Millie gave her lovely smile, but that didn’t stop the concern for her that rose up in Cess. To him she looked so different from the carefree girl they’d first met, and he felt the guilt of that. It wasn’t his fault how their lives had all turned out to be linked, but it seemed to him that Millie meeting his sister Elsie and his lovely late wife, Dot, was the start of a downward turn in Millie’s life. And yet he was glad it had happened, as he couldn’t imagine his life without Millie in it.


As she crossed over the street towards him, Millie held her arms out. Cess went willingly into them, although her bulge prevented him from holding her as close as he wanted. 


‘How are you, Cess? How’s Elsie, Jim and Rene? Oh, I’ve missed you all.’


‘Ha, you’ve only been gone two weeks, mate. Hello, Rose, nice to see yer again. Hopefully you won’t have to rescue any of us this time.’ 


Rose smiled up at him. ‘Aw, it’s good to be here, and I’d rescue you all if I could. Eeh, I haven’t been listening in or owt, Millie. I – I, well, the staff talk . . .’


Cess was thankful when Millie helped Rose out of whatever hole she thought she’d dug for herself. ‘Whatever the staff may, or may not, have told you, Rose, don’t worry, as you were soon to hear it all from the horse’s mouth. You can’t help but know everything here – cockneys are honest folk who tell it all as it is.’


Cess laughed. ‘Well, that’s a summing-up of us, but we ain’t gossipers, just straight talkers. And like Millie said, we’re honest – ha, or at least we’ll make you think so! Now the lady who just left me stall truly believes this is the finest Indian silk, but it was made up north in one of the mills.’


They all laughed. Rose’s laugh surprised him; it was a hearty sound that caused a few heads to turn in their direction.


When they sobered, Cess told Millie, ‘Elsie’s been on tenterhooks watching for you coming, Millie, luv. But I ain’t sure all’s well now. Jim came home a bit ago and he looked like thunder. He didn’t even glance in me direction, which isn’t normal.’


‘Oh? I wonder what’s happened?’


‘No doubt it’s something to do with Len. Jim had a meeting with him today and he was going to finally hand in his notice. I don’t think it a good idea to go up there yet, at least . . . well, I don’t want to appear rude, but not with Rose.’


‘You cockneys do say it how it is.’ Rose was grinning as she turned to Millie. ‘I’ll stay with Cess. I can tell folk that he’s a cheat, and that his stuff ain’t from India after all.’


‘Ha! Most of it is. But this imitation stuff isn’t and, if they want cheap, then they get it with a fib attached.’


Millie was laughing as she left them. 


‘So, Rose, you’ve come to stay, then? Elsie’ll be glad to see you when the time’s right, but as much as I’ll enjoy your company, you’ll get cold standing here. I’ll tell you what, I’ll shut up shop for ten minutes and we’ll go and have a Rosy Lee in Aggie’s place.’


‘A Rosy Lee? What’s one of them, when it’s at home?’


‘A cup of tea – ha, you northerners!’


‘Well, at least we’re hardy. It ain’t cold. By, you southerners are a load of softies.’


‘Bloomin’ ’eck. I think of an excuse for a break and you shoot me down. But we can stay out here and have a warming drink, as I’ve got a flask here.’


They stood clutching their tin mugs, blowing away the steam, when Rose said, ‘I reckon I’m going to enjoy living down here. I loved Elsie when I met her, even though she were the worse for wear, and I’m finding you’re all right an’ all.’


‘Ta, that’s a compliment. But our Elsie never drinks normally. It was being at a posh do that unnerved her, and she had a lot going on.’


‘Aye, I knaw, and that day’s now come to bite her on the bum. Poor Elsie. I really am hoping I can be a help to her. To you all, as I knaw you’ve been through the mill, Cess, and I knaw what that feels like . . . Anyroad, how’re you coping?’


Cess didn’t press Rose on what she’d been through, as he sensed she didn’t want to talk about it, but he found himself telling her about Dot, and how they’d had to run away together because of her vindictive ma. And about Dot’s illness and how she died, and his little daughter, Kitty. ‘You’ll love her – she’s a cheeky little thing.’ 


‘I love all children. I’m a trained nanny. So who cares for Kitty while you work, Cess? And, well, is Cess your real name?’


‘No, I’m Cecil. And as for Kitty, she has the best ever person to look after her – Gertrude.’ He told her how he met Gertie when Dot was taken into an asylum. ‘She’s a trained nurse. She lives in, with me and Dai. She’s nanny to Kitty, but a sort of ma to me and Dai. I bless the day I met her; she’s turned out to be a darlin’.’ 


‘Dai?’


‘Daffyd – he’s Welsh. He likes to be called Dai . . . Speak of the devil and he’s sure to appear.’ 


Dai came up to the stall.


‘Dai, this is Rose, who I told you about.’


‘Pleased to meet you, Rose.’


Cess felt something unseen pass between Dai and Rose. They both had an expression of surprise mixed with something he couldn’t determine. Rose looked away first, and Cess could see her cheeks were flushed. Well, well, am I seeing the start of something flourishing here? I hope so. Poor Dai’s still lost after the tragedy of losing his wife and son at the child’s birth. But then, I know the feeling of loss. 


‘That were a sigh and a half, Cess. If I’m in the way, you will tell me, won’t you?’


‘You’re not in the way, Rose. It was just me thoughts. Telling you everything has made me revisit it all, but has helped too, in a way. Me and Dai talk a lot, but it was good to say it all to someone different. Anyway, Dai, what brings you here, mate?’


‘I came for company. It’s dead in the Lane. And you know how fatal it is to me to be standing around on my own.’


Rose linked arms with him. ‘I sense you have troubles an’ all, lad. By, they’re rife here. Cess here’s been trying to get rid of me, so how about you and me go and have what he calls a Rosy Lee? And I hope it’s better than the ditch-water he tried to make me drink out of his flask!’ Rose winked at him. 


Cess felt warmed by the gesture and he felt too that to have Rose in their midst was going to be a big help. 


‘Good idea, Dai. Let Rose take you under her wing. She’s a witch and can change your mood with the nod of her head.’


‘Aye, well, you wait till I wave me wand – I’ll sort you all out then. I’ll whisk you all off to a happy land on me broomstick.’


Cess had a good feeling as he saw a rare thing – Dai put his head back and laughed out loud. But as he watched them cross the road, that changed. Suddenly he felt alone in the world as they laughed together. Dai, a tall man, looked down at Rose, and she looked up at him, and Cess felt a moment of being shut out of their world. His heart pinched with a familiar pain. Oh, Dot, Dot, I miss you so much, me little darlin’.


Unable to stand the heavy ache that burned him, Cess called out, ‘Watch me stall a mo, Alf, while I fetch me van, will you? I’m calling it a day. How’s your day been? You seem to have had a few punters, mate.’


Alf, the stallholder next to him, threw his fag down and ground it into the tarmac. ‘I ain’t had a bad un’, but I’ll be glad when the winter’s over. It seems a long one this year.’


Cess nodded. For him, every day without Dot was a year on its own.


When he arrived back at his stall, Millie came out of Elsie’s and crossed over to him. ‘Cess, I can see you’re getting ready to go home, but I think you should come up and see Elsie and Jim before you do. Something has happened.’


‘What? Oh, Millie, haven’t we all had enough?’


‘We have, Cess. But it isn’t over yet. Where’s Rose? I’d like to get home now. I feel whacked out. If you see her, will you tell her I’ve gone on up to my apartment?’ As she said this, her body swayed. 


Cess put out his arms to catch her. ‘Millie, luv, are yer all right?’ His answer was a flood of water from Millie, wetting his trousers and soaking his boots. ‘We’d better get you home, Millie. Can you walk, luv?’


‘Oh, Cess, my baby isn’t due for some weeks. It can’t happen now. My mama . . .’


‘Babies don’t wait for mothers.’ Cess looked around, frantic for Rose and Dai to appear, but they weren’t in sight. He looked up at Elsie’s window, willing her to look out at that moment, but a moan from Millie brought his attention back to her. 


‘Help me, Cess.’


‘I’ve got yer, luv . . . Alf, run over to Aggie’s and fetch Rose, the young lady that were talking to me and went off with Dai. Tell her to get to Millie’s as fast as she can.’


‘Cess! Cess!’ His name was almost a scream. 


Lifting Millie, Cess ran with her to her flat in the building adjoining Elsie’s and kicked open the door. The stairs felt like climbing a mountain with a huge weight. 


Millie gasped and cried out. ‘It’s coming. My baby’s coming.’


‘Hold on, luv, you’re all right. Rose will be here any minute. Have you got your key?’


‘My bag . . . Oooh, Cess! Cess – hurry.’


‘Get the key, Millie. I can’t, unless I put you down. Do it, Millie!’


Millie got the key and leaned down to unlock the door. When it opened, despite the anguish he felt, Cess still marvelled, as he did every time he entered Millie’s flat, at how she had managed to make the humble five rooms above a shop in the thick of Bermondsey into what looked like a palace, with the rich furnishings she’d brought from her huge house off the Old Kent Road, not far from where he now lived. And always he was struck by the thought that it didn’t seem believable that he – a boy from the tenements on Long Lane – and her, from the higher classes, seemed to be changing places, both in where they lived and in their fortunes. 


‘Oooh, Cess, it’s coming, it’s coming. Get me to my bed, please, Cess!’ Cess had only just laid Millie down when she cried, ‘Take my undergarments off . . . Oooh, help me-ee-ee!’


Without thinking, Cess lifted Millie’s skirt and tugged at her knickers. As he did so, a head appeared. Millie contorted, an animal-like prolonged growl came from her and a babby slid from her onto the bed.


Cess was taken with emotion. Tears streamed down his face as he grabbed a small blanket that had been draped over the bottom of the bed and laid it over the child.


‘Make my baby cry, Cess. Hurry!’


At this command he gently rubbed the child, then stepped back as a yell louder than any his Kitty had ever made at the same age came from the tiny bloodied figure, and its body began to turn pink. ‘Oh my God!’


‘My baby – I want to hold him. Is it a boy, Cess?’


Cess carefully removed the blanket, then put to one side what he knew to be the cord. ‘It is. Oh, Millie, you’ve got a son. And my golly, he’s letting us know he’s here, darlin’. Ain’t yer, little man?’


Millie giggled. ‘Pass him to me, Cess, but be careful of his cord.’


As Cess placed the little boy on Millie’s chest, he was struck by the beauty of what he saw. Millie, though sweating and with her eyes bulging, looked a picture of loveliness as she looked at her child and then up at him. He took the hand she offered.


‘Thank you, Cess. Say hello to Cecil Two.’


‘What? You’re calling him after me? Oh, Millie.’


‘None better. You’re like the brother I never had, and a tower of strength to me. Though you’ll have to stop picking me up off the side of the road.’ Another lovely smile and Cess felt a surge of love for Millie and her son. Thinking about it, he had had this feeling for a long time towards Millie – a kind of family love, even back when the first incident that she had referred to happened. 


‘Well, it was your horse that plonked you down, the last time I picked you up. And now it’s another Cecil – me little namesake. So what do we do now?’


‘You need to ring for my doctor. His number is on a pad next to my phone . . . Oh, Cess, I’ve made a mess all over you, I’m sorry.’


‘Never be sorry, Millie. You can never do anything to me that you need be sorry for.’


Her eyes opened wide and held his. A look of shock passed over her face, before she looked down at her child once more.


The feeling that went through Cess trickled shame through him, as his Dot came into his mind, but then a strange thing happened. Dot’s funny little laugh filled him, and he fancied that he saw her and heard her say, ‘Me Cess, me lovely Cess, be happy.’ The weighted feeling that had clouded his life since Dot had died lifted a little, and he smiled back as her image faded.


The call made, Cess returned to Millie. ‘Can I do anything for you, Millie? The doctor said he’ll be here as soon as he can.’


‘I feel shivery, Cess. Not cold, but I can’t keep my limbs still.’


He became aware of her trembling all over. ‘Where can I find a blanket, Millie? I daren’t move you, to get one from under you, while the baby is still attached to you.’


At Millie’s direction, Cess hurried over to the large chest at the end of the bed and pulled out a soft pink blanket. Laying it gently over Millie and the now-quiet baby, he joked, ‘It’s the wrong colour, but it’ll do,’ before sitting down on the edge of the bed, as worry for her flooded through him. ‘Let me hold you to me, Millie – it might help.’ As he held her in his arms, he gently rubbed her back. ‘Is that helping, Millie?’


She looked up at him, her face making little jerking movements, but her eyes wide and holding a look of wonder as she nodded. 


Cess felt his heart in his throat. ‘Millie, I—’


Rose coming in at that moment stopped what he was going to say. ‘Eeh, Cess, what happened?’


‘She’s all right, Rose, only she’s shaking all over.’


‘Right, out with you now, lad, I’ll take care of her. You go to Dai, he’s in the kitchen. He needs you, as this has upset him.’


Cess nodded at Rose. He knew exactly how Dai felt, as the same intense grief had visited him. And yet something more powerful had happened to him too, and he was glad to get away from whatever it was that had gripped him when he’d looked down into Millie’s eyes. God, I nearly said something to her that would have her kicking me out of her life. What’s happening to me? 


Taking a deep breath, Cess expected to feel an all-consuming guilt, but nothing happened. It was as if Dot had set him free. But did he want to be? He missed Dot with every part of him. At times even his bones ached for her. 


He found Dai outside, standing with his foot against the wall. ‘The doctor’s just arrived, Cess.’


‘Right. Hello, Doctor Fletcher, how are you?’


‘Cess! Haven’t seen you in a while – it’s a family affair, then?’


‘Yes. Though Elsie isn’t here yet, but I dare say she won’t be a mo.’ Then proudly he announced, ‘I delivered the baby, Doc, but Rose, the new maid, is with Millie now.’


‘Yes, I can see you were in the thick of it. Well, I’d better get up there. Well done, Cess. I remember you rescuing Millie once before – it’s becoming a habit.’


Dr Fletcher nodded at Dai before disappearing through the door.


Cess turned back to Dai. ‘Are you all right, Dai, mate?’


‘I am. I came over a bit funny – it was the thought of it. I felt afraid too. The baby’s all right, isn’t he?’


‘He’s fine. A strong little chap with a good pair of lungs – demanding, a bit like his da, but Millie will sort him out and make a gentleman of him no doubt. So, how did it go with Rose? I reckon she took a shine to you, Dai. She had you by the arm. And marching you away the moment she met you.’ 


‘She’s lovely. She really helped me, and then this happened. But I’ll be fine – it brought it back, that’s all. Is Millie all right?’


‘She is. Everyone’s doing great. Well, not sure about meself, mind. I’ve had a funny turn.’ Cess could tell Dai anything. He’d been able to since the moment they met when, after Dot died, Cess had gone with Elsie and Bert and his little baby girl, Kitty, for a break at Millie’s cottage in Barmouth. They’d gone to the little churchyard where their brother Jimmy was buried, and there was Dai, standing over his wife and child’s grave. They all got talking, and Cess and Dai had found common ground when they spent a week together after that, consoling each other and talking for hours on end. This led to them becoming partners in business and sharing a house together, and Dai had since become like an older brother to him. Though he was only young, Cess felt as if he’d lived a whole lifetime in such a short period. Not many of his age had loved and lost and been left with a baby. Without Dai, he didn’t know how he would have got through everything.


As he thought this, he looked up the street and his mood lifted. ‘Hey up, look who’s coming – trouble. Hello, Bert, had a good day at school, then?’ 


Cess opened his arms and his seven-year-old brother ran into them and hugged him. ‘What’re you doing here, Cess? And why have you blood all over your shirt? Has your stall closed? I was going to help you when I got home.’ 


‘Slow down, mate, one question at a time. Stuff’s been happening here, that’s all. There’s a new member of our family’ – it came so naturally to call Millie ‘family’. He ruffled Bert’s hair; he loved this young brother of his. ‘We’ve got another Cecil, mate. Millie’s little chap has arrived.’


Bert looked wide-eyed. ‘How did that happen? Am I his uncle too? Cos I don’t know if I can cope with another one – not after Kitty.’


‘Ha! You buggerlugs, you. Call me daughter difficult, would you?’


‘No, sorry, Cess. I love Kitty, but she can be a handful for me. What if this Cecil is like that?’


‘Don’t worry. You’re not an uncle to Millie’s little chap, but I hope you’ll care for him like you do Kitty. All babies need that.’


‘I will. I’ll love him and show him how to go on. I just don’t want him to be a lot for me to cope with, and chuck his toys at me like Kitty does, so I have to dodge them.’


Cess looked at Dai and saw how he was bursting to laugh out loud. Bert was like an old man in a lad’s body. ‘I tell you, Dai, he could cheer up the devil on a bad day when his fires won’t light.’


Dai burst out laughing then. Cess grinned. It was good to see Dai back to normal. ‘Well, Bert, I suppose you want something to eat, eh? Here.’ Cess fished in his pocket. ‘Go and get yourself one of them pies from Aggie’s. And sit in her cafe and eat it. And while you’re gone, maybe the doctor will be finished here and you can go and say hello to the new baby when you get back.’


‘Ta, Cess. I’m starving, but won’t Else have the tea on?’


‘Nothing will be normal tonight, mate. Off you trot.’


Cess had been thinking about Elsie, and wondering why she hadn’t yet turned up. ‘Dai, I’ll go and check that Elsie knows. Did you and Rose go and tell her?’


‘We asked Rene to, then we came straight here.’


‘Right, I’ll be back in a mo.’


When he reached the shop, Rene looked up from a customer she was dealing with and shook her head. Taking the stairs to Elsie’s flat two at a time, Cess knocked on the door and opened it. Elsie turned from the window and gasped. ‘What on earth . . . Cess, you’re covered in blood!’


‘I am, and for good reason – I only went and delivered Millie’s son!’


‘What! Millie! When?’


Jim, who hadn’t spoken, jumped up from the settee. Elsie looked from him back to Cess. 


Cess could feel an atmosphere like none he’d experienced between these two, but decided to ignore it for now. ‘It happened about ten to fifteen minutes ago, when me and Millie were alone.’ He told Elsie what he had had to do. ‘The doc was with Millie when I left, but I know that as soon as he’s gone, she’s going to want you, Else, luv.’ 


‘I’ll get me coat. Are you coming, Jim?’


‘I am. Try to keep me back. Huh, you delivered him, Cess? Well I never.’


‘Many talents, me, Jim. Now I can add midwife.’ They laughed together, and Cess felt he could ask a question. ‘Is everything all right, Jim?’


Jim shook his head. ‘But there’s too much to tell you at the moment. We need to go to Millie.’


‘We do. Millie was a star, but, well, that can change with new mums.’


Jim tapped his shoulder. The gesture was one of understanding, and comfort. Something Jim was good at giving, only this time Cess could sense that he needed help himself. 


‘Anything I can do, Jim, you’ve only to ask.’


‘I know, Cess. And we are going to need you. Elsie more than me.’


Elsie came back down the stairs at that moment. Cess thought she looked near to tears, but he didn’t remark on it. ‘Come on, Else, you’ve a nephew to meet – and guess what? He’s called Cecil.’


Elsie cheered up immediately and clapped her hands. ‘Couldn’t be called after a better person, Cess. I can’t wait to meet him. How’s Millie? What size is the baby? Does he look like Millie?’


‘Ha, you’ll find out everything in a mo. Go on, get going.’


As Cess closed the door behind him, Rene appeared at the bottom of the steps. ‘Bleedin’ woman, she took hours going over this and that, and then left without ordering a bleedin’ thing . . . I’m sorry, Elsie, me darlin’, I couldn’t get away to tell you about Millie. That Rose popped her ’ead in me door, told me who she was and what had happened.’


‘Don’t worry, Rene. Come with us, luv. I know Millie will love to see you.’


As Cess followed them all back to Millie’s, he felt a shyness come over him. He didn’t know how to face Millie. It was as if she’d suddenly become a different person. She was no longer just Millie to him. She was something far more. And he couldn’t understand it.
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