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  This book is a work of fiction and is entirely a product of the author’s imagination. All the characters are fictitious and any similarity to real

  persons is purely coincidental.
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  Prologue




  1934




  ‘Daddy, I’m sorry. Please, let me come up.’




  The young girl stood at the bottom of the ladder leading up from the cabin on to the deck of the ship that was her home. The sliding hatch above her was open and through it she could see the

  stars. But tonight, they held no fascination for her.




  ‘Daddy,’ Lizzie cried again, her voice rising with fear. It was not being left in the dark confines of the cabin that frightened her, nor the sound of the 7water lapping against the

  side of the vessel, nor even the gentle rocking of the ship as it was lifted on the river’s evening tide. The girl scarcely noticed any of these things, so much a normal part of her life were

  they. The terror that was gripping her heart, squeezing the breath from her body and making her legs tremble was the sound of her parents on the deck above her. They were quarrelling, shouting at

  one another and it was she, Lizzie, who had made her father so angry.




  ‘Mam,’ she tried again, but the cry froze on her lips as she heard her mother scream. And then, though she could hardly believe it, she heard the sound of a slap. In the lonely

  darkness, her chin trembled and tears filled her eyes. Surely her daddy wouldn’t hit her mother. Not her daddy. He had never raised a hand to anyone in his life as far as she knew. He had

  never smacked her, Lizzie thought, not once. Not even when she was her naughtiest and stayed on the riverbank playing with her friend, Tolly, instead of coming on board ship when her father was

  ready to sail. More than once, he had missed the tide because of her. But even then, he would just look so disappointed, so hurt by her naughtiness, that she wanted to fling herself against him,

  bury her face in his neck and say, ‘I’m sorry, Daddy. I will be a good girl. Truly, I will.’




  It was what she wanted to do now, but, when they had come back to the ship from visiting her grandmother, her father had said sternly, ‘Lizzie, go below.’




  For once, she had not dared to disobey him but now, as she heard her mother cry out again, this time followed swiftly by a splash, she climbed the ladder calling out shrilly, ‘Mam.

  Mam!’




  Her father was leaning over the side, searching the inky water. He called her mother’s name, a wailing sound that echoed across the river through the darkness and made the child shiver.

  She had never, in all her life, heard her father sound like that. So desperate, so stricken, so hopeless.




  The long, drawn-out sound was borne on the wind and lost in the deep, shadowy waters of the river.




  ‘Mary Ann. Maaary Aaan!’




  







  Part One




  Bessie




  







  One




  1919




  Bessie Ruddick slammed down her rolling pin and wiped her floury hands on her pinafore.




  ‘I aren’t having that racket coming through me kitchen wall,’ she muttered. She stood listening for a moment to the sounds of a man and woman quarrelling in the house next door

  that had been empty for several weeks.




  It must be let again, Bessie thought. The noise grew louder and now she could plainly hear the man’s vulgar language. There was a thud and then a woman cried out, ‘No, no,

  don’t. Please, don’t . . .’




  ‘That does it,’ Bessie said aloud. She marched out of her own house and, turning to her left, covered the few strides that brought her to her neighbours’ door. Balling her

  fist, she thumped on it. She waited a few moments, but when no one answered, she bellowed, ‘I know you’re in there, ’cos I’ve heard you.’




  Across the yard, Minnie Eccleshall appeared in her doorway. ‘What’s up, Bessie? Trouble?’




  ‘You mind your business, Minnie Eccleshall, and let me mind mine.’




  Minnie only grinned, folded her arms and leant against the doorjamb. Sparks were about to fly and there was, like as not, going to be a bit of fun.




  A sash window grated upwards and Gladys Merryweather poked her head out. ‘Am I missing owt, Min?’




  ‘Nowt to speak of, Glad. Just our Bessie on the warpath.’




  ‘Right. I’ll be down.’ Gladys’s head disappeared and seconds later she emerged from her own house to join her next-door neighbour. ‘You told Phyllis? She

  wouldn’t want to miss this.’




  ‘She’s out. Gone up town.’




  ‘What’s it about?’




  Minnie shrugged. ‘Dunno. But whatever it is, it sounds serious.’




  Both women jumped as Bessie thumped the door again and shouted, ‘Come on out here, mester, where I can see you, instead of skulking in there.’ She raised her hand to batter the door

  once more, but as she did so it was pulled open and her fist almost met the nose of the man standing there.




  ‘Oh. There you are,’ Bessie said unnecessarily, for a moment caught off guard.




  ‘Whaddo you want?’ The man’s voice was gruff and uncouth.




  Bessie folded her arms across her ample bosom, behind her, she knew that Minnie and Gladys would be nudging each other. Of course, they knew the signs. Oh, this newcomer to Waterman’s Yard

  was in for a battle royal.




  ‘I want,’ Bessie said slowly and clearly, ‘a bit o’ peace in me own house. I don’t want to hear you shouting and bawling through me wall.’




  She heard Minnie laugh and say in a voice deliberately loud enough for Bessie and the man to hear, ‘That’s nowt to what he’ll hear when our Bessie gets going at her lot.

  She’s a nerve.’




  ‘Shush,’ Gladys tried to warn Minnie. ‘Don’t let her hear you, else . . .’




  Bessie ignored what was going on behind her and wagged her forefinger close to the man’s face. ‘This is a respectable neighbourhood, I’ll have you know.’




  His thin lips curled. ‘Respectable? You don’t know the meaning of the word, missis. You river folk, washed up with the tide, you were. All along the river.’




  Bessie’s glance raked him from head to foot. The man was unshaven with more than one day’s growth of stubble on his gaunt face. He wore a grubby, collarless striped shirt, a black

  waistcoat with only one button and stained trousers. His thinning hair was black and, to Bessie’s disgust, so were his fingernails.




  ‘I want to meet your wife, mester.’ A note of sarcasm crept into Bessie’s tone that only her listening neighbours recognized as she tried a different tack. ‘Just to make

  her feel welcome, like. See if there’s owt we can do to help.’




  ‘There ain’t.’ The man began to close the door but it was to find that Bessie’s bulk had stepped firmly across the threshold.




  Bessie Ruddick was a big woman in every way. She stood as tall as any man – taller than a good many. Her shoulders were broad, looking as if she could swing a sack of coal on to her back

  without a second’s thought. Her face was round and jolly and, usually, her eyes shone with merriment. But at this moment her cheeks were blotched red with fury and her eyes sparked fire. Her

  voice was deep and resonant and when Bessie Ruddick got angry, her bellow could be heard by the ships passing by on the River Trent that flowed just beyond the road leading to the yards and

  alleyways.




  ‘’Ere,’ he began, but, caught off guard, he was no match for the big woman.




  ‘You there, love?’ Bessie bellowed, calling into the dark interior of the house.




  Unwisely, the man caught hold of Bessie’s arm. ‘Now look ’ere, you keep your nose out of our business and get your fat arse back to your own house.’




  Slowly Bessie looked down at the dirty hand on her arm. Then, only inches away, her gaze met his. Suddenly, the man found his waistcoat and shirt grasped by two strong hands that almost lifted

  him off his feet.




  ‘’Ere . . .’ he tried again, but found his breath somewhat restricted as the neckband of his shirt cut into his throat.




  ‘No, mester. You look ’ere.’ Bessie, though his nearness repelled her, thrust her face even closer to his. ‘I heard you shouting at your missis and then I heard her cry

  out. Now unless I’m putting two an’ two together and makin’ five, you hit her, didn’t you?’




  The man’s arms were flailing helplessly and his face was beginning to turn purple.




  ‘Leggo, you owd beezum.’




  ‘Now, now,’ Bessie warned, tightening her hold. ‘No rude names. Else you’ll have my Bert to deal with when he comes home. When you hear his boots tramping down that there

  alley, you’d better hide, mester. My Bert doesn’t like anyone being rude to his missis.’




  Minnie and Gladys clutched each other, convulsed with laughter. Even from the other side of the yard they could sense the man’s fear.




  ‘He – he hasn’t met Bert Ruddick yet, then?’ Minnie gasped.




  ‘Can’t have, Min.’




  The man, still in Bessie’s grip, had found a little strength. ‘Elsie,’ he called weakly. ‘Elsie. Come here, woman. Quick.’




  As a thin, timorous woman appeared out of the shadows, Bessie loosened her grasp and the man fell against the door. He backed away from her, his hand to his throat.




  ‘You’re mad, you are. We’re not stopping here, Elsie. Pack yer things, we’re going.’




  The woman drooped. ‘Oh Sid, I can’t move again, I . . .’




  ‘You’ll do as I say . . .’ he began, his voice rising, but when Bessie took a step towards him, he backed away and turned towards the inner room, almost falling over his feet

  in his haste to escape. ‘She’s mad, I tell you. Just get rid of her.’




  Elsie tried to smile weakly at Bessie, but tears welled in her eyes and she touched her bottom lip where blood oozed from a gash.




  Softly, Bessie said, ‘Did he do that to you, love?’




  ‘No, no. I – er – fell. Tripped over a packing case. You know . . .’




  Bessie shook her head. ‘No, love, I don’t know. My feller’d not lay a finger on me.’




  Despite everything, the little woman smiled as she murmured, ‘No, I don’t suppose your feller would, missis.’ The smile faded as swiftly as it had come and she sighed heavily.

  ‘I’m sorry if we disturbed you.’ She glanced back over her shoulder and then moved closer as her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘You haven’t seen a little lass about the

  yard, have you?’




  Bessie shook her head. ‘No, love. Your lass, is it?’




  The woman nodded. ‘She’s run off somewhere . . .’ She jerked her head backwards. ‘When he started. I’m worried she might get lost. And with the river so close . .

  .’




  ‘Not from round here, then?’ Bessie said. She was only trying to make friendly conversation, but Elsie’s eyes widened in panic.




  ‘No, no. Never even been to Elsborough before, till Sid . . .’ She broke off and dropped her gaze. Then she mumbled, ‘He’s looking for work.’




  ‘Aye well, it’s not easy. Just back from the war, is he?’




  She heard the woman pull in a sharp breath before she said, hurriedly, as if latching on to Bessie’s question like a drowning person grasping for a lifeline, ‘Yes, yes, that’s

  it. Just home from the war.’




  ‘Elsie . . .’ Her husband’s voice came warningly out of the shadows behind her.




  The woman jumped and then stepped back nervously and made to close the door. ‘I must go. If you see our Mary Ann, send her home, will you?’




  ‘Aye,’ came the man’s rough voice again. ‘You do that, missis, ’cos I’m going to tan her backside for her when I get hold of her, so you might hear a bit more

  yelling and screaming.’




  Bessie raised her voice and shouted, ‘I’d better not, mester, ’cos next time, I’ll bring my Bert with me.’




  Across the yard Minnie and Gladys leant against each other, tears of helpless laughter running down their cheeks.




  ‘Bye for now, love,’ Bessie was saying to the woman. ‘I hope you’re going to be happy here in Waterman’s Yard.’




  The woman closed her eyes and seemed, for a moment, to sway. ‘Happy?’ she murmured, for all the world as if she meant to add, ‘What’s that?’




  







  Two




  Bessie heard her husband’s cheerful whistle echoing down the hollow-sounding arched passageway that led into Waterman’s Yard.




  Half the townsfolk of Elsborough lived in the yards – a conglomeration of houses that had been hastily built in the spaces behind the larger, grander buildings fronting River Road to

  accommodate a rapidly expanding population. Regarded by many as insanitary places and a breeding ground for disease, nevertheless the residents of the yards were a fiercely independent and proud

  community and none more so than the families who earned their living from the river.




  The Waterman’s Arms, for years a hostelry for sailors, keelmen and watermen of all description, stood proudly on River Road. Nestling behind it was Waterman’s Yard.




  As she heard his boots ringing on the cobbles of the yard where the sun rarely reached, Bessie bent to take the shepherd’s pie out of the oven. Its potato topping crisp and brown, she

  placed it, piping hot, on the table as Bert stepped into the house and called, as always, ‘Bessie, my angel, light of my life. I’m home.’




  Bert Ruddick was a little ferret of a man, small and thin with sharp features and mischievous, beady eyes that missed nothing. His brown hair, turning grey now, was soft and silky. He had worked

  on, or beside, the river all his life, finding any kind of job he could. He was unskilled but his experience of the river and all her moods was second to none and it was a mark of his worth that

  whilst he had never had a regular job, he had never once been out of work. He was known as a purchase-man, whose casual labour was ‘purchased’ by the masters of the keels and sloops

  that plied the River Trent near Elsborough.




  ‘Summat’ll come in with the tide, Bess,’ had always been his motto and it always had for even if there was no work available aboard ship, there was often plenty to be had on

  the wharves.




  Bert loved his wife with a fierce pride and the marvel of it to him was that she loved him in return. What was it he’d heard someone say once? Something about love being blind and seeing

  with the heart and not the mind? Well, that must be the case with him and his Bessie. What she saw in him, a scrawny, pint-sized river dweller, he couldn’t imagine. But as to what he saw in

  her, now that was a different matter. A fine figure of a woman she’d always been. Still was, in his love-blurred eyes. To him she wasn’t the overweight, loud-mouthed woman that others

  saw. To Bert Ruddick, Bessie was a Boadicea and together they’d raised three strapping lads. Thank goodness they’d all taken after their mother for size, Bert would thank his lucky

  stars as he downed pint after pint in The Waterman’s Arms and good-naturedly took the teasing of the men around him. Whatever they said about him, no one could deny that he had sired three

  handsome devils, who would break a few hearts around here before they were much older.




  Smiling, Bessie went to meet him. Bert put his arms around her waist as far as he could reach and laid his head against the soft, well-known pillow of her bosom, whilst she clutched his head to

  her breast and planted a noisy kiss on the thinning hair.




  ‘Tea’s ready,’ she said.




  He lifted his head and sniffed the air appreciatively. ‘Smells good, Bess.’




  ‘Shepherd’s pie. Just the way you like it.’




  ‘You always do everything just the way I like it.’




  Bessie chuckled, but only said, ‘Wash your hands. The lads’ll be home soon.’




  As he soaped and scrubbed his hands vigorously in the deep white sink in the scullery, he asked, ‘Any news?’




  It was a question that had become a routine throughout the terrible war that had just ended, a question that had to be asked and yet the answer had always been feared. Now, perhaps, any news

  might be happier.




  ‘We’ve got some new neighbours at last.’




  ‘Really?’ Bert straightened up and reached for the towel. ‘You met ’em yet?’




  Bessie pulled a face. ‘Yes, but I aren’t struck with ’em. I’ve had a run in with the feller already.’




  ‘Oh dear,’ Bert tried to look serious, but failed.




  ‘You can smile, Bert Ruddick. I reckon he’s a wife-beater.’




  Now Bert’s face was sober as he sat down at the table. ‘I don’t like the sound of that, Bess.’




  ‘You should have heard the racket coming through this wall this afternoon. Swearing and carrying on. Then I heard a woman cry out and when I went round, she’d a gash on her lip. She

  said she’d fallen, but I didn’t believe it. She’s terrified of him, you can see it in her eyes.’




  Shaking his head, Bert picked up his knife and fork. ‘Well,’ he said, knowing his beloved wife almost better than she knew herself, ‘while they live next door, she might get a

  bit of peace from him.’ He glanced up at her as he added shrewdly, ‘Because you’re not going to stand by and see someone knocked into the middle of next week, are you?’




  Despite the gravity of their conversation, Bessie laughed. ‘You’re right there, Bert, and — ’




  Whatever Bessie had been going to add was lost as the back door opened and they heard Dan calling, ‘Mam, where are you?’




  Tall and broad-shouldered, his dark brown hair curling on to his forehead, their eldest son appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. Dan’s jaw was firm and square, his nose straight and his

  mouth wide and generous and, more often than not, smiling. But at the moment his face was serious, his hazel eyes worried. ‘Mam, there’s a little lass standing in the middle of the yard

  by the pump. She looks as if she’s been crying. I tried to talk to her, but she shied away from me.’




  Bessie followed him into the scullery and together they peered through the window at the young girl. Dressed in a dirty cotton dress, the hem ragged and uneven, her tangled black curls looked as

  if they hadn’t seen a comb in days, let alone soap and water. Her face was thin and tears had washed pale streaks through the grime.




  ‘I bet she’s the little lass from next door,’ Bessie murmured and went on to tell her son about the new arrivals. ‘The woman asked me if I’d seen her.’




  ‘How old do you reckon she is?’ Dan asked.




  ‘Anywhere between ten and thirteen. Difficult to tell.’




  ‘But she’s sucking her thumb. She’s a bit old to be doing that, isn’t she?’




  Bessie gave a wry laugh. ‘Aye, lad, and you’d be still sucking your thumb, I reckon, old as you are, if you had that feller next door for a dad. Come on, let’s go and see what

  we can do.’




  ‘Give us a minute, Mam,’ Dan said, sitting down on a stool, ‘while I get me boots off and I’ll be right with you.’




  Dan removed his flat cap and then eased off his heavy leather seaboots and thick socks, pushing his feet into a pair of slippers. Then he took off his gingham neckerchief and the thick woollen

  gansey that nearly all keelmen wore aboard ship and slipped on a checked shirt that Bessie kept hanging behind her scullery door for him to change into. His brown corduroy trousers he kept on.

  ‘Right, Mam, ready when you are.’




  Whilst Dan hovered near the back door, Bessie crossed the yard towards the girl. Closer now, she could see a faint bruise on the girl’s jaw, purple turning yellow. And she was barefooted

  too. Bessie clicked her tongue against her teeth. Such neglect.




  Bessie frowned. The girl was just standing there, motionless, with her thumb in her mouth. She was not even looking about her with a child’s natural curiosity. She was silent and so still.

  That was what worried Bessie. At that age, Bessie’s own lads would have been running riot about the yard, yelling and shrieking, with the neighbours appearing at their doors calling,

  ‘Shut up, ya noisy little beggars. Bessie, can’t you keep them lads of yours quiet?’ But Bessie would only smile and lean against her doorjamb, arms folded, to watch her healthy,

  growing boys.




  This child was quiet. Unnaturally so, to Bessie’s mind.




  ‘Take your thumb out your mouth, lass. You don’t know where it’s been.’ Bessie was teasing gently, but the girl, apart from a darting glance upwards at the woman towering

  over her, made no sign that she had even heard.




  The sight of this pathetic child touched Bessie Ruddick’s big heart and her voice was soft as she asked, ‘Are you the little girl who’s come to live next door to us? Are you

  Mary Ann?’




  Again, a swift glance from eyes that Bessie could now see were dark brown and fringed with long, black lashes. There was suffering in those soulful eyes, Bessie thought. She could see it, even

  in one so young.




  ‘Poor little bairn,’ the big woman murmured, resisting the urge to gather the child into her arms and carry her into her own home.




  The girl had looked away again, but now there was a tiny nod of the head. Bessie thought quickly. She was obviously terrified to go home, and with good reason, if her father carried out his

  threat.




  ‘I ’spect your mam’s busy getting things straight. Tell you what, would you like to come into my house, seeing as we’re going to be neighbours? You can have a bit of tea

  with us, if you like. My Bert’s already tucking into his shepherd’s pie. How about it, eh?’




  The girl stared up at her for so long now that even Bessie felt disconcerted by the look. Still, she did not speak.




  Bessie held out her hand and, after staring at it for a moment, slowly the girl put her own grubby hand into it and allowed herself to be led towards Bessie’s door. Then, suddenly seeing

  Dan standing there, she hung back.




  ‘It’s all right,’ Bessie soothed. ‘It’s only Dan. He’s big, but he’s as gentle as a lamb.’




  He must have sensed the young girl’s reluctance, for Dan moved away from the door and disappeared into the house.




  ‘Now then,’ Bessie said, leading her into the scullery. ‘Sit up on that stool there and let’s wipe them mucky paws.’ She reached for a damp cloth from the draining

  board. Gently, she took hold of the thin wrist. Feeling the bones, the big woman tutted to herself.




  ‘You want feeding up a bit, lass, don’t you? Come on, let’s have that out of your mouth. A big girl like you didn’t ought to be sucking her thumb, you know. It’ll

  go all white and wrinkly and you’ll end up with crooked teeth, an’ all. Our Duggie – he’s me youngest – used to suck his thumb when he was a bairn. The times I

  ’ad to creep into his room in the night and take it out of his mouth. But he’s got the loveliest white teeth now you ever did see,’ Bessie added proudly. ‘And it’s all

  thanks to me. There you are, all clean. Now, let’s go and get you a bit of tea.’




  Leading her into the kitchen, Bessie said, ‘We’ve got a visitor, Bert. Make room at the table.’




  Dan grinned at them. ‘Already have, Mam. Come and sit next to me, little ’un.’




  Slowly the child moved to stand next to Dan, but she didn’t sit down. She glanced at the chair and then up at Bessie.




  ‘You can sit down, love, it’s all right,’ Bessie said, aware that in many households, children stood to have their meals. Only the grown-ups had chairs. In the Ruddick

  household, Bessie’s boys had all been provided with chairs from the day they left school and started work.




  ‘You’re a man now and earning, so you’ve a right to sit down to eat,’ she’d said to each one in turn as they reached school-leaving age.




  ‘You’re a guest,’ Dan smiled down at her.




  The girl sat down gingerly on the chair. Bert laid down his knife and fork and picked up an empty plate. ‘Like some pie, lass? And some peas?’




  ‘My mam’s shepherd’s pie could win prizes,’ Dan said and winked at her.




  At that moment, Ernie, Bessie’s second son, slipped quietly into the room and sat down at the table.




  ‘This is Ernie,’ Dan said. Ernie nodded shyly towards her, but then his gaze was firmly fixed upon his plate. ‘He’s quiet, too,’ Dan went on. ‘Never says

  much. But you wait till Duggie comes home. We’ll none of us get a word in edgeways then.’




  ‘I’ll put Duggie’s in the oven,’ Bessie said, piling food on to a plate. ‘And keep it warm. He’ll be late, as usual.’




  But only ten minutes later, the back door was flung open and the youngest Ruddick boy entered the house in a flurry of noisy greetings.




  ‘Mam. Dad. I’m home.’




  ‘Think we can’t hear you, lad?’ Bessie said, but she was smiling as she said it and already getting up again to take his meal from the oven. ‘You’re early, for

  you?’ She glanced at Mary Ann and explained. ‘Duggie’s always late. I tell him, he’ll be late for his own funeral.’




  ‘Hello, who’s this?’ Duggie, his brown hair flopping on to his forehead, bright eyes twinkling and a grin that seemed to stretch from ear to ear, sat down opposite their

  visitor.




  ‘The little lass from next door. They’ve moved in today,’ Dan told him.




  ‘Hello, little-girl-from-next-door,’ Duggie said cheekily. At once the girl scrambled up from her chair and stood behind Dan, peering over his shoulder at the newcomer.




  Bessie almost laughed at the comical expression on Duggie’s face. Already, she understood the child’s fear of men, but her youngest son, the noisiest, funniest scallywag of the three

  brothers, was staring open-mouthed at the girl’s reaction to him. It was certainly not how girls, whatever their age, normally treated him.




  ‘It’s all right, love, he’s a noisy devil, but he won’t hurt you,’ Dan patted the chair beside him. ‘Come on, sit down.’




  The girl slid back into her chair, her gaze still on Duggie.




  ‘What’s your name, then?’ Duggie tried again and Bessie was touched to hear the gentleness in his tone. Even Duggie, bless him, had been quick on the uptake, she thought.

  ‘That ugly brute you’re sitting next to,’ Duggie was saying, pointing his knife across the table, ‘is Dan and this,’ he added, nodding towards the taciturn figure

  beside him, ‘is Ernie. And I’m Duggie, the good-looking one.’




  There were derisory guffaws around the table from the rest of the family, apart from Ernie, but Duggie only laughed, the loudest of them all. Ernie, with neat dark hair and wearing a white shirt

  and tie, chuckled softly, but did not speak.




  Duggie leant forward as if sharing a confidence. ‘Ernie’s got a posh job in an office in one of the warehouses on River Road. He keeps ledgers and things. He has to write down all

  what the ships bring in and take out. That’s why he wears a smart white shirt to go to work, but he has a skin the same colour, ’cos he’s always indoors, see? Me,’ he added

  proudly, ‘I work on Miller’s Wharf at the moment but, one day, I’m going to be an engineer. I’m going to get an apprenticeship at Phillips’ Engineering Works. Do you

  know it? They made tanks in the war and—’




  ‘That’s enough chatter from you, our Duggie,’ Bessie said. ‘Get on with your tea.’




  As they ate, Bessie kept a surreptitious eye on the child. At last, the young girl took her thumb out of her mouth and picked up her knife and fork. Bessie noticed that she watched every

  movement Dan made and attempted to copy him.




  Dear me, Bessie thought to herself, has the child reached twelve or so without having learnt basic table manners? Pity for the girl almost robbed Bessie of her own appetite as she watched the

  child eating very little of the food placed before her. She picked at the shepherd’s pie and vegetables and played with the apple charlotte that followed, patting it with her spoon and then

  mixing it with the custard before spooning only a little into her mouth. Then she pulled a wry face.




  ‘Give the little lass a spoonful of sugar, Bessie love,’ Bert said kindly, noticing the girl’s grimace. ‘Mebbe the apple’s a bit tart for her.’




  Bessie rose from the table at once and went in search of the sugar, returning to heap generous spoonfuls over the girl’s pudding. But still, Mary Ann pushed the food around her bowl and

  made little effort to eat it.




  ‘So, are you going to tell us your name?’ Dan asked when the meal was finished.




  Again there was silence. Then, as they watched her, she raised her hand slowly and put her thumb into her mouth once more. Her huge eyes continued to stare at each one of them in turn, but

  returned each time, Bessie noticed, to Dan.




  Dan leant forward, resting his elbow on the table, watching her with concern in his eyes. At eighteen, he was now a man, whereas the younger ones – even Ernie at only a year younger

  – still had boyish features.




  Bessie Ruddick counted herself a lucky woman. None of her family had been involved in the dreadful war that had just ended the previous year. Her boys had been too young and her beloved Bert had

  been too old – just. They had felt the effects of the war, of course, as had the whole country, but she gave thanks every day of her life that her sons’ names would not appear on the

  war memorial that the town was planning to erect in memory of its war dead.




  The war had touched Waterman’s Yard, though, for Amy Hamilton had lost her husband in 1916 and then her only son too. He had gone through four years of war to be killed with cruel irony

  only days before the armistice had been signed. Now Amy had locked herself in her house in the corner of the yard and rarely ventured forth. Not even Bessie had been able to prise her out. At least

  not yet, for Bessie was not one to give up a battle. She’d have Amy Hamilton out of that house and back in the land of the living one of these fine days or her name wasn’t Bessie

  Ruddick.




  For the moment, however, Bessie’s attention was taken up with the little girl who sat at her table.




  ‘Has she said anything, Mam?’ Dan murmured.




  Bessie, her gaze still on the girl, shook her head.




  ‘Maybe she can’t talk,’ Duggie said.




  With surprising speed, the thumb was pulled out of her mouth. ‘Of course I can talk.’ Then she popped her thumb straight back into her mouth and glanced around at them

  triumphantly.




  Bessie laughed. ‘There you are, our Duggie, that’s telled you.’ But Duggie only grinned, pleased that his remark had at least sparked a response.




  ‘Come to live next door to us, have you?’ Dan prompted. ‘That’s nice.’




  ‘Well,’ Bert stood up. ‘I’m off for me pint, Bessie love. All right?’




  ‘’Course it is, Bert.’ She heaved herself up from her chair and began to stack the dirty plates. ‘I think it’s time you went home now, love. Must be nearly your

  bedtime.’ She paused before asking sensitively, ‘Will ya dad have gone out, do you think? Does he go to the pub for a pint in the evening?’




  There was fleeting fear in the child’s eyes and all the Ruddick family saw it. Dan, for the first time, noticed the faint bluish mark on the child’s jaw and glanced at his mother. A

  swift look of understanding passed between mother and son as Bessie gave a little nod. She saw her son’s mouth tighten in a gesture so like her own.




  ‘I’ll take you home, little ’un, but first, are you going to tell me your name?’




  She removed her thumb briefly and wriggled down from her chair. She moved to stand beside Dan and looked into his face on a level with her own. ‘Mary Ann Clark and I’m twelve, nearly

  thirteen.’




  Dan stood up. ‘Well, Mary Ann Clark, twelve-nearly-thirteen, then you’re quite old enough to allow me to walk you home in the moonlight.’ He tapped the side of his nose and

  winked at her as he added, ‘But don’t you be telling my girlfriend, Susan.’




  Bessie watched as Dan held out his hand to Mary Ann. The girl looked up at him, standing so tall above her now. Suddenly, a beaming smile illuminated the girl’s face. Her brown eyes

  sparkled with mischief and two dimples appeared in her cheeks as she put her hand trustingly into his.




  







  Three




  ‘Mam, what’s going on in that house next door?’




  When he returned from taking Mary Ann back home, Dan’s face was grim.




  ‘You might well ask, lad.’ Bessie’s mouth was tight.




  ‘This poor woman came to the door. She’s got a cut lip that’s swelling out here.’ He held his hand about three inches from his own mouth, exaggerating the woman’s

  discomfort but Bessie got the message. ‘And wasn’t that a bruise on the kiddie’s jaw?’




  Bessie nodded. ‘I reckon so.’




  ‘So? What are you going to do?’




  Dan knew his mother well enough to know that she would not be able to ignore what they both guessed was happening within that household.




  ‘Keep me eyes and me ears open,’ she told him. ‘And be round there like a shot.’




  ‘She seems a nice little thing. Held me hand and skipped along at the side of me, she did.’ He paused and then met his mother’s gaze. ‘But she didn’t say any more.

  Not even to her mam. Do . . . do you think she’s, er, well . . .?’ He tapped his forefinger to the side of his head. ‘Y’know? All right?’




  Bessie frowned. ‘I’d need to know her a bit more before I could be sure.’




  ‘Mm.’ Dan was thoughtful for a moment, then he seemed to shake himself. ‘Well, I’d best get mesen changed if I’m to see Susan tonight.’




  ‘Mind how you go and don’t be late in.’




  The young man grinned at her, put his arm about her ample waist and kissed her cheek. ‘Yes, Ma. No, Ma. Three bags full, Ma.’ Then he stepped smartly back out of the way as

  Bessie’s hand came up to smack his face. But the gesture was playful and affectionate with no strength or malice behind it.




  ‘Go on with you,’ she smiled at him. ‘And give me love to Susan. Time you named the day with that lass, y’know, else you’ll be losing her. She’s a nice

  girl.’




  ‘Oho, I’m not ready to tie the knot yet awhile. I want me own ship first.’




  Bessie shook her head, but there was fond pride in her tone as she murmured, ‘You remind me so much of me own father, Dan. He didn’t marry me mother until he skippered his own ship.

  Mind you, he never owned it. But I reckon he thought of it as his boat. I was born on the river, y’know.’ She grinned. ‘Somewhere between here and Newark.’




  Dan knew it only too well, as did all their family, but he listened patiently to his mother’s reminiscing. ‘Aye, it was me dad’s life’s ambition to own his own

  ship.’ Her tone became wistful. ‘But he never managed it.’ Then she smiled at her eldest son as she added softly, ‘Maybe you’ll achieve it for him, lad.’




  Dan grinned. ‘I mean to have a damn good try, Mam.’




  Bessie was dozing, her feet on the warm brass fender, when Bert came home from The Waterman’s Arms.




  ‘He was in the pub,’ Bert said without preamble as he lowered himself into the chair opposite his wife.




  Bessie opened one eye. ‘Who was?’




  Bert jerked his thumb towards the wall. ‘’Im from next door. Sid, er, Clark, was it the little lass said?’




  Bessie nodded.




  ‘He bought me a pint.’




  Bessie closed her eye and said drowsily, ‘I hope you didn’t buy ’im one back.’




  Bert spread his hands. ‘Bessie, my angel, a chap’s got to play the game, y’know.’




  Now both Bessie’s eyes flew wide open. ‘You mean you did?’




  Bert shifted uncomfortably. ‘You’ve got to be sociable with the chap.’




  ‘You may have to be, Bert Ruddick, but I certainly don’t. Not if he knocks his missis about and clouts that bairn of his.’




  ‘Are you sure about that, Bess? I admit I was a bit wary of ’im at first – after what you’d said. But I have to say, he seemed a nice sort of a chap.’




  Bessie snorted. ‘Well, he would be, wouldn’t he, Bert Ruddick, if he bought you a pint?’ Then she smiled as her husband had the grace to look sheepish. She cocked her head on

  one side, listening. ‘Mind you, I don’t hear any thumps and bumps from next door now, so mebbe I’ve got it all wrong. Mebbe that little woman really did fall over a tea chest like

  she said.’ She shrugged her well-rounded shoulders. ‘And as for the bairn, well, kids is always getting bumps and bruises, ain’t they?’




  Bert nodded, watching Bessie as she levered herself out of the chair. ‘Come on, Bert. Time for bed.’ She held out her hand and hoisted him to his feet. Then she smiled coyly down at

  him. ‘Feel like a bit of a cuddle, Bertie?’




  Bert shook his head. ‘Oooh, Bess, light of my life. Now be gentle with me. I’ve got a headache . . .’




  Bess gave a deep-throated chuckle and pulled him towards her, clasping his face to her bosom. ‘It’s not ya head I’m after, Bert Ruddick.’




  It was a ritual they often played when alone and, giggling like two young lovers, they climbed the stairs to their bedroom.




  It was two thirty in the morning when they heard the sounds coming into their bedroom through the thin wall. First a thud and then a woman’s cries. A man shouting and

  then the chilling sound of a child’s high-pitched screaming.




  ‘I’m not having this,’ Bessie muttered, throwing back the bedclothes and heaving herself out of bed. ‘Bert – get the boys up. All of ’em.’




  ‘Aw, Bess, do you think you should interfere? The feller’ll be drunk. Why not wait till morning?’




  Bessie rounded on him. ‘Listen to that bairn. By morning, she could have been knocked into the next world. And if she hasn’t, then that poor little woman probably will have

  been.’ She wagged her forefinger at him. ‘I’m not having it, Bert. Not in our yard.’




  Bessie was pulling a shawl around her shoulders over her long nightdress and thrusting her feet into well-worn slippers. In the moonlight, shining fitfully into the room, she fumbled to light a

  candle.




  ‘Are you shifting, Bert Ruddick, or do I have to face him on me own?’




  Bert sighed and rolled out of bed. There was no denying his Bess. Every time she got into her battling mood, part of him shrank away, but the other half of him admired her spirit and wished he

  was more like her.




  ‘Shouldn’t we get the police?’




  ‘Huh!’ Bessie was scathing. ‘What can they do? You know they don’t like interfering. A man’s home is his castle and all that rubbish. No, Bert, it’s up to us

  to sort it out.’




  Bert shrugged and gave in. Not for the first time, he smiled ruefully to himself as he opened the bedroom door to carry out his general’s orders and marshal the troops.




  The yard was alive with activity as if it were the middle of a busy day rather than halfway through the night. Candles flickered, sash windows were thrown open and heads peered out. Doors opened

  and men, dressed in vests and long johns, shouted, ‘What’s all the racket?’ ‘What’s going on?’




  Only Amy Hamilton’s house remained in darkness.




  From her bedroom window, Minnie Eccleshall shouted gleefully. ‘It’s our Bessie. Battling Bessie’s on the warpath again. Eeh, but yon man doesn’t know what’s going

  to hit him.’




  Gladys Merryweather was already at her door. ‘She’s got all her lads with her an’ all. And Bert.’ She raised her voice. ‘You there, Phyllis? This’ll be

  good.’




  The Ruddick boys and their father formed a semicircle around Bessie as she thumped on the door of the neighbouring house. ‘Come on out here, Sid Clark.’ She waited and, for a moment,

  there was silence in the yard, as everyone seemed to be holding their breath. Then into the quietness came the rasping sound of a window being pushed upwards and, above their heads, Sid’s

  slurred voice asked, ‘Wha’d’you want?’




  ‘You. That’s who!’ Bessie folded her arms as she looked up at him. ‘Get yourself down here and open this door. I want to know if that kiddie’s all right.’ Her

  voice dropped a little as she added, ‘And ya missis, too, if it comes to that.’




  ‘’Tain’t none o’ your business.’ He shook his fist, not only at Bessie but at all the watchers around the yard. ‘Get back to your beds all of you and mind

  your own business.’




  Then he slammed the window closed and wrenched the thin, tattered curtains together but at that moment Bessie, close to the door, heard the child whimpering on the other side.




  She knocked on it again, but this time quietly so that the man in the bedroom above would not hear. ‘Mary Ann? Open the door, love.’ Bessie tried the doorknob, but the door was

  locked. ‘Unlock it, lass. Can you?’




  There was a moment’s pause whilst they all heard her fingers struggling with the lock. Then there was the sound of a key turning. Bessie tried the door again and it opened. Dressed only in

  a vest and knickers, her thumb in her mouth, the girl was shivering and sobbing quietly, trying, Bessie guessed, to keep the sound low so as not to anger her father more.




  ‘Aw, me little love . . .’ Bessie gathered her into her arms and, though Mary Ann was no longer a small child, Bessie picked her up. The girl wound her arms around the woman’s

  neck and buried her face in her shoulder. For a moment, Bessie patted her back soothingly, rocked her and murmured, ‘There, there. It’s all right. It’s all right.’




  There was nothing else she could say, though even to Bessie the words had a hollow ring. Now, inside the darkened house, Bessie could hear the man lumbering down the stairs and through the rooms

  towards the back door, knocking furniture over in his path. Bessie prised Mary Ann’s clinging arms from around her neck and handed her to Dan.




  ‘Tek her into our house, Dan. Out of his way.’




  Dan reached out, gathered the girl into his arms and carried her away. As he went, Bessie heard him murmuring to her, ‘You come with me, little ’un. I’ll soon razzle up the

  fire in the range and you can have a nice drink of hot milk . . .’




  Bessie turned to face Sid Clark, who was now standing in the open doorway, swaying from side to side, his hands against the doorjambs on either side for support.




  ‘You interfering owd beezum. I’ll have the law on you for this. Ab . . . abduct . . . abduction, that’s what it is.’




  Bessie spoke loudly and clearly. ‘And I’ll have the law on you. Knocking your missis about and frightening your lass half to death. Have you touched her, ’cos if you’ve

  laid a finger on that bairn, I’ll . . .?’




  ‘Oh aye.’ The man was smirking now, confident of his ground. ‘And what do you think the law’d do, eh? They can’t touch a man in his own home. Not for chastising his

  own, they can’t.’




  ‘Oho,’ Bessie said sarcastically. ‘You know all about it, don’t you? Had the coppers round to your house more than once, I bet.’




  The man glowered. ‘I told you – mind your own business.’




  ‘If a child’s getting hurt, then it is my business. I’ll make it my business.’




  ‘Well, she ain’t. I never laid a finger on her.’




  ‘What about your wife?’




  ‘That’s nowt to do wi’ you. A man’s got a right—’




  ‘No man’s got a right to belt anybody,’ Bessie thundered, her voice carrying through the black night and echoing round the yard to the listeners. ‘Least of all, a little

  thing like her, who can’t stand up to you.’




  ‘Like to take me on yourself, would you?’ the man sneered. ‘Reckon you could, do you, missis?’




  Bessie pushed up the sleeves of her nightdress. ‘Oho, wouldn’t I just, mester . . .’ she began, and took a step towards him.




  ‘Bess . . .’ came Bert’s warning voice, but either side of her, her two remaining sons moved closer.




  The man blinked, and glanced around at the menacing faces. Swiftly, he stepped back and slammed the door. From behind its comparative safety he shouted, ‘I’ll have me day with you,

  missis, you see if I don’t.’




  ‘Not if I see you first, mester, you won’t,’ Bess shouted back and gave the door one last thump, whilst Bert shook his head worriedly and muttered, ‘Leave it now,

  Bess.’




  ‘But I want to see his wife’s all right, I—’




  ‘You’ve done enough, lass,’ Bert said firmly. Then beneath his breath, he added, ‘More than enough.’




  







  Four




  ‘You go back to bed, all of you. You too, Bert. You’ve all got work in the morning. I’ll stay down here with Mary Ann. I’ll make her a bed up on the

  couch in the front room and sit with her.’




  Bert knew there was no sense in arguing, so he reached up to kiss his wife’s cheek and then pattered back up the stairs to his cold bed. He hated sleeping without his Bess beside him. Her

  presence was warm and comforting. His sons, too, yawning now that the excitement of the night was over, went back to their beds.




  The child was soon drifting off and Bessie watched over her, tenderly stroking her hair and carefully removing her thumb from her mouth. When Mary Ann was asleep, Bessie tiptoed back into the

  warm kitchen to sit in her armchair by the glowing coals. She left the door between the two rooms open so that she could hear the child if she stirred. Bessie leant her head back and closed her

  eyes. She sighed heavily. She knew Bert didn’t agree with her interfering, but she could not stand by and see a child at risk. Nor that poor woman if it came to that, although where she was

  concerned Bessie felt a trace of irritation. Why did Elsie put up with such treatment? Why didn’t she up and leave him and take her child with her?




  Bessie’s innate honesty answered her. You’ve never been in that situation, Bessie Ruddick, nor are you ever likely to be, so don’t judge others till you know how you’d be

  yourself. ‘I know one thing, though,’ she murmured aloud. ‘I wouldn’t put up with it.’




  The following morning, when the menfolk had gone to work, including Sid Clark, Bessie wrapped the child in a shawl and took her next door.




  ‘You there, Mrs Clark?’ When no answer came, Bessie opened the door and walked into the house.




  Smashed crockery littered the floor of the scullery. As Mary Ann still had no footwear, Bessie lifted her over the sharp slivers of pottery and moved towards the living room. There she glanced

  around her and then shook her head in disbelief. The contrast between this house and her own home was stark.




  Bessie kept her house lovingly polished and although it lacked natural lighting, like all the houses in the yards, which were hemmed in by other buildings, Bessie’s home was never gloomy.

  In some houses, the front door led straight into the main room of the house. In the early days of their marriage, however, Bert had built Bessie a scullery, so that entry into the Ruddicks’

  house was through this and then into the kitchen. Here, her family had their meals at the table in the centre of the room and sat around the warm fire in comfortable easy chairs in the evening.

  Beyond the kitchen was Bessie’s front parlour, used only at Christmas and on special occasions. In this room were Bessie’s family heirlooms. A glass-fronted china cabinet holding her

  treasures. A grandfather clock in a mahogany case with a brass face and a pendulum that swung with a comfortingly dependable rhythm. On the sideboard was Bessie’s most prized possession; a

  model of a keel with its one large, square sail and smaller topsail, patiently made by Bessie’s own father.




  But in this house, where Bessie was standing, looking about her with growing unease, there were no such comforts, no family possessions of any kind. The grate in the range was cold and the few

  bits of furniture scattered about the room looked as if they had come straight from the scrap heap.




  ‘Mebbe they have,’ Bessie murmured, shrewdly.




  She set the child gently on the one sagging armchair and straightened up. Then she glanced at the door she guessed led to the stairs. Was the woman still in bed? Bessie bit her lip, wondering if

  she should venture upstairs. She glanced down at the child, but Mary Ann had curled up and fallen asleep again.




  Bessie opened the inner door and peered up the stairwell. ‘You there, missis?’ Silence. Bessie frowned. ‘Mrs Clark?’ Still no answer, but as she put her foot on the first

  step and took hold of the banister, she heard a movement above and glanced up to see Elsie Clark approaching the top of the stairs. Relief at seeing the woman alive and on her feet flooded through

  Bessie. ‘I’ve brought your little lass home.’




  The woman was hiding her face with her hand and her voice croaked as she said, ‘Thank you.’




  Bessie sighed. ‘Come on down here, love, and I’ll make you a cup of tea.’




  ‘There’s no need. I’m fine.’




  ‘You don’t look it,’ Bessie said with blunt kindness. ‘’Ow about I put the kettle on while you get dressed.’




  Even from the bottom of the stairs, Bessie heard the woman’s heavy sigh. Flatly, Elsie said, ‘No point. I’ve no tea or milk or sugar. I – I’ll be going shopping

  later. Just moving in, an’ that. Y’know . . .’




  Her voice trailed away and now, as if she could not be bothered to hide the truth any longer, her hand fell away from covering her face. Bessie, in the light from the window near which the woman

  was standing, could see her bruised and swollen cheek, one eye almost closed.




  ‘You get dressed, love, and let me have Mary Ann’s clothes. Then you’re both coming round to my house.’




  ‘Oh, but I—’




  ‘No “buts”,’ Bessie said firmly. ‘You’re coming.’




  Half an hour later, Mary Ann was tucking into a bowl of porridge whilst her mother sat beside Bessie’s range, holding her hands out to the warmth and gratefully sipping a cup of tea.




  Forthright as always, Bessie asked, ‘Why do you put up with it, love?’




  Elsie’s shoulders sagged. ‘What else can I do?’




  ‘Leave him.’




  ‘Where would I go?’




  ‘Haven’t you any family?’




  Elsie’s head drooped so low, her chin was almost resting on her chest. Her voice muffled, she said, ‘They don’t want to know me. You see . . .’ She bit her lip and then

  glanced anxiously towards Mary Ann. Her voice little more than a whisper, she went on, ‘They all tried to warn me against him. My mam and dad, even my two brothers and my sister. But I

  wouldn’t listen. You might not believe it . . . Bessie, is it?’




  Bessie nodded.




  ‘Well, you might not believe it, Bessie . . .’ Elsie Clark shook her own head as if she did not quite believe it herself. ‘But fifteen years ago, Sid was a good-looking feller.

  A real charmer, smart and, I thought, quite ambitious. He was a drayman for a brewery.’ Her eyes misted over as she remembered her youth and falling in love for the first time. ‘But he

  didn’t intend to stay a drayman forever, he said. Oh, he was handsome then, Bessie, sat up on the front of his dray, driving them two great horses that were dressed out with horse-brasses and

  bedecked with ribbons.’ Now she sighed heavily as she dragged herself back to her unhappy present.




  ‘What went wrong, Elsie?’ Bessie prompted.




  ‘The war. That’s what went wrong.’




  ‘Ah.’ Bessie’s tone was suddenly more understanding. ‘Well now, I can sympathize, but only a bit mind you, ’cos even if he has been to Hell and back – and by

  all accounts that’s what it was for a lot of ’em – it doesn’t give him the right to batter you about.’




  ‘He . . . he had a bad time.’




  ‘So did a lot of ’em. Them that’s lived to tell the tale.’ Briefly Bessie’s thoughts went to Amy Hamilton shut away in her house of sorrow. ‘And a lot never

  even had the chance to live to remember it. It’s still no reason why you should put up with the treatment he’s handing out to you now.’ She jerked her thumb towards Mary Ann,

  still sitting at the table. ‘And what about yon little lass? Does he hit her, an’ all?’




  Swiftly Elsie said, ‘No, no. At least . . .’ Her gaze met Bessie’s momentarily and then fell away again in embarrassment. ‘Not like he goes for me.’




  ‘But he does hit her?’ Bessie persisted, determined to get at the truth.




  Elsie nodded. ‘When she’s naughty.’




  ‘Naughty? Her?’ Bessie was scandalized. ‘I wouldn’t think the bairn’s got it in her to be naughty. Not what I’d call naughty, anyway.’




  ‘Oh, she can be quite a cheeky little madam at times. And disobedient.’




  Bessie sniffed, disbelievingly. ‘Well, personally, I like to see a child with a bit of spirit.’




  There was silence in the kitchen for a moment until Mary Ann pushed back her chair and came to stand beside Bessie. Her thumb in her mouth, she leant against her and rested her head on the

  comforting shoulder. Bessie put her arm about the child. ‘Now then. Feel better?’




  Mary Ann nodded.




  ‘And now we’d better get you to school, hadn’t we? You’ll just make it in time, if we hurry.’




  Mary Ann’s brown eyes regarded Bessie solemnly. She removed her thumb from her mouth and declared, ‘I don’t go to school.’




  ‘’Course you do. Everybody’s got to go to school.’ Bessie turned towards Elsie. ‘Does she think she’s old enough to leave? She isn’t, you know, because

  they’ve just put the leaving age up to fourteen, haven’t they? Won’t she have to stay on?’




  ‘I – she can’t go to school. I haven’t had the chance to get her into one. What with the move and everything . . .’ Elsie’s voice trailed away yet again.




  Mary Ann’s voice piped up. ‘I haven’t been to school for a year.’




  ‘Mary Ann – please . . .’ her mother began and then, defeated, glanced at Bessie. ‘We – we’ve been moving about a lot. I had to go where I could find work and

  since he’s been home . . .’




  She said no more but the unspoken words hung in the air. ‘Since he’s been home, it’s been worse still.’




  ‘Right then,’ Bessie said decidedly. ‘If you like, Elsie, I’ll take her to see a friend of mine who runs a little private school.’




  Elsie’s eyes widened in fear. ‘We can’t afford . . .’ she began, but Bessie held up her hand.




  ‘Don’t worry about that. Miss Marsh is a lovely lady and she’ll tell us what we ought to do. You won’t have to pay a penny, love, so don’t worry. Now, come

  along,’ Bessie said, at her happiest when she was taking charge of a situation. ‘Let’s get that grubby little face washed and that hair combed and I’ll take you along to see

  my friend, Miss Edwina Marsh.’




  







  Five




  ‘Bessie. What a lovely surprise. What brings you here?’




  Edwina Marsh herself opened the heavy oak door set between white pillars. The large, three-storey house was situated near the town’s bridge over the River Trent.




  ‘This little lass, Miss Edwina.’




  Edwina looked down at the girl clutching Bessie’s hand and smiled at her. She pulled the door wider open and said, ‘Come in, please. Come into my study and I’ll get some tea

  sent up.’




  ‘Well, if it’s no trouble, Miss Edwina, I’m fair parched. We’ve had quite a long walk, ’aven’t we, Mary Ann, all along River Road? And, of course, we had to

  stop and look at the ships, didn’t we?’




  Edwina smiled. She knew how Bessie loved the river and how she would use any excuse to walk along its banks, smell the dampness and relive her memories of her young life aboard her

  father’s vessel.




  ‘Did you see Dan aboard Mr Price’s ship?’




  Bessie shook her head. ‘No, they should be away downriver by now. They’ve gone to Hull.’




  ‘Sit down, Bessie.’ Edwina indicated a chair whilst she pulled on a tasselled rope to summon her maid.




  ‘What would you like to drink, my dear?’ she asked Mary Ann, but the girl only sucked hard on her thumb and regarded the stranger with large, solemn eyes.




  ‘A glass o’ milk, Miss Edwina, if you please.’ Bessie nodded wisely. ‘She could do with a bit of building up, if you ask me.’




  ‘So?’ Edwina sat down behind her leather-topped desk. ‘How can I help you?’




  Bessie hesitated and glanced at the girl beside her, unwilling to speak in front of her. At that moment a knock sounded on the door and a maid, dressed in a lacy cap and a white apron over a

  black dress, entered. Bessie looked at her and then towards Edwina. ‘Could Mary Ann go with your lass to the kitchen? I – er – I’d like to talk to you in private, if you

  know what I mean.’




  Edwina glanced at the young girl and then met Bessie’s gaze. ‘Ah, yes, I understand. Of course. Mary Ann, would you like to go with Sarah? She’ll take care of you and give

  you—’




  The thumb was dragged out of her mouth as Mary Ann said, ‘No, I’m staying here. With her.’ And she pushed her arm through Bessie’s and hugged it to her.




  ‘Now, now,’ Bessie said gently, but there was a hint of firmness in her tone. ‘Be a good girl for me, eh? It’s only down to the kitchen.’




  Sarah stepped forward and bent to speak to the girl, who was acting like a truculent child. ‘Cook’s just taken a batch of scones out of the oven. Maybe she’ll let you have one,

  thick with lovely butter and strawberry jam.’ She held out her hand. ‘You come with me, pet.’




  Mary Ann stared up at the maid for a moment and then very slowly put out her hand to take Sarah’s. Then she looked back at Bessie. ‘You won’t leave me here? You won’t go

  home without me?’




  ‘Well, I’ve come to see about you going to school somewhere, love, but I promise not to leave you here without telling you first.’




  Mary Ann pouted. ‘I don’t want to stay here. I want to go home to my mam. I’ve got to see if my mam’s all right. You know I have.’




  For the first time, Bessie saw a side to the girl that she had not seen before. Suddenly, Mary Ann seemed much older than her years. With a shock, Bessie realized now that that was what she had

  seen in the depths of those brown eyes, experience and knowledge beyond her years. This child had seen things that no twelve-year-old ought to have witnessed.




  Bessie patted Mary Ann’s hand. ‘You go with Sarah, love. Everything will be all right.’




  ‘Promise?’




  ‘I promise.’




  For a long moment she stared into Bessie’s eyes, gauging if this woman was to be trusted. Satisfied, Mary Ann turned and allowed herself to be led from the room.




  As the door closed behind them, Bessie let out a huge sigh. ‘If ever I needed help, Miss Edwina, I need it now.’




  The two women regarded each other solemnly across the desk and then the younger one reached out with both her hands and Bessie put her own into them. ‘Oh Bessie, you know I will do

  anything – anything I can – to help you. I owe you such a debt of gratitude I’ll never be able to repay if I live to be a hundred and fifty.’




  They smiled at each other, but the anxiety that was in Bessie’s eyes was still there, just like the sorrow that never quite left the blue eyes of the young woman sitting opposite her.




  ‘I’ll never forget what you did for our family, Bessie. And for me, especially.’




  Bessie’s thoughts went back to the dreadful time when Edwina’s brother, Arthur, had been killed on the Somme. Only a week later, Edwina had learnt that her fiancé,

  Christopher, had been killed too.




  ‘I thought my world had ended,’ Edwina murmured softly. ‘And I couldn’t be any help to poor Mother, grieving over her firstborn.’




  ‘She was always very kind to me.’ Bessie smiled fondly, remembering the time Edwina’s mother had come to live at The Hall as a young bride. For a time, Bessie had been her

  personal maid, until she had left service to marry Bert. ‘She even seemed to understand why I was so homesick for the river.’




  At fourteen Bessie had been forced to find employment ashore. ‘I could’ve been mate for me father aboard his ship, but I had a younger brother and me dad wanted him.’ Bessie

  looked mournful for a moment, recalling the time when she had hated the fact that she had been born a woman. But her life in service had been made all the easier by the young Mrs Marsh.




  ‘So,’ Bessie went on, ‘when I heard about Arthur being killed – such a lovely little chap, he was, as a bairn – and then you losing your young man too, well, I had

  to come to The Hall. Just to see if there was owt I could do. Though,’ Bessie sighed heavily, ‘what can anyone do in such circumstances?’




  Edwina closed her eyes for a moment as if feeling again the searing grief. ‘You did more for us than you can possibly know, Bessie. I was so glad to see you that day.’




  They glanced at each other and Bessie knew their memories were the same. Edwina’s mother had been hysterical with grief. Her father had locked himself in his study to deal with his sorrow

  in his own way and her brother, Randolph, had disappeared for several days. Even now, no one knew exactly where he had gone.




  ‘There we were,’ Edwina said, with a trace of bitterness in her tone. ‘Supposed to be pillars of Elsborough society. Father, a leading businessman in the town. Mother, with her

  charitable works. And what happened? We all went to pieces. Countless other families were losing fathers, husbands, sons and . . . and fiancés and managing to get on with their lives, yet we

  couldn’t cope. Do you know, Bessie, I truly believe that without your strength, I wouldn’t have come through it.’




  ‘Oh Miss Edwina, ’course you would. You’re strong. You’d have come through right enough.’ Bessie was flattered by the compliment and knew her cheeks were glowing

  pink, but she felt she didn’t deserve it. She squeezed Edwina’s hands, then released them and sat back in her chair. ‘How is your mother now?’




  ‘Bearing up, as they say. But I don’t think she’ll ever get over it, Bessie. I don’t think any of us will.’




  ‘No, lass,’ Bessie said softly, ‘you don’t get over a thing like that, you just learn to live with it and carry on as best you can.’ Briefly her thoughts flitted to

  Amy Hamilton, locked away in her house in Waterman’s Yard. She hadn’t seen her for two days, Bessie realized with a jolt. She really must . . . But Edwina’s next words were

  dragging her back to her present problem.




  ‘Now, tell me about Mary Ann.’




  By the time Bessie arrived back home, she felt a lot happier. Edwina had offered to take the girl, at least for a few weeks, without payment and Mary Ann, won over by

  cook’s buttered scones, had agreed to stay for the rest of the day, provided that Bessie promised to fetch her home in the late afternoon.




  ‘I’ll be able to assess her, Bessie, and even if she has to go to another school, it’ll make the transition easier for everyone,’ Edwina had said. ‘There

  won’t be so many awkward questions asked about where she’s been before. The less anyone knows about the poor child’s home circumstances, the better.’




  Bessie had looked at the sweet face in front of her. Edwina’s golden hair was piled high on her head and soft curls fell on to her forehead. She was a pretty girl, with delicate features

  that belied an underlying strength of character. But in the blue eyes, there was always a sadness now that Bessie knew only time could heal. Was this lovely young woman destined to fill her lonely

  life educating other people’s children?




  ‘You’ll meet someone else, one day,’ Bessie had said aloud, gently.




  Edwina had shaken her head. ‘Even if I wanted to, Bessie, a whole generation of fine young men – my generation – has been wiped out. There are going to be a lot of war

  widows and spinsters, who’ll never find a husband. They simply won’t be there.’




  With that Bessie had not been able to argue.




  Bessie’s contentment with her morning’s work was short-lived. No sooner had she sat down in the armchair near the range, and eased her feet out of her shoes to rub her bunion, than

  there was a knock at the door.




  ‘Come in, whoever you are,’ she called out. ‘Can’t a body have five minutes’ peace around here?’




  Minnie Eccleshall popped her head around the door leading into Bessie’s kitchen. ‘There you are, Bessie. Where’ve you been?’




  ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out, Minnie Eccleshall. What do you want?’




  Minnie, small and thin with sharp features, came and sat down opposite her. ‘Any tea on the go, Bessie?’




  ‘If you make it, Minnie. I’m fair whacked out. I’ve walked nearly to the bridge and back . . .’ And I’ve got to do it again this afternoon, she thought to

  herself.




  ‘Whatever for?’




  ‘I’ve just told you, that’s—’




  ‘All right, all right.’ Minnie jumped up again, reached for the kettle and went out into the scullery to fill it. She set it on the fire and then busied herself setting cups on the

  table and fetching tea, milk and sugar. Then she set the teapot to warm on the hearth.




  Again she sat down. ‘Have you seen Amy, ’cos neither me nor Gladys have seen her for two days?’




  ‘No, Minnie, I ain’t, so let’s have this tea you’re making and then we’ll go across. That’s if I can get me feet back into me shoes,’ she added

  wryly.




  Half an hour later the two women were banging on the door of Amy Hamilton’s house.




  ‘I didn’t see a light on last night, either, now I come to think of it,’ Minnie whispered, though exactly why she was whispering she could not have explained. It was as if she

  had a sudden foreboding. She clutched hold of Bessie’s arm. ‘Oh Bess, you don’t think we’re going to find her hanging from the ceiling, d’you?’




  ‘Don’t talk daft, Minnie,’ Bessie snapped, but for a brief moment even Bessie’s usual confidence deserted her.




  Amy had been so depressed, and although all the neighbours had rallied round when the dreadful news had first come through that poor Amy had lost not only her husband but, later, her son too,

  there was a limit to their goodness. Time had passed and their patience with the grieving woman was exhausted. Only Bessie still waddled across the yard most mornings, to knock on Amy’s door

  to make sure she was up and about and facing the day.




  Bessie sighed. Even she was beginning to think that it was high time Amy pulled herself together. Nevertheless, as she felt under the loose brick near the door to retrieve the key, Bessie

  couldn’t help thinking for the second time that day, ‘It’s not happened to you, Bessie Ruddick, so don’t judge others till you know how it feels.’




  As she turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door, she found she was holding her breath and praying silently, ‘Please let her be all right. Don’t let her have done anything

  daft.’




  







  Six




  ‘You there, Amy?’ Bessie called.




  They were creeping through the gloomy house like a couple of criminals.




  ‘What if she’s taken a bottle of pills or summat and she’s lying in bed,’ Minnie, close on Bessie’s heels, whispered. ‘Dead for two days and not one of us

  knew.’




  Or cared enough to know, Bessie’s conscience smote her, so that once more she snapped back, ‘Give it a rest, Minnie. You should have been a writer with that imagination of

  yours.’




  Huffily, Minnie said, ‘I’m only trying to warn you, Bessie. That’s all. I don’t want you to walk into her bedroom and get a nasty shock.’




  ‘All right, all right,’ Bessie said testily. In truth, she was beginning to get even more anxious. The grate was cold, the ashes not even cleared out, and on the table stood a jug of

  milk, turning sour, and a loaf of bread with green mould on it.




  ‘Come on, we’d better look upstairs, Min.’




  ‘You can go first, seeing as you think me so fanciful.’




  Outside the door of the front bedroom, Bessie, her hand on the knob, paused and exchanged a glance with Minnie. ‘Here goes,’ she murmured and pushed open the door. The room was in

  darkness but, nevertheless, they could see a mound beneath the bedclothes.




  Behind her, Minnie let out a piercing shriek, startling Bessie so that every nerve in her body jumped.




  The mound of bedclothes too seemed to leap in the air, bounce and then sit up with a cry of its own.
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