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  This book is dedicated to baby Dakota, and to her amazingly brave parents, Jane and Scott, and to Dakota’s nanna, my dear friend, Maureen.




  There are no answers to such heartache this side of heaven except trust and faith, but Dave’s word from God at Dakota’s funeral rings in all our hearts.




  We believe, Lord.




  





  




  Lullaby




  There’s snowflakes in the wind, my bonny babby,




  Snowflakes in the wind, my little lamb,




  But don’t you fret, don’t you cry,




  The sun will come out by and by,




  And till then I’ll keep you warm, my bonny babby.




  





  PART ONE




  No Going Back




  1920




  





  Chapter One




  Where the hell was she? Gone eight o’clock on Christmas Eve and she wasn’t home yet. Did she think he was that much of a fool? Did she?




  Edgar Kirby ground his teeth, his hands gripping the wooden arms of the old armchair he was sitting in so that his knuckles showed white through the skin. The chair was one of two positioned

  either side of the fire in the black-leaded range in a kitchen that, although shabby, was spotlessly clean. Some effort to mark the season was evident in the paper chains criss-crossing under the

  ceiling, and the grate held a good fire of glowing slack and coal that the draught from the chimney kept bright. Two gas mantles on one whitewashed wall hissed and popped now and again as they shed

  their limited light over the room, and the smell of the pot roast in the oven was mouthwatering.




  Anyone entering the kitchen would have been struck by its simple cosiness, from the thick clippy mat the armchairs stood on, to the sunshine-yellow flock cushions positioned on the battered

  six-foot wooden settle set against the wall opposite the fireplace.




  A natural homemaker lives here, they would have thought, as their eyes took in the yellow curtains at the window in the same material as the cushion covers, and the small earthenware pot of

  white hyacinths in the centre of the scrubbed table. Someone with the touch of making the most wretched surroundings comfortable – and certainly this terraced house, like the ones surrounding

  it in the tight grid of streets in the heart of Sunderland, was as poor as they come.




  Edgar sat immobile for a few minutes more, staring at the fire but without seeing it. Instead his mind was full of moving pictures of Molly and the man she worked for; lewd, explicit images that

  burned against his eyeballs and caused a rage that brought him to his feet whereupon he started pacing the room, his hands clenched fists.




  A creaking of the kitchen door brought his head swinging round to see his nine-year-old daughter standing in the doorway, her younger brother behind her. ‘Is Mam home yet?’




  It took all his self-control not to shout at them to get back upstairs, and his face must have revealed what he was feeling as he watched both children take an instinctive step backwards. It was

  this that curbed his tongue. He knew they were frightened of him or, if not exactly frightened, then certainly wary, he thought bitterly. Abby had been barely three years old when he had left in

  the summer of 1914 for the front, anxious to do his bit in the war ‘before it was all over’, and Robin a babe in arms. When he had returned from the conflict he was a stranger; to them,

  to Molly, even to himself. The unspeakable things he had seen and had had to do; how could you go down into the depths of hell and not be changed? And the noise, the incessant screaming shells, the

  mud, the blood . . .




  Edgar jerked his mind back to the children staring at him as the roaring in his head that accompanied thoughts of the war became louder. As though it was someone else speaking, he heard himself

  say, ‘Why aren’t you asleep? Them stockings’ – he nodded at the two hand-knitted red stockings hanging limply either side of the range – ‘will have nowt in

  ’em come morning if you don’t go to sleep like good bairns.’




  ‘We wanted Mam to tuck us in.’




  ‘Aye, well, doubtless she’ll come up once she’s back but she won’t be best pleased if you two are still awake, now, will she? Now get yourselves to bed and no more coming

  downstairs, all right? I mean it, mind.’




  Abby bit her lip. She wanted to say that her mam wouldn’t mind if they were still up, not on Christmas Eve. It was a special night, the night when baby Jesus had been born and laid in a

  manger with all the animals around Him and the shepherds and wise men worshipping Him, and the star over the stable lighting up the sky. But she didn’t. Her mam had told her that their da was

  poorly. They must always remember that, her mam had warned, and never do or say anything to trouble him. He would get better, her mam had gone on, but it would take time, and they had to be careful

  never to cheek him or argue, but always to do exactly as they were told and to be quiet when he was in the house. Her mam had added that last bit after one day in the summer when Robin had been

  jumping on his bed and had fallen off with a crash loud enough to wake the dead, and her da had scrambled under the kitchen table and sat there with his hands over his ears and his eyes shut, his

  whole body shaking.




  Abby now turned, and pushed Robin ahead of her towards the stairs. That had been the day when she had realized that her da wasn’t quite . . . right. In the head. And from that time she had

  understood why her mam put up with the way he was.




  At the foot of the stairs she looked back towards the kitchen door which was now shut. And she’d felt sorry for her da that day, she had, and she still did, except for when he went for her

  mam. Her mam was the best mam in the whole wide world and she was so kind and good, but sometimes, when she and Robin were in bed, she could hear her da going on at her mam downstairs for what

  seemed like hours. And once, when her mam was doing the weekly wash in the wash house in the yard with her sleeves rolled up, she’d seen big bruises on her arms. Her mam had quickly covered

  them up and said she’d had one of the boxes of vegetables at the shop fall on her.




  Abby’s full-lipped mouth tightened. But she didn’t believe it was a box that had done that to her mam. Same as she didn’t think her mam had walked into a door and given herself

  a black eye the very day after Father McKenzie had called by one evening to see her da. The priest had let slip that her mam had confided she thought her da needed help but that the doctor

  wouldn’t have any of it, and her da had all but ordered Father McKenzie out of the house.




  Abby slowly followed her brother upstairs. She had been sitting on the bottom of the stairs listening that evening, and after the priest had gone her da had ranted and raved and she had heard

  scuffling and sounds from inside the kitchen, and then had followed a silence broken by her da’s sobs and her mother’s voice, soft and soothing.




  Her stomach churning, Abby followed Robin into the bedroom they shared in the two-up, two-down terrace. Her brother had already snuggled under the heaped covers on his bed on the opposite side

  of the room, and when a small voice came, saying, ‘Will you tuck me in, Abby, like Mam does?’ she walked across and did as she was asked, kissing the top of his head as she murmured,

  ‘Go to sleep and in the morning when you wake up it’ll be Christmas Day and we’ll have our stockings.’




  ‘And Christmas dinner. Mam said she was going to try an’ get a duck or a turkey at the market on her way home.’




  ‘Only if they were cheap at the end of the day, though,’ Abby warned, ‘so don’t go getting your hopes up. It’ll be a nice dinner whatever Mam does, and we’ve

  the plum pudding after, don’t forget.’




  ‘With a sixpence inside.’ There was a note of awe in Robin’s voice. He had watched his mother make the pudding and add the silver coin, and had said a little prayer that he

  would be the lucky recipient of such wealth on Christmas Day.




  ‘Aye, with a sixpence for someone so mind you eat your bit carefully cos you don’t want to break a tooth on it or swallow it.’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind if I broke me tooth if it meant I got the sixpence.’




  Abby smiled to herself. ‘Go to sleep now,’ she said softly, ‘and tomorrow will come all the quicker.’




  It was another ten minutes or so before Robin’s steady regular breathing told her he’d dropped off, and when she was sure he was asleep, Abby sat up in her own bed which was

  underneath the window and then knelt and opened the curtains.




  Outside was a white, cold world. It had snowed on and off since the beginning of December with the temperature rarely rising above freezing even in the day, and the snow was packed hard on the

  ground. The room she shared with her brother was at the back of the house and overlooked the stone-flagged yard holding their small wash house and the brick-built privy, with the back lane beyond.

  She breathed on the window and then scraped away at the ice which had formed on the inside of the glass in order to make a little patch where she could see out.




  There was a snowflake or two blowing in the wind, and it reminded her of the lullaby her mam had sung to her and then to Robin when they were babies. Even now if they were poorly her mam would

  sit and sing them to sleep while she stroked their brow. Softly, she began to hum to herself and then to sing the words that always made her feel loved and safe:




  

    

      ‘There’s snowflakes in the wind, my bonny babby,




      Snowflakes in the wind, my little lamb,




      But don’t you fret, don’t you cry,




      The sun will come out by and by,




      And till then I’ll keep you warm, my bonny babby.’


    


  




  The stark chill of the room caused her to shiver after a while and she burrowed back under the blankets, glad of the thick eiderdowns her mam had bought for the two beds at the beginning of the

  winter. Her mam was so good, Abby thought again; she never bought anything for herself, and she never complained about the long hours she worked at the shop even although the constant being on her

  feet had made her varicose veins so bad.




  She was still thinking of her mother when she drifted off to sleep after saying her prayers, the gist of them being that God would make her father better so that he could get a job and her

  mother could stay at home like she’d done when she and Robin were younger. She could remember that time, remember playing out in the back lane with the other bairns secure in the knowledge

  that her mam was at home and everything was right with the world.




  She had been happy then, Abby thought drowsily, and her mam had been happy too, even if some weeks they had all had to sit on the stairs when the rent man had called and pretend they

  weren’t in. She would keep awake until her mam was back so that she could tell her she loved her, she decided, and then promptly fell fast asleep.




  





  Chapter Two




  ‘Ee, lass, I’m sorry I’ve kept you so late and on Christmas Eve an’ all, but it seems like everyone’s left their shopping till the last minute

  this year. We’ve been rushed off our feet, haven’t we?’




  ‘We have, Mr Foster.’ Molly Kirby smiled at the shopkeeper, and not for the first time she reflected that she could have worked for a lot worse than William Foster. He was a nice man

  and a fair and kind employer, and generous too, always slipping her the ends of the bacon or ham to take home for the bairns along with a wedge of cheese or a couple of stale loaves. Not that she

  could admit to Edgar that Mr Foster had given her the extras; she always made out she had paid for them. Edgar’s jealousy didn’t take much to fan into a red-hot flame.




  William Foster looked fondly at the young woman he liked and respected. Gossip had it that her husband was something of a ne’er-do-well, and that he’d returned from war as whole as

  the day he had left Sunderland but that he sat on his backside all day and did nowt. Of course you couldn’t altogether trust the old wives’ tittle-tattle, and what they didn’t

  know they’d make up, but he’d seen Edgar Kirby once and the man looked all right to him – no missing limbs, no scars, no signs of the gas poisoning that some poor devils had to

  cope with. But Molly wouldn’t hear a word against him, bless her, and perhaps that was as it should be.




  Reaching behind the counter, he brought out a bag of groceries, saying, ‘These are some extra bits for the bairns, lass. There’s some nuts and fruit and half a ham, and a box of

  crystallized jellies. All the bairns like them, don’t they. And this’ – he drew an envelope out of his white overall – ‘is for you, lass, a Christmas box from me

  an’ the wife. Buy yourself something nice, eh? You deserve it.’




  Molly couldn’t say anything for a moment for the lump in her throat; it wasn’t just the gifts that had her fighting back tears but the way Mr Foster had spoken, so kindly and gently

  as if he understood how bad things were at home.




  But not all the time, she corrected quickly in her mind. Sometimes Edgar reached out to her, saying that he needed her, that he didn’t know what he would do without her and that he

  didn’t know why she stayed with a mental case like him. But he wasn’t mental, he just needed help, help the doctor refused to acknowledge was necessary despite her pleading with him on

  more than one occasion when she had gone to his surgery without Edgar knowing. Not that she would go again after the last time.




  ‘Your husband ought to be thankful that he survived what so many did not,’ Dr Graham had said coldly, when she had told him yet again about the screaming nightmares Edgar suffered

  most nights, the terror of loud noises, the inability to think or talk clearly at times and the blackness that enveloped him like a dark suffocating blanket. ‘I’m sorry to be blunt, Mrs

  Kirby, but he needs to pull himself together and act like a man. We could all wallow in depression and melancholy at times but we choose not to. It’s an act of self-will. He has a home, wife,

  children – he’s a lucky man.’




  Molly had stared at the doctor and but for the fact that she knew he had lost his three sons at the beginning of the war in the bloodbath that had been Mons, she would have shouted that this

  wasn’t about self-will or choice, it was about being terribly, desperately ill. But it was useless. As far as Dr Graham was concerned his sons were dead and Edgar was alive so Edgar was the

  lucky one. And it wasn’t just the good doctor who felt this way; so many of her neighbours had lost loved ones, and she had met with closed faces and tight lips when she had tried to explain

  why Edgar hadn’t found work and why he rarely left the house. Mrs Shawe, from three doors up, had even gone so far as to take her aside one day when they had met in the back lane and tell her

  that everyone thought it was a crying shame that she’d been forced to go out to work to keep a roof over their heads. ‘Your man needs a good kick up the backside, lass,’ Mrs Shawe

  had said with a self-righteous sniff. ‘There’s lads like my Kenneth, shipped home minus his legs and in pain every minute of the day but not a murmur of complaint or feeling sorry for

  himself, and there’s your man as whole as the day he was born and content to sit on his backside and do nowt. I pity you, lass, I do straight.’




  She had told Mrs Shawe what she could do with her pity, Molly remembered now, and they hadn’t spoken from that day to this, but strangely, rather than discouraging her, the woman’s

  attitude had made her all the more determined they would battle through this harrowing time and Edgar would get better.




  ‘All right, lass?’




  Molly came out of her reverie to find Mr Foster staring at her in concern. ‘Yes, yes, I’m sorry, it’s just that you are so kind and . . .’ She couldn’t go on, the

  tears spilling from her eyes.




  ‘Don’t take on, lass. You’re tired, that’s all.’ Mr Foster patted her arm, somewhat embarrassed. ‘Now you go home to them bairns of yours and have a grand

  Christmas. I’ll see you Monday morning, seven o’clock sharp.’




  After wiping her eyes and putting on her hat and coat, Molly said her goodbyes, thanking the shopkeeper once again and then his wife who had come down from the flat over the shop to wish her a

  merry Christmas.




  It was now nine o’clock and the last-minute shoppers had dwindled somewhat, probably because the snow was coming down thick and heavy and the wind was raw. Stopping in a doorway a short

  distance from the shop, Molly opened the envelope Mr Foster had pressed into her hand. Her wage packet of ten shillings was in there, along with another ten-shilling note. A week’s wages as a

  Christmas box, she thought gratefully. Oh, they were kind, the pair of them, and she had the bag of groceries too. It would make all the difference this Christmas. It was a constant battle to put

  food on the table and pay the rent, and she was always weeks behind with the latter no matter how she penny-pinched. What she would do without the extra bits that Mr Foster regularly slipped her

  way she didn’t know. It was a life saver.




  She breathed deeply of the icy air, a smile touching her lips. She could get a fine bird for tomorrow’s dinner now, and a small toy each for the bairns to add to the orange and sweets and

  penny whistles she’d already put by for their stockings. And some tobacco for Edgar’s pipe. Two ounces. No, three.




  Molly set off for the old market in the East End a short distance away, her steps lighter than they had been in months, even though within a minute or two her feet were soaked through and numb

  with cold from the holes in her boots. She had first been introduced to the old market one Saturday night a few days after she and Edgar had got married. Edgar was a Sunderland lad, born and bred,

  but she was from the Borders with its hills and wide-open spaces and the old market was like nothing she had experienced before, so full of people and noise and light she’d felt she had

  stepped into another world. There had been boxing going on, and a stall where you had to throw footballs through holes. Duke’s – at the top of the market – was a roundabout, like

  a fairground, and there were shops of all kinds and a stall where a giant of a man with snow-white hair had sold different kinds of sweets, next to people with barrels of nuts and raisins and hot

  chestnuts, and a stall that sold tripe. She had been amazed and had stood stock-still, trying to take everything in, until Edgar had laughed at the look on her face and picked her up in his arms,

  holding her tight as he had kissed her smack on the lips in front of everyone.




  As Molly reached one of the entrances to the old market in Coronation Street, she stopped for a moment, lost in memories. That had been a wonderful day. Every day with Edgar had been wonderful

  until he had gone away to war. He had been thrilled when Abby was born and hadn’t minded that their firstborn was a girl, unlike some of the men hereabouts. It had been he who had chosen the

  name Abigail, after the matron in the orphanage where he had been brought up when his parents had died of the fever when he was just three years old. Matron Riley had been one of the few people to

  show kindness to him in that place, he’d told Molly, and when he had reached the age of fifteen and been able to leave, she had given him a small Bible with a little card wishing him well,

  inscribed with her full name. He had read a passage or two from that Bible every day before he had left for the front, but now it dawned on her that he hadn’t opened it since he’d

  returned from overseas.




  As she stepped into the noise and bustle of the market Molly shrugged her shoulders, as though throwing off a physical weight. She wasn’t going to think about how bad the last months had

  been or what the future held, not tonight. Tonight it was Christmas Eve and she had money in her pocket and two whole days at home with the bairns, Christmas Day falling on a Saturday as it did

  this year.




  The old market had been built ninety years before as an alternative to the open-air market in the town, and its brick walls and domed roof meant that it was considerably warmer than the bitterly

  cold night outside. As usual there were a motley collection of snotty-nosed ragamuffins gathered around the hot-potato stall and roasted-chestnut barrels, their pinched faces eyeing the shoppers as

  they edged as near as they dared to the warmth. Molly’s hand tightened on the purse in her pocket. Children as young as five or six were sent out pickpocketing by their dissolute parents, and

  the East End was a cauldron of petty – and not so petty – crime. In spite of the weather several of the children had no boots on their feet, and such clothing as covered their skinny

  frames was in tatters.




  One forlorn tiny tot caught Molly’s attention. The little girl couldn’t have been more than four or five and her long unkempt hair was white with nits, but in spite of the dirt and

  grime she had the sweetest face imaginable. Rickets had bowed her thin little legs so badly it was a wonder she could stand, let alone walk.




  Everything in Molly wanted to press a penny or two into the child’s hand, but she knew that would bring the rest of the children swarming like a horde of famished hornets, their hunger

  making them aggressive and persistent, and some of the older lads were already accomplished thieves. Nevertheless, she smiled at the little girl as she passed her, receiving a blank, hopeless stare

  in return.




  Molly continued on, sending up a quick unspoken prayer of thanks as she walked that her own children were warm and well fed. True, their home wasn’t the happy place it had been before

  Edgar had come back, and Abby and Robin were creeping about like small silent ghosts half the time, but there were worse things than having to tread on eggshells.




  When she reached Crawley’s butcher’s stall there was a crowd gathered round it. It was nearly half-past nine and the butcher always closed at ten. In the last half-an-hour of a

  working day, old man Crawley was well known for auctioning his remaining lap-ups – parcels of a mixture of different meat items – at knock-down prices, and for those housewives with not

  a ha’penny in the world who waited until he shut up shop, he always found a few meaty bones dark with congealed blood and sawdust that would make a broth of sorts. It wasn’t unusual to

  see young urchins, bones and ham shanks stuffed up their grubby jerseys or held close in dirt-encrusted hands, making their way out of the market with big grins on their faces. And with

  ex-servicemen reduced to a life of street hawking by the lack of jobs and the government’s Food Controller cutting rations, for some families such windfalls made all the difference between

  managing and the dreaded workhouse.




  But tonight Molly wasn’t looking for one of the lap-ups. She could see the butcher had three turkeys hanging up behind him and it was one of those she had set her heart on. Pushing her way

  through the waiting women with their shawls wrapped tightly round them and hungry faces, she reached the front of the crowd, catching the butcher’s attention as she called out, ‘How

  much are the turkeys?’




  ‘The turkeys, lass? All of ’em or just one?’ Mr Crawley joked, grinning at her, his rosy-red cheeks like ripe apples.




  Molly was used to the stallholders’ banter in the old market but she still felt herself blushing. ‘Just one,’ she said shyly.




  ‘I can do you that big plump fella on the end for half a crown, seein’ it’s the end of the day, and I’m givin’ it away at that price, I tell you, lass.’ And

  then seeing her expression, he added, ‘Or one of the smaller ones for a couple of bob.’




  Molly gulped. She normally made a ninepenny lap-up feed the family for two or three days. But it was Christmas. ‘I – I’ll take one of the smaller ones,

  please.’




  The butcher stared into the pretty face in front of him. She was a bonny lass, he thought to himself, but clearly, like most of his customers, times were hard if the look of her old boots and

  threadbare coat was anything to go by. Give it ten years and she’d look as old as a woman twice her age.




  He reached for the large turkey. ‘Tell you what, seein’ it’s Christmas, you can have the big beggar for a couple of bob and I’ll throw in a tub of dripping for nowt. How

  about that?’




  ‘Thank you, thank you very much.’




  ‘Aye, well, like I said, it’s Christmas, lass.’




  By the time Molly left the old market she was carrying the turkey which Mr Crawley had parcelled up for her under one arm and the bag of goodies from William Foster in her other hand, to which

  had been added some tobacco and Brazil-nut toffee for Edgar – his favourite – a football for Robin and a storybook for Abby. And she still had nearly fifteen shillings left.




  The snow was coming down thicker than ever but she barely noticed it as she made her way through the warren of streets stretching away from the market, her mind taken up with the pleasure her

  gifts would bring. On reaching the back lane of Hedworth Street, Molly straightened weary shoulders. It’d been a long and busy day and she was tired to the bone, but doubtless she

  wouldn’t get a lie-in tomorrow. Robin would be up at the crack of dawn to see what was in his stocking. A small smile touched her lips. He was so excited. Abby, on the other hand, was much

  more subdued and quiet these days, and she knew her daughter worried about how things were at home, even though she tried to keep the worst of Edgar’s disturbed behaviour from impacting on

  the bairns.




  The new fall of snow had covered the slides the neighbourhood children had made in the back lane, causing it to become treacherous underfoot. By the time she reached her own backyard, Molly was

  thankful she’d made it without breaking an arm or a leg, and when she lifted the latch of the back door and stepped into the warmth of the kitchen, she sighed with relief.




  It was short-lived. As soon as she took in the glowering expression on Edgar’s face she knew one of his rages had him in its grip, and that it was a bad one. At these times – and she

  wouldn’t admit it to a living soul for fear of betraying him – she recognized madness in his eyes. Not a fleeting angry madness, the sort people have when they lose their temper over

  something or other, but an insanity that took him over and made him into someone she couldn’t reach and didn’t recognize as her Edgar.




  Aiming to hide her fear, she said quietly, ‘Hello, love. I’m sorry I’m late but it’s been non-stop all day. I’ll just put these things away and then I’ll dish

  up, shall I? The bairns asleep?’




  ‘Left him smiling, did you?’ It was a low growl.




  For a moment Molly genuinely didn’t understand. ‘Who?’




  ‘Your fancy man.’ Edgar didn’t move, sitting unnervingly still as he watched her place the shopping on the table. ‘Gave him something to tide him over Christmas, did

  you?’




  ‘Stop it.’ She met his eyes, her face white. ‘Please, Edgar, don’t start on this again, not on Christmas Eve. I’ve been working, you know that.’




  ‘Oh, aye, I’ve heard it called that a few times.’




  ‘I work in the shop, that’s all. Mr Foster is a good person and so’s his wife. They’re a nice couple and think the world of each other.’




  ‘So she won’t ask him what he’s been doing in the shop till’ – Edgar glanced at the wooden clock on the mantelpiece – ‘till nigh on ten o’clock?

  Well, that’s up to her, isn’t it. But I’m asking why this “good” man didn’t shut shop at seven like normal and go upstairs to his “good” wife. Like

  you just pointed out, it’s Christmas Eve. But then no doubt he did shut shop and pull down the shutters. He’d want a bit of privacy, wouldn’t he? Does he laugh about me, Molly?

  The man he’s making a cuckold of? Told him I can’t get it up since I’ve been back, have you?’




  ‘I have never discussed you with Mr Foster and I told you why I’m late – we’ve been rushed off our feet. And once I left the shop I went to the old market to see what I

  could get cheap. I’d said to the bairns I might be able to pick up a turkey or a duck for tomorrow’s dinner.’ Her voice had risen despite her telling herself she had to keep calm;

  it only made things worse when she bit back. Taking a deep breath, she said softly, ‘Look at what I’ve got. We’ll have a grand Christmas, just you an’ me an’ the

  bairns. That’s all that matters to me, us and the bairns. You must know that, deep down.’




  Edgar still hadn’t moved, his hands gripping the arms of the chair as though he didn’t trust himself to let go. ‘It might have been that way once.’ He raised his tortured

  gaze to meet her eyes. ‘But not now.’




  ‘It is, I swear it is.’ Molly didn’t know whether to go to him or to stay where she was. She had learned the hard way that when the blackness enveloped him like now he could

  lash out at the slightest provocation, real or imagined. Other times, like when he awoke shaking and sweating from a nightmare, she would cradle him to her and rock him as one would a child,

  soothing him with murmured words of love until he could sleep again.




  The pot roast was beginning to burn, she could smell it. She hadn’t realized she would be so late and it should have come out of the oven a couple of hours ago. Even more softly, she said

  carefully, ‘Why don’t I dish up and we can talk as we eat, all right? Come and sit at the table. Please, Edgar. You have to eat.’ He had been gaunt and thin when he had returned

  from the war but over the past months she was sure he had lost even more weight.




  For a moment she thought he was going to refuse but then he levered himself out of the armchair like an old, old man and walked over to the table. For the first time he seemed to become aware of

  the shopping she had placed there, for now his voice came harsh and suspicious as he said, ‘How come you could afford all that on what he pays you?’




  Molly knew if she told him about the extra ten shillings it would be a red rag to a bull, so thinking quickly, she said, ‘I’ve been putting a penny or two into a Christmas Club each

  week that one of the regulars who come into the shop runs. You don’t miss it that way, but come Christmas there’s a bit extra for things.’




  Edgar stared at her. Then his shoulders slumped. ‘Aw, lass, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’




  Molly slipped off her coat and hat. She didn’t ask him what he was sorry for; she’d heard enough of his ranting about her employer to know what he had been thinking. Feeling

  uncomfortable about the lie she’d told, she walked across to the range and opened the oven door, telling herself it was far better to stretch the truth than have another row. She was unaware

  that Edgar had come up behind her as she lifted the heavy cast-iron pot from the oven with a folded cloth, until he said wearily, ‘I can’t go on, lass. I’m losing me mind, I know

  I am. Half the time I think I’m back there, and the rest of it . . .’ He cleared his throat. ‘Let’s face it, I’m no good as a husband or a da. I should’ve died

  out there with me mates. At least you could have remembered me as I was then.’




  Molly turned to face him. ‘Don’t say that.’




  ‘It’s true.’ His face was grey now his temper had drained away and it struck her anew just how thin he had become.




  ‘It’s not true. We’re going to get through this together, I promise you.’ She wanted to put the pot down so she could take him in her arms, but as she moved the lid came

  loose and slid forward. Instinctively she tried to save it from crashing to the floor, jerking the pot towards her, but in so doing the oven cloth slipped and her fingers came into burning contact

  with the red-hot iron. Her scream of pain accompanied the sound the pot made as it hit the stone flags with a deafening boom, the contents spilling everywhere.




  The shells were coming thick and fast, mud and blood and body parts filling the trenches. The Germans were straight in front of them, advancing in waves, and now it was

  hand-to-hand combat of the most vicious kind.




  He had lost his gun, damn it, but his hands were round the neck of the German trying to kill him and he squeezed with all his might, screaming as he did so. Even when they fell to the ground he

  didn’t let go, knowing it was kill or be killed. Mud was pouring into his mouth as he yelled but he couldn’t stop, he couldn’t stop . . .




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘And you say the bairns were party to it all? They saw what happened?’




  ‘No. No, I’m not sayin’ that, just that when me an’ Art came rushing in cos of the commotion, all the screamin’ an’ that, Abby – she’s the eldest

  – was sittin’ holdin’ her mam’s head in her lap. Pathetic it was, I’ll never forget it till me dyin’ day. And him, the husband, was sittin’ on the floor a

  little way off, rockin’ like a bairn an’ just staring like he couldn’t see you. The look on his face gave me the willies, I tell you straight.’ Betty Hammond, the next-door

  neighbour, shivered dramatically. ‘An’ Robin, the little lad, he was standin’ crying his heart out in the hall. I think his sister had told him to stay put.’




  Constable Walton nodded as he scribbled in his notebook.




  ‘I never want to see anythin’ like that again in the whole of me life,’ Betty went on. ‘Even turned our Art’s stomach, it did, and he was at the Somme. But like he

  said, war is one thing and after a time you prepare yourself for what’s likely to be round the corner, but you don’t expect goings-on like this on your own doorstep, do you? And young

  Molly was such a lovely, bonny lass. Worked her fingers to the bone, an’ a better wife an’ mam you couldn’t wish to meet. Not like some of ’em round here who let their

  bairns run about with their backsides hangin’ out, an’ scrub their doorsteps once in a blue moon. I could tell you stories that’d make your hair curl about one or two round

  here.’




  The constable raised his head. In his long career he had learned the only way to deal with the Betty Hammonds of the world was to stick religiously to the point. ‘And you say you’re

  happy to take the two bairns in for a day or two until we can sort something out? It being Christmas, it makes everything that bit more awkward so I have to say it’d be a great

  help.’




  ‘Oh, aye, poor little lambs.’ Betty nodded. ‘We’ll try an’ give ’em a Christmas of sorts, although I doubt there’ll be much jollity now. What a time for

  him to do her in. Spoiled Christmas for everyone, he has, the selfish so-an’-so.’




  ‘I doubt he was thinking of anyone else,’ the constable said drily, ‘and you’d be surprised the number of things we see come Christmas an’ the New Year. The whiff

  of festivities and it seems to bring a madness in the air with some folk.’




  Betty shot the policeman a sharp look. ‘I don’t know about that, but it was temper that caused this an’ I’d say the same to anyone who asked. If he tries to pretend

  he’s daft or somethin’, don’t you fall for it.’




  ‘I’m not saying that.’




  ‘Good.’ Betty gave a self-righteous sniff and hitched up her ample bosom with her forearms. ‘An’ if he comes the old soldier an’ tries to make out she gave him

  cause for what he did, you can knock that on the head an’ all. I see some lassies dressed up like the dog’s dinner and them with a wedding ring on their finger, but Molly wasn’t

  like that. Her first thought was always for him and the bairns.’ She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe this has happened, to tell you the truth. An’ that poor little lass,

  Abby. Art had the devil of a job to get her to let go of her mam so he could take the bairn through to ours. Speakin’ of the bairns, I’ll get some clothes for mornin’ for

  ’em before I go back – I don’t want to come in here again.’ She glanced at the two stockings hanging forlornly either side of the range. ‘Never even had a chance to

  fill the bairns’ stockings, did she?’ She raised the corner of her apron and dabbed at her eyes. ‘Wicked so-an’-so, to attack her like that. What’s the world

  comin’ to, I ask you? All that trouble over the water in Ireland with our lads being killed in their beds by the IRA last month – every time you pick up a paper there’s more death

  and destruction. We thought the war was goin’ to put a stop to such things but the times are gettin’ worse if you ask me.’




  Constable Walton didn’t have the time or the inclination to discuss the state of the world with Mrs Hammond. Bringing the conversation back to the matter in hand, he said, ‘Had he

  been in the habit of knocking her about?’




  ‘Well, you hear things, don’t you, being next door. Mind, I never saw anythin’, but men like that are crafty. The lass hasn’t been the same since he came back from the

  war, that’s for sure. Frightened she was, you could see it in her face. Aye, I’d say he was handy with his fists all right an’ she bore the brunt of it. Never done a day’s

  work since he walked back in the door but he sent her out slavin’, bless her.’




  ‘Where did Mrs Kirby work?’




  Betty told him, adding, ‘Not right that, her workin’ all hours while he sits on his backside at home, an’ not a mark on him. There’s plenty round here whose menfolk came

  back gassed or blinded or havin’ lost their limbs, but Edgar Kirby is as fit as you or me.’




  The constable snapped his notebook shut. ‘Thank you, Mrs Hammond, that’ll be all for now, but doubtless we’ll be back after tomorrow.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Or

  should I say today? In the circumstances it doesn’t seem quite right to wish you a merry Christmas.’




  Betty went upstairs to the children’s bedroom and collected some clothes for morning, before she again joined the policeman waiting for her in the kitchen. Looking down at the remains of

  the pot roast congealed on the stone flags, she murmured, ‘Shall I clean this up before I go?’




  ‘Leave it, lass. It’ll be seen to.’




  ‘What will happen to him, Edgar Kirby?’ Betty lowered her voice even though it was just the two of them remaining in the house now the constable’s colleagues had taken Edgar to

  the police cells and Molly’s body to the morgue. ‘It’s a cut-and-dried case, isn’t it? I mean, he’s as guilty as sin.’




  ‘It’s not for me to say.’ And then the constable lowered his voice too as he added, ‘But as you say, it’s a cut-and-dried case, all right. He strangled her, so . .

  .’




  ‘It’ll be a hanging job,’ Betty finished for him. ‘Oh, them poor bairns, them poor, poor bairns.’




  Abby heard Mrs Hammond when she returned to the house and then the sound of murmured conversation from the kitchen. She was lying with Robin in a single bed that Shirley, the

  eldest daughter, had given up for them, having joined her three sisters in the other bed – a double – that the cramped room held. The Hammonds’ three sons occupied the second

  bedroom, with their parents sleeping in the marital bed in the front room.




  The doctor whom the police had called to the house had given Abby and Robin a dose of bitter-tasting medicine before he had left – ‘To help you sleep, hinny,’ he’d said

  kindly to her when she had objected – and now Robin was fast asleep, curled into her back. The powerful sedative hadn’t knocked her out completely, however, but had merely added to the

  terrible, nightmarish panic that held her in its grip. Her mam wasn’t dead, she wasn’t, she wasn’t, she told herself over and over again. It would all come right, it had to. She

  would wake up and things would be back to normal. But even through the swirling sick lethargy in her head and the dull heaviness of her body she knew she was crying for the moon.




  The urge to scream and keep screaming – as she had done when Mr Hammond had prised her from her mother and carried her into his kitchen where all his children had stared at her and Robin

  with shocked, wide-eyed faces – was strong, and she had to bite down on her fist to prevent the sound emerging. Her mam hadn’t looked like her mam, not with her bulging eyes and her red

  face and lolling tongue, and when she had shouted at her da to do something, he had raised his head and stared at her as though she was a stranger before putting his hands over his head again like

  he had when he’d wedged himself under the kitchen table that time.




  Mam, Mam, oh, Mam. She whimpered, before biting harder on her fist to quell the sound. She didn’t want to wake Shirley and the other girls. They were all older than her –

  Shirley was grown up and due to get married in the spring – and with the tact of age they’d refrained from questioning her when they’d come to bed, but she had seen the avid

  curiosity in their faces. And one of the policemen who had come to see her in Mrs Hammond’s kitchen had said he would come back to talk to her when she was feeling better, but she

  didn’t want to talk to anyone. And she would never feel better. Tears stung her eyes and slipped down her cheeks. She wanted her mam. More than anything in the world she wanted her mam.

  Please God, please let her not be dead. This is the night when Your Son came to earth as a little baby, a time of miracles, so do one now. Bring my mam back to life like You did with Lazarus in

  the Bible.




  On and on Abby prayed, frantic, silent prayers. Outside in the snowy night a dog barked somewhere, and once she heard some late-night revellers, clearly the worse for wear, singing Christmas

  carols and shouting drunkenly until their voices faded into the distance, but these normal sounds weren’t comforting. They only emphasized how her own world had fragmented into a thousand

  pieces.




  At some time during the long night hours she must have fallen asleep, because the room was lighter when she opened her eyes and she could hear whispering from the double bed.

  Robin was still curled into the small of her back and snoring softly, and she didn’t turn to face the room or move a muscle. She could hear what Shirley and her sisters were saying and she

  knew the terrible nightmares she’d been having were true. Her mam was dead, and her da had been taken away because he had killed her.




  ‘. . . dunno what’ll happen to the bairns,’ one of the girls was murmuring. ‘Mam said Mr Kirby’s got no family and that Mrs Kirby’s mam an’ da fell out

  with her because she married him.’




  ‘Well, you can understand why now, can’t you?’




  ‘Aye, seems they were right. I still can’t believe he’s done away with her and at Christmas too.’




  There was silence for a moment before another whisper came: ‘Reckon it’ll be the workhouse for the bairns, then? Nothing else for it cos they can’t stay here.’




  Abby recognized Shirley’s voice when a whisper came sharp and fierce: ‘Don’t talk about the workhouse, poor little things. It’s a living death in that place.’




  ‘I was only saying, that’s all. Don’t bite me head off.’




  ‘Well, don’t talk about the workhouse then, I mean it.’




  The whispering went on but Abby had ceased to listen. Her and Robin did have someone, she told herself wretchedly. Their granda. True, he lived a long way away but a little while before the war

  had ended her mam had received word that her own mother had died and when the funeral was being held. Her mam had sat her down before they had made the journey to what her mam called ‘The

  Borders’, and had explained then, for the first time, that she and Robin had a granda and two aunties who were her mam’s older sisters. It was one of them who had written, because her

  mam’s parents had fallen out with her when she had wanted to marry someone outside the close-knit Border community.




  Her da had been on his annual holiday from the steelworks and had been hiking with a group of pals, her mam had told her, when they had met by chance, and it had been love at first sight. But

  her parents had planned for her to marry the son of the farm steward who’d had his eye on her for some time, and had been adamant she would do as she was told. There had been a terrible row,

  her mam had said sadly. Awful, unforgivable things had been said. And the upshot was that when her da left to return home she went with him, and they were married within the month. And she had

  never regretted it.




  Abby had thought it was the most romantic story she had ever heard, and had looked at her mother with new eyes, realizing for the first time just how pretty she was with her beautiful fair hair

  and big blue eyes. And so the three of them – her mam, her and Robin – had made the journey to the parish of Linton, in the south-east corner of Roxburghshire close to the English

  border, among the Cheviot foothills, for the funeral of the grandmother she and Robin had never met. It had only been some seventy miles or so as the crow flies, but the trip – travelling

  first by a slow passenger train and then by horse and cart – had seemed a huge adventure.




  Her grandfather, Abby recalled, was a tall man with a stern, weather-beaten face and keen blue eyes below a shock of snow-white hair. He’d barely spoken two words to her mother even though

  they had stayed two nights in his cottage.




  Her grandfather’s home had been a disappointment. Whenever she had heard the word cottage, it had conjured up a picture of a pretty thatched dwelling with roses round the door and a bright

  garden full of hollyhocks and Michaelmas daisies, like she’d seen on the chocolate boxes in the sweet-shop window. Her grandfather’s house couldn’t have been more different. The

  slate-roofed, brick-built building was joined to that of the farm steward’s home, semi-detached style, and the pair had stood some distance from the farmhouse and farmyard, to the back of

  which stretched a row of labourers’ terraced houses. According to her mother this separateness carried some prestige, but Abby had been disillusioned with the outward ugliness of her

  mother’s old home.




  On stepping through the front door, she’d found the downstairs of the cottage to be one big room divided only by the staircase in the middle of it; a big kitchen on one side and a sitting

  room on the other. Upstairs were three bedrooms. There were no gardens at the front of the building, but at the back each home had a long narrow strip of land about seventy yards long, and divided

  by a brick wall, for growing vegetables. At the bottom of this each garden had its own privy. She had been horrified that the privy was so far away, but her mother had pointed out that the distance

  kept away bad smells in the summer months.




  The creaking of bed springs and the sound of hushed activity cut into Abby’s thoughts. The girls were getting up. She lay tense and still, silently willing her brother not to wake until

  she was sure they had gone downstairs, and then carefully sat up. The dull half-light of dawn filtered into the room through the thin curtains at the window and it was bitterly cold. She brought

  her knees up to her chin and sat with her arms round them, her long, silver-blonde hair falling in a curtain as she lowered her head.




  What was she going to do? Panic and fear took over again, catching her breath and pressing down on her chest. She couldn’t let them take her and Robin to the workhouse. She had

  heard enough tales about that terrible place to know that if they were transported into its grim confines, she and Robin would be separated and it could be years, if ever, before they saw each

  other again. And her mam would expect her to look after Robin, she knew that.




  Abby bit down on her bottom lip to stop herself crying. Tears would help no one, she told herself desperately. She had to think.




  If she told the constable or someone in authority about her granda and they contacted him and he wouldn’t take them, then that would be that. And she couldn’t say with any certainty

  he would want to give them a home. She pictured his hard face and piercing eyes, and shivered. But it was him or the workhouse.




  The more she sat and thought, the more she began to think that she and Robin had to turn up on her grandfather’s doorstep to have any hope at all that he would take them in. And even then

  he might see to it that they were shipped back to Sunderland. But she had to try. It would be too easy for him to refuse them if they weren’t standing before him in person. But how would they

  get to the Borders and the village of Linton? It was impossible. She had no money for a start, and she couldn’t remember her grandfather’s name or the name of the farm where he

  worked.




  It was another hour before Shirley poked her head round the bedroom door just as Robin was beginning to stir. She dumped some clothes on the bottom of the bed as she said, ‘These are your

  things that Mam got last night. If there’s anything else you need she’ll get it later after breakfast, all right?’




  She smiled at Abby, but for the life of her Abby couldn’t dredge up a smile in return.




  Robin sat up in bed rubbing his eyes and her brother’s first words told Abby he hadn’t understood what had happened the night before. ‘Is Mam better now? Are we going back

  home?’




  The two girls exchanged a glance before Shirley said hastily, ‘I’ll see you downstairs when you’ve got dressed, all right?’ and with that she disappeared, shutting the

  door behind her.




  Abby turned to her brother. She had been nearly two and a half years old when he had been born on an icy December day and from the moment she had seen his red, screwed-up little face she had

  loved him. With the war and then her mam working long hours, she had taken on the role of a second mother rather than a sister and now she took him in her arms, cradling him as a mother might do

  when she said softly, ‘We can’t go back home, Robin. Not ever.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Mam isn’t coming back. She’s in heaven.’




  He struggled away from her, his face crumpling. ‘No, she’s not. She’s not. You’re lying. An’ what about Da?’




  She knew she had no choice but to tell him everything.




  Robin listened without interrupting, biting down on the fist he’d got to his mouth as he tried to stem his tears. It was only when Abby tried to take the small taut body in her arms that

  he exploded in a storm of tears and screaming, but then after a few moments he collapsed against her, holding her so tightly it hurt.




  It took a while to calm him down, but then after persuading him to get dressed, Abby caught his arm before they went downstairs and brought him to face her. ‘Da’s not a bad

  man,’ she whispered, ‘whatever people might say. He’s ill, Mam said so now, didn’t she? The war did things to his mind, things you can’t see on the outside but they

  are there, sure enough. Look at how he was when you fell off your bed that time.’




  Robin stared at her. ‘He didn’t have to do that to Mam, though, did he. She never did anything wrong. I hate him.’




  ‘Don’t say that.’




  ‘It’s true, I hate him. I wish he was dead and Mam was alive. We were all right before he came home and everything changed.’




  For once Abby didn’t know how to help him, partly because she was fighting feeling the same way. And yet the pain of her turmoil and grief was tempered by the terrible lost look on her

  father’s face when she had walked into the horrific scene in the kitchen. At first he hadn’t seemed to know where he was or what he had done. He was ill, she told herself for the

  umpteenth time. This wasn’t his fault.




  ‘If you really loved Mam you would hate him too.’ Robin’s voice was fierce but choked with the tears he was holding at bay.




  Abby stared at her brother sadly. It was no use talking about this now, she could see that. She opened the bedroom door. ‘Come on, we’d better go down,’ she said quietly,

  wondering how she was going to get through the day.




  





  Chapter Four




  The murder was the talk of the town and the newspapers made the most of it, happy to concentrate on something other than the state of the country which was becoming less and

  less ‘A Land Fit for Heroes’ as unemployment began to rise and rationing restricted food supplies. Folk wanted to hear about poor souls who were in a worse position than they were,

  taking comfort from it even as they expressed their shock and horror at such goings-on.




  Constable Walton, along with his inspector, returned to talk to Abby on Boxing Day, writing down everything she said whilst keeping a studiously blank face and refusing her

  request that she be allowed to see her father. She pleaded his case, saying that he was ill and had been since he had returned from the war, but even as she spoke she could see her words were

  falling on deaf ears.




  ‘We have to deal in facts, hinny,’ Constable Walton said quietly, ‘and according to Dr Graham your father is fit and well.’ He paused. ‘Did he

  often lose his temper with your mam, Abigail?’




  She stared at the two policemen. They were trying to catch her out and make her say things about her father. ‘No.’




  ‘Or with you and your brother?’




  ‘My da never lost his temper, not in the way you mean.’




  ‘And what way is that?’




  She couldn’t find the words to express herself. After a few moments, she murmured, ‘He’s ill, I told you. My mam knew he was ill and she tried to get help for him but no one

  would listen to her. What . . . what happened isn’t my da’s fault.’




  The questioning had gone on for a little while, and afterwards Abby felt tired, and sick in the pit of her stomach. No one was listening to her. They’d all made up their minds that her da

  was bad, even Mr and Mrs Hammond. She could read it in their faces.




  Two days later Constable Walton returned, this time to talk privately to Betty Hammond. Mr Hammond and his sons and the three older girls were at work, leaving at home only the youngest daughter

  who was due to leave school in the summer, and Abby and Robin. After shooing the three of them out into the back lane, Betty remained ensconced in the kitchen with the constable for some time.




  Hannah joined a couple of the older girls who were her cronies. They were looking after younger brothers and sisters who were playing on a long slide they’d made in the lane, much to the

  annoyance of the neighbourhood grown-ups who’d come to grief on it more than once. Within moments Hannah and her pals were whispering avidly, glancing over their shoulders now and again to

  where Abby and Robin were standing by the backyard gate. Abby knew they were talking about them and what had happened, and it added to her misery and despair.




  The air was raw, cutting her throat like a knife, and her feet in her old boots were blocks of ice within minutes. She made no effort to keep warm as some of the children were doing, however, by

  jumping up and down or stamping their feet. She noticed Robin glancing at the group playing on the slide, and said quietly, ‘Go and have a play for a bit. Ivor’s over there, look. And

  Tim. Go on, Robin.’




  He shook his head. He’d remained so close to her since Christmas Eve he could have been attached by a piece of rope. Abby didn’t press him, her mind chewing over the problem of

  finding her grandfather. She was in no doubt whatsoever that the constable’s visit meant time was running out and the spectre of the workhouse was looming ever closer. And this feeling was

  strengthened when, on being allowed back into the house after Constable Walton had left, she asked Mrs Hammond point blank what he had wanted.




  ‘Nothin’ for you to worry about, hinny,’ had been her answer. But Mrs Hammond hadn’t met her gaze.




  And later that evening, once everyone was home and the kitchen was a hubbub of chatter, she had seen Mrs Hammond murmur something to Shirley. Abby had been blessed with particularly keen

  hearing, and she had heard Shirley’s response of, ‘Poor little devils! Oh, Mam, can’t somewhere else be found?’ before Mrs Hammond had shushed her daughter.




  Now it was past midnight and the house was in darkness. Abby had lain awake for hours, but for the first time since Christmas Eve her mind was clear and she knew exactly what she was going to

  do. And the first step was terrifying. She had to go back into the house she’d always known as home, back into the kitchen where she had found her mother, and everything in her recoiled from

  the prospect.




  Only the knowledge that there was no other option had her sliding silently out of bed and dressing in the icy darkness. If she and Robin had any chance at all of escape, they would need enough

  money to see them on their way. She had no idea what train tickets cost, but if there were any coins in the little pot where her mother had kept the rent money, it would be a start.




  Carrying her boots in one hand she tiptoed out of the room and down the stairs, mindful of Mr and Mrs Hammond asleep in the front room as she reached the hall. Once in the kitchen, she pulled on

  her boots and then her coat, her heart thudding fit to burst. Slipping the bolt on the back door she opened it slowly, hoping it wouldn’t creak.




  It was snowing heavily, the big fat flakes being whirled in a frenzied dance by the raw north-east wind. Picking her way carefully and mindful of the ice the new fall of snow was covering, Abby

  made her way out of the Hammonds’ yard and into her own. As she approached the house in the dark silent night a fear settled on her, the memory of how her mother had looked in death causing

  her mouth to become dry with terror. She wanted to remember her mam as she had been before that night, but try as she might, she couldn’t.




  After standing for some moments outside the back door, she nerved herself to lift the latch only to find the door was locked.




  Of course it would be, she chided herself. The constable would have made sure the house was secure – that was what the police did. Retracing her steps she opened the door of the privy and

  felt in the darkness for the spare key, praying with all her might it would still be in its hiding-place. When her fingers closed over it she felt weak at the knees, whether from relief or the

  knowledge that there was now nothing stopping her from entering the house she wasn’t sure.




  It took all her willpower to insert the key into the lock and open the door, and when it swung open she stood for long moments before she could force her legs to carry her into the kitchen.




  The white world outside the window provided the faintest of illumination inside the house, but it was enough for her to grope her way to where her mother had kept a small stock of candles for

  emergencies. After she’d lit one, the flickering flame proved to be even more frightening than the darkness, sending grotesque moving shadows into every corner of the room.




  Telling herself she didn’t believe in ghosts and goblins, she found her eyes drawn to the spot where her mother had fallen. Someone had cleared up the remains of the pot roast and the pan

  was nowhere to be seen; everything was clean and orderly.




  Abby’s gaze moved to the pot of white hyacinths in the middle of the table. They were drooping, their sweetly scented blooms dying and their stems bent over for lack of water. On one of

  the rare occasions when her da left the house he had bought the hyacinths, then just bulbs in the pot, for her mam with his tobacco money. Her mam had been so thrilled when she had come in from

  work that day. That had been a nice evening, a lovely one.




  Swallowing hard against the lump in her throat, Abby made herself walk over to the range. Apart from every Sunday morning when she and her mother raked out the warm ashes and black-leaded the

  range from top to bottom, she couldn’t ever remember it without a fire burning in the open grate. But the range was cold and dead. She looked round the kitchen. It was familiar and yet not

  familiar; without her mam it was no longer home.




  On her tiptoes, she reached up to the wooden mantelpiece above the range where the pot holding the rent money stood, beside the big kitchen clock. There was a chink of coins as she lifted it

  down and inside were a sixpence and two shillings. Momentarily her heavy heart lifted. It was something.




  Putting the coins into her pocket, she replaced the pot exactly where it had been and then lifted the candle in its metal holder which she’d placed in the middle of the table. She had to

  go upstairs and fetch the remainder of her and Robin’s clothes; they would need them. So scared that her stomach was swirling and making her feel in dire need of the privy, Abby crept into

  the hall. Once upstairs in the room she and her brother had shared, she stripped the pillowcase off her pillow and filled it with the few clothes she and Robin possessed. Her breath coming in jerky

  gasps, she left the room, only to stand hesitating on the landing as she looked towards the closed door of her parents’ bedroom. For a moment she could believe that they were in there,

  sleeping, and that this was all a nightmare she’d had. But it wasn’t.




  Tears streaming down her cheeks, she retraced her steps to the kitchen, but just as she was about to blow out the candle she caught sight of her mother’s hat and coat lying across one of

  the kitchen chairs. Putting the pillowcase and the candle on the table, she walked across and lifted the coat to her, burying her face in its folds as she tried to smother her sobs. She would never

  see her mam again, never be able to touch her and be held by her, never have her mam’s arms keeping her safe. It was too much to bear . . .




  How long the storm of grief lasted she didn’t know, but at the end of it she found herself sitting in a huddle on the floor with the coat held against her heart. Wearily she lifted her

  head and forced herself to get to her feet, so spent she felt that if she were to die right at that moment she wouldn’t care.




  It was as she tenderly folded the coat back on the chair that an image of the kitchen table strewn with groceries and other bits and pieces came into her mind. The table was devoid of them now

  and presumably they’d been disposed of, but it reminded her that Christmas Eve had been a pay day for her mother.




  It felt wrong to feel in the pockets of her mother’s coat for her purse, and when her fingers closed over it, even more wrong to take it out and open it. Telling herself not to be so silly

  and that her mam would approve of what she was doing, Abby tipped the contents of the worn leather purse onto the kitchen table. A number of coins rolled out but it was the folded ten-shilling note

  that brought her eyes opening wide.




  Her hands trembling, Abby added the two shillings and sixpence from her pocket to the money on the table and counted up. Seventeen and six. She breathed out slowly. Seventeen shillings and

  sixpence! It was a small fortune. They could go and find their grandfather now.




  She gathered up the coins and note and returned them to the purse, stuffing it in the pocket of her white pinafore. A sudden feeling of panic that someone would find her here and demand to know

  what she was doing and confiscate the purse had her heart racing. Quickly blowing out the candle, she returned it to its box at the bottom of a cupboard and let herself out of the back door,

  locking it and replacing the key in the privy.




  It was still snowing heavily, her earlier footsteps already obscured which was all to the good. Entering the Hammonds’ backyard, she was vitally conscious of the purse in the pocket of her

  pinafore, and when she stealthily opened the back door she bent and took off her boots so as not to make a sound. On straightening up, she found herself staring straight into the eyes of Shirley

  Hammond.




  Shock brought her hands over her mouth to stifle the scream she’d almost let out, and it was Shirley who whispered, ‘Where on earth have you been? And don’t say the privy cos I

  just went there myself. I woke up a little while ago and realized you weren’t in bed and thought you’d been took bad, so I came to check. What have you been doing?’




  Abby stared at her, unable to think of a thing to say.




  ‘Why are you dressed?’ Shirley went on. ‘It’s snowing a blizzard out there and it’s not the night for a little walk. Come on, spit it out else I’ll call

  Mam.’




  ‘No, don’t.’ The threat brought Abby back to life. ‘I – I went next door, that’s all.’




  ‘To your house?’




  Abby nodded.




  ‘Why?’ Shirley stared at her in amazement. It was the last place she would have expected Abby to venture in view of what had happened, and she, for one, wouldn’t have wanted to

  go in broad daylight let alone in the middle of the night.




  ‘I – I wanted to see . . .’




  ‘What? What did you want to see?’ Shirley pressed.




  Abby’s shoulders slumped. ‘I know they want to put us in the workhouse, me and Robin. They do, don’t they?’ Without waiting for confirmation, she went on, ‘And I

  can’t let that happen. I went to see if there was any rent money I could use to go and see my grandfather.’




  ‘Your grandfather?’ Shirley took Abby’s arm, leading her to one of the kitchen chairs and pushing her down on it before she pulled one out for herself and sat facing her.

  ‘All right,’ she said softly. ‘Start from the beginning and tell me.’




  Abby started from the beginning as she knew it, explaining about the trip she and her mother and Robin had taken when her grandmother had died, and finishing with the fact that she felt she and

  Robin had to present themselves in front of her mother’s father to have any chance of him agreeing that they could stay. ‘He was still angry with my mam,’ she murmured miserably,

  ‘but I know if I can see him and explain what’s happened, he’ll take us in.’ She didn’t know, but felt it appropriate to say in the circumstances.




  ‘And you don’t think he’d do that if he was notified by the authorities properly?’ Shirley whispered.




  ‘I don’t know.’ Abby’s bottom lip trembled. ‘My mam said him still being angry with her was a matter of pride. She said my grandfather’s people are a law unto

  themselves and unless you’re one of them you wouldn’t understand. Even the way they name their bairns is handed down. My mam’s eldest sister was named after her mam’s

  mother, the second girl after her father’s mother and my mam after her mother and so on. Same with the lads ’cept the eldest son is named after the father’s father, but my

  grandparents didn’t have any boys, just girls. My mam said you can trace a person’s place in the family by his or her name and antecedents. Family is everything to them so when my mam

  ran off with my da . . .’




  ‘She committed the unforgivable sin,’ Shirley finished thoughtfully. ‘Aye, I see. And he wouldn’t want to lose face. Whereas if you and Robin are standing there in front

  of him pleading your case . . . But what would you do if he won’t give you a home?’




  ‘I suppose that wouldn’t be up to us. He’d see to it the authorities were notified. But I know he’ll take us in if I talk to him, Shirley. I know he will.’




  Shirley didn’t know what to think. ‘I’ll say one thing,’ she murmured, ‘you’re a plucky little lass. How did you think you were going to travel to . . . Where

  is it? Linton, you say?’
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