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To MY MOTHER,
who has found her expression
through me








Author’s Note


The characters in this book are entirely fictitious and have no relation to any living person.


Although the setting is Tyneside and several actual place names have been used, ‘the fifteen streets’ are imaginary.


Owing to difficulty in comprehension by the uninitiated, the Tyneside dialect has not been adhered to.




Kate Hannigan








1


[image: Image]


The Birth


‘I shall want more hot water, and those towels there will not be enough.’


‘Glory to God, Doctor, you have every towel there is in the house!’


‘Then bring sheets, old ones, and we can tear them.’


‘Old ones, and we can tear them,’ mimicked Dorrie Clarke to herself. ‘New brooms sweep clean. By God, if they don’t! Old Kelly would have more sense, drunk as he might have been. The way this one’s going on you would think sovereigns were as thick as fleas and there was a father downstairs to welcome the brat.’


‘There’s no more sheets, Doctor,’ she said, rolling her already tightly rolled sleeves further up her fat arms. Speak to her like that, would he! She’d been bringing bairns into the world when his arse was still being washed! For two hours now he had said: ‘Do this, do that,’ as if Kate Hannigan on the bed there was the Duchess of Connaught, instead of a trollop going to bring a bastard into the world; when it made up its mind to come, which wouldn’t be for another couple of hours. And here she’d been hanging around since tea-time; and it was Christmas Eve and all, and not a drop past her lips; an’ couldn’t get away for this young swine saying: ‘Lend me a hand here, Mrs Clarke,’ ‘Let her pull on you, Mrs Clarke,’ ‘Get that damn fire to burn, Mrs Clarke!’… Yes, he even damned her. Now Doctor Kelly, rest his soul, could be as drunk as hell, but he’d never swear at you; more likely to say, ‘Have a drop, Mrs Clarke; you need it.’ There was a gentleman for you. This one wouldn’t reign long; but he was reigning tonight, blast him! and get out for a wet she must, or die.


Into Dorrie Clarke’s agile brain flashed an idea; she’d trade Sarah Hannigan a pair of sheets for the chiffonier downstairs; she’d always had her eyes on that. Begod! she’d get the best of this bargain, and get out of this young upstart’s sight for five minutes.


Her fat, well-red face rolled itself into a stiff, oily smile. ‘There’s not a rag in this house but what’s in the pawn, doctor; but I’ve a pair of sheets of me own that I’ll gladly go and get this minute, for I couldn’t see this poor thing want.’ She nodded pathetically down at the humped figure on the bed.


The doctor didn’t raise himself from his stooping posture over the bed, he didn’t even raise his head, but he raised his eyes, and his eyebrows shot into the tumbled, thick black hair on his forehead. And his black eyes stared at Mrs Clarke for a second in such a way that she thought: ‘Begod! he looks like the divil himself. And he might be that, with his black eyes in that long face and that pointed beard; and him so young and handsome. Holy Mother of God, I must have a drink!’


Whether it was she slipped, or it was the doctor’s remark that momentarily unbalanced her she couldn’t afterwards decide; for she was stamping down the narrow dark stairs, in a rage, when her feet… just left her, as she put it, and she found herself in a heap in the Hannigans’ kitchen, with Tim Hannigan sitting in his chair by the fireside, wearing his look of sullen anger, only more so, and not moving to give a body a hand up, and Sarah Hannigan, with her weary face bending above her, saying: ‘Oh, are you hurt, Dorrie?’ She picked herself up, grabbed her coat off the back of the kitchen door, pulled a shawl tightly around her head, and, with figure bent, passed out through the door Sarah Hannigan held ajar for her and into the driving snow, without uttering a word. She was too angry even to take much notice of the pain in her knee.


She’d get even with the young sod… Begod! if it took her a lifetime, she’d get even with him.


‘Mrs Clarke,’ he had said, ‘I don’t allow intoxicated women to assist at births. And, if you bring the sheets, we won’t tear them. They will only be a loan, Mrs Clarke.’


Dorrie Clarke suddenly shivered violently. And it wasn’t a shiver caused by the snow as it danced and swirled about her; it wasn’t a cold shiver at all. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! How did he know? He could have heard I take a drop, but he couldn’t have known about the sheets. My God! it’s what Father O’Malley said… The divil walks the earth, he has many guises… He’s the divil! Ah! but as Father O’Malley would say, he’s got to be fought, and, begod! I’ll fight him!’


Back in the bedroom of 16 Whitley Street Doctor Rodney Prince stood with his elbows on the mantelpiece. He had to bend down a considerable way to do this as it was only four feet high and merely a narrow ledge above the bedroom fireplace. He kept pushing his hands through his hair with a rhythmic movement… God! but he was tired. Wasn’t it ever going to come? What a Christmas Eve, and Stella likely sitting in a blue stately fume, cramming herself with pity… the beautiful, talented, brutally treated (he gave a soundless laugh at the thought) and neglected wife of a slum doctor! Well, he had telephoned her and told her to go on to the Richards. And he had also telephoned the Richards and told them; but they had said, ‘Well, you know Mrs Prince! She won’t come without you.’ Clever Stella; playing the part of the dutiful wife, awaiting her husband’s return with coffee and sandwiches and a loving smile. Clever Stella… Oh, my God, where was it going to end? Four years of it now, and perhaps ten… fifteen… twenty more… Oh no! If only he didn’t love her so much… Christmas Day tomorrow; she would go to church and kneel like… one of God’s angels, somewhere where the choirboys could see her. Poor choirboys! He knew the feelings she would send through them. How could they think of the Trinity? sing their little responses? when the great God Nature, he who gave you concrete proof of his presence, was competing against the other God, who, as far as they understood, wasn’t introduced to them until they were dead… Oh, Stella! What was he thinking? He was so tired. If only he could go home after this was over and find her there, soft and yielding, wanting something from him …


‘Doctor! Doctor!’


He turned swiftly towards the bed and gripped the hands outstretched to him. ‘There, there! Is it starting again? Try hard now.’


‘How much longer, Doctor?’


‘Not long,’ he lied; ‘any time now. Only don’t worry; you’ll be all right.’


‘I don’t mind… I don’t mind.’ The tousled head rolled to and fro on the pillow. ‘I want to die… I hope we both die… just go out quietly…’


‘Kate, here, don’t talk like that!’ He released one of his hands from hers and brought her face round to look at him, his palm against her cheek. ‘Now, we want none of that nonsense. Do you hear?’


Her great blue eyes looked up at him, quietly and enquiringly, for a second. ‘What chance has it?’ she asked.


He knew she wasn’t enquiring after the child’s chance of being born alive, although about that he was beginning to have his doubts, but of its chance to live in her world, handicapped as it would be. ‘As much as the next,’ he answered her. ‘And more,’ he added, ‘seeing it’ll be your child.’


Now, what had made him say that? For, if it inherited her beauty and was brought up in these surroundings, it was doomed from birth. How the feelings of kindliness made one lie, made one tactful and insincere! Only when you hated someone did you tell the truth.


He pulled up a rickety chair and sat down, letting Kate, in her spasms, pull on his arm… Where the deuce had that drunken sot got to?… The room was cold; the fire that had glowed for a little while had died down under its heap of coaldust… If that old hag didn’t come back he’d be in a nice fix; the mother downstairs was less than useless, scared to death of her man, and of this event, and of life in general… If that Clarke woman didn’t come back. But why was he harping on about her not coming back? She was a midwife… of sorts; it was her job. But he had had a little experience of her during these last few months, and he had come to recognise her as a fawning leech, picking her victims from among the poorer of her own kind.


‘Oh, Doc… tor! Oh, God!’


Easing the bedclothes off the contorted figure he moved his hands quickly over her. Then he covered her up again and banged on the floor with his heel. In a few seconds the door was opened quietly, and the mother stood there, clutching her holland apron in both hands.


‘Has Mrs Clarke come back yet?’


‘No, Doctor.’


‘Then will you kindly get this fire to burn? Put wood on it.’


‘There’s no wood, Doctor; there’s only the slack.’


‘Can’t you break up something?’


She looked at him helplessly; her lips twitched, and her tongue seemed to be moving at random in her mouth. He couldn’t meet her eyes. He thrust his hand into his pocket and handed her a sovereign. She looked at it, lying bright and yellow on her palm. Her tongue ran wild races between her teeth, but she made no sound.


‘Get what’s necessary,’ he said gruffly. ‘And perhaps a chicken; Kate will likely need it tomorrow.’


She nodded slowly at him, while her tongue, darting from side to side, caught the drops as they ran down her cheeks.


Kate was moaning; she could hear herself. The moans seemed to float around her, then rise up to the ceiling and stick on the mottled plaster. Most of them were right above her head, gathered together in the dark patch that formed the three-legged horse which had been her companion and secret confidant since childhood. He wouldn’t mind having her moans; he knew all about her, her sins, the secret things she thought and was ashamed of, even her feeling sometimes that there couldn’t be a God. It was, as she had once read, that people like Father O’Malley were only put there to stop people like her from thinking; for, if she once started thinking, she and her like wouldn’t put up with things as they were. Jimmy McManus had lent her that book, but she had understood hardly anything at all of it. Yet, it was after reading it that she had gone and got the place in Newcastle, in the best end… Shields wasn’t good enough for her. And it was after reading that very book that she had taken off all her clothes and had stood naked before the mirror, swinging its mottled square back and forth so that she could see every part of herself; and glorying in it as she did it, and knowing that she was beautiful, that she was fit to marry anybody. It was only her talk that was all wrong… But she would learn; she was quick at picking things up… Of course, she had suffered for this. Her conscience had driven her to confession, and, in the dark box, with face ablaze, she had confessed the greatest sin of her life. The priest had told her she must guard against the sin of impurity by keeping a close watch on her thoughts; and he went on to explain how a great saint, when sorely tempted by the flesh, had thrown himself naked into a holly bush, or was it a bramble? she wasn’t sure now.


The moans floated thick about her… Where was John now?… Did he know he was soon to be a father?… Had he ever been a father before?… He wasn’t a husband, she wasn’t a wife; yet she was having a baby… It was all her own fault, she couldn’t blame John; he had never mentioned marriage to her. Her inherent honesty had told her so a thousand times these past months.


‘John!’ she called out sharply as the doctor wiped the sweat from her face.


‘It’s all right, Kate, it’s all right; it won’t be long now.’


It won’t be long now! It won’t be long now! the moans said. John’s baby, with his slant eyes and beautiful mouth… It was as near as yesterday when she had first seen him, seated in the Jacksons’ drawing-room. Since two of the maids had been sent into town, she had been told that she was to serve tea… wee cakes and china cups. Something had happened inside her when their eyes had first met. She had been glad to get out of the room and into the coolness of the hall. He had been there only three days when he slipped a note to her, asking her to meet him… Oh, the mad joy! the ecstasy of love before its fulfilment! Even when she had given herself to him, it had not compared with the strange delight of knowing she was wanted; and by him, a gentleman who had travelled the world. Twice he had taken her; only twice; and both times within a month, on her half-day. Right up Lanesby way they had gone; and he had told her she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, that he loved her as she’d never be loved again, and that she’d always be his …


‘Oh, Doctor! Doctor!’


‘It’s all right,’ he assured her, as he went out of the room. ‘Mrs Hannigan!’ he shouted to the frightened face, framed in the shawl, already at the bottom of the dim stairs, ‘get me Mrs Clarke here at once!’


‘I’m here, Doctor!’ cried a voice, ‘an’ I can’t come up them stairs.’ Mrs Clarke pushed Sarah Hannigan to one side, and stood glaring up at him. ‘Something’s happened to me knee with that fall I had down the bl-down the stairs. I’m beside me self with the pain of it. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get back home through this snow, the drifts are chin high.’


‘Mrs Clarke, I’ve got to have help! You’ll come up here if I have to carry you up!’


‘Begod, an’ I will not! Look at that!’ she cried.


He bounded down the stairs towards her. She had pulled up her skirt and was disclosing her knee, already laid bare for inspection.


He looked at it… Well, that settles that. The damned woman, you would think she had done it on purpose… He thought a moment… ‘Nurse Snell, that’s it! She’ll come. How can I get…?’


‘It’s no use. She’s in the heart of Jarrow this very minute after a case; I saw her go only a couple of hours ago.’ Mrs Clarke was triumphant. ‘It’s nobody you’ll get this night. Now, Doctor Kelly used to—’


‘Be quiet, woman!’ He glared at her, the point of his beard thrust out.


Begod, if she could only strike him down dead! Him to speak to her like that, and to call her - woman!… She that was looked up to and respected for her knowledge all round these black buildings, all fifteen streets of them. They had even sent for her from Shields and Jarrow to deliver, before today, and Doctor Kelly had said she was every bit as good as himself. Yet this young snot… with his big, newfangled motor-car and his fine clothes, and his voice like a foreigner… would tell her to shut up! Even Tim Hannigan there, who put the fear of God into everybody in the fifteen streets with his swearing and bashing, when the mood was on him, even he had never dared to tell her… Dorrie Clarke… to shut up. Her blood boiled. She fastened the top of her stocking into a knot and rolled it down her leg to make it secure; she pulled her coat tighter about her and limped to the kitchen door, before turning to him. ‘You may be a doctor… yet that’s got to be proved… but yer no gentleman. You can strike me off your club; and I wouldn’t work on a case where you are to save me the workhouse; I’m a particular woman. And take my word for it, you won’t reign long!’ The snow whirled into the kitchen as she pulled open the door.


‘Keep that leg up for a few days,’ he called after her.


‘You go to Hell’s flames!’ was the rejoinder.


A fleeting shadow, that could have been amusement, passed over Tim Hannigan’s face. Throughout the conversation he had sat immobile in the straight-backed wooden arm-chair dead in front of the fire, staring at the glowing slack which the good draught of the big chimney kept bright.


Sarah Hannigan stood near the bare kitchen table in the centre of the room, picking at her bass bag and her shawl alternately, and her pale, weary eyes never left the doctor’s face. She watched him think a minute after Dorrie Clarke had banged the door, then swiftly wrote something on a piece of paper which he took from a notebook.


‘I’m sending for Doctor Davidson, Mrs Hannigan,’ he said, as he wrote. ‘Perhaps your husband will get this note to him as soon as possible?’


‘I’ll take it, Doctor,’ said Sarah, breathlessly.


‘No, you have your shopping to do, and you must get something to keep that room warm. Your husband can take it.’


She looked helplessly from the back of her husband’s head to the bearded face of this strange doctor… He didn’t know, he was so cool and remote; from another world altogether; didn’t the sovereign prove that? If it got round he threw his money about he’d have no peace. And him speaking to Dorrie Clarke like that, and now asking Tim to go a message… Oh, Holy Mary!…


‘I’ll go on me way, Doctor…’


‘Certainly not! Mr Hannigan,’ he addressed the back of Tim’s head, still immobile, ‘will you kindly get this message to Doctor Davidson at once? Your daughter is a very sick woman.’


Only Tim Hannigan’s head turned; his pale eyes, under their overhanging, grizzly eyebrows, seemed to work behind a thin film. They moved slowly over the doctor and came to rest, derisively, on his black, pointed beard. ‘Hell’s cure to her!’ he said slowly. His upper lip rested inside his lower one and his eyes flashed a quick glint at his wife before he turned his head to the fire again.


‘Sir, do you know that your daughter might die?’


Tim’s head came back with a jerk as if he was silently laughing.


‘Doctor, please… let me. Oh, please! I’ll get there in no time.’


Sarah grabbed the folded note from his hand, and he let her go without a word. The back door banged again, and he still stood staring at the back of Tim Hannigan’s head. He felt more angry than ever he had done in his life before… These people! What were they? Animals? That frightful, fat, gin-smelling woman, and this man, callous beyond even the wildest stretches of imagination. He would like to punch that beastly mouth, close up those snake eyes… Oh, why get worked up? He’d need all his energy… He turned and went back up the stairs, groping at the walls in the dark… As Frank had said, it was a waste of sympathy; for what little he would achieve he would not assist their crawling out of the mire one jot, ninety per cent of them still being in the animal stage… Not that he took much notice of anything his brother might say; but he had upset his family and dragged Stella to this frightful place… for what? To express some obscure feeling that came to the surface and acted as a spoke whenever he was bent on following a sensible course… at least sensible to his people’s way of thinking. Had he followed the course laid out he would now have his London surgery and a definite footing in one of the larger hospitals, and at this minute he would have been at Rookhurst; likely just going in to dinner with the family. Oh, what a fool he was! He couldn’t pretend to an ideal urging him on, or love for these frightful people. Obstinacy, his father called it; a form of snobbery was his mother’s verdict; cussedness and the desire to be different, Frank said, with a sneer. Only his grandfather had said nothing, neither of approbation nor of condemnation; he had just listened. But there was a peculiar expression in his eyes when he looked at Rodney, which might have been mistaken for envy.


This room was freezing. If this girl didn’t die of childbirth she would of exposure. Bending over Kate, he felt her pulse. Davidson should be here within half an hour, if he were at home; the sooner they got this job over the better, for it promised to be an awkward job… He must try to do something with that fire.


Kneeling down to the small clippy mat, he blew on the pale embers. This resulted in his face and hair being covered with coaldust… Damnation!… He stood up and shook himself. Temporarily blinded, he stumbled towards the half-circle of marble, supported on a three-legged frame, standing in the corner and poured some water out of the enamel jug standing in the tin dish. He washed his face, and the yellow soap stung his eyes more than the coal dust had done… What a night! And likely his car was half buried by now; it had been snowing for hours… In the ordinary course he would have left his patient earlier, to return later. But this fresh fall of snow, on top of twelve inches already frozen hard, had warned him that this would have been easier said than done, and the condition of this girl made it imperative that he should be on the spot… Pulling the cream paper window blind to one side, he looked out, but he couldn’t see down the street, the window being a thick, frosted mass of snowflakes. He turned towards the bed and sat down on the chair again.


Kate was lying inert, breathing heavily. He looked around the room, ten by eight at the most; the three-quarter-size iron bed, adorned with brass knobs, the marble-topped wash-hand stand, and a large wooden box, end up, with a curtain in front and a mirror on top, was all the room held in the way of furniture; pegs on the door supported an odd assortment of clothes, and a patchwork quilt and two thin biscuit-coloured blankets covered Kate; the floor was as white as frequent scrubbing could make it, and the whole was lit up by a single gas jet.


Rodney Prince looked at this gas jet flickering on the turned-up end of a piece of lead piping. Its power was, he thought, about one-hundredth that of the chandelier above the dining-table at home… Home, to his mind, was Rookhurst, not the place he shared with Stella; that was ‘the house’. He had a sudden nostalgia for all the things he had known and had taken for granted for so many years, but most of all, at this moment, for the dining-room at Rookhurst, for its dim, worn red and golds, for its long, wide windows, forming a frame for the sweeping downs beyond, and for the old furniture polished by time and handling to a delight for the eye. And there was a strange longing for his people; for his greying and stately, slightly cynical mother, whom, temperamentally, he resembled too much to be on good terms with, for the easy tolerance of his father, even for the jealousy of Frank.


It was Christmas Eve, and, in spite of all their differences, Christmas Eve had always been a gay day at home. But from ten o’clock this morning he had been trudging in and out of tiny houses, some clean, some smelly, but all seeming to be filled with the same type of people, coarse-voiced and wary. Then there was Stella. The row they had had last night might have been patched up tonight had he been able to take her to the Richards. As much as he knew she despised them, their flattery would have helped to smooth the plumage that he had so brusquely ruffled, and perhaps put her into a tender frame of mind. But wasn’t she always tender? Dreamy and tender, that was Stella. Then how could she be the cold, outraged beauty? How could she make a man feel like a wild beast? Last night she had snuggled, and nestled, and purred like a contented kitten, while he fondled her hair, murmuring into it, telling her of the magic she cast about him. He had kissed her eyes and her ears, and had stroked her arms, and she had lain, docile and beautifully sweet, as if awaiting final consummation. And his mind had cried, ‘Ah, now!’ And then, as always, like a snowflake on a hot log, she had melted away from him.


‘Stella,’ he had cried to her… actually cried to her!… ‘Don’t! You are torturing me.’ He had crushed her body under his, but she was far withdrawn. He had been furious that this should be happening again, and had renewed his efforts to solicit her affections.


Her voice had come as a whisper, which might easily have been a hiss, when she had said, ‘Why must you always want the same thing? Why are you so beastly? We have had all this out before. I’m just not going to put up with it, night after night.’


‘But, darling, it’s nearly… it’s so long…’ he had stammered, in his pain.


‘Oh, don’t be so coarse! You talk like… well, like one of these dockers.’


At that he had let her go, her long, white limbs in their crumpled chiffon whirling out of the bed and into the dressing-room. It was only when he had heard the key turn in the lock, and he knew that she meant to spend the night on the couch, that the torturing desire in his blood seemed to gather itself into one hard knot in his head, which beat with sudden hate of her. He was banging on the dressingroom door and hissing words he would never have believed possible. She made no answering sound… When he dropped into bed, shaking and limp, he had to bite into the pillow to stifle the tearing emotion that racked him.


Stella could reduce him to that because he loved her, because he could not stop loving her. She had the power to change in a flash his six feet of virility into a shamed, trembling heap. He knew the course he should have adopted long ago; but he could never see himself touching anyone but Stella. He had loved her from the age of five, when she had walked between Frank and him and had been the cause of their first serious quarrel.


This morning they had met at breakfast; Stella, a little white, but smiling and talking of the snow and the Christmas doings, in front of the servants… Stella was very well bred; she would keep up appearances in hell, he thought… He knew he had looked ghastly, the blackness of his beard accentuated the pallor of his face. He had scarcely spoken and had eaten nothing, and, on the plea of outstanding calls, he had hurriedly excused himself after drinking three cups of coffee. Without looking at her he knew that her whole bearing was one of sad and gentle reproach.


What the servants had heard last night from their distant rooms didn’t trouble him; he was used to servants knowing as much about his life and that of his family as they did themselves. He forgot to take into account that the servants of thirty and forty years’ standing, who were like one’s own friends, were a different proposition from chance maids of three months.


The knocker of the front door banged twice. It brought back Kate from far-away regions. She opened her eyes wide. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked. Then, grabbing his hand, ‘You’re not having me sent to the workhouse?’ She looked around wildly. ‘Where’s Mrs Clarke? Oh, don’t send me! Please don’t send me. I can easily pay you when I’m up.’


‘What on earth are you talking about? Don’t be silly, Kate! What put such an idea into your head? That is likely Doctor Davidson; Mrs Clarke can’t help me, she’s hurt her knee. There, now, lie down.’ He pressed her gently back into the pillow.


The knocker banged again, quicker and louder this time. Rodney went to the stair-head. Surely that brute wasn’t still sitting there and making no attempt to open the door! He heard the poker rattle against the bars of the fire. By God, he was! Of all the swine!


He ran down the stairs. ‘Are you deaf, sir?’ he shouted at Tim Hannigan’s back, as he hurried through the kitchen and into the front-room, from where the front door led into the street. The knocker banged once more as he pulled open the door, letting in a whirl of snow.


‘I thought you were all dead.’ The big muffled figure was kicking his feet against the wall. ‘Phew! What a night!’ He stepped into the room, and Rodney closed the door without a word and led the way through into the comparative brightness of the kitchen.


‘Oh, hello, Tim! you deaf?’ The easy familiarity of Doctor Davidson surprised Rodney. He gave the big, bony man a quick glance; no annoyance showed on his face at being kept waiting; there was about it that lingering half smile that had so baffled Rodney on the few previous occasions when they had met… He had felt at first that Davidson was laughing at him; laughing gently, but nevertheless laughing. And he had thought, how dare he! He had soon learnt all about Davidson, who was the son of a Jarrow grocer. The grocer had made money, and had spent it on his son. And the son, instead of taking himself and his career to a far distant place, as far away as possible from Jarrow, had returned, bought a practice in the worst quarter, near the ferry, and married a Jarrow girl. They lived in an ugly house overlooking the muddy Don, where it poured its chemical-discoloured water into the Jarrow slacks and so into the Tyne. But all this had not wiped that quaint smile off Peter Davidson’s face. And, through time, Rodney had found that the smile was not for him alone; Davidson seemed to handle life gently and with that half smile; he never seemed to hurry, nor to be impatient. Rodney wondered what he was really like. He had felt Davidson would be worth knowing, but at the same time knew it was impossible; they met seldom in the course of their rounds and the only other way would be through social visiting. For himself, he wouldn’t mind in the least, but Stella! Well, he couldn’t imagine her and the Jarrow girl, somehow.


They were in the bedroom before Rodney spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Davidson, I’ve had to ask you to turn out on a night like this; Christmas Eve, too.’


‘Oh, don’t let that worry you, it’s all in the game. Hello, Kate!’ he said, bending over the bed, with his hands on his knees. ‘You’re going to have a Christmas baby, eh?’


Again that tone of familiarity. Rodney watched Kate’s face; she smiled as one would at a friend. Rodney felt a little stir of professional jealousy; she hadn’t smiled at him like that; nor would any of his patients, he thought, treat him as they did Davidson. He had tried for three months to get below their wary surface; he had tried, indeed he had, to put them at their ease, little guessing that his voice alone put him in the category of ‘The Class’ and that, in their fierce independence, they resented the necessity for what they unwordingly thought his condescension.


With great reluctance he took off his coat and rolled up his sleeves; the chill of the room seeped through his fine wool shirt and vest. As he opened his case and picked out what he required, voices from below the window came to him like words spoken through a thick towel:


‘Hello there, Joe! Merry Christmas.’


‘Same to you, Jimmy. Same to you.’


‘Coming for a wet?’


‘Ee, lad, no; ah haven’t been yem yet. The missis’ll likely bash me over the heed when ah puts me nose in the door!’


Muffled laughter, then the thick silence from the street again.


Davidson was still talking to Kate, and a feeling of utter and absolute loneliness suddenly flooded through Rodney. He seemed divorced from every human contact and feeling; everyone he knew, his family, and Stella, all stood aloof and condemning… sending out their displeasure through the bleak stares of their eyes. He saw them all as a hillside covered with sturdy oaks, and himself a little stream at their feet, bent on winding his own way past them. They were so powerful, but helpless to stop his meandering. And he had wound his way into the valley where there were these people… those men in the street, this girl on the bed, this big, burly doctor who held life steadily by the reins; they were all one. He was in their midst, but he couldn’t get near them either; and, oh, he wanted the touch of some friendly hand. He was lost in that vast, unknown and terrible continent of loneliness; it stretched on and on, very white and hopeless, and quite bare.


Good heavens! he thought, this won’t do. I’m light-headed. No breakfast, no dinner; must have something as soon as this is over… He looked across at Davidson who was still talking to Kate. ‘Well, there it is,’ he was saying. ‘If you want the place it’s yours. Their own girl won’t be leaving for a month, and it’s five shillings a week. So there you are, Kate; you’re all set up and nothing to worry about.’


Rodney nodded to him, and Davidson came round the foot of the bed to the wash-hand stand. ‘Afraid it’s going to be a bit of a job; I think it advisable to give her a whiff.’ He handed Davidson a bottle and a pad of cotton wool. Davidson nodded and walked back to the bed.


‘Two old boys nearly eighty and their sister about seventy, and only eight rooms. When they told me today their girl was leaving I thought of you right away, Kate; and it’s a lovely little house, down Westoe. If you go there you’ll be set up. Now just breathe steadily, Kate. That’s it, th… at’s it. Now we are all set,’ he addressed Rodney. ‘That’ll have eased her mind a bit; the main part of their worry is to get into a good place. Poor little beggar! She’s only a child herself.’


‘Do you know her?’ asked Rodney, pulling the prostrate form into position.


‘Yes. Watched her grow up. Everybody knows Kate Hannigan; she was too beautiful to miss. By! she was a lovely kiddy. It always struck me as odd how old Tim Hannigan could have a child like her. I didn’t know she had got into this mess until yesterday; it surprised me. Somehow she always appeared different; quiet, a little aloof, as if she didn’t quite belong around these quarters. Didn’t run round with the lads, either; kept them at their distance. And if she hadn’t, old Tim would have… And now this. Poor Kate!’


Doctor Davidson gently lifted one of the long, nut-brown plaits off Kate’s face with his free hand, while with the other he felt her pulse. ‘Not as strong as it should be,’ he muttered. ‘How is it to time? Was it due?’


‘Yes, as far as I can gather. But I couldn’t get much out of her,’ said Rodney. ‘She didn’t come home until the day before yesterday. She had been working in some lodging house in Newcastle; the mother thought she was still in service. She hasn’t been home for months, having made one excuse after another. Then she turns up like this. Knowing that beast downstairs, you can’t wonder at her being terrified to come home; but I should have thought the workhouse would have been preferable to facing him. Yet she seems to have a horror of it.’


The smile disappeared from Doctor Davidson’s face as he asked, ‘You don’t know much about the workhouse, do you?’


But Rodney didn’t answer, he had started upon his job. His hands moved swiftly; he braced himself and pulled, gently pressing… easing… He worked for some minutes, and Davidson, who watched his every move, thought: Good hands, no quivers there. Yet he’s as strung up and as taut as a bow. Wonder what brought him this way… funny fellow. Why did he take old Kelly’s place when Anderson’s was going up Westoe end? Could have had a couple of titles on his books there. But still, apparently it isn’t money he wants; old windbag Richards says he’s got at least two thousand a year private income… Whew! Two thousand a year!… Davidson had a vision of a bright shining clinic, fitted with the latest appliances… Wonder what he does want; he’s certainly not the welfare type. Whatever his aim, I bet it doesn’t meet with his lady-wife’s …


‘No use,’ said Rodney, raising his eyes to Davidson; ‘it’s wedged… I’ll have to cut.’ He nodded towards his case.


Davidson handed him an instrument. There was a sharp, snip, snip, a quick dabbing of spirits, and his hands were once more pulling, easing, pressing. He was no longer cold; beads of sweat ran down his forehead, falling from his brow onto his hands. His chin was drawn in, his beard lying like an arrow on his shirt front… A little more, a little more, he encouraged himself… Ah, the head!… Now then… now then… easy, but make it quick. She can’t stand much more; Davidson is anxious about that pulse… There, there… a little more… Oh, hell! don’t say it’s going to be obstinate now!


Pulling, easing, pressing, it went on. The sweat was running into his eyes now and his shirt was no longer white.


Davidson’s expression became pitying… Poor Kate! It was practically up. Still, this fellow was good; if she were paying hundreds she wouldn’t have had anyone better… But these things happened…


‘A… ah!’ It was an exclamation of triumph as much as relief. Rodney slowly withdrew the red body covered with silvery slime. For a second it lay across both his hands, a girl child - to be named Annie Hannigan, and who was to help make and to almost mar his career.
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The Kitchen


The kitchen was bright and gleaming. From the open fireplace the coal glowed a deeper red in contrast with the shining blackleaded hob, with the oven to its right and the nook for pans to its left. It sent down its glow onto the steel-topped and brassrailed fender, where its reflections appeared like delicate rose clouds seen through a silver curtain. The fire glinted on the mahogany legs of the kitchen-table and on the cups spread on the white, patched cloth. It shed its glow over the red wood of the chiffonier standing against the wall opposite, and over the brass-knobbed handle of the staircase door. The hard, wood saddle, standing along the wall to the left of the fire-place, took on an innocent deception from the glow; its flock-stuffed cushions looked soft and inviting. Even the sneck of the door that led to the front room had glints of white along its black handle. But it was to the window that the fire lent its most enchanting grace. With its six red earthenware pots of coloured hyacinths, and framed in the dolly-tinted lace curtains, starched to a stiffness which kept their folds in perpetual billows, it looked like a startling, bright painting. Never had that window-sill upheld such beauty.


Hyacinths at any time of the year were things one just dreamed of. But at Christmas! and in her kitchen! they made Sarah Hannigan feel that life was changing, that it was becoming easier, and that before she was really old she would know peace… she didn’t ask for happiness, just peace. And she asked herself, as she looked out over the bulbs to the tiny backyard and to the backs of the houses opposite, hadn’t she had more peace this last year than she had had for the previous seventeen years …


She had thought life would become unbearable when Kate had come home like that last Christmas. And it was unbearable for nearly a month after Annie was born. But when Kate got that place in Westoe things had seemed to change. It wasn’t only that Kate gave her four-and-six a week out of her five shillings and God alone knew what a difference that had made - it was that things had seemed to happen to keep Tim off her, that his eighteen years’ persecution of her was easing at last.


First, the baby had been fretful, and for most of the winter she had had to keep it downstairs in the warmth of the kitchen. So she had slept, thankfully, on the saddle. Then she had been covered with that rash, and the smell of the ointment the doctor had given her had been nauseating to Tim. He had sworn and raged, and she had thankfully left the feather bed and her husband’s side for the hard comfort of the saddle again. But a rash doesn’t last for ever, although she had lengthened its stay by weeks, until he had begun to get suspicious. When she had returned to the feather bed the old nightmare began again. Sometimes she would wait a week, or even two, until, blind with rage at his own impotence and the caducity of his passion, he would repeat the old cry, ‘She isn’t mine! Tell me, or I’ll throttle it out of you. Is she? Is she? She’s the artist’s bastard, isn’t she? Tell me!’
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“Whenever the desire for entertaining fiction must be
quenched, a Catherine Cookson novel ... should prove
an excellent resource.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer
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“Catherine Cookson’s novels are about hardship, the
intractability of life and of individuals, the struggle
first to survive and next to make sense of one’s survival.

Humour, toughness, resolution, and generosity are Cookson
virtues, in a world which she often depicts as cold and vio-
lent. Her novels are weighted and driven by her own early
experiences of illegitimacy and poverty. This is what gives
them power. In the specialised world of women’s popular

fiction, Cookson has created her own territory.”

—Helen Dunmore, The Times (London)
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