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One

IF YOU WERE wealthy and famous, then a good place to live was the London of Edwardian England. The King, come belatedly to his throne, was pining, but not too uncomfortably, for his mistress, the beautiful Lillie Langtry. She was touring the provinces with her own theatre company, enchanting every man who set eyes on her, even the very old, who saw in her the embodiment of their forgotten dreams.

On an early spring day in 1907, the trees in the London parks were turning slowly green, and in the West End theatres business was booming.

The suave and elegant Gerald du Maurier was striding the boards as Raffles, and at the Palace Vesta Tilley strutted the stage in trousers.

The streets of Mayfair were thronged with fashionably dressed women. The restaurants were crowded, and the parks filled with strollers out to enjoy the first warm sunshine that year. London was truly a good place to be.

There were slums of course, but then there was poverty everywhere. Not that one needed to think about it. And only in passing, if then.

Farther north, over two hundred and fifty miles away, the county of Lancashire was a windswept place, with cotton towns cross-threaded by narrow cobbled streets winding their identical ways down to the mills.

Up there, so it was said, life was sombre, grim and drab, a million light years away from the gaiety of London’s West End.

And yet, in that same early spring, at Easter time, for four days and four nights the townsfolk of a certain cotton town in the northeast of the county had thronged the market square. As darkness fell, workworn Lancashire faces were illuminated by towering flares. Clog irons had struck sparks from the cobbles, and pennies and halfpennies, carefully hoarded, had been gleefully squandered on sideshows and roundabouts.

Collins’s Dragons, the Flying Pigs and, most exciting of all, the Big Boats, swinging screaming occupants high into the air.

Flat-capped fathers, with wide-eyed children riding piggyback on their shoulders, had skimmed rings at the hoopla stalls, trying with desperation to win a doll dressed as the Fairy Queen, or an orange-plushed teddy bear with crossed button eyes.

‘Give us an ’apenny to go on the horses, our Dad!’

Young voices, hoarse with tiredness, red-rimmed eyes round with wonder at the music blaring out and the great roundabouts revolving merrily. Then, as the music increased to a terrifying tempo, a frantic clinging to the brass poles rising from the horses’ backs, with the ring of watching faces blurring out of comforting recognition.

Mothers holding shawls round pinched faces, frightened almost out of their wits as their children ignored frantic warnings.

‘Stop standing up in them swingboats! Tha’ll end up like a squashed black pudding if tha doesn’t sit down!’

Woollen mufflers flying as young legs bent to work the boats so high it seemed inevitable that the shouted warnings would become reality.

‘Higher, our Albert! Higher, our Agnes! Tek no notice of our Mam!’

Noise and light, the smell of apples dipped in burned sugar; peanut brittle shattered into bite-sized pieces by tiny steel hammers. Coconut ice sticking to wobbly milk teeth, and brown saliva from treacle toffee trickling down small determined chins.

Overly excited families shoving through the milling crowds; wives pushing husbands past the booth with its bevy of ‘London Ladies’ on a raised platform, reluctantly forcing them to avert their eyes from the shivering girls showing strips of goose-pimped flesh between flimsy layers of vividly coloured gauze.

‘Nowt there tha hasn’t seen afore!’

‘Aye, mebbe, but better spaced out, lass … or summat.’

Good-humoured clouts, a sixpenny plate of ‘spud’ pie from Sutcliffe’s café across the square, then walking home through gas-lit streets, the Easter fair over for yet another year.

As the town hall clock struck midnight, with the crowds finally dispersed, the fairground folk began their all too familiar race against time.

At first light they would be on their way to Preston, leaving the square empty, its glories dimmed, as the stallholders moved in to erect their tarpaulin-covered stalls in readiness for the Wednesday market day.

In her caravan, drawn up in the dark shadows behind the flare-lit ground, Jessie Bead, the uncrowned queen of the fairground, lolled on her bunk bed, fully dressed, small black eyes closed in a twitching sleep. An unlovely woman, not much thinner than the Fat Lady in the Freak Show, Jessie’s flesh flowed round her with an amoebalike fluidity, and because she had begun to lose her hair in her middle thirties, the receding hairline gave the impression that her face was at least twice its normal size.

Safely and comfortably out of the rain, now driving sideways across the market square, she dozed. That was all. It was said that Jessie Bead never allowed herself to do more than catnap. Every single detail of the organized hammering, banging, shouting informed Jessie that the heavy roundabouts were being a bugger to shift, but that the Flying Pigs had behaved themselves. Just for once.

Ugly, unfeminine, gross Jessie Bead, the doyen of the fair folk, with a mind as sharp as a newly stropped razor and a business acumen that would have put many a successful stockbroker on the Manchester Exchange to shame.

Round her middle, where once a waist had lingered, was tied a massive canvas bag, its cavernous depths holding every single penny taken during the past four days. Four times she had wobbled on surprisingly small feet across the cobbles to the bank on the corner of Lord Street to change the day’s takings into less wieldy notes and silver. But not until the caravans and the wagons were ready to roll would a penny be handed over in wages, each bleary-eyed recipient making his or her mark in Jessie’s ledger. If anyone asked for more money, she could point to the appropriate page, blinding them by her calculations, proving that a rise was entirely out of the question.

Even as she lay napping, Jessie’s plump hands rested on the bulge made by the bag, her fingers scrabbling like spiders over and around its lumpy contours. She patted it now and again to make sure it was still there.

By her side on the bunk bed, its muzzle resting on her pillow, was a loaded revolver that once, so it was rumoured, had blasted a man’s head from his neck when he’d tried to wrest the canvas bag from its mooring. Jessie reckoned she could spot a phoney from a distance of no more than a good spit, and many a hopeful down-and-out looking for casual work had reeled backwards down the caravan steps with Jessie’s raucous voice spiced with imaginative swearwords shattering his eardrums.

‘This rotten world owes me nowt,’ she was fond of saying. ‘And I owe it nowt neither. I come from nowt and I’ll end up as nowt, but in between there’s nobody going to best Jessie Bead. Certainly not a man, with his brains in his trousers!’

Then she’d emit a roar of laughter that riffled her three chins and left her gasping for breath. ‘Stupid pie-cans!’ she’d end up, shouting gleefully. ‘Fit for nowt but blowing the skin off their rice puddings, aye, and missing doing that proper most of the time.’

When, with a sudden rush of wind and rain, the caravan door flew open, Jessie reached for the revolver before her eyes opened. It was an unwritten law that until the dismantling of the fair was completed she was not to be disturbed. She’d seen them through the bustle of the four days’ occupation of the market place – Sundays excluded; she’d taken on more casual workers than she was sure the lazy so-and-sos had needed, and there was nobody getting a penny piece till she said so.

Now she stared in disbelief at the man booting the door closed behind him, cradling in his arms a young girl as wet and sodden as if she’d been rescued from the sea.

With a rolling motion Jessie slid from her bunk, clumps of hair standing up from her head. Stretching out a hand, she turned up the wick of the lamp so that its light fell full on the face of the girl.

‘What’s going on, Neilly? What the ’ell’s happened to her? She looks like a goner.’

Cornelius Brown, known as Neilly, lowered his burden onto Jessie’s bunk bed. ‘She were found behind the big tent. I reckon she’s been lying there since it went dark. For hours, I’d say.’ He snatched a red kerchief from his neck and mopped his face. ‘One of the men trod on her belly, but he didn’t see her an’ it weren’t his fault. I fetched her here, Jessie. I reckoned it were the only thing to do.’

Jessie sniffed. Neilly had been drinking. His face was wrenched out of shape with an emotion only partly gin-induced. He had a soft side to him, did Neilly. Jessie accepted that. He could drink all day, and generally did, but she had never once seen him incapable. He was her right-hand man and, rumour had it, once upon a time her lover. She accepted too that Cornelius Brown would lay down his life for her, if need be.

‘I think the lass is dropping a baby,’ he said now, his anxious expression belying the crudeness of his words.

Jessie bent quickly over the girl. ‘Oh, may the saints preserve us, Neilly! You’re right! Her big face hardened. ‘How the ’ell did I miss it? How could I miss a thing like that?’ She rolled up her sleeves, revealing arms like ham shanks. ‘It’s time I gave this lark up, Neilly. I knew the lass had run away from home, but then most of them have, we both know that.’ She patted the girl’s ashen face. ‘It was the way she spoke that decided me to take her on. Top-drawer talk.’ She began to unlace the girl’s boots. ‘You know I set a great deal on the way folk speak.’

Neilly kept nodding, agreeing with every word she said. It was policy, he decided, at a time like this.

‘She’s been on the stage, if you ask me.’ Jessie started to unroll the long black stockings. ‘Look how the crowds rolled in when she did her little dance. Aye, and she could sing as well, that’s if she could’ve been heard over the row old Collins’s Dragons made … She sniffed loudly and stood to face Neilly, hands on ample hips. ‘Look sharp and put the kettle on. Get me scissors out of the box over there, and stop looking like you’ve lost a tanner and found a threepenny bit. It won’t be the first time I’ve delivered a babbie.’ Her voice was gruff. ‘Remember I delivered me own a long time ago. Aye, and buried it in a shoebox the day after. Aye, and went back to work in the kitchens at the workhouse the day after that, and none the wiser.’

Taking a strip of towel, frayed but clean, she wiped the mud from the girl’s face. ‘She’s got a fever. Likely pneumonia with lying out there.’ Jessie laid a hand on the swollen stomach. ‘No wonder this lass managed to deceive me. She’s nobbut much fatter than a decent-sized football, but it’s dropped, the little tiddler. I don’t reckon it’ll be long now.’

‘I’d best be going, Jessie.’ Behind her Neilly shuffled his feet. ‘It’s not a man’s place. Not a man’s place at all, at all.’ As usual, when troubled, his Irish accent surfaced.

Jessie spoke without turning round. ‘No. But the day will come. Cornelius Brown! You mark my words. The day will come when a man will be forced to watch his babbies being born, and then he’ll be laughing on t’other side of his face when he sees what a woman has to go through.’

The girl moaned, a moan that rose to a scream.

‘He should have been consecrated, the man who did this!’

Jessie heard the caravan door slam, then bent again to her task. Pulling up two layers of petticoats, she reached for a pillow and slipped it under the small of the girl’s back. Bitten lips spotted with blood blisters were drawn back over sharp white teeth. But even in her agony, she was beautiful.

Jessie remembered clearly the day the girl had come to her caravan, begging for work. Something about the way she walked had suggested the trained dancer in her, and Jessie had immediately realized her potential. Although it had been a dark day, damp and misty, the girl’s pale gold hair had glistened as if caught by a sunbeam, and when she spoke her accent and the clear cadence of her speech had told Jessie that she’d been brought up and schooled in a place far south of the cotton town where the fair was being held that week.

As usual, apart from demanding the promise of unquestioning loyalty, Jessie had asked no questions. ‘It’s hard work, lass,’ she’d said. ‘Even sitting outside the booth taking the money, where I’m thinking of starting you off till you can join the troupe. Cold winds and chapped hands. Smiling at the customers, giving ’em a taste of what’s waiting for ’em inside. And you’ll have to wear rouge and lipstick,’ she’d added, gazing at the peach-soft skin with a silken fuzz of down by the ears, round which the Saxon fair hair clustered in babylike coiled curls.

‘Run away from her family, I reckon. Give or take a few weeks and she’ll have had enough,’ Jessie had told Neilly later that day. ‘She’s nobbut a child when all’s said and done. Running away with the gypsies, in her mind, or summat just as daft. Romantic, she reckons us to be, no doubt.’

Here, her cackling laugh had erupted, ending in a fit of coughing. ‘Romantic? Sitting all day and most of the night in yon canvas booth, with the wind whistling round her ankles and her backside getting more numb by the minute. She’d’ve been better off with the gyppos, I reckon. At least they light themselves a fire now and again.’

The girl’s eyes flew wide with the shock of a pain that arched her back and brought the sweat streaming down her face. Transfixed by terror she stared up into Jessie’s large face.

‘You can’t just go with the pain, lass.’ Jessie leaned closer, suspecting that the huge green eyes were already glazed by blindness. ‘When the next one comes you’ve got to work. To push. See, catch on to this bit of rag and bite on it next time. Hold on to me, love. Hold on to owt, but work! You want your babbie to be born, don’t you?’

The eyes stayed open, showing no recognition, nothing. When the next pain came her whole body went rigid as a plank.

‘There’s no strength left in her, poor lass. And it’s a bloodless confinement as well.’ Muttering to herself, Jessie rolled her sleeves farther up her arms, fired with a fierce resolution.

Nobody in their wildest dreams could have called Jessie Bead maternal. What softness there had once been in her had been subdued long, long ago. Fending for herself from the day she left the workhouse after the birth of her own baby, she had accepted the score. And the score was one she had written for herself.

‘Expect nowt and you won’t be sorry when nowt comes your way. Get nowt and learn not to be disappointed. Never call on God, because He won’t be listening. All right, Jessie Bead?’

She knew the girl was dying. The long hours lying out there in the darkness and the rain had seeped away her strength as surely as if her life’s blood had been drained away through a funnel. This beautiful girl didn’t want to live. There was no fight in her. She had gone to a place from where there was no coming back. And if her babbie was going to be born alive, then it would have to do the work itself.

Dipping her hands in a tub of goose grease, Jessie’s cure for all ills, she slid them round the tiny head, pulsating softly in the last throes of birth. Panting spasmodically, holding her breath at the crucial moment, Jessie did what she had to do. When at last the baby emerged, head first, mucus-coated limbs following, Jessie gave her own shout of triumph.

‘A girl!’ she yelled. ‘A bonny, bloody perfect little girl! Thanks be to God!’ she cried, forgetting that by her own code the Almighty would have had no hand in the miracle.

Tiny, wrinkled, the child was so beautiful that for a moment Jessie’s coal-black eyes filled with tears. Outside the caravan the hammering and shouting rose to a crescendo. The rain beat down on the flimsy roof in a frantic drumming. Jessie blinked. It was as though a button had been pressed, bringing the sudden noise to her attention, shattering her concentrated calm of the past hour.

Slowly Jessie straightened up. That was the real world, outside in the rain and the tearing wind. And what she’d just witnessed hadn’t been a miracle. Far from it. The girl, breathing her last, was just one more silly lass to have fallen for a bit of flattery from a man like the man who had once promised Jessie herself the moon if she’d let him do what he’d set his mind on doing.

Just for a second Jessie closed her eyes and saw a face. A strong face with a clear complexion and eyes as dark as her own, but tilting up at the corners. The prick of a moustache as he kissed her, the determined probing of a tongue, the whispered promises, and the weight of his body covering her own.

And nine months later, a baby with mauve-veined eyelids and skinned-rabbit limbs, lying in a cardboard shoebox, the whole thing weighing no more than a couple of two-pound sugar bags.

But this babbie wasn’t going to die. Not if Jessie Bead could help it. Working as confidently and surely as a trained midwife, Jessie cut the cord and tied the stump with a piece of string from her pocket. Rubbing in a spot of goose grease for good measure, she wiped the baby with a frayed towel, then wrapped it in the same towel, before winding it tightly into a swaddling with a grey fringed shawl.

Only when this was done did she turn her attention to the mother. Putting her face close to the girl’s ear, she whispered softly, ‘You’ve got a gradely little lass, love. A right beauty.’

It seemed that the eyelids quivered. No more than the weak fluttering of a dying butterfly’s wings. Jessie turned and, picking up the baby, laid it across the girl’s breast. Taking up a limp hand, she gently stroked the tiny face with the lifeless fingers.

‘I’ll see to her, lass. I’ll not have her fetched up with the fair folk, neither. I’ll see she goes to a good home.’

The semblance of a smile lifted the corners of the girl’s dry lips. Jessie narrowed her eyes. Maybe she was going to live, after all.

But when Jessie turned round from laying the baby on the dresser the shadow of death had already crept across the pale face, setting it into a waxen beauty. Already the nose had taken on a pinched look, even as the last faint sigh left the girl’s body. Jessie felt her stomach contract. A birth and a death, in almost as many minutes. For a moment she stood irresolute, a long-forgotten phrase from an institutionalized childhood of enforced chapel-going seeping into her mind.

‘The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away …’

With a jerk of her head Jessie spat the words away. Fancy thoughts like that could safely be left to preachers with their mealy-mouthed rantings from pulpits. From the slackening sound of the hammering outside, she knew, without the need to consult any timepiece, that in less than an hour’s time the fair would have to be off. The clank of harnesses told her that the horses were being brought from their stabling, and by first light the heavily loaded carts and wagons would be wending their way across the moors.

Opening the door of the caravan, she yelled at the top of her voice, ‘Neilly!’ The wind took her voice and tossed it away. The rain beat against her face and whipped her skirts back against her thick legs as she climbed down the steps onto the cobblestones. ‘Neilly!’ This time the power of her voice would have stopped an advancing army in its tracks. ‘Neilly! Where the ’ell are you? Neilly!’

From somewhere out of the darkness, the bobbing lights, the frantically busy men, he came, running towards her. As he would always come running whenever she called his name.

‘Is it finished, Jessie? Has the babbie come?’ Like an ungainly lap dog he followed her up the steps and into the blessed shelter and comparative warmth of the caravan.

‘She’s gone.’ Jessie pointed to the body, then jerked her head sideways. ‘But the babbie’s alive.’

‘A boy?’ The familiar sickly grin stole across Neilly’s red face.

Jessie shot him a disgusted glance. He’d been drinking again. A bellyful by the look of him, but he was sober enough to do what she was about to ask him.

‘Fetch Billy.’ She stared at the puffy face of the big man. ‘An’ wipe that bloody stupid grin off your face. You’ll be laughing t’other side of it before this night’s done.’

Neilly stared back at her. If he was wondering why on earth she wanted to speak to Sillybilly, the town’s idiot, who yearly hung round the fairground, tolerated by the fair folk on account of his shambling gentleness, he gave no sign. Jessie’s word was his command. Always had been and always would be. Infuriating her, he sketched a wavy salute, stepped backwards, keeping his balance as always, and was gone.

Dismissing him from her mind immediately, Jessie moved into action. Checking first that the baby was breathing properly, she turned her attention to the dead girl.

For what she had in mind it was better to leave her dressed exactly as she was. If she were ever to be found, then robbery mustn’t even be suspected. Jessie tightened her lips. But if Neilly did his job well, she would never be found. There’d be no wretched bobbies poking their long noses into Jessie Bead’s affairs. Report the death and they’d be round, asking questions, holding up the exodus of the fair itself. Pulling down the girl’s petticoats, noticing the fine embroidery on her camisole, Jessie began to button up the high-necked blouse.

This girl, this obviously high-born girl, had left her home and her own folk of her own free will. Jessie reckoned her age as about eighteen, though she’d said she was older when she’d come begging for work. More likely than not, they’d thrown her out. Toffs were like that. She glanced at the ringless left hand. Having a babbie out of wedlock would be a shame folks like that couldn’t stomach.

‘You poor little sod.’ The crude word was spoken as reverently as a prayer.

The buttons on the sodden material were proving difficult for Jessie’s podgy fingers to manage. She narrowed her eyes. Round the girl’s neck, hidden by the blouse and the lace-trimmed camisole, was a thin gold chain. With a jerk Jessie pulled at it, feeling it snap. A long thin chain with some sort of a medallion attached to it. Holding it close to her short-sighted eyes, Jessie took it over to the lamp.

Before she could make out the tiny engraved writing on it, the door opened with a rush of sound. With a sleight of hand that would have done a seasoned conjuror proud, she upped with her skirts and dropped the chain into the canvas bag slung round her waist. No point in giving them ferreting police anything to go on if they ever found the body. Finding it would be one thing; identifying it would be quite another. Turning round, she faced Neilly and the thirty-year-old boy who gawped at her with drooling mouth and the eyes of a child.

‘She’s just having a sleep, Billy,’ she said, and he nodded. ‘But don’t tell the men outside. They’ll think she’s getting out of helping with the work.’ Another swift dive into the canvas bag, two shilling pieces held out in her hand. ‘Double your wages, Billy. One for helping, like you always get, and an extra one for saying nowt. You understand?’

The smooth face took on a cunning look. Jessie nodded. It would take wild horses to drag even a word from the thin, stoop-shouldered man, his cap dripping rain down his vacant face. She had known many Sillybillys in her childhood at the workhouse. Staunch, gentle and kind, they were worth a dozen of the others. Tell them a secret and it was a secret for ever. Give them even a pittance, and their gratitude knew no bounds.

Jessie screwed up her eyes, jerking her head towards the body, and speaking directly to Neilly. ‘You know what to do?’

Again the twisted smile of complete understanding. Jessie shook her big head from side to side. Two men. One as drunk as a lord, and the other with the brain of a six-year-old, and yet she knew she could trust them to the end of the world, aye and farther than that if need be. It were a funny world, all right.

‘No trace,’ she emphasized.

Once again the irritating sketchy salute and the oafish grin on Neilly’s pumped-up features. ‘Aye, aye, mam!’ he said.

Jessie took her long, voluminous black cloak down from a peg behind the door. It was so full that the fair folk had often whispered amongst themselves that it would have gone four times round the Fat Woman in the Freak Show and still left enough stuff to go round Blackpool Tower. Pulling the hood over her head, she picked up the baby from the dresser and holding it close covered them both with the musty-smelling woollen cloth.

‘You want to be careful you don’t smother the poor little whippersnapper, Jessie.’ Neilly had drunk too much to watch his tongue, but he knew when he’d overstepped the mark. ‘It were only a joke,’ he muttered.

‘This babbie’s not going in the workhouse.’ Jessie’s voice was a growl. She turned to Sillybilly. ‘Now listen to me, lad. We’ve not got much time, but I want you to put your thinking cap on.’

‘Yes, Mrs Bead.’ The tall young man almost stood to attention. ‘It’s on, Mrs Bead.’

Beneath the black woollen hood Jessie’s eyes shone like newly washed currants. ‘Who is the kindest man in this town, Billy? Who loves childer?’

Sillybilly shuffled his big feet, hesitating only for a second. ‘The clogger, Mrs Bead … I do his errands sometimes, and he never shouts at me, not even when I forget. He’s the nicest man in the world, Mr Haydock is. He made these for me and he wouldn’t take no money from me mam. He showed me how to clean them with banana skins.’ Ruefully, Billy glanced down at his mud-caked footwear. ‘A good rubbin’ll bring the shine up again, Mrs Bead. They’re not spoiled.’

‘Can you show me where he lives?’ Jessie moved towards the door. ‘It’s not far from here, is it, lad?’

‘Just off Victoria Street, Mrs Bead.’

‘Right then.’ Without a backward glance, Jessie opened the door and stepped out into the dark night, her enormous bulk negotiating the three steps with a daintiness that wouldn’t have disgraced a ballet dancer. Before she had taken more than a few steps the hem of her cloak, trailing along the muddy cobblestones, was soaking wet and she was forced to lower her head against the driving rain.

‘This way, Mrs Bead.’ Sillybilly pointed out a direction it was impossible to see. ‘You all right, Mrs Bead?’

A grunt was the only answer he got. Jessie could feel the wetness through the cloak on her back. Holding the baby tightly against her chest left her without a hand to steady herself, and the cobbles beneath the thin soles of her boots were slippery with grease. The sounds of men working and hammering were fading now. Her breath came rasping in her throat, and only by concentrating on the metallic ring of Billy’s clogs on the narrow pavements could she force herself to keep going. One more year with the fair, she told herself, then she could give up this way of life for ever. A bungalow at Lytham St Annes was what she had in mind. A life of respectability for her and Neilly, bought with the money she’d striven so hard to save. Bowing her head, she struggled on.

Years of overfeeding, of indulging herself in massive plates of potato pie washed down with gallons of milk stout, of taking little or no exercise, had made her short of breath and wheezy of chest. Her eyes bulged and the tops of her thick legs rubbed together in a smarting agony, but she kept on.

When Jessie Bead made up her mind to do something, she did it. When she had said this baby wasn’t going into the workhouse, she had meant it with every fibre in her being. And not until she had handed her over to somebody decent would she be satisfied.

The street they were walking along was deserted. The shops were shuttered against the night, the gas lamps had been extinguished. A man, crazed with drink, caught them up as they passed the dim silhouette of St John’s Church, but when he lurched towards them Jessie gave him a mouthful of invective that sent him reeling against a low wall. Jessie knew no fear. For a long time now she had lived and worked with the roughest of men, and their behaviour held no terrors for her.

‘Nearly there, Mrs Bead.’ The importance of being useful was making Billy light-headed, and he turned and smiled his queer, lopsided smile at her. ‘The chapel’s at the top of the next street, and the clogger’s shop is just here at the bottom. You don’t get corns nor chilblains if you wear clogs, Mrs Bead.’

‘No, Billy. That’s true enough.’ Jessie stopped because he had stopped. She lifted her head and peered up at a door with an iron knocker set high. ‘You can go now, Billy,’ she wheezed. ‘Get yourself back home and out of those wet things.’ Her gruff voice gentled. ‘You’ve been a good lad.’

Billy’s grin was wide enough to split his face in two. ‘An’ I’ll not tell nobody about the parcel, Mrs Bead.’

‘The parcel?’ Jessie held the baby close. God bless his simple mind; the shambling man-child hadn’t even cottoned on to what it was all about. She smiled back at him. So much the better … so very much the better.

‘I’ll keep me gob shut, Mrs Bead.’

‘I can trust you, Billy.’

When the sound of his clogs died away, Jessie lifted the knocker and let it fall three times against the door. She did the same again until a wavering light behind the yellow blind of an upstairs room told her the clogger was on his way down.

When the bolt was drawn back and the door thrown open, she saw a stocky man standing there, his strong features illuminated by candle flame. There was no fear sharpening his glance; nothing more than a gentle puzzlement as he raised the candlestick higher in his right hand.

Knowing instinctively and at once that she had found her man, Jessie thrust the swaddled bundle at him, watched him hold it awkwardly in his free arm, then saw his mouth drop open in amazement as the baby set up a wailing.

‘Take it. Give it to your wife. Love it, and bring it up like your own.’

Jessie’s voice was as deep as a man’s, and before Seth could open his mouth to speak she had hurried away, the black cloak billowing out behind her like the sail of a ship.


Two

‘CHEESE AND FLIPPIN’ rice!’

Even in the direst of emergencies, and surely this was one, Seth Haydock never allowed a swearword to pass his lips. An ardent, godfearing Wesleyan Methodist, he believed that swearing was the work of the devil, and if a man couldn’t express his feelings without cursing then he’d be better keeping his mouth shut.

That was Seth’s code, and he stuck by it firmly.

Not that there hadn’t been plenty of times in his forty years when a good old fruitful epithet wouldn’t have come amiss, relieving the feelings he kept on a tight rein. But, as he was for ever reminding himself, the Lord Jesus had never cursed, and that was enough for Seth Haydock. No one could ever accuse him of being sanctimonious, but what his heavenly Father sent his way Seth accepted. Not passively, but with a quiet courage that had over the years made him many staunch friends.

He had accepted without rancour that he would for ever walk with a slight limp after a sniper’s bullet had shattered his left knee on the hot plains of South Africa during the Boer War. He had accepted that his young wife’s death from consumption had been the will of God, and he firmly believed that some day she would be up there waiting for him, blue eyes smiling and her hands outstretched to greet him.

‘Cheese and flippin’ rice!’

Heedless of the rain bouncing up from the cobbles, he ran out into the middle of the narrow street, the candlestick slipping from his grasp. The short street was shrouded in darkness, as silent as the grave. In four hours’ time the knocker-up with his umbrella spokes tied to the end of his long pole would be making his way down from the chapel end, but now, in the small cold hours of a Wednesday morning, each and every window was shuttered blind.

The woman – if indeed she’d been a woman – had disappeared round the corner. The only recollection Seth had was of opening the door and instinctively holding out his arms for the bundle thrust into them. Whoever it was had skedaddled.

Seth’s feet in the down-at-heel slippers were already soaking wet. The knocking had been so insistent he’d had time to do no more than drag his trousers on over his nightshirt, and that was clinging to his back like a wet poultice.

He stood there, a bewildered, stocky little man, frozen by indecision, even the primeval instinct for seeking a shelter deserting him.

The baby, shocked from its birth sleep, opened its mouth in a loud wail. The rain was falling on its tiny face, and the sight jerked Seth out of his stunned immobility.

He turned and went back into the house, kicking the door closed behind him. Without the candlelight to guide him, the way was hazardous, but Seth knew his little front shop down to the last wood shaving on the flag floor. Past the wooden counter with its brass foot gauge, skirting the long bench polished by his customers waiting their turn, he padded, groping his way through to the back room where, though the fire in the grate had sulked its way to a glimmer, there was still a comforting feeling of leftover warmth.

Laying the baby down carefully on the horsehair sofa set at right angles to the fireplace he reached up on the mantelpiece for a box of matches, struck one and lit the gas, hearing it plop into life, not surprised to find that his hand shook more than a little.

The soft light shone down on the baby’s face, now purple with fury. Its eyelids quivered, then settled back into slits in the pallor of a round face no bigger than the perimeter of Seth’s pint pot set on the table in readiness for his early morning tea. Mercifully the crying stopped.

Seth stood with his hand pressed over his mouth. ‘Oh, dear God,’ he whispered, and it was a prayer, not a blasphemy. ‘Oh, dear God. What am I supposed to do now?’

The fire. That must be the first thing. Kneeling down on the pegged rug, Seth took the steel poker from its rest on the fender and carefully raked the dead ashes from the heart of the fire. The tiny red glow sprang to life and, oblivious of the pain shooting through his bad knee, Seth piled on sticks warming in the hearth, laid coal from the scuttle in a pyramid, then sat back on his heels with a satisfied look on his face as the fire took hold.

His wife, dead for almost a year now, had kept the black fireplace burnished to perfection. Once a week she had applied the blacklead with a small brush, polishing it up with a bigger brush, then finishing off with rags. The steel fender had been rubbed hard with emery paper until, as she had always said, it winked right back at you. As a tribute to her memory Seth had tried to keep it in the same condition. Apart from washing days, when Seth’s combs and flannel shirts steamed gently on a clotheshorse drawn up to the fire, to be aired afterwards on the rack hoisted up to the ceiling, the little back room was a cosy place to be.

Calmer now, Seth looked round at the baby. It looked right somehow, sleeping away on the prickly sofa, tucked up like a parcel in the grey shawl. Tentatively Seth reached out and touched the fringe, drawing his hand back and tut-tutting when he realized it was damp.

Almost without volition he began to unwrap the baby, wincing when he saw the mark of blood on the towel from the recently severed umbilical cord. You didn’t have to be a midwife or a doctor to know this baby was just new-born. Seth caught his breath as the tiny legs, mottled like a plucked chicken’s, drew themselves up, then straightened out again. A little girl … And all of a piece. Nothing missing, not a finger, not a toe; all of a piece, and beautiful.

In spite of his less than average height, Seth Haydock had the hands of a man more than twice his size. Sitting on his low stool, worn into a comfortable hollow by generations of cloggers before him, hammering away at clogs mended dozens of times before, Seth’s short broad fingers could handle his lengths of waxed gut thread as if they were strands of the finest silk. He could make a pair of red clogs for a baby – the only time a departure from the traditional black was permitted – and strike in the nails with less than a whisker between them. He could hammer in a tiny brass toeplate no bigger than his thumb and never falter, but now, as he carefully wrapped the baby up in the towel and grey shawl again, those same fingers shivered as if he was coming down with the Black Death.

When the baby began to cry again, his own face crumpled. ‘Hush, little chuck,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t take on. Seth’ll get you back to your mam somehow.’ Awkwardly, he lifted the baby, holding her against his shoulder, rocking his body to and fro, patting her back as he’d seen other women do.

Childless himself, Seth loved children. A great swelling rose in his chest as he felt the tiny body against his shoulder. Taking him by surprise, the tight feeling came up into his eyes, flowing as tears down his cheeks. Sobs tore at his throat as the fiercely held in grief since the death of his wife erupted. ‘Oh, Clara! Clara!’ Over and over he sobbed her name, crying with the new-born child in a paroxysm of despair over which he had no control.

This tiny creature should have been her baby. Clara’s and his. For once Seth abandoned his calm acceptance of God’s will. It should have been his wife sitting here in the middle of the night, holding her baby, with the firelight setting the brasses winking, and the red chenille cloth on the table glowing with the richness of ruby velvet. It wasn’t right that his Clara was lying up there in the cemetery on its windswept hill, with the rain beating down on the jamjar of daffodils Seth had put there the Sunday before. She was only lying there till the day the trumpets sounded on the Day of Judgement, Seth believed that. He had to believe it. How else could he go on?

The baby had stopped crying, but he failed to notice. Fear held him rigid as doubts crept from the shadowed corners like evil living things. His eyes, a pale limpid blue at variance with the blackness of his hair, were wide with a terror he hadn’t felt once in his days of soldiering. His hand cradled the baby’s head, feeling the soft down whisper beneath his fingers.

Suppose it wasn’t true? Suppose that when his Clara died her bright spirit had died with her? That even now the water was seeping into her coffin, as he’d heard it did, destroying all that was left of her? Seth lowered the baby onto his knee, hardly knowing what he was doing, touching the tiny pouting mouth with a finger. And immediately felt his finger taken in a sucking movement.

Afterwards, years afterwards, Seth knew that was the moment the fear went from him. The doubting, the terror, all gone. This baby was his. It had come to him out of the darkness that had been his life since Clara died. From where he couldn’t even begin to guess, but it had been his door the stranger had knocked at.

‘Take it. Love it,’ the gruff voice had said.

Seth sighed. His prayers had been answered. ‘Help me,’ he’d prayed, over and over. And now the good Lord had replied.

Sentiment played no part in Seth’s down-to-earth disposition. Mystical happenings he laughed to scorn, but as though an unseen hand had turned up the gas, it seemed to him that the little room was filled with light. In that moment he knew what he would do.

Leaving the baby safely tucked into a corner of the sofa, he took a taper from the cocoa tin in the hearth and lit the candle set at the end of the cornice. The stairs leading up from the little back room were narrow and steep, but he climbed them with the bouncing step of a young boy.

The bedroom on the left, at the front of the house, was furnished with a double bed and a flock mattress he pawed over each morning to smooth out the lumps, the way he’d seen his wife do. Over by the window with its yellow paper blind stood a wash-hand stand, with a water jug and basin on its marbled top. A row of pegs along the wall served as a wardrobe, and as Seth took down his jacket his glance rested on the high round table by his bed.

There they were, reassuring and familiar, his well-thumbed Bible and his copy of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Their very presence gave him comfort. He took up the candle again. How could he have doubted? Bunyan’s total certainty that there was a life after death had soothed and eased him into sleep many a night. What had he been thinking about, upsetting himself just now? His anguished tears had shocked him into a realization of his own unsuspected vulnerability, and yet he felt drained of emotion now, at peace, the way it was ordained that a true believer should always be.

The baby was sleeping peacefully, so Seth sat down in his rocking chair, folded his big hands over his chest and prepared himself for his long vigil.

Lily West across the street needed her sleep if anybody did, he told himself, bringing her to mind as if she’d suddenly appeared like an unlovely vision in the doorway leading from the shop. Lily West was so poor that, but for the Poor Law authorities stepping in, she and her family would have starved. Six sons Lily had borne, every one a scrounger and a scavenger from the day they could walk. Even the youngest one, Walter, a baby of five months old, had a shifty look in his crossed blue eyes, and Seth guessed it wouldn’t be long before he was down on the market at closing time on Wednesdays and Saturdays begging for bruised apples, cut oranges, overripe bananas. The West boys, black-haired and blue-eyed, with more than a touch of the Blarney in their ancestry, known to every trader in the district for their cheeky grins and Lancashire humour.

‘Go on, mister, gie us a toffee! Carry your bag up from the Co-op, missus?’

Clogged free by Seth from the day they could totter on bandy legs across the street to his shop, each pair of clogs passed down the line. And then, inevitably, the despair of their benefactor as they cracked their clogs on the stone flags to raise sparks, ending up with the iron dangling from its moorings.

Seth leaned forward to place a cob of coal dead centre on the brightly burning fire. Yes, he reckoned Lily West owed him possibly the biggest favour he was ever likely to ask from anybody. Taking his jacket off, he laid it gently over the sleeping baby, then went back to his chair.

Arnie West, Lily’s shiftless husband, had dropped down dead in the street of a seizure the day his wife had told him she had fallen for the sixth time. But that wasn’t what killed him, so rumour went.

‘Found himself three sheets to the wind at old Mrs Lewis’s Teetotal Mission,’ the doorstep gossips had said. ‘Signed the pledge against gambling, drinking and smoking. Promised God in front of witnesses to lead a life of cleanliness and constant sobriety. Found out what he’d done when he come to, and died of shock, the poor bugger!’

Seth half rose from his chair as the baby stirred, then settled back again, setting it rocking. Ah, yes. For a while it had seemed the workhouse would be the only solution, but folks in the street had rallied round and with the eldest two boys working and bringing in four shillings a week apiece, plus the free dinner tickets given to the lads still at school, the West family survived.

At almost five o’clock the baby woke and began to cry. Now was the time …

Outside the rain had stopped, but the cobbles were still wet and greasy, so treading carefully Seth carried his precious bundle across the street to the only house with an unmopped front step. Taking a deep breath he raised his hand and rapped smartly on the door.

Lily was a long time in answering, and when at last she stood there, peering out into the grey morning, Seth’s heart sank. Never a sight for sore eyes when dressed in her best, Lily West in her night attire was enough to put even the hungriest man off his dinner.

At the age of thirty-four Lily West had the appearance of a woman well into her fifties. Her hair, already turning grey, was scraped back from her face and tied at the back with a piece of string. Years of undernourishment had rotted her teeth, which stuck out so much it was said she could eat an apple through a tennis racket. Although her legs were as thin as matchsticks, her body was top heavy with breasts as billowed as a feather bolster tied in the middle.

‘Can I come in, Mrs West?’

Seth followed Lily inside, wrinkling his nose against the musty smell coming from the once white flannelette nightdress and the woollen shawl round her shoulders. Only the determination fostered in him during the long waiting hours spurred him on.

‘It’s a terrible time to come calling.’ He stood in the doorway of the back room as Lily lit the paraffin lamp set in the centre of the big square table taking up most of the space in the tiny room. No gas for Lily. Gas meant bills to be paid and, besides, the oilman wheeling his drums round the streets on his barrow was always a soft touch where Lily was concerned.

‘My door’s never shut to you, Mr Haydock.’ Straightening up from lighting the lamp, Lily saw the baby for the first time. Her eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open in disbelief. ‘God rest me soul, Mr Haydock! Where the ’ell have you got that from?’

Moving at speed round the table, she took the baby from Seth’s arms. As she stared down into the little face a look of great sweetness crept over her features, a poignant reminder of the not unattractive girl she had once been.

‘Who’s a bonny little lad, then?’ Her eyes over the baby’s head were suddenly filled with suspicion. ‘It’s not our Jim’s, is it?’ She lifted her face upwards. ‘He’s nobbut fifteen, but he’s a one for the lasses already.’

Seth looked Lily straight in the eye. ‘It’s a girl, Mrs West, not a boy.’

‘Oh, I see.’

Lily did not see. She was far from seeing, but if nice Mr Haydock was for keeping his mouth shut then it was all right by her. To cover her confusion she tut-tutted at the baby. Who would’ve thought it of a chapel-going man like Seth Haydock? Her mind was going round in circles. Still, he was a man for all his hymn singing, and the Bible thumpers were often the worst. She jigged the baby up and down. Well, Seth Haydock wouldn’t be the first man to have his sins come home to roost. Her imagination soared. Most likely the girl’s mother, or her father, had fetched it round and just handed it over, and Mr Haydock being the upright kind of man he was had taken it in to do the decent thing.

She fingered the grey shawl. Not much of a clue there. Most of the women roundabouts wore shawls like this one, fastened beneath their chins to keep the worst of the weather out. Lily’s head lifted. Her mind raced ahead. She could guess what Mr Haydock wanted, and the very thought of it was making her bosom twinge. She smiled.

‘Looking for a wetnurse, Mr Haydock? Because if you are then you’ve come to the right shop. There’s enough milk here for a dozen, and full cream. Just look at my lads. Not a runt in the whole of the litter.’

Seth stepped back a pace. He could feel a blush spreading up from his throat like a sudden scorch. He wouldn’t put it past Lily West to undo the buttons down the front of her nightgown and feed the baby there, right before his very eyes. For hadn’t he seen her doing the very same thing only last week on an unnaturally warm day, sitting out on her step feeding young Walter
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