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PART I

CHAPTER ONE

North-east England, 1901
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‘Rosa!  Rosa!’ the cries echoed through the valley, skimming the waters of the River Tyne.  It was a sound all too familiar to Rosa Fenwick's ears.  It meant she was needed again.  Somebody, somewhere was always calling for Rosa, wanting her to do for them what they couldn't or wouldn't do for themselves.  Normally, she didn't mind, didn't even think about it very much.  She would simply turn from whatever she was doing and without demur carry out every request.  But today was different somehow.

‘Rosa! Rosa!’ the high-pitched voice of Cathy, her younger sister, repeated its urgent call.

The sound was caught by the wind and tossed high in the air like a distressed sea gull snatched by the turbulent air currents.  Again and again it was repeated, but for once thirteen-year-old Rosa Fenwick turned from it, closed her mind stubbornly against it, and continued to sit unmoved in her favourite mossy hollow.

She loved it here.  She loved the peace, the solitude, and the softly undulating banks of the Tyne valley rolling down to the fast-flowing river.  Below her the dark waters swished, bubbled and plopped along until they were swallowed up somewhere miles away out there where she had never been.  On the one hand was the wild, magical watery world of the North Sea; on the other, big, bustling cities full of smoke and noise and clamour of people living lives so far removed from her own that she could only wonder what it must be like.

And so she pondered and dreamed and hoped, though what she hoped for she wasn’t sure.  Rosa sighed and turned over onto her stomach, a grass stalk clamped between her strong white teeth.  Her fingers gently stroked and probed the short turf, enjoying that special sensual pleasure with which only the young and the innocent are blessed.

She liked to think of the river bank as a grand lady clothed in green velvet and decorated with flowery jewels formed of buttercups and daisies and clover.  She liked to sit quietly in the grand lady's lap and breathe in the heady perfume that exuded from the sun- warmed earth.  Then she would lie back, close her eyes and let her imagination wander.  She would dream that she, too, was a grand lady, dressed in fine clothes and living in a big, beautiful house; and there was someone else there too, someone she couldn't quite make out through the mists of her mind, but he was handsome and he loved her...

‘Rosa!’

Cathy's cry came again so loud and so close to her that her daydream burst with a heart-stirring bang.  The sun disappeared momentarily behind a dark, threatening cloud and the late summer breeze turned into a sharp-tongued autumn wind.  It rustled and shifted the first fallen leaves at her feet, penetrating the thin material of her worn black frock and shabby pinafore.  Further down the river a boat hooted mournfully.  It was a lonely sound.

Suppressing a convulsive shiver, Rosa looked up at the small, hell-bent figure of her sister bearing down on her with business-like strides of her skinny legs.  Cathy's skirts were lifted high and showed a pair of spindly limbs clad in wrinkled, woollen stockings.  Pale, bony knees, scratched and grubby, peeked out through threadbare windows.

‘There you are, our Rosa! Why didn't you answer me?  You gone deaf all of a sudden?’  

Cathy came to a stumbling halt, her small pigeon chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.  She stood with her feet spread wide and arms akimbo, fists resting on the place where her hips might be someday if she was lucky enough to survive another winter in Gateshead.

‘What's wrong?’  The words left Rosa's lips reluctantly; she had enjoyed her short period of solitude too much.

‘You've got to come home right away, our Rosa.  Mam says!’ Cathy shifted her stance and rubbed furiously at her right eye with grubby fingers.  She had been crying and there were lighter streaks down her face where the tears had washed away the day's dirt.

‘All right, Cathy.  I'm coming.’  But Rosa stayed where she was and gazed wistfully out at the river, which had tiny white crested waves where the wind was whipping it up and urging it along.

‘Now, Mam says!  There's trouble.’

‘Trouble! What kind of trouble?  It's not our John, is it? He's not bad again?’  John was their elder brother.  He was eighteen, but looked older.  He had been born with a badly crippled foot and was prone to any kind of illness that happened to come his way.

Cathy shook her head vigorously. The wind tangled the fine mousy hair, wrapping it around her face.  She squinted through it at her sister and sniffed loudly.

‘Well, if it's not John, it must be our Georgie!’ Rosa decided.  She got slowly to her feet, holding her own dark lustrous curls back from a pleasantly plump and healthy face. ‘What's he been up to this time?’

Georgie was seven and despite his angelic face and winsome smile, he was already showing signs of becoming a hardened criminal.  He stole anything he could get his hands on, lied, cheated, fought frantically with boys twice his size and very often won.  He was forever being brought home dangling by the scruff of his neck with a bloodied nose and his clothes torn to shreds.  He was shouted at, beaten until he was black and blue, but all to no avail.  He would wipe his constantly runny nose on the back of his hand, hitch up his pants around his wiry little body and go out on the rampage yet again.  He had respect for only one person and that was his big sister, Rosa.  But not even Rosa could get him to reform.

‘It's not Georgie,’ Cathy said glumly.

It was Rosa's turn now to put her hands on her hips.  In her case they were already well rounded for she was a sturdily built child.  

Rosa was something of a curiosity in her immediate neighbourhood. In a poor and undernourished family she stood out as being different.  It wasn't just her appearance people noticed.  It was something more.  An inner glow that they could all warm themselves on.  But in Gateshead at the beginning of the twentieth century it was also something to be suspicious of.

‘Eeh, that Rosa Fenwick's a bonnie lass,’ folks were heard to say, then add: ‘Though it's not natural, you know, is it - to be that bonnie?  And those eyes!  Eeh, have you ever looked into those big black eyes o' hers?  God save us, no child should be blessed with eyes as wise as that.’

‘Aye, but you must admit, she'll do owt for anybody around here.  She's a good lass, is Rosa.  Got a heart of gold and always seems to know what she's about, which is more than can be said for the rest of them Fenwicks.’

‘Yes, but Joe Fenwick was never in good health, was he?  Ye canna blame him, God rest 'is soul.  And his eldest lad's just the same way with his bad chest and his gammy leg.  Canny lad, though.’

‘Aye, not like his mother.  Eeh, she's a hard one, is Nancy Fenwick. It's funny how Rosa takes after neither one o' them.’

‘Not so funny if ye believe the rumours...but then, I've said enough.  The past's gone and dead and best left lyin', I always say.’

Rosa had grown up with such talk floating about her in whispers of half-formed sentences and unexplained innuendoes.  It meant nothing to her, caused her no great pain, so she ignored the idle prattle of the women who hid their faces behind their hands when they thought she wasn't looking.

Recently, however, what did bother her, were the sly and curious glances of the men.  Especially the young lads who hung around the street corners and nudged one another and whispered and giggled and nodded to her with mock solicitude.  It had not, so far, occurred to Rosa, but had long since been evident to them that she already showed indisputable evidence of blossoming into a voluptuous young woman. The kind that would fill any man worth his salt with lusty yearning.

‘Come on, Rosa!’ Cathy was tugging impatiently now at her sister's hand.  ‘They're chucking us out!’

‘Chucking us out!’  Rosa frowned down on the tousled head and grimy upturned face.

‘Some men came a bit ago and banged on the door.  Me Mam wouldn't answer it and they shouted at her...said they'd been sent to chuck us out because we hadn't paid the rent.  Mam said it was only six months and how did they expect her to live and bring up four bairns, one of them too sickly to go out to work, when her man had gone and died and left her penniless.’

The child stopped, choking for breath.  Rosa blinked in disbelief, then took Cathy by her narrow shoulders and gave her a little shake.

‘But she always says that when they come for their money, silly!  They go away and come back again the next week.’

‘That's not what happened th' day, our Rosa.  This time they really are chucking us out and they're proper mean buggers too!’

‘Cathy Fenwick!  Don't you use words like that!’  Rosa spoke sharply and her sister, after gulping loudly, began to cry and her hair got matted to her face, glued there by a mixture of warm salty tears and mucous.

‘Mam says you've got to come,’ she sobbed, standing her ground.  ‘What are we going to do, our Rosa?  I'm scared.  Mam's screamin' at the men and trying to stop them, but it's not doin' no good.  They've broke down the door and got half our furniture out in the street already.’

‘All right, Cathy, I'm coming,’ Rosa gave a sigh of resignation and turned for a last glimpse of her riverside haven.  The wind was rising still more and blowing the leaves this way and that, never letting them rest for too long. People were like leaves in the wind, she thought. They were swept along, first this way and then another. They fought back, just like the leaves seemed to do, but in the end the wind always won, for there was no other way to go.

The two girls ran as fast as they could through the streets of Gateshead, skirts flying, feet hardly touching the ground.  Their heavy, laced boots skidded and rang out on the shiny cobbles.  Then they were in Pipewellgate and the back lanes were unpaved, full of uneven ruts that turned their ankles and stones that flew up and hit them.  But still they raced on, gasping for breath, hands clinging desperately together.

Long before they reached the foot of Bankwell Stairs they heard raised voices and saw a crowd of people gathered, all watching in rapt amazement at what was taking place at number twenty-seven.  

Nothing much ever happened at Bankwell Stairs.  People were born, struggled for a living and died.  Birth and death were everyday occurrences, as was illness because of the damp, pest-ridden housing.  But eviction!  Well, that was interesting, exciting even, especially when it happened to someone like Nancy Fenwick.

Rosa could hear Nan's voice raised hysterically above all the others.  Her mother was screaming out every blasphemous word she knew, and some she was making up as she went along.  The neighbours, mostly womenfolk, for it was Saturday and the men were at work, had turned out in hoards to watch the show.  Some showed disapproval on their plain, working-class faces; some grinned sheepishly at one another and whispered behind their hands; others joined in the fun and attempted, without success, to match Nan's lusty outbursts of ear-scorching expletives.

The crowd parted grudgingly to allow the two Fenwick girls through.  Hands came out to touch them, pat them, pull their hair, tweak their ears and nip their burning cheeks.  Cathy shrieked in terror and clung to her sister's skirt.  

Rosa, her attention fixed on the way ahead, narrowed her eyes and brushed them aside.  She dragged Cathy along with her, nearly lifting the smaller child off her feet. At last they were in the middle of the loud and stormy scene.  They watched in stupefied, breathless silence as their mother's tall, broad-shouldered figure stomped about in her dead husband's ill-fitting boots. Her muscular arms were raised above her head, fists flailing impotently as three rough-looking fellows with growls like angry bears and bodies to match, heaved the family furniture through the narrow doorway.  Most of the bigger pieces bumped down the stairs, landing in a splintered heap in the mud and the dust and the excreta.

‘You rotten, filthy bastards!’ came Nan's cry as they turfed out old Granny Fenwick's rocking chair and it bounced down the steps with pieces of wood and cushion flying in all directions so that the watching audience ducked and backed off, fearing for their safety.  ‘Scum!  Sons of bitches!  Bleedin' midden flies!’

A feather mattress, lumpy and stained with years of life and death, followed the rocking chair.  It split open and a flurry of feathers like large snowflakes showered the ground and the heads of those close by.  

Nan took a deep breath in order to send out yet another flow of expletives, but sucked in a mouthful of feathers instead and choked on them.  When her coughing fit subsided and she turned, raw-eyed, on the crowd of sniggering neighbours, she caught sight of her two daughters for the first time.

‘Get inside, you!’ she cried, pulling Cathy away and pushing her in the direction of the stairs.  ‘And you!’ pointing a long, thick finger to within an inch of Rosa's nose, ‘Where the hell have you been, young woman!’

Rosa opened her mouth to speak, then it closed again quickly. Her lips compressed tightly as she fended off a grin, for her mother, as she spoke, was spitting out feathers and as fast as she was spitting them out they floated back on the wind, attaching themselves to her eyebrows and the end of her nose and her chin.

Nan lashed out angrily and the flat of her broad hand caught Rosa full on the side of her head, sending her staggering across the lane.  She landed unhurt, but in an undignified heap, upsetting some strong-smelling slop buckets.  The mess spread out in a dark, evil-smelling puddle, scattering some young children crippled with rickets. They shuffled away like crabs on bare behinds and were promptly dragged off and slapped by their angry mothers.  

Rosa picked herself up and shook out the sodden folds of her skirt. Her nose wrinkled at the stench of stale tea, cabbage water and Heaven only knew what else.  She took her mother's arm in a firm grasp and tugged at it.  Nan was a hard woman, but she didn't usually go in for beating her children.  The only time she resorted to physical violence was when she was afraid.  And if ever a woman was petrified it was Nancy Fenwick that September day in 1901.

‘Come on, Mam,’ Rosa had to raise her gentle, husky voice to a shout in order to be heard above the rumpus.  ‘Nothing's going to stop them now.  What are we going to do?’

‘I'm not leavin' my home!’ Nan shook her head, but she was calmer now.  ‘They can't make me.  I'm not leavin!  I'm not!’

‘It looks like we don’t have any choice,’ Rosa told her.  ‘Seems like most of the stuff's out in the street now anyway.  We can't leave it there to be pinched, Mam, and they'll never let us move back.  Not now.’ 

‘Oh, I know that, don't I, our Rosa, but where else can we go?’

Nan hugged herself and rocked on her heels.  The anger was seeping away, and being replaced by a pathetic kind of hopelessness.

‘There must be somewhere we can go, Mam.  We can't sleep in the street th' night.  Poor old Granny will catch her death.’

‘Oh, sweet Jesus!  I clean forgot about yer Granny!’  Nan gripped Rosa's shoulder with one hand and clamped the other to her own horror-stricken face.  ‘They'll never get her out of there, not in a month of Sundays.  She was born in that house and so were her nine bairns.  Eeh, Rosa, lass.  She'll commit murder before she'll be moved.  You know what she's like.’

As she spoke, one of the landlord's ruffians appeared at the front door struggling with the two youngest Fenwick children.  He carried Cathy over his shoulder, while young Georgie squirmed like an eel beneath his arm trying to fasten his small terrier-like teeth into the fellow's anatomy, not caring which part he locked into.  Nan ran forward and beat her fists on the man's chest, but her strength was all played out by now and it made little impression on him.

‘Let go of me bairns, ye great lump o' horseshit!’ she cried through tears of frustration.

The fellow started to smile sarcastically, but at that moment Georgie got his teeth fastened into a particularly tender part of him and with a shout that spoke of something more than just physical pain, the lout dropped Georgie and kicked out at him viciously.  The boy rolled away unhurt and bounced to his feet, a victorious grin spreading cheekily over his small, pinched face.

Cathy, too, had been released unceremoniously and was hiding behind her mother and Rosa as they watched the man hobble painfully down the lane, tenderly fingering his left thigh and muttering to himself through gritted teeth. The crowd of women fell about laughing and even Nan's face eased, but not for long. She had seen what was now happening in the doorway of the house that had been their home for some twelve or more years - the only home Rosa, Cathy and Georgie had ever known. 

The biggest and the meanest of the landlord’s men, was half lifting, half pushing John Fenwick out onto the steep steps.  John, with his padded crutch raised, was teetering on his one good leg and trying to fend off his attacker, defending himself with what little strength he had in his frail body.

The women choked on their laughter, gasped audibly and pressed back in horrified anticipation.  The humour of the afternoon's entertainment was beginning to drain rapidly away.  Only Rosa ran forward shouting to the man to stop, but her protests had little effect.  As she reached the foot of the worn stone steps the man planted a great paw in the centre of John's thin chest and gave him a vicious shove.

Rosa heard her brother's breath expire, and then he fell backwards, crumpling and rolling in disorderly fashion head over heels to a chorus of fearful exclamations from the open-mouthed onlookers. He crashed against crumbling stone and splintering wood, then, arms and legs flailing, he shot high into the air.  

It seemed to take a long time before he finally thudded to the ground at her feet.  Rosa, the natural colour in her cheeks paling to a dreadful shade of grey, bent over him, sure that he must be dead.

‘John!’ she cried out fearfully.  ‘Oh, John!’

There was silence, then he grunted and his eyelids flickered open.  They stared at one another for a long time, then he was struggling to sit up, breathlessly spitting out dust and coughing painfully.  He managed a weak smile.

‘Well, don't just stand there with your mouth open, our Rosa!’ he said, wincing with every movement of his bruised body. ‘Help me up.’

‘Oh, John!’ was all Rosa could say, again and again, and her eyes filled with tears as she grappled with his arms and his crutch.

‘Are you all right, son?’ His mother stood apart, not daring to come to him and show her concern; afraid to touch him in case any weakness showed through her flinty facade.

‘I'm all right, Mam,’ John nodded, frowning down at his shattered eyeglasses, which somebody had retrieved for him.  ‘But I'm worried about Granny.  She's still in there.  I doubt if she would survive a fall down those stairs, tough as old boot leather though she is.’ 

The effort of talking brought on a fresh bout of coughing, gasping and wheezing, which bent his sparse frame double.  They looked on helplessly until the spasm passed, then Rosa turned to her mother. 

‘John's right, Mam.  You know what Granny's always saying.  If she ever leaves that house again it'll be feet first in a wooden box.’

Nan Fenwick rubbed a hand over her face and blew out hot, exasperated air from between pursed lips.  Then she shook her head pessimistically.

‘Eeh, aa' divvint knaa',’ she rasped out on a loud sigh.  ‘Yer Granny nivvor had any likin' fer me.’

Rosa and John exchanged knowing glances.  It was true what their mother said.  There had never been any love lost between Eliza Fenwick and her daughter-in-law, although the reason for this was a closely guarded secret between the two women.  Eliza had tolerated Nan's presence in her home all these years ‘for the sake of our poor Joe and his canny, innocent bairns’.  The day Joe and his wife and their expanding family moved in, Eliza had sworn never to cross the threshold again, fearing that her home would be stolen from her.

She had kept her word and was still adhering to it twelve years later.

‘Somebody's got to get her out before those men hurt her,’ Rosa looked helplessly about her.

‘Aye, lass,’ John hopped a few shaky paces from her, then he squinted back at her with pale, watery eyes through a veil of lank, dishevelled hair.  ‘You're the only one she'll listen to, Rosa, and I doubt those louts would manhandle you the way they did me.’

Rosa opened her mouth to disagree, and then changed her mind when she caught sight of the two men in question bolting through the open door of their home and running down the stairs.

‘Here... missus!’ They yelled urgently and Nan Fenwick squared her shoulders and stepped forward, flanked by John, Rosa and Georgie, with Cathy nervously bringing up the rear.  ‘You'd better speak to that old witch in there before she does somebody a mischief.’

There were cries from the crowd about mistreating a poor old lady. The men sneered and raised clenched fists, unmoved by sentiment.

‘What do you expect?’  Nan, as tall as the men she was addressing, stuck out her chin defiantly. ‘She’s lived in that house all her life.  Eighty-four years!  How would you feel if after all that time some dirty clods came to turn you out on the street?’  

‘Hey, missus, it's got nowt to do wi' us,’ one man said.

‘Aye, us is just carryin' out orders,’ followed the other.  ‘And them says ye get oot!  Ye and yer bairns and anybody else wot lives there.’

‘Ye bastards!  Ye carried me youngest bairns oot by force.  Ye chucked me poor crippled son doon the stairs and near broke 'is neck.  How d'ye propose gettin' rid of me poor dead husband's ma?’

‘We're not touchin' her, missus.  Nee fear o' that!  Not as long as she's wavin' that great meat cleaver ower her head!  She'll just have to stay there when we board the place up...stay there and starve to death!’

A murmur of dissenting voices rose from the crowd in a rippling crescendo, then a hush fell on the little alley, only to be followed seconds later by a united gasp as Rosa stepped stalwartly forward.  Pushing past the two men, she slowly mounted the stairs.

‘Dear God in Heaven!’ cried Nan, starting forward after her daughter, but was held back by John's restraining hand.

‘Leave her, Mam,’ John said quietly in her ear.  ‘Our Rosa knows how to handle me Granny.  She'll be all right, you'll see.’

‘Granny!  Granny, can you hear me?  It's Rosa.  Where are you?’

It was dark inside the house after the brightness outside.  Rosa stood in the long, windowless passage and blinked until her eyes adjusted to the dimness.  She had no wish to become the victim of a flying meat cleaver, which she knew her grandmother was capable of throwing.

There was a creak and a low-throated mutter from the room in which the family had lived, and which Granny Fenwick had also occupied as a bedroom.  Rosa made her way down the passage and eased the door open gently with the toe of her boot.  

‘It's Rosa, Granny,’ she repeated from outside, then slowly stepped in and stood in the dusty light that filtered through the one small window with its cracked pane of glass.

The room had been cleared of most of its contents and smelled dank and musty.  A threadbare rug lay wrinkled up against the skirting board.  Beside it was an overturned three-legged stool near a buckled and tarnished brass fender.  The empty fire grate had not seen coal in two winters and was rusted and corroded from disuse.  A piece of mouldering cheese and a crust of stale bread lay there now among old mouse droppings.

Rosa moved further into the room. A sudden movement from a dark corner caught her eye and she spun around with a sharp intake of breath.  At first, all she could see was what appeared to be a huge bundle of rags.  But then a pale, pudgy face emerged, topped by a thatch of unruly grey-white hair. Wild pinprick eyes stared and saliva dribbled from a loose, wrinkled mouth that had been toothless for two decades. The lips of that mouth now clamped together and pushed forward until they came to rest challengingly beneath the rounded blob of a nose.

‘Touch me and aa'll cut yer tail off...cut yer tail off!’ The words shot across the room like a whiplash and sounded anything but frail.  ‘Bloody men.  Aa hate the lot o' ye!’

‘Granny, it's just me...Rosa.’ Rosa stood her ground even though she saw the glint of steel as the meat cleaver was raised ready for the attack.

‘Eh?  Who? Ye canna get me oot o' here.  Aa'll chop the lot o' ye!’

Rosa sank to her knees and let the light play on her face, remembering her grandmother's deafness.  Eliza Fenwick frowned.  Then, recognising the pretty face of her granddaughter, gradually lowered the cleaver, but still kept it at the ready.

‘Humph! So it's you, is it?  They sent you to get me out, did they?’

‘No, Granny, of course not,’ Rosa spoke loudly so the old lady could hear her.  ‘We all know you'll never leave this place, though I don't know what's so grand about it. I just came back to say tarrah.’

‘Eh? What?’

‘Goodbye, Granny!’

‘Ye wot?’

‘I daresay we won't see you again, Granny.  We have to move on, you see.  Find somewhere else to live.  I wish you were coming with us.’

There was a scuffling sound from the corner, then the old woman crawled forward on all fours into the light.  She thrust her face up to Rosa's, her old eyes frightened and questioning.  Rosa let her own eyes wander round the pitifully empty and dirty room and her chin quivered emotionally.

‘We'll miss you, Granny, but you'll probably be happier without us.’

‘Never brought me nothing but trouble, yer ma hasn't.’ Granny Fenwick ground out the words.  ‘Nivvor should ha' wed her, our Joe shouldn't.  Bliddy fool!  Wot other man would stick by her after wot she done.  Nee wonder 'e popped his clogs wi' ye around to remind 'im.  Eeh, she's a bad un, yer ma.’

Rosa stared at her grandmother, curious to know the significance of those words, but there was no time for questions.  All she knew was she had to get the old woman out of there somehow.  A faint sound reached her from the front door.  Granny Fenwick hadn't heard it, but to Rosa it meant that time was running out and those two landlord's bullies might be on their way in to try their luck again against the meat cleaver.  

Suddenly, she flung her arms about Granny Fenwick's neck, hugging and kissing the flaccid cheek.

‘Oh, Granny, we all love you.  It won't be the same without you, honest it won't!’

She heard the dull metallic thud as the cleaver dropped to the floor and Granny Fenwick gasped for breath and fought her off, the gnarled old hands flapping at her like ineffective butterfly wings.  Rosa waited her chance, took a deep breath, then in one lightning move she leapt to her feet, cleaver in hand and made for the passage and the light of day outside.  

The two men were hovering on the doorstep.  Nan Fenwick was half way up the stairs, a look of unknown fear frozen on her stern face.  John hung onto the worn wooden balustrade down below.  There were audible sighs of relief all round at the sight of Rosa, and when she silently held up the meat cleaver a round of applause broke out.  The men started to push past her into the passage.

‘Mind you don't hurt her,’ she called out after them anxiously.

‘Aye, you treat her gently, you great hulkin' sods, or I'll be after yous mesel' wi' that cleaver!’  Nan cried out, jerked back to life by the sound of her daughter's voice.  ‘Here, Rosa, come you down from there or you'll get trampled on.  Come on...and put that bloody cleaver where it can do no harm.  We've got enough trouble this day.’

They carried Granny Fenwick bodily down the stairs.  She struggled like a wildcat, screaming bloody vengeance on them all, including 'that little bastard Rosa for trickin' a poor helpless old woman'.  It took all the strength the two men had left to keep from dropping her half way down.  

While they had been waiting, John had managed somehow to hastily nail together again the pieces of his grandmother's favourite old rocking chair.  The landlord's men dumped her unceremoniously into it then jumped back out of the way of her flailing fists.  They were sweating profusely, every brawny inch of them feeling that they had truly earned the silver florin promised them by the landlord for a job well done.

The air was singed blue with the foul language of the thwarted old woman.  She struggled to raise herself from the chair, but its rocking disturbed her balance and she nearly fell.  Nan and Rosa rushed forward and held her down forcibly, ignoring her verbal attacks on both of them.

‘There's nothing for it.  We'll have to tie her down.  She'll do herself in if she falls now,’ Nan gripped her mother-in-law by the shoulders and yelled:  ‘Do you hear, Ma?  We're going to fasten you down.  It's for your own good.’

A fresh blast of expletives was spat out, although most of them were now unrecognizable. The tongue and lips and saliva were all getting hopelessly confused in the tired old mouth.  John tore an old sheet into strips and they knotted it around Granny Fenwick, who went on protesting loudly.  Her jerky movements, even when securely tied, still came close to upsetting the rocker. Thankfully, some of the onlookers came forward and helped hold the chair steady, tutting loudly and shaking their heads at one another, but unable to offer any better solution.

Cathy was crying inconsolably on the bottom step beneath what had been their front door.  Georgie sat beside her, frowning glumly at his unshod feet.  For the first time in his short life he was feeling unsure of himself and struggling to keep from letting his child's fear get the better of him.

‘What are we going to do now, Mam?’ Rosa asked and Nan looked down on her daughter in solemn silence.  ‘Well, we can't stay here now, can we?  There's got to be somewhere for us to go.  There's just got to be.’

‘There's always the Workhouse,’ Nan said sharply and looked quickly away.

‘Oh, no, Mam, no!  People die in there...’

‘There's Aunty Doris!’ John's face suddenly lit up and he gripped his mother's arm, but she pulled away from him as if he had slapped her.

‘No!’

‘But why not, Mam? She's still alive, isn't she?’

‘What do you know of yer Aunty Doris?  You were too young to remember...’

‘But I do remember her, Mam.  And I remember a big house...aye...didn't we live there with her...and Grandma and Grandpa Graham...?’

‘Shut up, John.  We canna go back there.’

‘Who's Aunty Doris?’ enquired Rosa.  ‘I didn't know we had an aunty.  I thought they were all dead.’

‘Aunty Doris is Mam's sister,’ John told her with a glint of excitement in his myopic eyes.  ‘That's right, isn't it, Mam?  We used to visit her when I was a little lad.’  Why can't we go there, Mam?  Just for a bit, till we find some place of our own, eh?’

‘Mam?’ Rosa raised enquiring eyebrows and watched in fascination the changes going on in her mother’s face, like storm clouds racing across a pale sky.

‘Keep quiet, the pair of you,’ Nan shook her head and covered her eyes with one large, work-worn hand that shook discernibly.  ‘I'm trying to think.  What with you bullying me and yer Granny gettin' all hysterical...’

They stood quietly looking at one another, the Fenwick children and the men and women who had come to enjoy the impromptu entertainment.  Even Granny Fenwick had finally fallen into a stunned, acquiescent stupor.  The only sound came from the banging in of nails as the doors and windows of Number 27 Bankwell Stairs were finally boarded up.

A young woman who had hung back shyly behind the crowd now pushed forward.

‘Mrs. Fenwick!’ she called out as she approached.

‘Aye?’ Nan turned and recognised Billy Henderson's young wife.  Billy had done well for himself. He had managed to start up a small business dealing with second hand goods.  The locals called him a ‘rag and bone’ man, but some of the stuff he handled came from the better side of Gateshead and his success showed in the appearance of his wife and two children who never went barefoot or patched or hungry. Unlike Nan's four offspring.

Ellen Henderson came forward and stood self-consciously before the evicted family.

‘Have you somewhere to go, Mrs. Fenwick?’ she asked in a small voice.

‘I don't see what concern it is of yours.’ Nan's pride squared her shoulders and filled out her chest. She fixed the younger woman with one hawk-like eye, the eyebrow over which was raised in a thin upswept arch.  ‘The trouble with you folk around here is you can't mind yer own bleedin' business.’

‘I...I just wanted to say...well...’ Ellen shifted nervously from one foot to the other and looked from side to side as if expecting attack or ridicule at the very least.  ‘My Billy's been laid up these last few days...ricked his back...’

‘Spit it out, lass,’ Nan growled.  ‘We haven't got all day, ye know.’

‘I was just going to say that if you promise to bring it back, you can borrow Billy's horse and cart.  It's not much...the cart, I mean...but it's big enough to carry you and your family and your bits and pieces. It'll take you where you want to go, anyway.’ The young woman stopped to draw breath and swallowed audibly. ‘Well, anyway, Billy told me to tell you that it's all right...if you want it, that is?’

Nan suddenly softened and seemed to shrink in size.  Kindness from strangers was the last thing she ever expected.  That day it took the wind right out of her sails.  So much so, she quite forgot herself and drew Rosa to her side and hugged her tightly and patted John's sagging shoulder.

‘Eeh, Rosa...John...d'ye hear what Mrs. Henderson just said?  That's big of your Billy, Ellen...real big!  You'll thank him for us, won't you?  We'll take the cart and be grateful.  It'll be returned.  Don't have any fears on that score.  John, divvint just stand there gawpin, lad! Go with Mrs. Henderson and fetch the cart.’

And so, with Rosa and young Ellen Henderson helping, and with pain-filled instructions shouted at them through an open kitchen window where Billy was nursing his ricked back, John somehow managed to harness up the old carthorse. 

Before long the occupants of the whole street were helping to load up the cart with tables and chairs and beds, linen, pots and pans - and Granny Fenwick, still objecting lustily and still fastened securely in her old rocking chair.

When the job was done, John took up the reins and Nan climbed up beside him, sitting tall, her eyes fixed unwaveringly on the road ahead.  Georgie clambered up and sat between them. He was already beginning to enjoy the new adventure.  Cathy wedged herself between the old settee with its broken springs and a roll of bedding.  She held her breath as much as she could and kept her eyes tightly shut.  The height of the cart made her unhappy and she dreaded the moment they would start moving, for she was sure the speed would make her sick.

‘Rosa?  Where are you, lass?’  Nan called out without moving her head an inch.

‘I'm here, Mam, at the back with Granny,’ Rosa sounded breathless and even more husky than usual.  ‘She won't keep still.’

‘You'd better hang onto her pretty tight, my gal, when we start moving.  Make sure she doesn't upset herself back-over or her drawers'll be on view for the whole world to see and she'll die with the shame of it all.’

Rosa grinned and hung onto one arm of the rocking chair, but one hand slipped reassuringly into one of the old woman's and squeezed hard.

‘Do you hear that, Granny?’ she called in the old harridan's ear.  ‘Me mam's frightened you'll show us all up by letting people see your drawers.  You'd better stop all that fidgeting about or you'll upset the horse and he’ll bolt. Then we'll all be showing off our drawers!’

‘You let me loose o' here, Nan Fenwick an' I'll show you more than me drawers!’ Granny Fenwick screamed at her daughter-in-law over her shoulder, but her gnarled fingers closed on Rosa's and held on for dear life.  ‘Bloody disgrace...it is, that.  Upsetting me at my time of life. Serve you all right if I die right here and now.  Mind you, if I do, I'll come back and haunt the lot o' ye.’

John flicked the reins and made an encouraging sound to the horse.  Old Solomon looked enquiringly over his shoulder.  John tried again, but the horse didn't flinch.  He just stood there staring dolefully.

‘Are you sure you know what you're doin'?’ Nan asked her son and John grimaced and shook his head.

‘No, I'm not.  There must be some special knack in driving a horse and cart.  Maybe Rosa should get off and lead him.’

‘She'll not!  If she gets off this cart, we'll lose yer Granny fer sure.  Give us the reins over here.’

Nan pulled the long leather straps from John's hands, gathered up the slack and aimed at the horse's flanks.  There was a crack of leather on horseflesh and Solomon, after a moment's stunned hesitation, moved off at the speed of a sick fly walking through treacle.

‘That's it, we're off!’ Nan gave an exultant cry. ‘Hold onto yer Granny, Rosa.  I'm not sure what happens when we want to turn the corner, but I daresay I'll have the hang of it by the time we get to Newcastle.’

‘Newcastle!’ John repeated in some surprise.  ‘Mam, where is it we're going?’

Nan worked her mouth as she concentrated on her driving and tried to ignore the procession of cheering neighbours straggling behind the cart, determined to give the family a good send off.  The day had been a highlight in their dull lives and would give them something to talk about for a long time to come.

John repeated his question over the din of voices and clattering feet on the cobbles.

‘We're goin' to yer Aunty Doris's of course,’ Nan growled. ‘Where else can we go?’

‘But I thought you said...!’

‘Aye, well, that's as may be, John.  I know me sister won't be overjoyed to see us, but she can't turn us away, now, can she...eh? We're kin, after all.  The only kin she's got, come to think of it.’

‘That's grand, Mam. I knew you'd think of something.  Why did you fall out with her, anyway...?’

‘Will ye shut yer ruddy gob, John Fenwick, and let me concentrate. Besides, it's none o' your business.  That's between me and me sister.  Giddy-up, there, Solomon, you old bag o' bones!’

‘Why's yer face all wet, Mam?’ Georgie piped up suddenly, noticing the unexpected gush of tears that washed over his mother's cheeks.

‘Be quiet, our Georgie!’  Nan snapped. ‘It's just me eyes leakin' from the effort o' drivin' this here cart.’

John smiled at her although she didn't see it.  Then he turned around in his seat and met Rosa's wide-eyed, disbelieving stare and nodded.  She saw his smile and his nod and knew that it meant everything was going to be all right.  She relaxed and realized suddenly that far from her holding onto her grandmother, it was now the other way around.  Granny Fenwick was holding onto her. And just for one unguarded moment she thought she caught a fleeting expression of love in the wizened old face.
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Chapter Two
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The journey from Gateshead to Newcastle was no more than a few miles, passing from one side of the Tyne to the other, but what it lacked in distance it made up for in difficulty.

Billy Henderson's cart was large, but not large enough to prevent its contents from dislodging, slipping about and frequently falling off into the road.  Many times they were obliged to stop in order to retrieve one escaping object or another.  One such item being Granny Fenwick's personal chamber pot, which was the only time during the journey after Solomon proudly reached his top speed of four miles an hour, that the old lady uttered a sound. 

Then, just as they were about to cross the river they hit a patch of rocky, sloping ground and one of the cartwheels came adrift, throwing everything and everyone into chaos.  The wheel went careening down the bank and into the river.  It took them several hours to get it back and re-attach it onto the worn old axle.  The whole family worked together with blistering hands and breaking backs until they were sure the wheel was once more secure and they could continue on their way.

They gazed in awe at the city of Newcastle as it got closer and closer.  It seemed like there was an army of church and cathedral spires, and an imposing castle keep, though there was no longer a castle to speak of.  Boats of every denomination occupied the deep, dark waters of the Tyne River and seagulls called raucously as they floated on the thermals drifting in from the North Sea.  There was an odour of salt and seaweed and oil and fish that rose to attack the nostrils of the travellers, which changed to the fug of a busy city once they crossed the High Level Bridge with its road and pedestrian way on the lower level and the railway track above, giving train travellers magnificent views all around.

For most of the time, Granny Fenwick remained petrified in her chair, her eyes fixed straight ahead, her shrivelled mouth set hard like a walnut.

‘You're all right, Granny.  I won't let you fall.’  Rosa kept repeating the words until she almost believed them herself. ‘Don't you worry, now, do you hear?’  

Nan, on the other hand, was slowly but surely entering into the spirit of things.  She handled the reins clumsily at first, but Solomon was, thankfully, a tolerant animal, having long since left his wild stallion days behind. There was no fear of him endangering life or limb by bolting, though a train passing overhead made them all cringe with fear.  Solomon’s top speed between the shafts on a good day was a moderate, lumbering trot, which was not nearly quick enough for Nan.  

‘Giddy-up, Solomon!’ Nan, still sitting bolt upright, despite the hard jogging of the board beneath her broad hindquarters, flicked the horse's rump and he quickened his pace minutely.  Her features were set in an expression of grim determination.  She refused to allow her brain to dally with thoughts of what they might be going to and concentrated solely on the journey.  It was time enough to decide what to say to her sister, if they ever arrived there.

But arrive they did, in darkness and, miraculously, in one piece, except for the ill-fated chamber pot which had been determined to dislodge itself all the way.  As it finally smashed into tiny pieces, to the amusement of passers-by and the embarrassment of Rosa, who tried her best to catch it as it fell, Granny Fenwick let out a loud hiss of air and rolled her eyes back into her head.

This action expressed her feelings more than any spoken word.  It was as though she had just declared that she would never be able to find relief again and that it was all their fault.  Against her will they had uprooted her, dismantled her home and carried her off to parts unknown, trussed up like a human sacrifice.  And now they had managed the ultimate humiliation of depriving her of her chamber pot.

They left her there, still tied to her rocking chair, while they trooped en masse up the garden path of a large corner house in a long avenue of similar houses with iron railings and bulging bay windows.  The sight of the orange-red house bricks of Jesmond and the golden, flickering glow of gaslight shining through heavy, wine-coloured velvet drapes looked warm and inviting.

‘Ooh, isn’t it posh!’ Cathy cooed and was nudged into silence by her mother.

Nan hesitated for a long time on the doorstep.  She cleared her throat and wiped her sweating palms down the front of her shabby skirt.  Once or twice she touched the bent pin at her neck, which held her black knitted shawl in place.  The big strong fingers shook noticeably. Rosa had never seen her mother like this.  But then, this was no ordinary day.

‘What's wrong, Mam?’ she asked in a voice just above a whisper.

‘Nowt!’ Nan answered sharply with a fleeting glance out of the corner of her eye.  ‘I'm just thinkin' on what to say to yer Aunty Doris, that's all.  It'll be a bit of a shock to have us turn up on the doorstep like this.  She's...well, she's what you might call a bit lady-like, is yer Aunty.  She's delicate.  Not used to havin' to rough it like us.’

‘But I thought you were sisters, Mam?’

‘Aye, we are, but...well, she was always different...more genteel, some might say.  She never married, ye see.  Never had to scrap and scrape for a livin'.  Never had to look after a sickly husband or bring up four bairns on next to nothin'.  She stayed at home with our ma and da and went to church regular and mixed with gentle folk.  The people always respected our Doris.  They never liked me.  I wasn’t like the rest of the family. Wayward. That’s what they said of me.  I ran off and married yer da, didn't I!  Went to live south of the Tyne.’

‘But, Mam, people respect you too!’

‘There's respect and then there's respect, lass.  As you'll find out in due course, I've no doubt.  You, more than the other three, I'm thinkin'.’

‘What do you mean, Mam?’

‘Nivvor you mind, hinny.  Just you take my word for it.’

John hobbled forward now and propped himself up wearily against Rosa, using her shoulder as a second crutch.  He looked at his mother through small, tired eyes.

‘Aren't you going to knock on the door, Mam?’ he wanted to know.  ‘The bairns are just about asleep on their feet and Granny's gettin' restless now that we've stopped.’

‘I'm thinkin' that we might be better to go away and come back in the mornin',’ Nan said and there were soft groans of protest from the two younger children.

‘But where would we go, Mam?’ Rosa turned her big dark eyes on her mother and, Nan, avoiding them, studied the pavement at her feet.

‘It's late,’ she mumbled.  ‘Past ten o'clock.  Your Aunty won't want to be disturbed at this hour.  Maybe there's a field nearby where we can put up for the night and...’

‘Well, I'm not sleeping in any field!’ Rosa, suddenly filled with bravado in the light of her mother's faint-heartedness, stepped up to the door of her aunt's house and rapped loudly on the wood with her knuckles.  ‘She's kin and people just don't turn kin away, not when they're in trouble.’

‘Rosa, get away from that door, for Gawd's sake!’  Nan raised her hands to her face in alarm. 

Rosa stopped hammering at the door momentarily.  She turned on the step and faced her family, her hands placed firmly on her hips, a look of defiance on her face.  A middle-aged couple walking on the opposite side of the avenue stopped to stare curiously.  She stared back at them and they hurried on in embarrassment.  Then Rosa turned appealing eyes on her mother.

‘But Mam, if Aunty Doris is your sister, surely she won't want to see us without a roof over our heads th' night.’

‘Aye, but you don't understand.  A lot happened in the past that you don't know about.’

‘Was it something to do with me?  I've always had a feeling that you and me da and Granny knew something about me that you didn't want me to know.  And people whisper and talk behind me back sometimes...’

‘Rosa, for Gawd's sake, gal, come away...’  Nan was tugging at her daughter's sleeve and trying to move the little group back down the path towards the gate, but she was too late.

There was the grating sound of a bolt being pulled back and the door swung slowly open.  The tall, slender figure of a middle-aged woman was silhouetted against a pale light from the hall which seeped out into the night, lighting up the weary and forlorn faces of the family standing on the path outside.

‘What on earth...!  Good Lord in Heaven!  Nancy?  Is that you?’

Doris Graham moved slowly out onto the step and blinked disbelievingly at them all in turn.  She was older and thinner than Nancy Fenwick.  Her hair was grey, pulled back tightly from her face and dressed in a long braid in preparation for going to bed.  There was an obvious resemblance, but her features were more refined than Nan's.  There were no harsh lines that spoke of hard work or the anxieties that poverty brings.  But her eyes were cold and dead, and her mouth was unsmiling.

‘Aye, Doris, it's me.’ Nan straightened up, stretching her large frame proudly to its full height.  She pulled John and Rosa backwards until they stood behind her, then she took a step towards her sister.  The two women eyed one another with nervous anticipation.

‘What do you want after all this time, Nancy?’

‘I've got trouble, Doris.  You were the only one I could turn to.  It's either here or the workhouse.  Not even my bairns deserve that.’

Nan's voice was clear and strong now that she had overcome her momentary timidity at facing her sister.  She refused to grovel like a common beggar. 

‘These are yours?’ Doris let her eyes travel slowly, lingering on the Fenwick children, one by one.  The two younger children stared back at her with sleep-hungry eyes and, for once, Georgie forgot his cheeky grin.  John, too, was too tired to raise a smile for the stern-faced woman he could only vaguely remember from his early childhood.  His face was grey and drawn and he seemed to have shrunk in size due to the slumping of his shoulders and the sagging of his knees.

Only Rosa seemed to have some life left in her and it was on Rosa that Doris Graham's eyes lingered the longest.

‘Aye, these are mine...what's left of them,’ Nan said.

‘I heard you had more.’

‘I had, but one was taken with diphtheria and another two were stillborn.  You heard about me man, I take it?’

‘Yes, I did.  I'm sorry for your loss.’

‘Joe was a good man, but he was never very strong.’

‘You've had a hard life, Nancy.’

‘Aye, it hasn't been easy, but I've nobody to blame but mesel'.  We managed grand up to last winter.  After that, things got bad.’

‘Well, as you say, you've got nobody but yourself to blame.’ Doris's eyes found their way back to Rosa during this stilted, two-way conversation and they narrowed perceptively.  ‘The girl...is that...?’

‘This is Rosa,’ Nan said quickly, then pushed the younger children more into view.  ‘This is Cathy and Georgie...stop pickin' yer nose, Georgie!  Cathy's ten and Georgie’s seven.’

‘How old are you, Rosa?’ Doris ignored the other children, her eyes remaining fixed on Rosa.

‘I'm thirteen...Aunty Doris,’ Rosa replied a little uncertainly.  ‘Nearly fourteen...well, thirteen and a half...’

Her aunt seemed to stiffen slightly.  ‘Thirteen!  Has it been so long?’  She dragged her eyes reluctantly away from Rosa and stared now into the face of her sister.  ‘It's hard to believe...time flies so much...’

‘Aye.  Time flies and old wounds heal, so they say,’ Nan edged forward and looked hard at Doris.  ‘They chucked us out, Doris.  We couldn't pay the rent so they...they just chucked us out.  I wouldn't care for meself, but the bairns...they've done nowt wrong. It wasn't their fault they were born.  They shouldn't have to suffer because...just because their mother made a mistake a long time ago...’ Nan's voice tailed off in a hoarse whisper.

A muscle in Doris Graham's cheek twitched as she gritted her teeth against the inevitable.

‘Mam, I'm tired!’ Georgie struck up a wailing cry and Cathy joined in.  ‘Let's go home, Mam!  I want to go home.’

Nan ignored them.  She continued to look at her sister in silence.  Doris frowned, looked from Nan to the fractious children, then to John and back again to Rosa.  Her mouth became a thin, humourless line and they heard her breath expire involuntarily through her pinched in nostrils.  At last she spoke in a small, reluctant voice.

‘You'd better come in.’ 

Nan did not thank her sister, but nodded, swallowed hard and held her head up proudly.  Words, even words of gratitude, were irrelevant at a time such as this.  Her sister was doing no more than was expected of her. They were family and blood, after all, was thicker than water.

‘The horse...we can't leave him standing in the street...!’ Nan suddenly remembered.

Doris put a hand to her forehead, a pained expression flitting across her face.

‘You'd better put him in the back garden.  The things from the cart can go into the shed until we decide what's to be done about them.’

One of the 'things' from the cart, namely Granny Fenwick, who had been momentarily forgotten yet again, decided it was time they remembered her.  She started yelling at the top of her strident voice.  Doris Graham turned pale at the sound.

‘Rosa...John...’ Nan waved in the direction of the cart.  ‘Go and get yer Granny down from the cart before she busts her stays.’

‘Granny?’ Doris's face had lost its deathly pallor and was now suffused with crimson as she glared disbelievingly at her sister.

‘Aye.’

‘Joe's mother?’

‘Aye.’

‘You expect me to take that...that filthy old woman into my home?’ Doris Graham's voice rose harshly. ‘Oh, Nan, this is too much!’

‘Where else can she go?  It was her house we were chucked out of.  She took us in when we had nowhere else to go.  Aye, she's old. And you're right about her being none too clean.  Her mind's goin' too. But I owe her, Doris.  What would you do in the circumstances?’

‘Dear Lord, Nancy, what trouble you always bring down on the shoulders of your family.  I never thought to see you again after the last time, yet here you are knocking on my door, right out of the blue, and expecting me to take you in.  I suppose I should be thankful that it's late and dark.  This is a respectable neighbourhood.’  Doris shook her head, clucked her tongue and walked back into her house with a loud sigh.

‘Doris?’ Nan called out after her.

‘Yes?’

‘Can we still come in, then?’

There was a short, pregnant pause, another sigh, then: ‘I suppose so...but be quick about it.  I'll go heat some water.  You'll all take a bath before you get between my nice clean sheets.’

Nan nodded again and went to help rescue Granny Fenwick from the cart.  Rosa and John were struggling with the old lady and getting nowhere. She was fighting them off with wild blows to their bodies and cuffs to their heads.

‘Shut up, Ma!  Be quiet, you silly old fool.  Aren't we in enough trouble already?’

‘Mam, she won't come.’ Rosa dodged yet another blow from the gnarled old fist.  ‘She thinks it's the Workhouse and you're going to leave her there to die.’

‘Leave her to die?  I'll leave her to die, all right, if she doesn't keep quiet and get down off that cart.’  Nan brought her hand sharply across Granny Fenwick's skinny thigh; the old woman stopped shouting and shrank back against the fractured wooden rails of her chair.  The wrinkled face puckered, but she was quiet now.  ‘Now you listen to me, Eliza Fenwick.  Get down from that cart right now or we'll leave you here for the duration and the stray cats and dogs can come and eat your meat and pee on your bones.’

Nan's words set off a chain of thought in the old woman's brain.  She shifted uncomfortably in her chair and grunted a few angry words down into the folds of the shawl pinned across her heaving bosom.

‘What's that?  What's she sayin', Rosa?’

‘I think she's complaining about us breaking her chamber pot, Mam,’ Rosa said in a hushed, breathless voice as she quickly undid the knots in the strips of torn sheet that were keeping her grandmother secure.

‘Hells bells, Ma! Is that all you're worried about?  Gawd almighty!  Come on down off there.  We'll get you another chamber pot tomorrow.  If you're desperate right now I'm sure my sister will let you use one of hers... Now what?  Rosa, what's she on about now?’

‘I think we're a bit late with the offer of one of Aunty Doris's chamber pots, Mam,’ Rosa said, trying hard not to giggle, although she felt the mirth bubbling up and forcing its way through the fatigue to the surface.  ‘It must be all the excitement and the joggling about she's had on the way here.’

‘Eeh, she hasn't has she?’

‘She has!’

‘Has what?’ John blinked and stared at his sister blankly.

‘Granny's gone an' went an' done it,’ she told him with a grin.  ‘She's wet her drawers.’

It was well past midnight.  The family had been bathed and bedded under the strict supervision of Doris Graham.  Rosa and Cathy had been given a big attic bedroom with sloping walls and tiny windows.  John and Georgie shared a small box room on the floor below, and next to them was the room which had once belonged to Nan's parents and which she was now going to share with her mother-in-law. Granny Fenwick, scrubbed cleaner than she had been in years, was already occupying one side of the big bed, muttering in her sleep.

Downstairs, in the kitchen, Nan and Doris sat, one on either side of the big open range.  They glanced at each other warily now and then, but most of the time they just sat and stared into the flickering firelight.  They wanted to talk; they needed to talk, to get things off their chests, to put things straight between them after all the years of bitterness and separation.  But they remained silent and the house remained silent with them except for a creak here, a cough there and the hollow ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall.

Doris got up, her movements jerky as though they were foreign to her.  She went to the pantry in the small, adjacent scullery, drew out a jug of milk and poured some into a pan, which she settled in among the hot coals.

‘I usually have some warm milk to help me sleep,’ she said and the sound of her voice made Nan jump as though someone had snapped fingers against her ear.  ‘Will you have some?’

‘Aye, I will an' all.  Thanks.’

‘And a piece of toast?’

‘Aye, if there's plenty to spare.  The bairns were too tired to eat, but I daresay they'll be good an' hungry in the mornin'.’

‘Tomorrow's Sunday.  I never bake on the Sabbath, but Mrs. Johnson next door always has plenty. I'll nip around there first thing and see if she can spare me one or two bits and pieces.’

Doris cut a thick wedge of bread, pierced it with the sharp prongs of a toasting fork and held it against the flames in the grate.  It browned quickly and smelled good.  Nan spread it with beef dripping from an earthenware pot while Doris toasted a second slice.  It wasn't long before they were eating and drinking together, but still with an awkward silence between them.  

Nan let her eyes roam freely over the room in which they were sitting. Memories of a happy childhood, innocent and trouble free, welled up in her mind.  She quickly suppressed them, not daring to let them remain too near to the surface.

After her own bare and colourless dwelling this house seemed cluttered and bright, even in the low gaslight that wavered from two glass orbs on either side of the big open fireplace.  The light picked out the pink roses in the carpet and the cushions and brought them to life; it bounced blindingly from the yellow brasses that hung around the walls.  

A huge orange marmalade cat, fat and contented, purred loudly in the hearth, ears flicking away the fragments of ash and cinder that drifted down through the bars of the grate.  For something to do, Nan bent and touched its silky head.  The animal gave her a cursory glance, then ignored her.  It slowly rolled onto its side with a heavy, lazy movement, all four legs outstretched, as near to the fire as it dared without singeing its whiskers.

‘Nice cat,’ Nan remarked, for the want of something to say.’

‘She's getting old now, but she's still a good mouser,’ Doris said and they both stared at the cat.  ‘I've had her nearly fifteen years now.  Just walked in one day as if she belonged.  I gave her a saucer of milk and tried to chase her away, but she kept on coming back until I began to miss her when she wasn't here.’

Suddenly, Nan found herself blinking furiously as tears pricked behind her eyelids.  Ridiculous though it was, she was jealous of that damned cat.  Jealous of its contentment, its independence, it's warm welcome in the old family home.  

She sniffed loudly, wiped her nose on the edge of her sleeve and then caught her sister's shocked expression. Her mouth twisted into a wry smile as she rubbed at the offensive damp patch on her sleeve.

‘Ye might well stare like that,’ she said and swallowed away the hard lump that had risen in her throat and was threatening to choke her.  ‘I've come down in the world, haven't I, eh?  Never did know how to be a lady, did I, Doris?  Not like you.  You always knew how to behave.’

‘We weren't so very different, once.’ Doris, too, seemed to have bother swallowing.  ‘Oh, Nan, what's become of you?  How could you let yourself be dragged down like this?  You...you just don't seem like my sister any more.’

‘It's a long time since you acknowledged the fact that you had a sister.  You didn't even let me know when Mam and Dad died.  I had to find out by accident from strangers.’

Doris stared down at her hands guiltily.  ‘I should have told you.  I was wrong not to.  But then, we all do things that we live to regret sooner or later.  You should know that, of all people, Nan.’

‘Aye, Doris.  I know it fine.’

There was a short, uncomfortable silence while the sisters eyed one another, then Doris stood up and rested a hand on the mantelshelf, her head lowered, as she stared at the dying embers of the fire.

‘It's late and we're both tired.  This isn't the time to drag old skeletons out of the family cupboard,’ she said eventually.

‘No, you're right.’ Nan, too, stood up and flexed her back and her shoulders stiffly.  ‘Look, Doris, I'm not much good with words, but...well, I... I’ll not forget what you've done th' night.  Not for me, but for the bairns. There wasn't anywhere else and I couldn't.... I couldn't...’

She was beginning to crack up.  She could feel the years of worn, battered, repressed emotions, forcing their way through like a tidal wave.  They finally burst from her in a great sob that seemed to tear her apart inside.  Hot tears flowed unchecked down her face that was grey with fatigue. It was not just the fatigue brought about by the last few hours, but the result of accumulated weariness over the times of hardship she had endured.  Years of being cast out from a family she had once loved.

‘Go to bed now, Nan,’ Doris said in a tremulous whisper.  She pushed a handkerchief into her sister's hand, then turned abruptly and walked out of the room with a quick and throaty: ‘Goodnight.  We can talk things over in the morning.’ 

When Rosa floated back to consciousness, through the deepest sleep she had ever known, through the strangest mixture of dreams, that magical underworld of uncontrolled mystery and imagination, she wasn't at all sure where she was.  For a long time, she lay with her eyes closed, drifting in and out of a light slumber, enjoying the warm, cosy feeling of a soft mattress and smooth bed linen and sunlight gently caressing her face. 

She breathed in a fragrance that was new and excitingly pleasant and seemed to waft into the room on a breath of cool fresh air.  She knew at once that this was not her old dark, dank smelling bedroom at Bankwell Stairs.  She was lying in a strange bed in an unknown place, yet she wasn't afraid.  As her memory cleared and the thick bank of fog lifted from her waking mind, bits of the previous day started to fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.  

Before long she had recaptured the whole picture of the eviction, the trip to Newcastle and the arrival at her aunt's house, the whole episode replaying itself in her mind in all its doubtful glory.

When she could put off the moment no longer, Rosa opened her eyes to slits and peeked out at the new day and her new world.  The tiny windows of the room were dressed with heavy lace curtains that sliced up the sunlight as it streamed in, throwing all manner of odd shapes and patterns over the room.

A gaily-coloured patchwork quilt covered her bed and she could see a clippie mat nearby echoing the same broad spectrum of rainbow colours.  Otherwise, the floor was bare, but scrubbed and waxed to a high shine like a dark mirror reflecting the floating shapes of the richly polished oak furniture.  

On a wash stand stood a porcelain bowl and urn, hand-painted with bouquets of flowers and lovers’ knots; against one wall, leaning at an angle was a tallboy with five drawers and huge brass candlesticks on the top sporting creamy wax candles, and a collection of trinket boxes.  There was a wardrobe big enough to live in, and an armchair with soft bulging cushions of velvet which stood next to a small round table with an oil lamp and a collection of books, all leather bound and gold tooled.  

In the opposite corner, another bed similarly draped with a patchwork quilt, cradled the small, still form of her sister.  Cathy lay, eyes closed, breathing heavily, a rapt expression on her young face which looked angelic now that it was clean and in repose.

The frown creases brought about by the strain of trying to recall the previous day's events slowly dispersed. Rosa smiled broadly to herself and at the room and her sleeping sister.  Of  course!  They were in Aunty Doris's house! 

She smiled and snuggled even further down among the blankets and pillows, but her eyes remained open, silently observing her new surroundings.  There was so much to look at, to see, to take in and appreciate.  Her ears, too, were busily picking up sounds in this strange new world.  Birds were twittering outside, leaves were sighing in the breeze; someone, a man, was whistling as he chopped wood; and a dog barked joyously.

Rosa was jolted to a more wakeful disposition at a sudden banging on the door and a rattling of the round brass doorknob.  She pulled herself up onto her elbows as the door swung open to reveal the flushed and disgruntled face of pint-sized Georgie.  He looked surprisingly un-grimy, and, for once, the long columns of mucous, which usually decorated his upper lip, were not in evidence.  However, he still sniffed loudly and wiped his nose with the back of his hand, from habit, rather than out of necessity.

‘Pshaw!’ he looked around him, taking in the whole room in one disparaging glance.  ‘Aa don't think much o' your room, our Rosa.  The ceilin's fallin' in.  It might come crashin' down on yer head if yer not careful.’

‘It's an attic, silly,’ Rosa chided him, looking up at the sloping ceiling. ‘It's meant to be this shape.’

‘I don't like it as much as mine and our John's room.  I bet you can't climb through the window and shimmy down into the garden like I can.’

‘Georgie, what are you doing climbing out of windows?  I hope Aunty Doris didn't catch you.  You might have fallen and broken something.’

‘There wasn't anythin' to fall on but grass.’

‘I'm talking about you,’ Rosa told him.  ‘You might have broken a leg or an arm or even your neck!’

‘Nah!  Divvent be daft, our Rosa,’ he sniffed and wiped again and studied the clean back of his hand with some surprise.  ‘Anyway, Aunty Doris sent me to wake everybody up.  I've been up for hours.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Don't know, but she's making the dinner already, except she calls it breakfast.’

‘Dinner?’ Rosa was sitting up
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