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About the Author

Rita Bradshaw was born in Northamptonshire, where she still lives today. At the age of sixteen she met her husband – whom she considers her soulmate – and they have two daughters and a son and three young grandchildren. Much to her delight, Rita’s first attempt at a novel was accepted for publication, and she went on to write many more successful novels under a pseudonym before writing for Headline using her own name.


As a committed Christian and passionate animal-lover Rita has a full and busy life, but her writing continues to be a consuming pleasure that she never tires of. In any spare moments she loves reading, walking, eating out and visiting the cinema and theatre, as well as being involved in her local church and animal welfare.
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‘Catherine Cookson fans will enjoy discovering a new author who writes in a similar vein’ Home and Family


‘A flesh and blood drama to touch any soul’ Northern Echo


‘If you like gritty, rags-to-riches Northern sagas, you’ll enjoy this’ Family Circle


‘What an emotional rollercoaster ride of a book! It grabs your attention from page one and does not let go until the end’ Sunderland Echo


‘Expect the unexpected in this enthralling story with a wealth of colourful characters’ Coventry Evening Telegraph


‘All published writers have skill and creativity, but a few have more. It’s called magic. I’m beginning to believe Bradshaw has it!’ Historical Novels Review
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About the Book


As the Depression hits the North East of England, Hannah Casey’s life is turned upside down.  Since her father’s death, Hannah and her mother Miriam have lived with her aunt and uncle, but it’s not a happy home.  Aunt Aggie has been bedridden for years and Miriam is not mistress of the house.  But as Hannah’s beauty develops, she catches her uncle’s roaming eye . . .


Escaping to her friend Naomi’s house whenever she can, Hannah is always made to feel welcome, and on her sixteenth birthday she begins to court Naomi’s handsome brother Adam.  But when she finally flees from her uncle’s unwelcome advances, it is the damaged, taciturn Jake, Adam’s older half-brother, who shines through as her protector.  Hannah has always felt tongue-tied in Jake’s presence but when he takes her to the farm where he works, her feelings towards him begin to change.  But will those feelings ever be reciprocated and, more importantly, will Adam accept her change of heart?






This book is especially for our darling grandson, Connor Joshua Thompson, as he prepares to start big school. Such a precious, comical and amazingly determined spirit in so small a body. Pappy and I love you so very much, little man.

And my Cara, already mourning the end of an era. Take comfort in the knowledge your boys love you all the world and that you and Ian are raising them to be the sort of men the world is in huge need of. I’m so proud of you, sweetheart, and the wonderful mother you are.




ABOVE THE HARVEST MOON



How often did he come to me

Beneath the harvest moon,

Take me in his arms awhile

Beneath the harvest moon,

Whisper that he loved me,

That sweethearts we’d remain,

Though all would try to part us

He’d not forget our sweet refrain.


But then the days turned colder

And I waited there in vain,

Until another came and spoke

And took away my pain.

And when I gave my heart to him

I knew he would be true,

That beneath the fire and brimstone

He was of softer hue.


Now when the harvest moon comes peeping

And sweet whispers fill the air,

I can give my love so freely

Because I know how much he cares.

The twilight holds a magic

And nature sings a finer tune

Because my love he takes me

Far above the harvest moon.


ANON








Out of much research material special thanks go to Treasured Tales of the Countryside, published by David & Charles, A Remembered Land edited by Sean Street and Tommy Turnbull, A Miner’s Life by Joseph Robinson.




PART ONE

1898 – Suffer the Little Children




Chapter 1

Rose Fletcher glanced at the clock then her mother, her voice anxious and apologetic when she murmured, ‘I’m sorry, Mam . . .’

‘Aye, I know, I know.’ Her mother hugged the small child nestled on her lap and it was to him she spoke next. ‘I’ve got to make myself scarce before your da comes home, Jake,’ she said into the bright little face looking up at her. ‘By, it comes to summat when I’m not welcome in me own daughter’s home.’

‘Aw, Mam, don’t. You know how much I love to see you but Silas . . . Well, you know what he’s like.’

Aye, she knew what Silas Fletcher was like all right. Ada Hedley said no more. Her poor lass had enough on her plate without her adding to it. She stood up and placed her grandson on his feet, whereupon he toddled over to the thick clippy mat in front of the glowing range and picked up the tin lid and wooden spoon he had been playing with when she had arrived earlier. Her voice soft, Ada said, ‘He’s a grand little lad, Rose, and so bonny. Bright as a button an’ all.’

Rose smiled. ‘Thanks for the brisket and dripping and everything, Mam, but you shouldn’t. You can’t afford it.’

‘Go on with you. Your da’s in work and there’s only the two of us at home. If I can’t see me only bairn all right it’s a poor lookout. Here.’ Ada glanced over her shoulder as though there was someone else in the kitchen with them before thrusting some coins into her daughter’s hand. ‘Put this where he can’t get his mitts on it. I bet you’re behind with the rent again.’

‘Mam, no, I can’t take this.’ Rose stared down at the two half-crowns and shilling. ‘It’s too much. You don’t have to do this all the time.’

‘Look, hinny, it fair kills me to see you taking in all that washing and ironing and working every hour the good Lord sends, while that one drinks and gambles his wage away with them pals of his. Take it, Rose. It’s for you and the bairn. I know how you whittle about paying the rent.’

‘Aw, Mam, Mam.’

‘An’ don’t cry, lass. You’ll upset the bairn, now then. It’ll work out in the end, things always do.’

‘I’ve been such a fool.’

‘Aye, well, we can all say that at some time or other, hinny. There’s not a man nor woman can say, hand on heart, they’ve not made a few mistakes along the road.’

‘But most of them didn’t have to marry their mistake.’

Both women’s eyes were drawn to the child who was banging away at the tin lid with the spoon, jabbering nineteen to the dozen in baby talk. Becoming aware of their gaze, he stopped and gave them a big smile,  showing his small white teeth, before resuming his game. ‘You can’t say some good didn’t come out of it when you look at him,’ Ada said warmly. ‘He’s the bonniest bairn I’ve ever seen and no mistake.’

‘I wish Da would try and see it that way.’

‘Lass, lass, you know how your da is. He’s a proud man and it knocked him for six, especially it being Silas Fletcher. He’s never had any truck with the Fletchers, thinks they’re the lowest of the low, he does.’

Rose couldn’t argue with this. She agreed with it. Instead she lifted her apron and dried her face, a little catch in her voice when she said, ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Mam.’

‘An’ me you, lass.’ Ada reached out and gently touched her daughter’s cheek, a rare gesture from one who was not physically demonstrative. Then, as the wooden clock on the shelf above the range chimed the hour, she pulled on her worn hat and coat, sliding woollen gloves over chilblained fingers. ‘I’d better be off but you keep your chin up, hinny. Like me old mam used to say, worse things happen at sea. I’ll see meself out, lass.’

Worse things happen at sea. Once the door had closed behind her mother, Rose walked across to the loose brick at the side of the range which Silas knew nothing about. She carefully withdrew it and placed the coins next to the sixpence and odd pennies in the little hollow over which the brick fitted and slid it back in place. Then she cleared away every trace of her mother’s visit and set the table for dinner, her mind churning. She couldn’t think of anything worse than being married to Silas. If it wasn’t for Jake she would have walked  down to the river months ago, like poor Emily Burns had after her three bairns had been taken with the fever within weeks of each other. All the old wives hereabouts had had a field day gossiping about that, saying Emily shouldn’t have done it, that it was a mortal sin to do away with yourself, but Rose had understood that life could be such that facing the Almighty’s wrath in the hereafter was preferable to living.

Jake’s grizzle told her he was hungry. ‘I’m sorry, hinny. We’re all behind with Grandma coming, aren’t we?’ she said softly, picking him up and putting him into the stout high chair her father had made for her when she was a baby. ‘You’ve normally had your tea by now. Here,’ she handed him a crust of bread, ‘have that till Mam can feed you your bowl of broth.’

After checking the mutton broth simmering on the range, Rose hastily sliced one of the loaves she had baked earlier and put it on the table. She then filled the big black kettle and placed it on the hob, putting the teapot on the steel shelf at the side of the range so it would warm through. Outside, the January day was raw, the smell of snow in the wind, but in the kitchen the mellow light from the oil lamp increased the cosiness. All the furniture had been bought second-hand – with her mother’s help – in the frantically busy days before her hasty marriage to Silas. The kitchen table with its two narrow benches tucked underneath, the stout old sideboard and massive clippy mat – so heavy it took two to lift it but which provided some comfort against the cold stone flags – had all come from the house of an elderly widow who had died. Silas’s very  ugly high-backed chair with a slatted back and flock cushions had been going cheap in the old market due to its condition, but after she had re-covered the cushions it didn’t look so bad.

Silas hadn’t lifted a finger to provide so much as a teaspoon. Rose’s soft mouth tightened. That should have told her something about the nature of the man she was marrying. But of course it had been too late by then. She’d been in the family way and had been grateful he was marrying her at all.

Shaking her head at the foolish young girl she had been in those days, Rose bit down hard on her bottom lip. She’d counted herself fortunate when a friend of her mother’s had tipped them off about these rooms becoming vacant due to the previous tenants doing a moonlight flit. The family who lived on the top floor in the two-up two-down terrace had to lug buckets of water up a steep flight of stairs every day from the outside tap shared among four houses. At least she’d been spared that.

But there were worse things than carrying heavy buckets of water upstairs. Rose crossed her arms over her middle and her hands gripped the sides of her apron. She swayed back and forth, her eyes shut. She had been near to blurting out to her mam that it wasn’t only Silas’s drinking and gambling she had to put up with and she mustn’t do that. Her da loathed Silas as it was; the two of them had come near to blows at the colliery because of her father’s attitude to her husband – Silas had told her so. What her da would do if he knew about the indignities Silas heaped upon her when the mood took him she didn’t dare imagine. Sober, Silas  could be violent and unpredictable. Drunk, his brutality took on an altogether more unnatural and depraved twist. And if it came to a confrontation with his son-in-law, her da wouldn’t stand a chance. The Fletchers’ reputation for dirty fighting was well known throughout Monkwearmouth.

Why had she got mixed up with Silas in the first place? she asked herself for the hundredth time. His bad-boy reputation had fascinated her, that was the thing, along with his dark good looks and glib tongue. But she had paid for the clandestine assignations.

She had only met Silas twice before he had got her drunk in the old quarries off Cemetery Road Southwick way, one baking hot summer’s afternoon. He’d had his way with her right there in the open. She had been but fifteen years old to his twenty-six, and she had never tasted strong liquor before. Afterwards she had prayed and prayed there would be no result of their union but after three months she had been unable to fool herself any longer. She was expecting a bairn, Silas Fletcher’s bairn. That same month she had turned sixteen. And now, two years on, she had a son who was the light of her life and a husband she hated and feared.

The sound of the back door opening brought her springing to the range. When her husband entered the kitchen from the tiny scullery moments later Rose continued stirring the broth. Her voice flat, she said, ‘There’s a fresh loaf on the table and I’m about to dish up if you want to sit down.’

She knew he’d sat because she heard the scraping of the bench on the flags as he’d pulled it out. She made  sure his plate held three good-sized dumplings along with most of the scrag end of mutton and some vegetables, and then she ladled more broth over the whole. This left little meat for herself and Jake but it was preferable to Silas throwing his plate against the wall as he’d done once or twice when they were first married, yelling that a plate of slops wasn’t a fit meal for a man after a hard day’s work down the pit. When she had protested she couldn’t manage on the housekeeping he gave her, a night of such torment had followed that she had never answered him back again. That had been the start of her taking in the washing and ironing to make ends meet, although they never did.

She placed Silas’s plate in front of him, her gaze on the table. She could smell the coal dust thick in the air. When her father had come home from the pit he had always stripped off in the scullery and sluiced himself down before pulling on his other set of clothes. Her mother would take his work clothes out into the yard and bang the dust out of them as much as she could before hanging them over the chair in the scullery ready for morning. She had imagined everyone did this before Silas had disabused her of the notion.

He wanted his dinner on the table when he walked in, he had growled at her, and he would change when he damn well wanted to. It was her job to clean up after him and she’d better get used to it. She had got used to it. She’d had no other option.

After blowing on Jake’s bowl of broth to cool it down, she fed the child his dinner and then gave him another crust to eat while she ate her own meal. Not  a word was spoken, the only sound besides the odd spit and crackle from the fire that of Silas slurping at his food like a pig at a trough.

It was strange how silent the child became when his father was around, Rose thought, eating her own meal swiftly so she would be ready to dish up the semolina pudding when Silas had finished his main course. From a tiny baby Jake had seemed to sense his father had no time for him. This had developed into a wariness which kept him as quiet as a mouse in Silas’s presence.

‘That old biddy in New Bridge Avenue cough up for the washing this morning?’

She had been waiting for him to ask from the moment he’d walked through the door. It was always the same. It didn’t matter that oft times this kitchen was as steamy as a laundry with washing strung across the ceiling and the walls running with moisture, or that the mountains of ironing which ensued meant she worked to the early hours, her red hands cracked and swollen. At the heart of him Silas still considered he had a perfect right to her money, especially if he’d had a bad week with the gambling.

Without raising her eyes from her plate, Rose said quietly, ‘Aye, she did. That’s what I bought the mutton with and the flour for the bread. We were right out of everything. Mr Bell dropped round a sack of potatoes an’ all.’

‘A sack? You didn’t need to buy a sack.’

‘They were cheaper that way.’ Harsh experience had taught her to make it look as though every penny had been spent even if she’d hidden a bit away towards the  rent. ‘We needed some dripping and marg an’ all, and some lamp oil—’

‘All right, all right, don’t go on.’ He wiped a chunk of bread round his plate to mop up the last of the gravy, stuffed it in his mouth and chewed.

She could feel his eyes on her and knew he was calculating the cost of the food and oil. Her mother’s two half-crowns and shilling safely tucked away, she told herself not to get rattled. When she got rattled she trembled, and when she trembled it brought the fiendish side of him to the fore with a vengeance. It was as though he fed off her fear . . .

She reached across for his empty plate and placed it on hers then took them out to the tiny scullery to be washed later, before taking the milk pudding out of the oven. Spooning half of it into a bowl, she added a good dollop of strawberry jam and put it down in front of Silas, then returned to the range. She still hadn’t looked at him.

‘So it’s all gone then?’

‘What?’ She feigned ignorance.

‘The money, it’s all gone? And stop what you’re doing, woman. I’m talking to you.’

Slowly she turned, Jake’s bowl in her hand. Meeting the eyes that were so dark brown as to be black, she said flatly, ‘Yes, it’s all gone. There was nothing in the house to eat.’

‘Don’t take that tone with me.’

She hadn’t taken any sort of tone and they both knew it. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You will be if I have any of your lip.’

After staring at her for another few seconds he began to shovel the pudding into his mouth. It was only then Rose went and sat in front of the high chair and fed Jake.

She hadn’t finished when Silas said, ‘Leave that and fill the bath, I’m off out in a while. And lay out me other shirt and trousers while you’re about it.’

As she rose to do as he bid, Jake, seeing his food about to disappear, cried out in protest.

‘Shut him up.’

‘He’s still hungry.’

‘I said shut him up. I don’t work all the hours under the sun to come home to him squawking his head off. If you can’t shut him up, I will.’

Hastily Rose pushed into Jake’s hand the half-eaten crust he had been gnawing at before she’d started to feed him the pudding. Her voice soft, she said, ‘Here, eat this, there’s a good lad. Mam’ll see to you in a minute.’ As the chubby fingers closed over the crust, she breathed a sigh of relief.

Once she had filled the tin bath in front of the range she would get Jake to bed and out of the way while Silas had his wash and got ready to go out. No doubt it was the Times Inn in Wear Street he was aiming for rather than the Colliery Tavern where most of the miners had a pint or two after a day’s work down the pit. Being a riverside pub, the Times drew in plenty of seamen, keel and dockside workers as well as men from the shipyards, men with more money in their pockets than miners, men who weren’t averse to gambling the shirts off their backs. Her da had always reckoned the pubs  down by the river rivalled Sunderland’s East End with what went on in their murky depths.

Keeping her thoughts to herself, Rose fetched the tin bath from where it was propped against the scullery wall and partially filled it with boiling water from the kettle which she’d refilled and put back on the hob after mashing the tea. She added several buckets of cold water from the communal tap in the backyard until the water was tepid, the way Silas liked it, and placed a ha’penny piece of blue-veined soap on top of the rough sheet of towelling she’d brought through from the scullery.

‘It’s ready.’

Silas was sitting drinking his third cup of tea at the table as she spoke, and as he stood up she gathered Jake into her arms and carried him through to the bedroom.

By feel rather than sight she changed Jake’s nappy and got him into his nightclothes in the dark room. They only had one oil lamp and that was in the kitchen with Silas. Once the child was ready, she sat down on her bed and bared her breast for his last feed of the day. He was now almost completely weaned but she loved these few minutes with him at night, when she was all in all to him and he was held close to her heart.

Within just a short while the dark room and her gentle rocking as he’d fed had worked their spell and he was fast asleep, the small head with its dark loose curls lolling against her arm. She held him for a minute or two more, relishing the baby smell and feel of him and then stood up and carried him over to his cot in a curtained-off section of the room. As with the high  chair, the cot had been hers when she was a baby. She tucked the blankets round him and straightened up but did not immediately turn and walk out into the main part of the bedroom to sort out Silas’s change of clothes. Instead she stood for a few moments more, gazing down at her sleeping child.

How often had her own mam done this, looked down into this very same cot at her sleeping baby? she asked herself silently. And with her mam it must have been a bitter-sweet experience knowing she couldn’t have more children. Something had gone very wrong at her birth and the resulting operation had meant further bairns were out of the question. But her mam and da had loved each other; still did. Her da worshipped the ground her mam walked on although he’d never admit it.

Biting her lip against the tears which were always hovering at the back of her eyes these days, Rose bent and stroked the small silky forehead before turning and closing the curtain behind her.

Apart from their brass double bed and Jake’s cot, the room held a narrow wardrobe with a rail one side and box-like shelves the other. Jake’s nappies and the items of clothing her mother had bought for her grandson filled the top two shelves; the rest of the wardrobe contained a change of clothes for herself and Silas, along with their Sunday best.

Quietly Rose sorted out Silas’s spare pair of trousers and shirt, and his Sunday coat and cap. He always left the house clean and tidy when he was going to the Times, and it wasn’t just the gambling that drew him there, she thought bitterly. She wasn’t daft. Several times  she had smelt cheap cologne on his clothes when she had put them away the next morning, and no woman but the dockside dollies used that.

She took the clothes through to the kitchen and placed them on Silas’s chair in front of the range to take the chill off them, then laid the vest and long johns he’d discarded on top. His work shirt and trousers she carried into the backyard where she banged them against the wall for a minute or two, filling the icy air with a cloud of black dust. She left them folded in the scullery and she opened the kitchen door, hoping Silas would have finished his bath by now.

‘Come and wash my back.’ He looked up as she entered the room, his handsome face sullen. ‘You could have seen to me work clothes later.’

Yes, she could. Keeping all expression from her face, Rose took the piece of flannel he held out with the soap and walked behind him. Holding her revulsion in check, she attempted to work up a lather on the flannel – no mean feat with the soap the slaughterhouse sold as a sideline – and then bent and scrubbed at the narrow back. His skin was pitted in places with the blue-black indentations the coal left on human flesh, his knobbly knees callused and stained from working in some of the coal seams where the roof was too low to even crawl and men had to move snakelike on their stomachs.

The sight invoked no pity in Rose. Would a bird pity the hawk that had the ability and will to tear it limb from limb? It merely increased the feeling of uncleanness any contact with him, however slight, brought to her body.

Once she had finished washing his back she rinsed away the suds with bath water already coated with a film of black grime and then turned away, drying her hands on her apron. When Silas had left the house she would bucket the bath water away, scrub out the tub and return it to its place in the scullery, propped against the wall.

By the time Silas was ready to leave the house, Rose was sitting at the kitchen table darning a pair of socks. She heard the jingle of coins in his pocket and wondered how much he was going to lose that night. Dully, and without looking up, she said, ‘We’re six weeks behind with the rent.’

‘So?’

‘I was just saying. Fairley said he wants it this week and something off the back an’ all. He was threatening the bums last week.’

‘Fairley can threaten all he likes.’

‘He . . . he means it, Silas. Since he took over from Vickers he’s had more than one family put out on the streets. And,’ she paused, breathing hard, ‘and he said to tell you he’s checked with the colliery and knows you’ve been in work the past months.’

Silas made a sudden movement and Rose flinched, her voice a gabble when she said, ‘I’m only telling you what he said to say, that’s all.’

‘Aye.’ It was a low growl. ‘Well, you’ve told me now.’ He stood without moving, watching her, and Rose began to tremble in spite of herself, her fingers tightening on the sock until her knuckles shone white. When she couldn’t stand it a second more she raised her eyes  to his. Without seeming to move a muscle of his face, he said, ‘I’ll deal with you when I get back.’

‘I didn’t mean anything, Silas, honest,’ she whispered pitifully.

He stared at her for another endless moment, then a slow smile spread across his face. His voice soft and thick now, he said, ‘When I get back, Rose,’ nodding his head to emphasise the quietly spoken threat.

Then he turned on his heel and walked out of the kitchen, leaving her sick with dread.
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