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About the Book

For several years Ellen Bamber has helped her mother run a sweet stall on Preston Market. But by night she has suffered the violence of her drunken husband, tolerating his abuse for the sake of their two young children, Rachel and George. Then, following an evening’s excessive drinking, William falls into the path of a hansom cab and dies, and Ellen can’t help feeling that her silent prayers have been answered.

But a few days after William’s funeral Ellen discovers that her husband was not only violent but also unfaithful, and the knowledge of his illegitimate child tears her apart. Even when she moves her family to Blackpool and Ellen sets up in the rock-making industry and remarries she still fears that one day the legacy of William’s misconduct will destroy the happiness she and her children have fought so hard to achieve . . .

This book is dedicated to ‘Sand Grown ’Uns’ everywhere

When I speak to people of my generation I often hear the cry, ‘Blackpool isn’t the place it used to be!’ Sadly, this is true. Those of us who were born and reared in the resort cannot help but regret some of the ways in which our town has changed in recent years. I hope that my novels help to recapture some of the essence of Blackpool as it once was and, in many ways, still is – the foremost seaside resort in Great Britain, if not the world!
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Chapter One



‘Look, Mummy, look – a pig! An’ he’s smiling, isn’t he? Can you see him, Georgie, that great big piggy smiling at us? Isn’t he ’normous?’

Many people in the crowd lining Fishergate turned to smile at the excited little girl and her slightly younger brother. The giant pig, part of the elaborate display put on by Myerscough’s, the Provision Merchants, was proving to be one of the highlights of this Preston Guild procession of 1902. Fat and pink and – as the little girl had said – smiling, he was mounted on a flower-bedecked float drawn by a glossy black shire horse. At the side and the rear walked a group of men, doubtless Myerscough’s assistants, dressed in long white aprons and white wide-brimmed hats.

Ellen Bamber was pleased that, at last, there was something to re-awaken the children’s attention. They had been excited at first by all the noise and colour and the crowds, more people than they had ever seen before in their short lives, but now, after over an hour of watching the many and varied displays of the Trades’ Procession passing in front of them, their interest was beginning to flag. Four-year-old Rachel, and George, aged two and a half, were good children. Ellen didn’t think any mother could have better behaved children than hers, but enough was enough. She knew that she couldn’t expect them to stand still much longer. She had lifted George up a few times when he complained of feeling tired, but he was a robust, well-built boy, already taking after his father in stature, far too heavy for Ellen to hold for long.

‘Yes, he is enormous, isn’t he?’ Ellen smiled at her daughter. ‘He’s like the pig in your story book, Rachel. The one that built the house of bricks. I bet the big bad wolf wouldn’t get the better of that fellow.’

‘Will there be some more, Mummy?’ asked George. ‘Some more piggies?’

‘No, I don’t think so, love. No more pigs,’ replied Ellen. ‘But there’ll be all kinds of exciting things. You just watch, there’s a good boy.’

‘I’m tired, Mummy.’ George sighed, sitting down on the pavement and stretching his sturdy little legs out in front of him. ‘My legs is hurting.’

‘All right, dear. We won’t stay much longer. We’ll just wait for Daddy’s float to go past, then we’ll get off home and make a nice cup of tea and have something to eat, how’s that?’

George didn’t answer, but Rachel nodded stoically. ‘Our Georgie’s sure to be tired, isn’t he, Mummy? He’s only a litte boy. But we’ll have to wait and see Daddy. That’s why we’ve come, isn’t it? He’d be ever so disappointed if we didn’t wait to see him.’

‘Yes . . . yes, I daresay he would,’ replied Ellen, not very convincingly. She doubted that William would even notice their absence.

The floats of the Cordwainers – the ancient name for shoemakers, which also included cobblers – were towards the end of the procession. They had already seen the butchers and bakers, the house-painters, bricklayers and plasterers, the saddlers and harness makers, the plumbers and gas-fitters, to name but a few. Most of the displays had been colourful and eye-catching, a tribute to the combined efforts of employers and employees. Ellen had been impressed by the wire pagoda, decorated with garlands of flowers and hanging baskets, the creation of the wire-working and window-blind manufacturing firm of James Starkie and Son. It was known as the ‘Rose Temple’ and, according to Ellen’s mother, it had been a notable feature of the 1882 procession. And here it was again. The Preston Guild thrived on tradition. The children, until the appearance of the pig, had been most impressed by the display put on by the Fire Brigade. Their uniforms were immaculate, their brass helmets, buckles and equipment all brightly burnished and gleaming in the September sunshine, as were the shiny black coats of their magnificent horses. A huge cheer had gone up for these brave men as they passed, and there were murmurs throughout the crowd of how the Fire Brigade had been a popular feature of the Guild procession since the early nineteenth century – so they had heard – and would be for evermore.

Ellen couldn’t remember the last Guild, the one of 1882, as she had been only two years old, the age that Georgie was now, but she had often heard her mother speak of it. And by the time the next one came round in 1922 Ellen would be . . . forty-two. She suppressed a shudder at the thought of it. It didn’t do to look too far ahead. It was more than enough for her to cope with life as it was at this moment; with her two children and her home and her little job, making and selling sweets on the market . . . and her husband, who no longer loved or even wanted her, except when he had had too much to drink.

There was a saying around these parts, and further afield as well. Whereas most folk would say, ‘Once in a blue moon’, Lancashire folk said, ‘Once every Preston Guild’, because Preston Guild was a festival which took place only once in every twenty years. It was an ancient tradition having its roots way, way back in history, as far back as 1179, when the Guild Merchant was granted to the town of Preston by King Henry II. The core of the celebration, which took place at the beginning of the week on the balcony of the Town Hall, was the ceremony where the burgher rights were renewed. This was not witnessed by most of the ordinary folk of Preston, but their time for celebration came later in the various events and activities that went on throughout the week – the processions, entertainments, feasts, balls and dances, the sporting events, sideshows and circuses and, to round off the week, a magnificent firework display!

Ellen would not be partaking in many of them, but she was proud to have just a tiny part in the revelry that was taking place in the town of her birth. Pride was what all the townsfolk felt. Wasn’t their town always referred to as ‘Proud Preston’? From where she stood, Ellen could see the initials ‘PP’ boldly emblazoned on the crests decorating the triumphal arch at the end of Church Street. There had been several of these arches put up at various points along the processional route. Ellen and her mother had taken the children to see the decorations one Sunday afternoon, whilst William was sleeping off the effects of a late Sunday lunch and a surfeit of beer. They hadn’t walked all the route, which was several miles, but they had seen a goodly part of it.

Proud Prestonians had been erecting triumphal arches in celebration of their Guild for 150 years. The one at the end of Fishergate proclaimed ‘A Hearty Welcome’ – there would be thousands upon thousands of visitors swarming into the town that week – while at other points there were Japanese, Chinese and Moorish arches. Closer to the hearts of Preston folk was the arch in Stanley Street, near to Horrockses mill, constructed entirely of cotton bales. The cotton industry was of such importance in the town that the textile workers had their own procession, distinct from that of the general trades.

‘Mummy, Mummy, I think they’re coming now,’ Rachel tugged at her mother’s skirt. ‘I can see some men carrying big sticks with shoes on the top of them. D’you think this’ll be Daddy’s lot?’

‘Yes, it must be.’ Ellen nudged her son gently with her foot. ‘Come on, Georgie love. Stand up now. Daddy’ll be coming. Watch out for Daddy, then you can wave to him.’

In front of the floats walked two men in medieval costume with long cloaks and plumed hats. They carried a banner emblazoned with the words, Preston Guild, Success to the Cordwainers. May the Manufacture of the Sons of Crispin be trampled underfoot by all the World. St Crispin was the patron saint of the shoemakers. Behind them walked apprentices holding long poles on which were placed ladies’ and gentlemen’s shoes of different fashions. They were all wearing red morocco-leather aprons bound with light blue ribbons. Then came the two floats, each drawn by two horses. On the first one, which resembled a shoemaker’s shop, three men were busy making shoes and three young women doing binding work with leather.

But it was the second float that the Bamber children were eagerly awaiting. For there, in a facsimile of a clogger’s shop, sat their father, William, tapping away at a clog iron, fastening it on to a wooden sole. Near him sat Amos, the gangling youth who was his assistant, likewise tapping at the sole of a clog. Amos was a simple soul, ‘a few bricks short of a load’, as William put it, and Ellen knew that her husband led him a merry dance. Two other men, cloggers from another part of Preston, sat opposite them. William wore a huge leather apron, such as he always wore when he was at work, and a blue collarless shirt which enhanced the bright blue of his eyes. At the excited shout of ‘Daddy, Daddy!’, he looked up from his work and waved.

‘Hello there, rascals. Behaving yourselves?’ he said, all there was time to say in the few moments it took for the float to pass by. But in those few moments as he smiled at the children Ellen was able to catch a glimpse of the handsome young man she had married, the young man with whom, at that time, she had thought she was so much in love. Then, as his glance shifted from the children to her, she became aware of a sardonic glint in those intensely blue eyes and a cynical smirk, rather than a smile, playing round his wide, well-shaped lips. He lifted one eyebrow, almost imperceptibly, as he glanced at her, then quickly looked away. It was possible that no one else in the crowd around them would have noticed the look he gave her, but Ellen, who knew only too well his every gesture, every nuance of each smile or frown or comment, read in it that she had angered him again last night, and that he would be waiting to take his revenge. Tonight, more than likely, when he had drunk his fill at the Old Dog Inn. His drinking and his subsequent ill-treatment of her was becoming an almost nightly occurrence.

William’s ruddy complexion which many, Ellen knew, put down to healthy living, was a result of these successive drinking bouts. At the time of their marriage he had never tasted alcohol. When old man Bamber was alive he wouldn’t have dared to do so because his father, strictly teetotal, had ruled him with a rod of iron. And he had continued to do so even after the lad had married and left home. Ellen knew now that William had realised only too well on which side his bread was buttered. He had only to keep the old man happy, and the lease of the clogger’s shop on Church Street and his father’s house on Stonygate would one day be all William’s. He was the only son of elderly parents and his mother had died a few years before. Should he displease his father, however, old Joseph Bamber would be quite capable of taking his revenge by leaving the whole lot to charity. Sure enough, on his father’s death, just after Georgie was born, William had become the sole inheritor of the business and property. He and Ellen had left the two-up, two-down house which they had rented and moved to the larger premises.

Ellen, though she had been fond of the old man, was happy to think that she now had a comfortable home in which to bring up her two children and – who knew? – there might be several more before long. William was an extremely lusty young man. It had come as something of a shock to Ellen on her wedding night to discover the extent of his virility; there were several things that had been a shock to her. Now, as well as his parents’ home, he had a thriving business. She and the children would want for nothing, at least as far as material things were concerned, or so Ellen had thought.

His drinking had been only spasmodic at first, and Ellen had seen it as a show of bravado, the dutiful son at last breaking free from the shackles which had bound him for so long. But it had become progressively worse, and now William was seldom sober after eleven o’clock at night. Not so drunk, however, that he didn’t want to make love to her, if the frenzied, uncouth coupling which took place in their double bed could be called love. Ellen knew that it couldn’t. She had ceased to love William, and she was aware that he no longer cared for her. If he did, if he had an atom of feeling for her, he wouldn’t treat her so shamefully. The biggest mistake Ellen had made had been to resist his advances and to make it quite clear that his beer-laden breath and clumsy embraces were repugnant to her. It was then that the beatings had started, although William, befuddled as he was, had the sense to make sure that the bruises and weals which marked his wife’s body were in places where they wouldn’t show. Last night had been worse than ever. Ellen had felt humiliated beyond belief at his treatment of her, though there had been a certain satisfaction in the knowledge that William had been unable to bring the act to a conclusion. It was the first time that this had happened, but Ellen felt sure that it wouldn’t be the last. The ‘demon drink’ was taking its toll in all sorts of ways, as the proclaimers of abstinence always avowed.

There were not many of Ellen’s friends or family who knew about her trouble. For William, quite amazingly, was as right as rain again the following morning. His inebriety didn’t seem, so far, to have affected his work; the clogger’s shop was always busy and his wares much in demand. Possibly her mother and her sister had an inkling, but they had no idea of the extent of her problem. It wasn’t something that you could talk about, not to anyone, and Rachel and Georgie hadn’t, as yet, appeared to notice any difference in their father. He still treated them with the same nonchalant affection – almost as though they were pet puppies – as he had always done. There were many, indeed, who envied Ellen her handsome husband, her two delightful children and her seemingly comfortable lifestyle.

The little group attracted many benevolent glances and smiles as they pushed their way out of the crowd lining Fishergate, making their way towards Stonygate and home. What a credit they both were to their mother, the people who had been standing near to them remarked. The pretty little girl was the image of her mother, with the same delicate features, deep brown eyes and fairish hair waving gently beneath the brim of her straw hat. And the little lad in the sailor suit, anyone could see that he was the very spit of his father, that handsome fellow on the clogger’s float who had waved to them. She was a lucky young woman to have such a lovely family.

‘You watched the procession then, did you, lass?’ Lydia Tucker asked her daughter later that afternoon. Ellen had arrived at the market to help her mother on the sweet stall which they ran as a family concern. The name on the hoarding was her mother’s – Tucker’s Tasty Toffee, it proclaimed – and most of the produce had been made by Lydia, although Ellen had contributed a sizeable share just recently.

‘Yes, I took our Rachel and Georgie, like I said I would,’ Ellen replied. ‘They got a bit bored though, Mam, as it was so long. We just waited till we’d seen William’s float then we went home. Our Georgie was dropping, nearly falling asleep on his feet he was, poor lamb. But I warmed up some broth then we had some apple pie and custard and they were as right as ninepence again.’

‘So they’re at our Mary’s now, are they? Happen she’ll bring ’em round this afternoon to have a look at us.’

‘Yes, she said she might. She’ll be taking the twins out in their pram, and you know how Rachel and Georgie like to think they’re looking after their little cousins.’ Ellen’s elder sister, Mary, had twin boys, aged nine months. She was no longer able to continue with her job at Horrockses cotton mill, where her husband, Fred, was employed, so she looked after Ellen’s two children as well as her own on the days when Lydia and Ellen ran the market stall. ‘I hope the crowd has thinned out a bit before our Mary comes out,’ Ellen went on. ‘You couldn’t put a pin between them on Fishergate this morning. I’m sorry you couldn’t manage to watch the procession, Mam. You missed a treat.’

‘I’ve seen it all before,’ said Lydia casually. ‘I watched the last one – with you, when you were only knee-high to a grasshopper.’

Ellen laughed. ‘Oh, come on, Mam. That was twenty years ago.’

‘Aye, I know.’ Lydia sniffed. ‘But I doubt if it’s much different. I went to watch the religious procession, mind you, the other day. Our lot, I mean, the C of E. It’s a pity your Rachel couldn’t have been in it. I’d like to have seen her, bless her, in a white frock and flowers an’ all. But it would have been too far for her to walk. And next time she’ll be too old. And I shall be . . . God knows where I shall be. Pushing up daisies, more than likely.’

‘For heaven’s sake, Mam, don’t talk like that.’ Ellen felt the proverbial goose walking over her grave as she had done earlier that day, thinking about the passing of time and what they would all be doing twenty years hence. ‘In 1922 you’ll only be . . . what? Sixty-eight? Not even your threescore years and ten, so we’ll have less talk about you pegging out, thank you very much.’

‘I didn’t mean it, lass,’ Lydia laughed. ‘It makes you think though, doesn’t it, with this lot only taking place, like they say, “Once every Preston Guild”. How many are you likely to see in your lifetime? Three . . . maybe four, and that ’ud be pushing it a bit. And at each one your circumstances have changed. First you’re a child, then a mother, then a grandmother . . . and a widow an’ all; at least that’s what I am. Aye, it makes you think all right . . .

‘One thing I was glad about was that they’d separated the religious processions this time,’ Lydia continued. ‘I remember at the last lot there was no end of bother when the Catholic procession was attacked by them Orangemen. Silly fools they are, all as bad as one another, if you ask me.’

‘Yes, I think it’s a great pity, though, that they can’t all march together,’ Ellen commented. ‘I believe the Nonconformists – the Methodists and Baptists and all that lot – had their own procession too. It’s a shame folks can’t all get on with one another without all this strife.’ Not much chance of that, though, she thought to herself, when even families can’t get on, even husband and wife.

‘It’s the way of the world, lass. Always has been and always will be.’ Ellen felt her mother looking at her keenly. ‘William didn’t come home and have his dinner with you?’

‘No . . . he took a snack to have at the shop. He’ll have gone back there after the procession. It’ll be business as usual this afternoon. He had to close this morning; he couldn’t very well leave Amos in charge.’

‘No, poor lad, he’s not fit to be given much responsibility.’ Lydia shook her head sadly. ‘It’s only the big firms – Horrockses and the like – that have got the whole week off. For the rest of us, family firms and that, it’s business as usual, as you say.’ She broke off to serve a woman with a quarter of treacle toffee and a bright red lollipop for the little boy at her side.

‘You won’t have done much this morning though, Mam, with the procession being on?’ asked Ellen. Lydia had insisted on opening the market stall as usual, though she had also insisted on Ellen taking the morning off.

‘Oh, you’d be surprised. I’ve been kept busy enough. The old folk, you know, who live round about, the regulars, they can’t be bothered pushing their way up Fishergate for all that ballyhoo. And it’ll pick up this afternoon, you’ll see. We won’t be able to turn round soon, when all the visitors find their way to the market.’

Preston Market was popular not only with residents, but with people from outlying towns and villages. The Covered Market, it was always called, as the huge roof, supported by iron pillars, had only been completed a few years before Ellen was born. Her mother often told the tale of how, one windy night in August 1870, the original roof had collapsed. There had been no casualties, but it would have been catastrophic if it had happened earlier in the day when the market was thronged with people. There was no danger, however, of the present structure coming to grief. It had been inspired, so it was said, by the enormous Market Halls in Paris and was a lasting tribute, with its sturdy pillars and intricate wrought-iron work, to the local boatbuilder, Thomas Allsop, who had designed it.

Lydia Tucker lived in Sefton Street, a street of small terraced houses some five minutes’ walk from the Covered Market. Because she lived so near she was able to transport her goods – tin trays of toffee, jars of sweets and boxes of assorted novelties – back and forth in a huge pram. Preston Market was held on three days of the week, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday. On two of the other days Lydia travelled further afield, to Chorley and Leyland Markets, and on these journeys she was given a ride in a pony and trap belonging to one of her neighbours. He and his wife had a stall selling ‘fents’, the name given to remnants from the cotton mills, plus buttons, braid, lace, binding and thread – everything that a home dressmaker might require. Mary, Lydia’s elder daughter, lived in the same street with her husband and two baby boys, and it was there that Ellen and William had lived when they were first married. It was a common enough practice for northern families to settle near together, but Ellen had always believed in keeping herself to herself, even when she had lived in close proximity to her mother and sister. She was not one to divulge her innermost thoughts to anyone, or to betray her husband, however bad he might be.

Her mother was giving her some odd looks, though, today. Ellen knew that she was more than usually withdrawn, last night’s loathsome scene with William having affected her deeply. This morning, in the company of the children, she had felt a temporary alleviation of her burden, at least until William’s float had appeared, but now, as the time for meeting with him again was drawing near, she felt sorely troubled. And Lydia had noticed.

‘Is there something the matter, lass?’ she asked eventually, when there was a lull in the selling. They were having a busy afternoon, as Lydia had predicted. ‘You look down in the dumps – it’s not like you.’

‘Not really.’ Ellen shook her head, but her voice was unconvincing. ‘I suppose I’m rather tired, Mam. It’s been a long day . . . and William came in late last night. We were late getting to bed.’ She hadn’t intended saying anything at all, but now that she had uttered his name she felt a little easier. Mam, of all people, would understand, although she must never, never know the full extent of Ellen’s troubles. Ellen would be ashamed to confess that to anyone.

‘He’s drinking, isn’t he?’ Lydia asked flatly.

‘Well . . . yes, you know he is.’ Ellen tried to answer casually. ‘He’s been taking a drink ever since his father died. You used to say, didn’t you. Mam, that it was unnatural the way he kow-towed to the old man.’

‘I mean he’s drinking more than he should,’ said Lydia, giving her a searching look. ‘He’s coming home the worse for drink, isn’t he? I know what he was like the Sunday we took the bairns to see the decorations. Out like a light, he was, although I know you tried to pretend it was just his Sunday dinner.’

‘Yes . . . I’m afraid he’s having too much,’ Ellen sighed. ‘I suppose it’s because he didn’t take any for so long. He doesn’t know when to stop.’

‘Aye, that was your father’s trouble,’ remarked Lydia, ‘not knowing when to stop. And I hoped and prayed you’d never have to put up with what I did. It was one of the reasons I let you marry William – only seventeen, you were – because he never set foot inside a pub. I thought it was odd, mind you, but I reckoned it was better that way than taking too much. And he was a God-fearing lad an’ all, at least I thought he was. That was where you first got to know him, wasn’t it, at one of the church dos?’

‘He’s changed, Mam,’ Ellen admitted, although she had no intention of saying how much. ‘He’s not like he was when we were courting.’

‘Are they ever?’ Lydia remarked drily. ‘Happen you were too young after all. Our Mary now, she had the good sense to wait till she was twenty-three afore she got wed, and she’s got herself a good one in Fred. He doesn’t seem much different from the day she married him. But most of ’em, you’d hardly recognise ’em once the gilt has worn off the gingerbread. Your father now, he was never out of the Black Horse at the end, and he’d hardly touched a drop when we first got wed. Many’s the time I had to go and stand at the pub door on a Friday, to get some money off him. And I wasn’t on me own neither. Crowds of women there used to be, standing there. But he’d always cough up, to give him his due, provided I got there in time. If I didn’t then he’d likely spend the lot . . . then it ’ud be the pawn shop for me. I couldn’t send you and our Mary to school with nowt on your feet, could I?’

Ellen had little recollection of those days, at least not of the poverty of which her mother was telling. She recalled her father as a cheerful, corpulent, red-faced fellow – which was hardly surprising! – who was forever joking with the two little girls and with his wife as well. They had seemed a happy enough family and it had come as a great shock when he had died suddenly of a seizure when Ellen was ten. She had heard her mother speak before of her father’s weakness and, indeed, she remembered seeing it for herself. Drunkenness was rife in their neighbourhood and her father had been only one of the many culprits. But there was one thing of which Ellen was quite, quite sure. Never had Lydia Tucker suffered at her husband’s hands the indignities and brutality which Ellen was enduring. She fell silent now at the thought of it, and again she felt her mother’s searching glance upon her.

‘Is there something you’re not telling me, lass?’

‘No, of course not, Mam,’ Ellen lied. ‘What could there be?’

‘He’s not knocking you about, is he?’

‘No, don’t be silly,’ Ellen answered, too quickly. ‘He shouts a bit sometimes, throws his weight about . . . but I try to shout back.’ She gave a careless little laugh which didn’t ring true.

Lydia looked at her concernedly, and doubtingly, too, as though the idea of her gentle daughter raising her voice in anger was ludicrous. ‘If I thought for one moment that William Bamber was ill-treating you, I’d . . . I’d murder him!’ Lydia grasped hold of a huge jar of sweets, squeezing the neck hard, as though her fingers were tightening around her son-in-law’s throat. ‘I would that. I’d swing for him!’

‘Steady on, Mam,’ said Ellen, as calmly as she was able. ‘I’m all right, I’ve told you. I can handle him.’

But Ellen knew that she couldn’t, and never would she be able to do so. William’s persecution of her – and looking back, now, she recognised it for what it was, although she hadn’t given it that name at the start – had begun even on their honeymoon, the two days they had spent in Southport.

‘Don’t be such a prissy miss,’ William had told her, his bright blue eyes looking over her gloatingly, when she had demurred at some of his more extravagant acts. ‘I can see that I shall have to teach you a thing or two. I can’t do with being married to a prim prude . . .’ And so Ellen had tried to learn, although she had been an unwilling pupil and some of the things William had endeavoured to teach her had sickened and disgusted her. She had had little idea of what was involved in marriage, beyond a vague inkling as to the rudiments of love-making; but she had thought, in her naivety, that it would include affection and trust, companionship and sharing, not this nightly invasion of her body with acts which seemed to her to be lewd and shameful. She submitted, however, trying, at first, to simulate as much affection as she could. She knew it was her duty as a wife.

Ellen was unable to make a comparison – William had been her first young man – and there was no one she could ask. When her sister, Mary, was married a few years later Ellen wondered if she was going through the same experiences. But Mary’s obvious happiness and the loving concern that she and Fred showed for one another seemed to refute this idea. Ellen gradually came to the conclusion that her own husband must be somewhat . . . unusual and that not all marriages were like the one in which she was trapped. But it was only after William took a liking to the bottle that her life became really unbearable. She had to admit, however, that on the nights when he was sober he now left her alone, but at other times his excesses were almost too much to bear . . . and then the beatings had started.

Ellen had begun to spend more time at the market stall and to contribute more of her own produce to sell. For one thing, William was leaving her short of money and to ask for more would only provoke his wrath. And also there might come a time, Ellen tried to convince herself, when she could break free from William, although it seemed well-nigh impossible at the moment. First and foremost there were the children to consider. They were the one good thing that had come out of her marriage and Ellen never ceased to give thanks for them. In the meantime, though, she could endeavour to put a bit of her own money on one side. The tin box, hidden away at the back of her wardrobe, was growing quite heavy.

It was when her own husband died that Lydia Tucker had begun to build up the business that was now well known in the markets of the area. It was the toffees for which Lydia was renowned – the ordinary toffee, made simply from sugar, water and cream of tartar – and the variations on this theme. Treacle toffee, almond, walnut and ginger toffees, butterscotch, caramel, invalid toffee; all made with just the addition of a different ingredient to the basic recipe.

Ellen, since she had started taking a bigger share in the business and its profits, had been concentrating on the softer sweetmeats; fudges of various flavours, fondants, coconut candy, nougat and marshmallow. This last delicacy was tricky, involving the use of gum arabic, but Ellen hoped that she would soon have a batch ready for sale. At the moment she was experimenting with just small quantities until she had mastered the procedure. Then she hoped to try her hand at Turkish Delight as well.

The two women didn’t make all their own sweets, although Lydia would have liked to think that they could be completely independent. Other items – chocolate bars, lollipops, liquorice novelties and sweets such as pear drops, aniseed balls and dolly mixtures – were bought from the wholesale warehouse on the outskirts of the town. They made a trip there every few weeks, wheeling enormous prams, minus the children.

‘Now that’s what I call a good afternoon’s work,’ said Lydia with a satisfied smile at half-past four. The Town Hall clock, with its Westminster chimes, had just struck the half-hour. ‘I told you we’d be busy, didn’t I? You’d best be making tracks now. Off you go and pick the bairns up and I’ll clear away here. I don’t think we’ll do much more now.’ All round them were signs of stallholders packing away their wares and shutting up shop for the day. Morning and early afternoon were the busy times at Preston Market. By five o’clock, most people were back home preparing their evening meal.

Ellen had seen the children only about an hour earlier when their aunt had brought them to the market, but she was glad, as always, to see them again. Their happy smiles and excited chatter soothed her as they walked home although she was only listening with half an ear to what they were saying. Her mind was already on the evening ahead of her and what it might hold.

William, however, didn’t go out that evening. He sat and read the paper, then smoked cigarette after cigarette from the tin of Player’s Navy Cut which he kept on the mantelpiece. He had recently gone on to this fairly novel invention in preference to his pipe. Ellen, watching him tap the ash on to the hearthrug more often than into the fire, as he stared moodily into its flames, sensed that he had something on his mind. But she refrained from asking him what was the matter. She would be told, no doubt, that it was none of her business, and they rarely conversed after the children were tucked away in bed. Ellen’s needles clicked furiously as she turned the heel of the bright blue sock she was knitting to match Georgie’s sailor suit. For the moment she was content in the knowledge that, tonight, he would leave her alone. And tomorrow could take care of itself. Ellen knew that all she could do was take one day at a time.
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