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Monday’s child is fair of face,
Tuesday’s child is full of grace,
Wednesday’s child is full of woe,
Thursday’s child has far to go,
Friday’s child is loving and giving,
Saturday’s child works hard for a living.
But the child that is born on the Sabbath day
Is bonny and blithe, and good and gay.
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‘Will I light fire before I serroff, Mam? It’s terrible cold an’ I don’t want yer out o’ bed till it’s warmed up a bit.’

The child hovered uncertainly at the foot of the bed in which lay the still figure of a woman. The bitter winter cold that seems worse just before dawn, and which in mid-winter did not break until eight o’clock, struck a chill right into the bones and the child shivered, pulling her thin shawl about her and doing her best to draw her equally thin nightdress down about her bare feet.

‘Mam, are yer awake?’ She took another step round the iron bedstead, moving carefully across the huddled shapes of her brothers and sisters who were still asleep on threadbare palliasses, her five sisters curled up on two pushed together, her four brothers top to toe in another. The baby, a boy just one year old, was sleeping peacefully next to Mam. Pa had already left for work on the early shift at the Cammell Laird shipyard in Birkenhead where steam vessels were built and where he had managed to get a job as a casual labourer along with many of the men who lived in and around Earle Street. He and Dolly fought their circumstances tooth and nail in an effort to keep themselves and their children from the work-house in Arthur Street and he was forced to take any work that came his way. They had, so far, managed to avoid applying for ‘out-door’ relief. Dolly was one of the lucky women in the area who did not have to struggle against her husband’s drunkenness, which dragged many families even further into a soul-destroying poverty. Where their husbands drank their wages away at the Old Swan on the corner of Prussia Street, Pa brought his home every Friday night and put it all in Mam’s hand. Next week the screw steamer St George was to be launched which would be in service between Fishguard and Rosslare and Mam had told her eldest daughter she must look up those places in the atlas when she got to school. She was like that, was Mam, doing her best to help them all with their school work.

Amy Pearson longed to crawl back under the worn but neatly mended bedclothes that covered the palliasses and snuggle down beside her sisters, warm herself among them but she knew she would have to get them all up, though they would argue with her, as the older ones, like herself, needed to get ready for school or the school inspector would be after them. It was comp . . . comp . . . something-or-other, she couldn’t remember the exact word, to attend school, which meant they had to go or Mam and Pa would get into trouble. But it was hard when you were only ten years old to make the others do as they were told, what with Mam so sick and Pa at work. Like their Claire who, though six years old, must stop at home today since she was deemed responsible enough to mind the little ones. They took turns, her and the older girls, to stay at home and mind Mam and the youngest. Only until Mam was better, of course, then they could all attend Lower Milk Street School. Their Sammy said he would gladly mind them, because he bloody hated school and Claire could go in his place today but Sammy wasn’t a trustworthy lad and Mam had told him to watch his language. Mam didn’t like language.

The bedroom smelled sad and sour, a mingling of dampness and decades of dirt, old clothes and unwashed bodies, and yet it was considered a clean home, for Dolly Pearson was a good wife and mother. She was a good worker an’ all, when she was well that is, going each day to the laundry where she stood at her tub for twelve hours at a time, her younger children about her, and her family were decent. But since she had fallen ill with this dreadful wasting disease, barely able to get out of her bed, it had all fallen on Amy. Amy looked forward to spring, praying that the warmer weather would see Mam o[image: image] her feet again and back at her job at her tub in the Bath House Laundry on Upper Frederick Street where she washed for the ladies who had no laundry of their own or if they had would be too delicate to tackle it! They badly needed the money Mam was paid, and Amy, being a child of her environment and circumstances, was aware that one wage, and that not always forthcoming, was not enough to keep a family of thirteen.

‘Mam, can yer ’ear me?’ Amy held the rush-light higher and leaned over her mam. It gave off a very dim light but it was out of the question to buy candles, which were much more expensive. She was vastly relieved when the light showed her mother’s chest slowly rising and falling as she breathed, since Amy’s one terror was that her mam might die and Amy couldn’t bear that for she loved her so much. She loved her pa too because he made them all laugh and had a wealth of stories to tell them from his own childhood.

The subdued light revealed the ashen face of her mother, the cheeks fallen in, her bonniness melting away, the veins on her translucent eyelids visible like the lines on a map, the paleness of her lips and the lank tangle of her faded fair hair. Dolly Pearson had been plump and rosy once, a strong healthy woman who had given birth eleven times and, even more to marvel at, every one of her children had lived. She was a good cook when she had the money to buy the ingredients, making nutritious meals on which to sustain the family, cheap meals with food bought at the end of the day when the vegetables and fruit from the market were sold for next to nothing to those patient enough to wait for them. She and Pa, between them, being thrifty, careful parents, had done their best to rear their young as many in the poor district of the dock area failed to do, although Amy, glancing at the baby who lay beside Mam, worried that young Eddy was not getting the nourishment that the others before him had been given in the first year of their lives. Mam’s milk had dried up and the baby was weakly, inclined to grizzle and refuse the watered-down condensed milk she and Elsie, who was nine, tried to get down him.

Mam opened her eyes and the long, sweeping lashes, a rich brown tipped at the ends with gold, which most of her children including Amy had inherited, lifted slowly. Her eyes were the colour of pale sherry, golden and almost transparent and she had once had clear, smooth skin, the colour of the cream at the top of the milk, Pa used to say. Not that they had ever had milk with the cream on the top but Pa had when he was a boy and he said Mam’s skin was the exact creamy shade. Beautiful she had been when Pa had first seen her working on the north end of Bootle seashore gutting fish from the boats that put in there. Bonny and laughing she had been, Pa said, with her thick curling hair tied up in a kerchief and all the lads round her like flies to a honey pot. She had been sixteen and a year later she, Amy, had been born so Mam was only twenty-seven now. She looked years older, Amy agonised, wanting to go down on her knees at the side of the bed and pray to the God Mr Aspinall at school talked about at prayers. Beg Him to spare her mam who was the best person in the world and loved by them all. But she hadn’t time, not with the bairns to get up and off to school and Claire to be instructed on how to look after Mam and the little ones until Pa came home some time in the early afternoon unless he managed to get a few extra hours, which would be a godsend at the moment.

‘Amy, chuck,’ Mam murmured, lifting a limp hand to touch her daughter’s cheek. She did her best to smile, to look cheerful for this good little girl of hers who worried so much, too much, as a child of her age should be playing out in the street with the dozens of other children, hopscotch, skipping rope, alley-alley-o, all the games little girls played. Instead, when she was not at school she was looking after herself and her ten brothers and sisters. It would not do and she, Dolly Pearson, must give over lolling in her bed and get up and see to them herself.

She said so. ‘I’m gerrin up terday, chuck. I’ve ’ad me a good rest these last few days an’ it’s time I give over. ’Elp me up, lass. Eeh, look, our Eddy’s woken. See, lift ’im up an’ I’ll give ’im ’is feed.’ She made a valiant attempt to sit up, straining herself from the unkempt bed, and its far from clean sheets. It grieved her, for when she had been herself she would have whipped them from the bed and down to the laundry, and had them washed, ironed and back on the bed before you could say ‘Where’s me soap?’

‘Mam, yer can’t.’ Amy was aghast. ‘Leave our Eddy, Elsie’ll feed ’im.’ She aimed her bare foot at the recumbent form of her sister, the next in line to herself. ‘Come on, our Elsie, gerrout o’ bed an’ tekk our Eddie, an’ you, Becky, get the others downstairs. Sammy, get the fire lit and fetch in plenty o’ coal an’ then purron that pan o’ porridge. An’ yer can stop whinin’ or I’ll clout yer one. No, Mam, stop where yer are. Claire’ll fetch yer some porridge an’ yer ter eat it all, d’yer ’ear. When fire’s goin’ yer can come downstairs but not until, so think on.’

Dolly Pearson, despite her awareness of the seriousness of her condition and the hopelessness of her getting out of bed, smiled to herself. Their Amy was like a small edition of herself, always concerned for the children, ready to boss them about or even box their ears if they didn’t do as they were told. She was old beyond her years and Dolly was sorry for it, but what could she do trapped in her bed as she was. She longed to leap from it, leave this mean little room that held nothing but the bare necessities of life and run down the narrow stairs and make sure her children ate their porridge, washed themselves and were warmly dressed – or as warm as they could be in the second-hand clothes Dolly purchased at the market – and were sent off to school with the loving embrace she gave them all. She wanted to weep but she knew it would only upset their Amy so she creased her face into the parody of a smile that seemed to reassure the child.

The family lived in a tiny, back-to-back, one-up, one-down house, one of the hundreds and hundreds built a century ago in rows upon rows that marched inland from the docks to accommodate the dock labourers, the factory and mill workers who had been drawn to the city from many parts of Europe and Ireland bound for the new world across the Atlantic. Liverpool was a vast cosmopolitan centre filled with the thousands of immigrants making for the United States of America and a new life but who had not quite managed to get there. The front door opened directly into a scullery-cum-kitchen and it was here that the family, squashed together like peas in a pod, ate, cooked, washed, laughed, cried and worked. It was the warmest place in the house. They were the poorest of the poor but there was happiness in their home. On one wall stood the kitchen range, once a shining blackleaded testament to the industry of Dolly Pearson, gleaming against the whitewashed walls to which, twice a year, Reuben added a fresh coat. Not so now, for the children and Reuben Pearson had not the enthusiasm that kept Dolly on the go from morning till night. In a corner to the left of the range a stone shelf held a tin bucket that contained the water brought laboriously from the standpipe at the end of the street. There was a sagging couch, a rickety table shored up by bits of wood Reuben, or Ben as he was called, brought from the docks, two dilapidated armchairs reserved for Dolly and Ben and two benches on either side of the table where the children sat. A boarded staircase led to the one bedroom where they all slept, Mam and Pa on the creaking iron bedstead, the children on the palliasses which were stacked neatly against the wall during the day. There were silverfish, mice, rats and cockroaches, for even Dolly’s obsession with what she called ‘muck’ was often overcome by circumstances over which she had no control.

Sammy, who at eight years old was tall and thin like his pa, had got the fire going since, despite his loathing of school and his inclination to be led astray by his companions in the streets he roamed, he was a good-hearted lad and loved his mam as they all did. The pan of porridge was warming on the growing flames and the children were huddled round the range, still half asleep, their bare feet curling against the chill of the worn oilcloth spread on the floor, which Dolly had scrubbed, until recently, every day of her life.

The next hour was frantic, as the children were cold and their hunger not quite satisfied by the bowl of thin porridge doled out to them so that they were lethargic, inclined to argue with their Amy who was doing her best to get them dressed. Eddy was fretful, turning his head away from the spoonful of watery milk that was offered him.

‘You’ll ’ave ter keep tryin’, our Claire,’ Amy told her worriedly, ‘else we’ll ’ave ’im poorly, an’ all. Now mekk sure yer keep fire well stoked in case Mam comes down though I don’t think she can. Eeh, I wish our pa’d come ’ome, ’onest I do, bur I know ’e ’as ter do extra if it’s offered.’ She was talking to herself rather than the others and nobody answered. ‘Now get yer coat on, our Becky, an’ Sammy, if I ’ave ter tell yer again ter comb yer ’air yer’ll get such a clout it’ll mekk yer ears ring. Elsie, give us a ’and, there’s a good lass, an’ tie our Billy’s bootlaces, an’ Claire, when yer’ve finished wi’ Eddy, mekk Mam a cup o’ tea an’ tekk it up to ’er, will yer. Jesus wept . . .’

They all turned to stare at her, even Eddy, for their pa didn’t like language either and certainly not words like that. He called it a word that began with a p – prof . . . summat or other – for their pa came from a family that was chapel-going, so he told them, and he’d been brought up to be respectful of such things. Not that he was religious or anything like that. Not now, and he never talked about the family he had come from. He never went to church and neither did they, but they had prayers at school and they knew it was bad to take the name of the Lord, and Jesus, in vain.

Furiously pulling a shawl about her, Amy ran back upstairs to say goodbye to Mam.

‘Is that you, our Amy?’ the feeble voice asked from the bed.

‘Aye, Mam, it’s me. We’re just off ter school. We’ve all ’ad our porridge and I medd ’em all ’ave a good wash.’ Amy knew this would please Mam. ‘I warmed water on’t fire an’ we took turns. I’ll ask Pa ter get down tin bath an’ ternight we’ll do us all over. Now our Claire’s got yer porridge an’ a nice cup o’ tea so you mekk sure yer gerrit down yer.’

Again, even in the extremity of her illness Dolly had to smile. Their Amy was as old as the hills in her ways, like a little mother with a brood of children, but at the same time it saddened her and not for the first time because the child was just that: a child, and yet she was saddled with Dolly’s own job of looking after the children. If only they had a few bob to fetch the doctor in but it was all she and Ben could do to keep the children fed on only one wage.

‘What time is it, my lass?’ she said weakly.

‘Just gone eight, Mam.’ The child bent over the bed and took one of her mother’s thin, cold hands between her own warm ones. ‘Now yer not ter worry . . .’ but as she spoke her mother began to cough, the spasm racking her violently, and at once Amy put her arms about her and held her close, willing her mam to rest, to settle, to be warm, to be well, to be as once she had been, her loving heart doing its best to beat strongly for them both.

‘Eeh, Mam, I’d best stop wi’ yer,’ she cried, rocking her mother backwards and forwards, relieved when the coughing abated and her mam managed to speak.

‘Nay, my lass, our Claire’ll see ter me. She’s a good girl an’ . . .’

‘But wharrabout t’others?’ For Dick was only four, the twins Annie and Sidney three, and Phyllis just two years old and how was a child of only six, as their Claire was, to manage? The thought was incongruous coming from a child who was herself only ten years old.

‘Nay, chuck, we’ll manage. Now get yerself off an’ I’ll see yer when yer come’ ome.’ Dolly collapsed back on her pillows, the effort of speaking exhausting her but doing her best to smile for the benefit of this good child of hers. ‘See, give us a kiss,’ and when Amy did so and ran down the stairs, tears trickled slowly down her thin cheeks, for how were they to manage without her?

She held the hands of the two youngest with her, Billy and Becky, urging Sammy and Elsie to keep up as they ran along Earle Street, turning the corner into Edmund Street towards Exchange Station. It was already crowded as they skidded past the Station Hotel in front of the station. The hotel was busy with porters trundling luggage on trolleys down the slope and into the concourse which led to the platforms from where guests at the hotel would make their way to many parts of the country. Amy, though she was curious about everything, had no time to consider where these might be as she hurried her little group across the splendid forecourt, for what the rest of the world did was no concern of hers at this moment. They were late and if they didn’t get a move on they would be in trouble with ‘Miss’ when she took the register. As they crossed the front of the station it was so busy they had to dodge irritable travellers intent on gaining access to the trains which whistled and shrieked so shrilly you could hardly hear yourself think, let alone speak, and there was so much steam gushing from their funnels it even escaped into the street.

‘Keep up, our Sammy,’ she shouted over her shoulder, for anything at all diverted her little brother, who was ready to stop and watch the antics of an organ grinder’s monkey which raised its little round hat to him. A horse-drawn tram rattled by, adding to the noise and confusion, and glory of glories, causing Sammy to stop in his tracks, there was one of the new machines known to them all as ‘a horseless carriage’, weaving in and out of the horse-drawn vehicles, its horn honking, the driver shouting at everything that got in his way: wagons drawn by great shire horses, laden down with bales of raw cotton; carriages carrying ladies to their dressmakers, even as early as this; gentlemen on horseback, bicycles and horse-drawn cabs. On Tithebarn Street two sailors danced a lively hornpipe to the tune of a penny whistle and again Sammy stopped to watch, making Elsie do the same so that Amy was forced to go back and drag him by the arm. There was the sound of high, drunken laughter, the cackle of the gulls that had come inland as bad weather was heralded and above it all the familiar sound of ships’ sirens, but Amy hauled them along, immune to everything but the need to get them all to school before the bell went.

They raced along Lower Milk Street until they reached the school gates, tearing across the playground to the door marked ‘girls’, shoving Sammy and Billy towards the one marked ‘boys’ just as the bell was being rung. Panting with relief, Amy tagged on to the line of girls, pushing Elsie and Becky in front of her, then watched carefully as they both went to their respective classes before she entered hers. ‘Miss’ smiled at her, for though Amy was not aware of it she was a favourite of Margaret Hardcastle. It was prayers first, a muttered incantation from twenty children, none of whom knew what the dickens they were saying.

When told to sit, Amy lowered herself on to the seat of the double desk she shared with a girl with nits in her hair and a ferocious squint. None of her family had ever had nits, her mam saw to that, and she sat well away from her companion. Most of the children had thin, peaked faces and stunted frames, all looking strangely alike, which was why Amy Pearson stood out so conspicuously. She was, as far as was possible in this poverty-stricken part of Liverpool, well fed and warmly clad, as were her brothers and sisters in another part of Lower Milk Street Council School. She had hideous boots on her feet but inside them she wore what looked like hand-knitted stockings and Miss Hardcastle, though she had never met her, was acutely aware that this child’s mother cared about her, sacrificed for her, made every farthing that came into the house do the work of two. She had several brothers and sisters at the school and they were all a cut above the rest of the scholars who were uncaring and apathetic, the drabness of their surroundings and the poverty in which they had been dragged up numbing their brains to any chance of learning.

But Amy Pearson was delicately lovely and probably the fact that she was clean endeared her even more to Margaret Hardcastle. So many of them had not seen water nor soap for days, or even weeks, and she knew that both were in short supply in the district where the Pearson family lived. But Amy and her siblings were relatively clean and tidy. Amy’s hair was a colour that was hard to describe, gold and silver and brown, a bright mixture that wanted to curl but hung in a thick plait to her waist. She plaited it, or had it plaited for her, with a bit of green ribbon tied at the end and the plait was as thick as Margaret Hardcastle’s wrist. But curling wisps escaped on to her forehead and over her ears and they were so fair they were almost white. Her eyes were a pale golden brown, the colour of amber Miss Hardcastle decided, surrounded by long brown eyelashes tipped with gold; her mouth was like a peach, with a long upper lip that turned up at the corners and a short, full lower lip. Her features were set in a rich and creamy complexion, but today there were deep bruised shadows beneath her eyes and it was obvious she was tired, for she, who usually sat up with bright curiosity, drooped over her desk.

The teacher was well aware that there were two kinds of poverty in the district from which Amy Pearson and her brothers and sisters came. There was ‘clean poverty’ where children had enough to eat even if it was nutritionally poor because their fathers were probably decent men who, though they might not be in work full-time, gave all their wages to their wives, and they had no money to spare for anything but the bare necessities of life. And then there was ‘sordid poverty’ that dragged down whole families. Mothers uncaring after years of childbearing and dealing with drunken husbands, children neglected and sent to school only to get them from under their feet. She watched at playtime as the little Pearsons, with more energy than their half-starved contemporaries, played tig, the girls throwing a ball against a wall or doing handstands. She sighed as she stood at her window, wondering what was going to happen to these pathetic bits of flotsam the world had floated in her direction.

When the bell went at the end of lessons she watched again as they flooded out into the playground, noticing Amy herding her brothers and sisters into a compact group ready for the walk home. She pulled their scarves more closely about their thin necks and made sure her sisters had their shawls wrapped across their chests and tied securely at their backs. One of her brothers, the older one called Sammy, reacted sullenly to her instructions and when she turned her back he stuck his tongue out at her but he followed her, obediently holding his sister’s hand.

It was getting dark and a bitter wind blew off the river. Snow clouds were settling over the roof of the Custom House and the first desultory flakes began to fall as the little group passed the forecourt of Exchange Station and turned into Baxter Street.

‘Come on, our Sammy,’ Amy called over her shoulder, for Sammy had let go of Elsie’s hand and was doing his best to get a handful to make into a snowball but there was only a thin film on the cracked pavements. There was no such thing as a pair of gloves in the Pearson household, and his hands were red and chapped so he soon gave up, running to catch the others as they turned into Edmund Street and then Earle Street. Amy could see a tiny light flickering in the window of the family home, put there by Claire or perhaps even Pa who might be home by now. She began to run, dragging a protesting Becky and Billy, slipping in the wet slush that was gathering on the flagstones. Elsie followed closely on their heels, leaving Sammy to run his hands along window-sills in the hope of gathering enough snow to make a decent snowball.

The door was open when he arrived a minute or two after the others and his boy’s heart sank devastatingly into his frozen feet as he moved over the doorstep, for, young as he was, he knew something terrible had happened. They all stood there in a huddled group, their Amy, Elsie, Becky and Billy, while at the table Claire sat like a small and mindless figurine carved from ivory. Perched on the bench opposite, all in a row, like birds on a washing line, were the little ones, Dick, Annie, Sidney and Phyllis, bewildered and frightened. The baby, strangely, was fast asleep in his mam’s chair.

Pa sat in his sagging old chair, sagging himself as though some terrible nightmare were heavy on his shoulders, his face quite blank, his eyes staring across the kitchen but looking at nothing.

‘What’s up, Pa?’ Amy managed to quaver, her own eyes wide and filled with dread of what he was about to tell them. ‘Is . . . is it Mam?’ For who else could put that dreadful aura of devastation about her pa?

Pa cleared his throat and shook himself like a dog coming from the water. ‘She was badly, chuck, when I got home,’ he managed to say. ‘I ran up the street to the doctor’s on the corner of Old Leeds Street. He came . . . he sent for an ambulance and they took Mam to the Royal Infirmary.’ He seemed to rally then, to make a huge effort to put her mind at rest, for the others did not understand. ‘She’ll be right there, chuck. They’ll make her better, you’ll see.’ He tried to smile but it was very evident to the intelligent child that her pa was frightened and so was she because how was this family to survive without Mam to see to them?
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The woman on the bed turned her face away as the doctor examined her. She made a faint sound of distaste as his fingers probed where even her husband’s hands seldom went and her face paled even further. She had lost a great deal of blood.

‘All done, Mrs Seymour,’ he murmured soothingly, indicating to the nurse that she might replace the bedcovers and preserve his patient’s dignity. He put his hand on her forehead and then felt her pulse. Satisfied, he seated himself in the chair beside the bed and took his patient’s hand where it lay listlessly, while on the other side of the bed the nurse fussed with the bedcovers, straightening the plain eiderdown and generally doing her best to prove how invaluable she was and deserving of the fee she charged.

Doctor Parsons, who had ministered to the family for over thirty years, assumed the sorrowful demeanour that he had perfected during his career and which he presented to those of his patients who could afford his services. He was old-fashioned and held in contempt the ‘new-fangled’ methods younger men in medicine practised. He was a great success with ladies!

‘Mrs Seymour, we have been unsuccessful once again and I’m sorry to have to say this but I’m afraid it must be our last attempt. It is putting too much strain upon your health and . . . well, madam . . . ahem . . . at your age—’

Zillah Seymour interrupted him coolly. ‘It is nothing to do with my age, Doctor Parsons, or the many attempts I have made – I, not you – to carry a child. This is God’s will and it is our duty to bow down to His wishes and I must not sink into the sin of ingratitude, as I have much to be thankful for’

‘Indeed, Mrs Seymour.’

‘If God has ordained that I be childless then it must be for my chastisement. All men are alike in the sight of the eternal Jehovah and all men are set at liberty by the blood of Christ. The most high God has pleased to take unto Himself every child I have conceived.’

A strange glitter shone in Zillah’s eyes as she remembered what she had been forced to endure to conceive those children, eight of them in twenty years and each one lost in a disgusting flow of blood. Well, from what the doctor said at least she would be spared that ordeal again and, more to the point, the attentions of her husband which she had endured for the past twenty years. She must have no more children and she would impress on Doctor Parsons that he must inform Caleb exactly what that meant. She had done her best to provide her husband with a son, the son he so ardently required to carry on his work in the flourishing business concern that he himself had inherited from his father. She had failed but she had tried.

Cotton! Manchester was the centre of a wide network of the many townships that served the massive cotton industry, Bolton, Burnley, Blackburn, Wigan, Oldham and Rochdale to name but a few. These townships sent their woven and spun produce to the Exchange in Manchester and from there to the world via the Manchester Ship Canal, and received raw materials that were distributed out from the city by its well-established system of canals and railways. Manchester and a great many small towns and villages surrounding it were responsible for the rapid growth of factories and mills manufacturing merchandise for cotton weaving, spinning, dyeing, fulling and all aspects of the textile industry. ‘Cottonopolis’ the city was nicknamed, where King Cotton ruled, and Caleb Seymour was one of its ruling princes. And he wanted a son to inherit what he had.

Doctor Parsons patted her hand and placed it reverently on the bed beside her rigid figure. She was forty-two years old and he had attended her at every one of her pregnancies but it seemed her womb just could not hold on to what was planted in it. But if she wanted to put it down to the will of the God about whom she was so fanatical, then that was nothing to do with him. He had done everything he could to help her achieve a full-term pregnancy, medically speaking, and he could do no more. Another attempt would be useless, even dangerous, besides which she was fast approaching that time in a woman’s life where the hope of children, or the dread of it in some cases, was ending.

He stood up and moved towards the window to a small table upon which were laid a can of hot water and a plain white bowl, a bar of sensible soap and a clean white towel. As he washed his hands he glanced about the room, pondering that though this was one of the wealthiest families in Manchester there was no sign of it in the house. True, the room was warm and comfortable but austere. There were several paintings on the walls, all with a religious association but nothing that could be called frivolous. It was not like any of the other ladies’ bedrooms he had called upon in his capacity as family doctor, ladies of wealth – as this one was – who favoured pretty colours, frills, bows, flowers, lacy feminine things, but here there was a no-nonsense feel about the room, about the woman, about the house. Zillah Seymour had her own money, inherited from her father, which was probably the reason Caleb Seymour had married her twenty years ago but she did not waste it on light-minded extravagances. Plain, simple, even severe, heavy furniture, thick net at the window backed by sober curtains of a hue the doctor could only describe as earth-coloured. The same with the carpet which was of good quality but as plain and colourless as the woman on the bed. Her nightgown was white, of thick lawn with a high neckline and sleeves ending at her wrist without a frill or even a bit of embroidery.

As the doctor dried his hands he glanced out of the window at the wide expanse of lawn which stretched down to the high stone wall that surrounded the grounds. The house was set in a select part of Salford on the broad thoroughfare of Eccles Old Road which the tramway ran along and next to it was the Pendleton Nurseries. There were bare flowerbeds in the grounds with several beech trees growing on the lawn itself and a circle of woodland consisting of nothing but beech trees to the sides and back of the house. In summer they were a lovely sight, he knew, since he had attended Mrs Seymour for the past three months, with smooth, soaring trunks like the columns of a cathedral, forced to grow tall in their constant struggle to reach the light. Their autumn colours had no rivals, displaying a brilliant mosaic of flaming orange and gold which fell to form a carpet that Mrs Seymour’s gardeners swiftly raked up and burned at the back of the house. Neat, tidy, lacking individuality, which could have described Mrs Seymour herself. The house was handsome though. A square building with many chimneys and windows, some of them bow-shaped and a pillared front porch that opened on to several steps and the front drive, leading to the wrought-iron gates. The drive wound round to the back of the house where stables were situated and a coach house and, surprisingly, a tennis court! He had never seen it used since the old gentleman, Mr Seymour’s father, to whom the house had belonged, had died before his son was married and he had inherited the lot.

He turned his professional smile on his patient. ‘Now, I want to see you improving when I visit you tomorrow. Stay in bed, which you would naturally do, and have nothing but light, nourishing food. I myself will arrange it with your cook. I will give you a sedative to help you sleep. Rest, my dear lady. That is the answer. Now I will go and have a word with your husband.’

He had a quiet word with the nurse then left the room, making his way along the sombre, panelled, thickly carpeted landing that led to the wide stairway. The hushed splendour of the hall, which was laid with black and white tiles and was as wide as the staircase, was dimly lit, cool, and as still as a chapel, oppressive with the fragrance of beeswax. The staircase branched to left and right with banisters like ribbons of ebony at each side. It was uncluttered, like its mistress’s bedroom, as quiet as a tomb and Doctor Parsons, who had attended the eight miscarriages suffered by Zillah Seymour, wondered vaguely how the eight children who might have been born but who had slipped away on a tide of blood would have survived in this sterile atmosphere. He could not imagine a child running down the staircase, sliding down those elegant banisters, shouting in play or laughing out loud to disturb the church-like peace of the house.

A servant mysteriously appeared, a housemaid in an immaculate uniform, very prim with a crisp white apron and a plain white cap that covered her hair completely. She was pleasant-looking and scrupulously polite, but there was a lurking twinkle in her eyes that seemed to say she had been enjoying a joke with someone beyond the green baize door that led into the kitchen quarters and had assumed her house-maid’s expression as she came through it.

‘Was you lookin’ fer the master, Doctor?’ she asked him.

‘Yes, I am. Could you direct me to wherever he might happen to be?’

‘Is madam . . . the mistress feeling any better, Doctor? The servants asked me ter ask you. We was all . . .’

The doctor put on his expression of solicitude, one he assumed automatically when asked the condition of a patient. Mrs Seymour would do very well but it was his self-important practice never to say so, not even to this maid. If a patient was made to seem somewhat more poorly than she was, then her recovery, thanks to him, of course, was all the more appreciated.

‘She will need great care . . . er . . . ?’

‘Alice, Doctor.’

‘She will need to be well looked after, Alice, and it will be some time before she is back on her feet. Somewhat delicate, is your mistress but then I’m sure you and the rest of the staff are aware of that.’ He smiled benignly.

‘Oh, yes, indeed, Doctor. Is . . . did the baby . . . ?’ They had all known in the kitchen what had happened to their mistress and not for the first time, it seemed, though Alice had not been employed by the Seymours the last time.

‘I’m afraid the baby . . .’ The doctor suddenly realised that it was not his place to discuss Mrs Seymour’s miscarriage with a servant, at least not before he had spoken to Caleb Seymour who awaited him in . . . ?

Alice too became aware of her temerity in questioning the doctor, but then they were Mrs Seymour’s servants and were naturally anxious for their mistress.

‘He’s in his study, Doctor, this way,’ Alice said, leading Doctor Parsons down a corridor to the right of the front door. She tapped on a door then opened it and announced him to the man who sat quietly in a large armchair fashioned in a handsome green leather. This room, this inner sanctum belonging entirely to the head of the house, was vastly different from the hallway, the staircase and Mrs Seymour’s bedroom in that it was bright, cheerful and vaguely cluttered. There were two windows. A large leather-covered desk stood beneath the window that looked out to the front of the house and another beneath the side window, on which were set many items of interest, such as a globe in a brass meridian on a wooden stand, a telescope, a couple of lamps lit by the comparatively new method of electricity, and strange objects made from quartz, slate and marble, as Caleb Seymour took a great interest in geology. A clock ticked, an imposing thing of fine black marble and ormolu with a golden eagle perched on it. The curtains and blind at both windows were of an attractive pattern of green and red, plants flourished on the windowsills, and the floor was covered with a colourful Turkish carpet. It seemed that Caleb Seymour did not share his wife’s taste for austerity in his surroundings.

He was reading The Times. He lowered it with what seemed to Doctor Parsons reluctance.

‘Ah, Doctor Parsons, do come in. You have news?’ but his attitude seemed to indicate that he did not expect it to be good and what’s more was not unduly interested. Caleb Seymour had long given up hope that his wife would bear him children. He nodded at Alice who had hung about in the hope of hearing something she could carry back to the others in the kitchen, and she closed the door quietly. She stood outside the door, listening to the doctor’s sonorous voice, then she fled silently up the hallway and into the kitchen.

If Doctor Parsons had, for some reason, blundered into the kitchen he would have been thunderstruck by the comparison with the rest of the house. It appeared that wherever Mrs Seymour took little interest, such as her husband’s study or the domestic side of the house, as in the kitchen and the laundry, its occupants went their own way. Somerfield was a big house with long hallways and the kitchen was well fortified against noise, the green baize door cutting off sounds of mirth or anger. Not that there was much anger, for they all got on well with one another. In charge was Mrs Abigail, housekeeper and cook with a kind heart and a cheerful disposition who was inclined to be indulgent though she insisted on cleanliness and obedience. Her cooking was superb and had she taken it into her head to throw a noisy party every night Caleb Seymour would have turned a blind eye, for cooks of her talent were hard to come by! There was Alice who was housemaid, Martha kitchen-maid, Jess parlour-maid, Phoebe in the laundry and Primrose in the scullery, all hand-picked by Mrs Abigail, all well paid by the standards of the day and for that reason prepared to put up with Mrs Seymour and her fanatical insistence on chapel-going. Not that they went every day as she did, otherwise, as Mrs Abigail often remarked, there’d be nothing done in the house, but on most Sundays, in their Sunday best, they walked the length of Eccles Old Road, turning right into Langworthy Road to St John’s Methodist Chapel on Liverpool Street. Mr Seymour didn’t go and neither did Ernie Tingle, who was groom, and since he was the best man with horses Mr Seymour had ever employed and he didn’t want to lose him, he had been given permission to absent himself. The others wished they could do the same but it was a small price to pay to keep the decent, well-paid job with which they were blessed.

Mrs Abigail had her head in the oven, set in the centre of the blackleaded range, inspecting the splendid leg of pork from a Berkshire pig which, in Mrs Abigail’s opinion, was the best known and most esteemed of all English breeds. She had stuffed it with her own sage and onion stuffing made with four large onions, ten sage leaves, a quarter of a pound of bread-crumbs, butter, salt and pepper, all bound together with the yolk of an egg. It had been roasting for over two hours and would soon be ready for the table but with only Mr Seymour, madam still in her bed, she was anxious that it would not spoil. If the doctor would get a move on she could have it ready for carving and in front of the master in half an hour and though it weighed eight pounds it would not be wasted, for they all loved a good bit of pork, especially that lad in the stables who had come from the workhouse and was as thin as a pipe cleaner. When she’d checked the pork and its accompaniments she meant to make a nice baked raisin pudding. She’d already chopped the suet and stoned the raisins, the buttered pie dish was ready and it could go in the oven the minute the pork and roast potatoes came out. They ate well did the servants at Somerfield House!

‘Well, she’s lost it,’ Alice told them, triumphant at being the one to bring them the news. She was not an unkind person, none of them was, but their lives were so humdrum anything that came to break the monotony was received with great enthusiasm.

‘Eeh, no, poor lady,’ Mrs Abigail uttered, removing her red, perspiring face from the vicinity of the oven while the others, Primrose in the scullery peeling sprouts, Jess giving a last polish to the cutlery, Martha standing beside Mrs Abigail in her role as kitchen-maid, stopped what they were doing

‘An’ she’s not ter ’ave another.’

‘Nay, never.’ Mrs Abigail shook her head sadly. ‘Well, she’s tried hard enough, you’ve got ter give ’er that, poor soul, an’ she’s not as young as she was but it would’ve bin nice ter ’ave little ’un about the place. She needs something to take her mind off that . . .’ Suddenly she realised that she was doing something that she firmly quashed among her staff and that was gossiping. Well, perhaps not exactly gossiping since she was doing nothing more than commiserating with her poor mistress on her inability to bring forth a living child. It was queer really when you thought about it. Here was a good home waiting to give a decent life to some youngster and in town, even yet in this new century, there were women who gave birth with unfailing frequency to a child every year and reared them as best they could in absolute poverty. They lived in dilapidated houses, damp and without running water except what ran down their walls, with their men bringing in a weekly income of four shillings. Immigrants poured in so that it was said that the Irish were taking over the place and Joe had told her that most of the inmates of the workhouse were Irish Catholics. That’s where he’d come from so he should know. Mind, he had also told her things were improving. It seemed he followed the reports of the Manchester Unhealthy Dwellings Committee with which the mistress was involved and that sewage disposal was a worry and that even now in 1908 only one-third of the city’s privies were water closets. That’s quite enough of that, she told him, for the subject was hardly one to be discussed in her spotless kitchen. He was a clever lad despite his poor beginnings and it was woe betide Alice if she threw away the master’s copy of The Times before Joe had read it!

‘Well, Alice,’ she said now, ‘that’s sad news but life must go on and though it’s hard for the master and mistress they still have to get on and so do we. Now go and set the table in the dining room, just for one, I suppose, unless Mr Seymour has asked the doctor to luncheon but we’ll be told when he’s ready.’

Caleb Seymour had not asked Doctor Parsons to luncheon. He had taken the news of his wife’s miscarriage with his normal stoicism, a stoicism that could often appear to be indifference.

‘And I’m afraid, my dear sir, that Mrs Seymour must have no children, which seems unlikely in any case, given her age.’

‘Quite.’

‘You understand what I’m saying, Mr Seymour,’ the doctor added, doing his best to treat the delicate subject with the right amount of sensitivity. There was no way, at least in Doctor Parsons’s opinion, to avoid pregnancy except by celibacy. Oh, there were those who advocated various forms of birth control, the most popular being withdrawal before ejaculation but Doctor Parsons abhorred this method as it was a great strain on the man. There was douching after intercourse but again the good doctor did not care for this, and then there was a clumsy device made of a length of animal intestine which the man fitted to his member. All unnatural in Doctor Parsons’s estimation and certainly none that he would recommend to a gentleman such as Caleb Seymour.

Mr Seymour seemed not to feel a great deal of concern regarding the end of his private married life though the doctor felt it must be a sad day when a man could not get himself a son through no fault of his own. He himself had four and three daughters, all grown up and married and he felt no loss of his wife’s attentions. Of course he was a good ten years older than his patient’s husband.

‘Well,’ he said, waiting perhaps to be offered a sherry or at least a word, but Seymour merely nodded, holding his newspaper as though waiting for the doctor to leave. ‘I shall visit your wife tomorrow, sir, and hope to find her much improved. She is in no danger though at her age she would be well advised to rest for a few weeks.’

‘Thank you, Doctor,’ was Seymour’s vague reply.

Doctor Parsons stood up. A cold fish indeed, he thought. Having just been told that his chances of ever having a son to follow him into the business were nil, he appeared to be as much concerned as though the doctor had informed him that his housemaid was about to give him notice.

‘I’ll be off then. If I may I should like to talk to your cook.’

‘My cook?’ It was the first time Caleb Seymour had reacted in any way to the doctor’s words.

‘Yes. Your wife will need a special diet to . . . er, to build her up and I must instruct your cook on what that should be.’

‘Of course.’ Caleb Seymour reached for the bell and rang it and when Alice appeared told her to fetch Mrs Abigail.

‘Mrs Abigail, sir?’ Alice was clearly surprised.

‘If you please, Alice.’

Mrs Abigail was mortified. ‘What the dickens . . . Can’t you see I’m in the middle of serving luncheon,’ just as though it were Alice’s fault that she had been disturbed. ‘See, Martha, make sure these potatoes are drained well and keep the pork on the top of the oven when you’ve got the juices out of the roasting pan . . . Eeh, I was just about to do the gravy an’ all. What can master want now?’

‘Doctor’s still with ’im, Mrs Abigail,’ Alice said, trying to be helpful. ‘ ’Appen . . .’

When Mrs Abigail returned to the kitchen they could all see she was in high dudgeon, her face red, her arms folded across her capacious bosom, which was a bad sign.

‘My dear Lord, as if I didn’t know how to make a good broth or a bit of beef tea. Barley gruel, he ses, with port wine, and plenty of barley water. Calf’s-foot broth and make sure that all the kitchen utensils is scrupulously clean and jelly, he ses, an’ plenty of milk . . . I shall say summat to the master when that old fool’s gone, I tell you. A boiled egg, if you please, as if I didn’t know by now what the mistress likes. This is the eighth time she’s miscarried and did she fade away with the others, no she didn’t . . .’

The servants stood silently in their places waiting for the tirade to pass which they knew it would very soon. Mrs Abigail was good at her job and they all agreed that Doctor Parsons had overstepped the mark in trying to tell her what nourishment the poor mistress should have to get her back on her feet. But she liked to blow off steam now and again, especially when she believed she was being undeservedly criticised. Mrs Abigail had the running of this house, since the mistress, strangely, took no interest in the domestic side of life. Chapel and her charity work were all that concerned Mrs Seymour which was why they had all hoped this child, this lost child, would bring something to the house that it lacked. It was as though Somerfield House contained two worlds: the cheerfulness of the kitchen and the hushed atmosphere of the house beyond the green baize door. They worked hard, all of them, for Mrs Abigail demanded the best from them but they didn’t mind. They were well paid by the standards of the day and with Mrs Seymour being such a Christian lady, they slept in warm beds and ate decent food. Chapel was a bit of a nuisance, and the prayers that Mrs Seymour took it into her head to insist that now and again they attend, but all in all their side was a happy one!

But still, a child would have been nice!
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