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  Summer 1923. Monkwearmouth in Sunderland.




  Chrissie Ballantyne felt fear clutch at her heart. She stood in the shipyard, a slender young woman with her dark eyes narrowed against the morning sunlight, and was cold

  inside. The din of the riveting hammers beat around her head. The part-built hull of the ship held in the web of staging towered black above her. She sniffed the familiar odours of hot metal, coal

  smoke, oil and salt air. There was soot clinging already to her day dress of silk taffeta and the clothing of her children as they clustered around her legs. With one hand she held on to her little

  cloche hat as the wind from the River Wear tried to snatch it from her head.




  Her husband lifted his voice against the din, stooped his broad shoulders and bent his head with its shock of black hair so that he spoke into her ear: ‘In 1920 there were sixty-seven

  ships built on this river. This year there’ll only be sixteen. That’s the way it has gone – and is going. On this stretch of the river alone there’s one yard,

  Blumer’s, closed down. The rest – Thompson’s, Crown’s and us – are fighting to stay alive.’ Jack Ballantyne sounded grim, and well he might. This was

  Ballantyne’s yard, he owned it and he was staring ruin in the face.




  Chrissie reached out to squeeze his hand and forced a smile. ‘We’ve come through bad times before.’ They had, surviving what was called the Great War.




  ‘You’re right.’ Jack nodded grim agreement and then the fine lines crinkled at the corners of his light blue eyes, startling under the black thatch of hair. ‘We’re

  not finished yet.’




  Then a foreman up on the staging bawled down, ‘Mr Ballantyne!’




  Jack clapped his old trilby hat on his head. He wore a boilersuit and the jacket of his suit hung in his office. He was dressed now for climbing about the yard and he started away, heading for

  the foot of a ladder that would take him up to the foreman. He called back over his shoulder, ‘I’ll see you later!’




  That would be at dinner in the evening. Chrissie had given her instructions to her cook and knew the dinner would be a good one. Now she watched him go, tall and long striding, her husband and

  lover, father of two of her children. The three of them were waving, and Tom, the eldest, called, ‘’Bye, Daddy!’ His voice was lost in the din but Jack turned and waved before

  setting foot on the ladder, so that was all right.




  Tom, just four and a half and dark like Jack, was fascinated by the yard. He loved to be taken there, to stand with his mother as now, but preferably in his father’s arms. Jack would carry

  him all over the skeleton of the ship and down into its darkest depths. Jack himself had grown up in the yard this way and Tom would follow him.




  ‘Go home!’ Matthew was just short of four but going to be tall like Jack. He clung to his mother and demanded again, ‘Go home!’ He hated the noise and smoke.




  ‘Baa, baa, black sheep,’ sang Sophie. The clamour and smoke did not affect her. At two and a half she held on to her mother’s skirt with plump little fingers, smiled and beamed

  her blue eyes coquettishly at every workman who passed – and they, faces grimed and sweat streaked from the yard, found themselves grinning at the blonde toddler.




  Chrissie led her children out of the yard, past the stacked lengths of timber and sheet steel, the sacks of rivets. The Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, bought by Jack’s late father in 1909,

  stood gleaming outside the time office where the workmen clocked on. Benson, the chauffeur, opened the rear door and touched his cap. Then with Chrissie and her brood sitting in the back he drove

  out of the gate.




  Chrissie maintained her outward calm, smiling and talking to Sophie sitting on her knee, Matt and Tom either side of her, but the fear was still there. What if Ballantyne’s did not get

  another order to build a ship and had to close? It would not be the first yard on this river to do so. That would be a terrible blow to Jack, the fourth generation of Ballantynes to build ships in

  this yard. He would feel responsible in some way for the failure – and for failing the men. Closure would mean poverty and near starvation for the hundreds who worked at Ballantyne’s,

  and their families.




  Chrissie stared out of the window, seeing the people in the narrow, cobbled streets, long terraces of houses that crowded close outside the yard. The Rolls slid past the women as they stood

  gossiping at their doors in their aprons, or scurried to and from the little corner shops. The children, some of the smaller ones naked in the sunshine except for a grubby vest, played on the

  pavement. This was the summer holiday but they would spend it here. Chrissie knew these people and how they lived. She had grown up in these streets.




  ‘Gerroff, yer little bugger!’ the driver of the pole-wagon shouted at Peter Robinson, but he took no notice. He was five years old, with brown hair cropped short,

  worn and patched shorts and shirt. He ran barefoot over the cobbles in pursuit of the wagon carrying steel plates from the railway station to the yard. They were called pole-wagons because of the

  long pole, like a huge roof beam some six inches square. It ran from front to rear of the open, flatbed wagon, and extended for another ten feet or so behind it.




  A quick and tough five-year-old could catch up with the wagon as the two horses in its team hauled it over the cobbles. Peter caught it, jumped up and got his arms over the swinging pole and

  rode along on it, legs dangling. Until the driver turned and cracked his whip, when Peter dropped off and trotted away, laughing. He went back to the gate of the yard to wait for another wagon.




  ‘That’s the way, bonny lass, get them clean!’ Isabel Tennant called out from the washhouse. It was built in one quarter of the back yard. The lavatory and the

  two coalhouses, one for each family, backed on to the street behind and filled another quarter. The surface of the rest of the yard was cemented and coated with dust except where the only tap

  dripped into the sink by the back gate. Isabel’s daughter, Sarah, played in the grime and looked up and smiled at her mother’s call.




  She was two and a half, her brown hair tied in two plaits with pieces of ribbon. Her dress was woollen and worn thin because it had been bought for the previous winter. So was her other one but

  that was in the wash. Sarah was washing, like her mother. Isabel had given her a tin of warm water and some rags. Sarah soaked them and wrung them out – then washed them again, dabbling

  happily in the water.




  She was oblivious to the thumping of the wooden poss-stick as the panting Isabel banged it up and down on the clothes in the tub full of suds. The hot water came from a coal-fired copper in a

  corner of the washhouse, filling the room with steam. When the clothes were washed and rinsed Isabel fed them through the wooden rollers of the mangle, heaving at the handle, wiping at her brow.

  She would pause now and again to peer through the steam and across the yard to the terraced house which they shared with the Robsons: the Tennants lived in the two downstairs rooms, and the Robsons

  upstairs.




  Sarah did not notice, but Isabel was always aware of the coughing. Her husband was in bed in the room at the front of the house but she could still hear the coughing that racked him.




  ‘Daddy!’ Helen Diaz stepped from the passage into the yard in another street, but still a carbon copy of the Tennants’ house. She was also two and a half,

  with glossy black hair and dark eyes like her mother. Her father was swarthy with a long moustache, lean and narrow faced.




  ‘No!’ he snapped at her impatiently. He picked her up and dumped her back in the passage, then snatched the doll from the floor and shoved it at her. ‘You stay in here.’

  Helen’s smile slipped away but she continued to stand looking out into the yard, the doll clutched in her arms. It was a cloth doll, made by her mother.




  Paco Diaz had once been a seaman but had left his ship when it came from Spain into the river. He had married Lizzie – full name Elizabeth but always called Lizzie – Helen’s

  mother, soon afterwards and worked as a nightwatchman at one of the yards. So he was able to play football during the day with his six-year-old son, whom he called Juan, though he was christened

  John. He was a handsome child, and Helen could not be called pretty. Helen watched them play together, laughing and talking in Spanish.




  Monday was washday, and Lizzie Diaz looked out of the washhouse once, saw her little daughter standing alone and sighed helplessly.




  The Rolls carried Chrissie and her children back to the big house in a quiet, tree-lined street in Ashbrooke on the outskirts of the town. It was as she always remembered her

  first sight of it as a small girl: the tower at its centre lifting high against the sky and the wide front of the house with its ranked tall rectangles of windows ablaze with light. She had never

  dreamed then that this would become her home, that she would marry Jack Ballantyne.




  ‘’Bye, my pets!’ She kissed all three of her children and handed them over to their red-cheeked, plump and cheerful nurse. They waved to their mother as she climbed back into

  the Rolls, then Benson drove her down into the town to the Railway Hotel.




  The sight of the hotel lifted her heart. It stood in the High Street in the middle of the town and across the road from the railway station, so its stonework was inevitably darkened by the soot

  of years. However, its windows were clean and sparkled in the sun, the curtains were bright, crisp and fresh, the brasswork on the two swinging front doors glittered. And it was hers. Chrissie had

  worked her way up from the back streets of the town to ownership of this hotel before she married Jack Ballantyne. So now she entered it with pride as Benson drove the Rolls away.




  ‘Good morning!’ she replied and smiled as she walked through the foyer and was greeted by the receptionist and other staff working there. Then she hung up her hat and sat at her

  desk, the mail waiting her attention before her. Usually at this time her mind would be buzzing with the things she had to do but now she stared across the room at the fire laid in the grate but

  not lit in the warmth of the summer.




  She told herself that Ballantyne’s yard would not close, because that was unthinkable. But these were hard times and there were more ahead. Every day she saw men, dressed in the suits that

  they usually wore only at weekends, trudging into the railway station, carrying cheap suitcases. They were going south to look for work because their yard had shut and they could not find a job in

  the town. Their wives would come with them to wave them goodbye, then trudge home alone, to manage as best they could.




  Could that happen to her? Chrissie silently vowed that she would hold her family together, come what may. For the sake of the children. And with that resolve she thrust her worries behind her

  for a time and turned to her work.




  The sudden silence tore Sarah Tennant from her play, as a sleeping seaman wakes when the engines of his ship cease turning. She realised her father’s coughing had stopped

  and saw Isabel Tennant run across the yard and into the house. The silence dragged on for long seconds then Sarah heard her mother scream and was herself afraid.
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  Summer 1935




  Sarah Tennant woke and her first thoughts were of Fannon. She was just fourteen years old and her fear of Joshua Fannon – squat, fat and leering – was always

  lurking at the back of her mind. His presence seemed to hang over the house like one of the shipyard cranes that towered above the surrounding streets. Then she remembered that this was not the day

  the landlord would call for his rent for the two dilapidated rooms in which Sarah and her mother lived.




  She relaxed for a moment then remembered how important this day was. She slipped out of the bed she shared with her widowed mother and drew back the worn and faded curtains. The lace curtains

  behind them were yellow and ragged with age. She stared through them, the cracked linoleum cold on her bare feet. A line of cranes lifted long arms high above the boundary wall of a shipyard, all

  of them still. That yard had been closed for a year now.




  The sky was clear and bright with dawn light. Sarah thought that it would be a fine day. The bairns were home from school – a holiday – and before noon the sun would have softened

  the tarmacadam of the street. They would pick it out to roll between their palms and make marbles. Sarah smiled, forgetting she was little more than a child herself, small and slight with wide dark

  eyes in a thin face.




  She picked up her clothes from a chair and tiptoed out into the other room, the kitchen and living-room. There was no fire in the blackleaded grate and the coal bucket in the hearth was empty.

  She washed in a bowl on the kitchen table then breakfasted on bread and margarine with a cup of tea brewed on a gas-ring standing in the hearth. She ate hungrily, despite her excitement and

  nervousness.




  ‘Sarah?’ her mother called.




  ‘Coming, Mam!’ Sarah helped Isabel to wash and dress, then shuffle out, coughing and panting, to sit in her armchair by the empty fireplace. Dr Dickinson had said, ‘It’s

  consumption. She has to rest,’ so Isabel spent her days a prisoner in the old armchair.




  Sarah prepared the same breakfast for her mother. As Isabel was eating it Sarah cried, ‘Milkman!’ She had heard the iron wheels of the two-wheeled milk cart. She snatched up a jug

  and ran out into the street. The horse stood patiently in the shafts as its driver ladled a half-pint of milk from the churn on the cart and poured it into Sarah’s jug. She paid with a penny

  from the few in her mother’s purse.




  Sarah washed up the cups and plates then changed into her best cotton dress, made from one that had been her mother’s. She looked at the clock on the mantelpiece and saw it was still

  early, but that was all to the good. She said, ‘I’ll make a start now.’




  Isabel Tennant agreed, ‘Aye, get there afore time. Tell the lass behind the desk that you want to see Mrs Ballantyne. When you get to see her, tell her who you are. I remember her when she

  was Chrissie Carter and she’s not one to forget. I worked part time for her years ago, afore I went into the factory. I did that for more money when your dad died, but it was long hours and

  heavy. If I’d stopped wi’ Chrissie I might ha’ been all right now.’ She stopped then as the coughing racked her again.




  ‘I’ll tell her.’ Sarah stroked her mother’s hair, kissed her cheek and left.




  ‘Coal! Tuppence a stone!’ the coalman bellowed, mouth pink in a black-dusted face as his horse-drawn cart turned into the street. Sarah did not pause. There was no money for coal in

  her house and they could manage without as long as the weather did not turn cold.




  She walked the two miles or so to save the tram fare. Once she passed a group of girls playing ball against a wall with the dexterity of professional jugglers and chanting, ‘Raspberry,

  strawberry, marmalade and jam, tell me the name of my young man . . .’ Only weeks ago she had played like that. And she was a star pupil at her lessons. Her teacher had sighed when Sarah had

  turned down the chance to go to grammar school.




  Crossing the bridge – ‘ganning ower the watter’ – she looked up and down the river running in its steep-sided ravine. There were few ships lying alongside the quays and

  being fitted out, fewer still lying building on the stocks. Sarah knew that this was part of the depression, one of the reasons for the poverty around her, the workmen standing idle at street

  corners. However, the lack of work in the shipyards did not directly affect her – women were not allowed to work in the yards anyway.




  She paused a moment outside the front doors of the Railway Hotel, smoothed down her dress and ran her hands over her hair. She had washed it in rainwater from the butt the night before so that

  it shone. She took a deep breath and walked in, thin and nervous and straight in the back.




  In the Ballantyne house an hour earlier Chrissie put down the letter from Elsie Massingham and swore silently yet again that she would hold this family of hers together. She

  looked around the oval breakfast table, set in the window at one end of the huge dining-room that ran from front to back of the house. The other, long table that would seat more than a score of

  people was set back against the wall, its polished surface gleaming and empty save for a bowl of flowers from the garden. Overhead hung the huge chandelier, sparkling with reflected sunlight. She

  remembered dancing in this room with Jack, just the two of them, the night Matthew was conceived, and later when she and Jack were engaged.




  A smile twitched her lips then, remembering. Jack caught that smile as he entered. He was tall and lean in a dark blue suit and white shirt with a starched collar. There were flecks of grey now

  at the temples in his thick, black hair. He dropped a briefcase, bulging with work he had brought home the previous night, on a vacant chair and asked, ‘Penny for them?’ But Chrissie

  pressed her lips together and shook her head, eyes laughing. As he passed behind her chair he touched her shoulder and she shivered and leaned back into his hand for a moment.




  He moved over to the sideboard, greeting the boys as he went: ‘Morning, Tom, Matt. Where’s Sophie?’ though he guessed the answer to that.




  Tom, a sixteen-year-old copy of his father with the same black hair and neat in a dark blue suit, but dark eyed, answered, ‘Morning, Dad. I think I heard her. I expect she’s busy

  with something in her room, be down shortly,’ making an excuse for his sister, as usual.




  Jack did not believe him and cocked a cynical eye at Chrissie, but accepted the explanation. ‘Hum.’ He picked up a hot plate from the sideboard and helped himself to eggs, bacon and

  sausages from the dishes there. He said again, louder, ‘Good morning, Matt!’




  His younger son was not quite sixteen, lanky in baggy grey flannel trousers and a white cricket shirt open at the neck. His sandy hair was unruly and growing down to his collar. He turned from

  staring vacantly out of the window and blinked vague light blue eyes at his father. ‘Sorry. Good morning.’




  ‘Dreaming again,’ Jack said half affectionately, half irritated, then shook his head and sat down opposite his wife.




  Betty Price, the maid, a rosy-cheeked country girl smart in black dress, white apron and cap, bustled in with fresh coffee and toast. She set them on the table then whisked up Chrissie’s

  and the boys’ emptied plates and carried them out. Chrissie automatically watched to see it was done properly, as she supervised all the work of the house. She had done it all herself in her

  time.




  Now she handed the letter to Tom, asking him, ‘Pass that to your father, please.’




  Tom obeyed and Jack took it, brows raised, then read as he ate. Chrissie followed the example of the boys and buttered toast, going over the contents of the letter in her mind. Elsie Massingham

  had written from California that her husband Phillip had lost every penny he had in the Wall Street crash of 1929 and two years later was sacked from his job as a film director. Since then he had

  failed to find work. Elsie wrote: ‘It seems he antagonised the studio bosses, refusing to abandon his principles and do as he was told.’ Now he had suffered a nervous breakdown and run

  off. He had left a note saying that he would not be a burden and would rather live the life of a tramp.




  Chrissie had invested her money in Phillip’s company, Massingham Films, when he was a near-penniless, crippled ex-officer. She was desperately sorry for him and his family now. ‘I

  wish we could do something for him, Jack.’




  He shook his head and sighed, ‘That isn’t possible because we don’t know where he is. Hollywood has closed its doors to him so he won’t be able to work in films. It will

  be impossible for an Englishman to get any other kind of job. He’s one of eleven million unemployed in the States right now. Five thousand banks collapsed and nine million savings accounts

  went down the drain. There are all kinds of men, lots of them professionals, tramping the streets or riding boxcars on the railways, all looking for work. Hoboes they call them. But –’

  and he tapped the letter, ‘– we can send a cheque to his wife.’




  Chrissie nodded, ‘We’ll do that.’ It was something, but she left the toast, not wanting it now.




  Matt had eaten two slices with marmalade after a plateful of eggs and bacon. He now said, ‘You look like a bookie’s clerk in that suit, Tom.’




  His brother only grinned at the intended insult. He wore the suit because this was the day he was starting work. He had wanted to work in the shipyards almost from the time he could walk.

  Chrissie wondered, not for the first time, at the coincidence that Tom was the spitting image of Jack. Matt on the other hand had Jack’s pale blue eyes – or had they come from his

  grandmother, Hilary? Matt would have Jack’s height when grown, and was tall as Tom now, but skinny as a beanpole.




  Now Jack spread marmalade on toast and said, ‘Car, Matt.’




  ‘Right!’ For once Matt moved quickly, and was out of his chair and the room in a few long strides.




  Minutes later Jack drained his coffee cup and stood up. Chrissie and Tom followed him out into the hall. Pearson, the young footman, waited there with Tom’s suitcase. All the other

  servants, the two maids and the cook, were there to see off Tom. Only the part-time gardener was missing. There were no longer a butler and the dozen or so servants that had been in the house ten

  years ago. The vacuum cleaner, electric cooker and central heating – its boiler stoked by Pearson – had replaced them.




  ‘’Bye, Tom!’ Sophie leaned over the banister at the head of the stairs, making nonsense of Tom’s excuse for her absence. She was still in pyjamas, blonde hair tousled.

  She was just short of fifteen years old now and still a schoolgirl, but the body inside the pyjamas was that of a young woman.




  Young Pearson stared woodenly to his front, embarrassed, and Chrissie snapped, scandalised, ‘Get dressed!’




  Tom added, teasing, ‘Really, Sophie!’




  She grinned at him, ‘Don’t you start!’ Normally she and her brothers gambolled and scrambled like three puppies. Now she called, ‘Good luck!’ and meant it, and blew

  him a kiss. Then she slid a sideways glance at Pearson and Chrissie’s lips tightened. Sophie saw that and scurried away.




  Outside on the drive sat the car, a black Ford V8 saloon – the Rolls was only used now for special occasions, just for show. Matt had driven the Ford round from the garage, the former

  stables at the back of the house. Now he got down and Chrissie took his place, Jack at her side and Tom in the rear. Benson, the chauffeur, had retired years ago and had not been replaced, just one

  of many economies. As Chrissie steered the car down the gravelled drive the house spread wide in the rear-view mirror, the tower lifting high at its centre.




  She drove down into the town, stopped at the station and got down with Tom. Jack slid over behind the wheel as Tom hauled his suitcase from the car.




  Jack held out a hand. ‘Be careful. And good luck.’




  Tom shook it, smiling, excited. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Then he looked down at the folded pound note in his palm, laughed and said again, ‘Thanks!’




  Jack drove away, smiling, but still felt a twinge of worry. Tom was a young man now, serious and responsible, but he was going out into the world and a shipyard could be a

  dangerous place, hence the warning to him to be careful. Jack had drummed that into him over the years, but a reminder did no harm. And Tom would not be kept out of the yard, that had always been

  clear. The same could not be said of Matt, unfortunately . . .




  A frown creased Jack’s brow for an instant, but then he was turning the Ford in at the big, open gates of the Ballantyne yard and the frown faded as he felt the surge of pride that always

  came over him as he entered. His great-grandfather had started the yard back in the 1850s. Jack was the fourth generation to build ships here. The frown returned as he wondered bleakly if he would

  be the last.




  ‘You will be careful?’ Chrissie repeated the warning. She had been brought up alongside the yards and heard all the stories of men falling from staging, being

  crushed, drowned or their skulls cracked by dropped tools.




  Tom promised patiently, ‘Yes, mother.’




  ‘And send me a postcard tonight to let me know you’ve settled into your lodgings all right.’




  Tom would not yet be working at Ballantyne’s. He had said, ‘I don’t want to start as the boss’s son,’ so Jack had found him an apprenticeship in a yard on the Tyne

  and Tom would be living in lodgings close by. That, too, had been Tom’s idea, and he had said it was to be near his work, though he could have travelled there daily by train in little more

  than a half-hour. But it was also to prove to himself that he could manage on his own. Chrissie had guessed that last and accepted it.




  Now she was not finding it easy.




  On the opposite platform stood a little group of men in their suits and carrying cases, their wives holding on to their arms. They were waiting for the southbound train to go looking for work

  because their yards had shut down. Chrissie’s fears for Ballantyne’s returned, a spectre that had haunted her for twelve years.




  She watched and waved as Tom’s train took him from her, he leaning out of the window and flapping a hand. Then she walked out of the station and across the road to the Railway Hotel.




  She pushed through the swinging doors into the foyer and started across the deep-pile carpet with its scattering of leather armchairs and small, light oak tables. She caught the scent of the

  flowers in the vases on the tables and glimpsed her reflection in the huge mirrors set in the panelled walls, a slender, long-legged woman in her early forties. Her dress was rayon and expensive

  and her hair with a tinge of copper had been washed and waved by a hairdresser.




  She checked in her stride as Susan Dobson, the receptionist, smiled and said, ‘Good morning, Mrs Ballantyne. There’s a young lady who would like to see you.’




  The girl had been sitting by the desk, stiff and straight, her hands in her lap, feet tucked under the chair. Now she stood up quickly. The print of her cotton dress was faded and Chrissie

  guessed it had been made from another; she had experience of that. She thought this slight girl was younger than her own daughter, and seemed frightened. Chrissie smiled and asked, ‘You are .

  . .?’




  ‘Sarah Tennant, miss – Mrs Ballantyne.’ Spoken in little more than a whisper – and still remembering her school manners.




  Chrissie thought she knew why the girl was there and sighed to herself, but she said, ‘Come along, then,’ and led the way into her office.
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  Chrissie’s office was comfortable with thick carpeting and a rug before the fireplace, which was covered by an attractive floral screen in this summer weather. A big

  window let in sunlight which reflected from the polished desk. Behind the desk was a swivel chair and before it two armchairs. Two more stood on either side of the fireplace.




  Chrissie sat behind her desk and gestured to Sarah to take a chair before it. Sarah complied but only perched on the edge of it. Chrissie asked, ‘So what did you want to see me

  about?’




  ‘My mother thought you might give me a job. She worked for you years ago: Isabel Tennant?’ That ended as a question. Did Mrs Ballantyne remember?




  Chrissie did. Isabel Tennant had been a good worker, and she had been a grown woman and familiar with the workings of a hotel. But Chrissie had no vacancy for her now, while this girl . . . She

  asked, ‘What can you do?’




  Sarah answered quickly, ‘Anything.’




  Chrissie suppressed a sigh again and changed the question. ‘Have you worked in a place like this before?’ When Sarah shook her head she went on, ‘Have you worked anywhere

  before?’




  ‘No, Mrs Ballantyne.’




  Chrissie looked down at the desk, not wanting to meet that pleading gaze. She could have taken on a dozen girls like this every week if she had the work for them. But she ran a business that

  employed over thirty people – so long as it was profitable. It had to stay in profit or none of them would work, and that meant she could not pay passengers.




  Chrissie asked absently, remembering the Isabel Tennant of all those years ago, ‘What is your mother doing now?’




  ‘She’s poorly.’ When Chrissie looked up Sarah went on, ‘The doctor says it’s consumption. She can’t get out now.’




  Chrissie knew about tuberculosis, the disease that carried off so many. She was silent a moment then asked, ‘Who looks after her?’




  Sarah said simply, ‘Me.’




  ‘I mean when your father is at work.’




  ‘Dad died when I was two years old.’




  Chrissie probed, ‘How long has your mother been ill?’




  ‘Over a year now.’




  ‘And you’ve kept up with school.’




  ‘I’ve never been absent.’




  ‘And the housework?’




  ‘I do it all. Mam used to try to dust round a bit but it just made her cough so she had to stop. I do all that, and the cooking and the washing.’




  Chrissie thought, So she’s not without experience of a sort. But there still isn’t a vacancy . . . She recalled the girl saying gamely that she could do anything. She was just a

  little slip of a thing. Chrissie had been about her age and size when she boldly asked for a housekeeper’s job with Lance Morgan who kept the Frigate public house. Her lips twitched,

  picturing that girl of nearly thirty years ago, her impudence. But she had needed that job desperately at the time, to get away from a man who was a threat to her. And she had got it.




  Chrissie came back to the present, realised the long silence that had drawn out as she thought back. She looked across at Sarah, saw her wide eyes and drooping mouth. She smiled at the girl and

  said, ‘I can use you in the kitchen, helping Cook. Do you think you could do that?’




  ‘Oh, yes, please, miss – Mrs Ballantyne.’ Sarah’s face lit up in a smile and she shifted in the chair as if eager to go.




  Chrissie asked, ‘When can you start?’




  Sarah offered, ‘Now?’ afraid that if she hesitated she might lose this chance.




  ‘Have you brought an overall or apron with you?’




  The girl’s smile slipped away. ‘No, Mrs Ballantyne.’




  Chrissie thought, And you’re wearing your best dress. She said, ‘Never mind. I expect we can find something. Come on.’




  Outside they met Dinsdale Arkley, her manager, limping across the foyer; he had lost a leg in Flanders in the Great War. Chrissie greeted him: ‘Good morning, Arkley.’ Years ago when

  they had both worked for Lance Morgan in the Frigate he had told her, ‘Nobody calls me Dinsdale except me mother.’ She introduced him to Sarah and he took a note of her address;

  Chrissie knew the neighbourhood. Later Arkley would enter Sarah in the wages book – she would be paid seven shillings and sixpence a week – and see to her insurance.




  Chrissie led Sarah on but paused before entering the kitchen to warn her, ‘Don’t be frightened by the chef. He’s really very kind and you’ll find him fair.’




  Sarah blinked apprehensively but nodded. ‘Yes, Mrs Ballantyne.’




  In the kitchen Chrissie said, ‘Mr Kincaid, this is Sarah Tennant, starting as an assistant for you.’




  Jock Kincaid, ramrod straight, glowered down from his height of six foot four, extended another eight inches by his chef’s white hat. His mouth was set like a trap in a bony face. He had

  gone to sea as a boy and went on to cook on merchantmen and then liners. Ten years ago he had ‘swallowed the anchor’ and come ashore to work in the Railway Hotel. He said Chrissie

  Ballantyne was the best skipper he’d ever had. His voice was a bass rumble that growled over his kitchen like the contented humming of bees or the menace of thunder. But now he only said

  neutrally, ‘Oh, aye?’




  Chrissie asked, ‘Can you find an apron for her?’




  Again the rumble: ‘Oh, aye.’




  Sarah blinked up at him, awed, but she could see beyond him the assistant cook, the two kitchen maids and the kitchen porter, all of them seeming cheerful. So she concluded this must be a kindly

  giant and smiled up at him.




  Chrissie left Sarah then, returned to her office and plunged into her work.




  Chrissie told Jack after dinner that evening as they walked in the garden at the rear of the house, ‘I took on another girl today.’




  ‘Yes?’ he answered absently, head turned to watch Matt who was stooped over the open bonnet of the Ford, tinkering with its engine.




  ‘She comes from the street next to where I was born.’




  He grinned at her. ‘She’ll know about you, then, “Chrissie Carter that was”.’




  She returned the smile, accepting the truth: people talked. There would obviously be gossip, some of it malicious, about a girl from that neighbourhood who married a Ballantyne. She said primly,

  ‘She won’t know all about me.’




  ‘I would hope not.’ And they laughed together.




  Then Jack said, ‘I’ve got to have another word with Matt. It really is time he made up his mind about a career, had an objective in life. He’s just drifting.’




  Chrissie defended her son: ‘His last school report wasn’t bad.’




  ‘It wasn’t good, either. The only good marks he got were for art. On the last report he did well at literature, but not this time. He told me that was because he wasn’t

  too keen on the books they studied this term. And that’s it: he won’t apply his mind, just flits from one subject to another as the fancy takes him. And that applies outside of school

  as well. He likes to fiddle with the car but he doesn’t want to be any sort of engineer. He takes no interest in the yard. When I was his age—’




  ‘Jack!’ Chrissie laid a hand on his sleeve and stopped him. ‘He doesn’t take after you. Tom does and he will be going into the yard, no doubt of that. Just be grateful

  for him.’




  ‘That’s true. Strange, though,’ Jack mused, ‘him being just like a real Ballantyne.’ He went on, ‘That still doesn’t excuse Matt. He will have to earn

  his living one day.’ He halted in his strolling. ‘I’ll tell you who he’s like: my mother. You’ve seen her picture.’




  ‘There’s a resemblance,’ Chrissie had to admit it. Hilary Ballantyne was a tall, slender woman, blonde where Matt was sandy haired, but there was no denying the likeness.




  ‘And not just physically,’ Jack said grimly. ‘She was a dreamer, never did a hand’s turn and walked out on my father and me when I was five years old.’

  Hilary Ballantyne had run off to the South of France with another man. ‘I never missed her. Old Amy Jenkinson, my nurse, was a mother to me, both before and after my real mother left. I

  don’t want Matt turning out like her.’




  ‘Glory be to God!’ Chrissie exclaimed. She lifted her gaze to the sky then returned it to Jack. ‘He’s not yet sixteen! He doesn’t have to know what to

  do with his life this early just because you and Tom did!’ As Jack opened his mouth to argue she shifted her ground and charged, ‘You’d do better to have a word with

  Sophie,’ knowing full well that her daughter was Jack’s favourite. ‘Now, she does take after her grandmother, my natural mother.’




  Jack shrugged. ‘I never met her, as you know, but you’ve told me all about her, how she was a singer and dancer – and the rest.’




  ‘I’ve told you some of it,’ said Chrissie grimly, ‘but you don’t know the half.’ Her natural mother had been uncaring, had deserted her as a babe in

  arms. ‘She was known as “Vesta Nightingale – vocals and dance”. So far as I know, she still is. And she rolled her eyes at every man she met. That’s Sophie all

  over – and she knows what she wants to do, unfortunately.’




  They glared at each other for a moment then Chrissie’s lips twitched and she laughed. Jack grinned, because this was an old argument and they had said it all before.




  Jack said, ‘All right, I’ll take a stricter line with her.’ Chrissie remembered him saying that before, too. He asked, ‘Where is she, anyway?’




  ‘She went off to play tennis. She’s meeting some of her friends from school at the club, said they’d probably stay on for coffee and a chat afterwards. I said I wanted her in

  by ten.’




  Jack nodded agreement. ‘No harm in that.’




  Sophie was just one more young girl in a summer dress at the dance, except that hers was a floral silk and more expensive than the cotton frocks around her. She had smuggled it

  out of the house in her tennis bag along with the cheap high-heeled shoes she had bought, secretly and illicitly, with her allowance and extra shillings she had begged from her father. The lipstick

  and make-up had been purchased the same way. Her tennis dress was in her bag in the cloakroom.




  The dance-hall was a high-vaulted cavern, its floor filled with gliding couples under a blue haze of smoke. They danced to the music of a twelve-piece band in dinner jackets who played on a

  stage at one end of the hall. Lights sparkled and reflected from a mirrored globe circling above the centre of the floor.




  Some of the men wore dark double-breasted suits from Burton’s or the Fifty-shilling Tailors – just about a labourer’s weekly wage – and others dressed more cheaply, in

  sports coats and grey flannel trousers. The hands of clerks and draughtsmen among them were pink and clean but those who worked in the yards had calloused hands, bruised or burnt, grey with

  ingrained dirt no scrubbing would remove.




  They made a sober background for the splashes of colour of the girls’ dresses. Shop assistants and office workers sat on chairs ranked along the walls and chattered excitedly while young

  men stood in groups, eyeing the girls, smoking and talking, summoning up the nerve to ask for a dance.




  One crossed to Sophie where she stood near the band and asked, ‘Would you like to do this one?’ She had danced with several already, and eagerly, but now she shook her head

  impatiently and the young man flushed and strode away.




  Sophie did not notice. All her attention was focused on the stage. The band’s singer, a woman in her mid-twenties wearing a close-fitting evening dress that fell to her silver slippers,

  got up from her chair and stepped forward to the microphone. The bandleader, out in front, pointed his baton and she began to sing. ‘I Only Have Eyes For You . . .’ Sophie sang silently

  with her, mouthing the words, and imitating the gestures in her mind.




  When the singer was done, Sophie sought out the young man she had turned away, telling him, ‘Sorry, but I couldn’t dance then. I will now.’ She opened her arms and the startled

  youth automatically stepped into them before he could grumble at her previous refusal. But Sophie was back by the stage again when the singer came on for her next number.




  She left at a quarter to ten, changing rapidly in the ladies’ toilet, racing to catch her tram. She ran, light footed in plimsolls, the last four hundred yards from the tram stop through

  the wide and tree-lined silent streets of big houses standing in expansive gardens. Her home was one of the biggest and she reached it at a quarter past ten.




  She took the six steps up to the front door in two bounds. The main door was open, but the inner door with its big stained-glass panel she opened with her key. As she padded along the hall her

  mother called from the sitting-room on the left, ‘Sophie!’




  Sophie sauntered into the spacious sitting-room, with its chesterfield and several armchairs forming islands of furniture on a sea of polished floor. The pictures on the walls were all of ships

  built in the Ballantyne yard, except for the one that hung over the mantelpiece, a life-sized portrait of Sophie’s smiling mother.




  Chrissie was not smiling now as she looked around the wing of her armchair and accused, ‘You’re late.’




  Sophie controlled her breathing and apologised meekly. ‘Sorry, Mummy. I lost track of the time.’




  Jack lowered his paper for a moment and frowned. ‘Talking, I suppose.’




  Sophie sat on the arm of his chair and leaned against him. ‘A bit.’




  He grinned at her, then caught Chrissie’s eye on him and said sternly, ‘When your mother says ten o’clock, that’s what she means. Remember another time.’




  ‘Yes, Daddy.’ Sophie kissed him and headed towards the door, but diverted to the grand piano that stood by the window. She ran her fingers along the keys then sat down and played,

  singing softly.




  Matt, his lean length stretched along the chesterfield, broke in, ‘You’re beating that piano to death.’ He could play with careless ease, while Tom did so conscientiously but

  laboriously and Sophie with slap-bang abandon.




  Now she laughed and went on her way, softly humming.




  She was still singing when Matt passed her open door later on the way to his room. He paused and glanced behind him to make sure no one else could hear, then warned, ‘They’ll find

  out one of these days.’




  Sophie grinned at him. ‘Bet you they don’t!’ Then as he started to move on, ‘Why are you so miserable?’




  Matt scowled. ‘Oh, the usual thing: Dad wanting to know what I’m going to do with my life, asking when I’m going to pull up my socks, telling me my reports aren’t good

  enough.’




  Sophie pointed out simply, ‘Well, they aren’t.’




  ‘I can’t help it. I just get bored.’




  She sighed then smiled at him and reached up to ruffle his sandy hair. ‘Never mind. Cheer up. I think you’re great, the cat’s whiskers.’




  ‘Just because I cover up for you.’ But he was grinning as he went on his way.




  Chrissie thought of her daughter that night in the moments before she slept, with Jack already slumbering quietly beside her. Sophie was of an age with the girl who had come to

  Chrissie for a job that day, but Sophie was taller and in body a young woman. She was far removed from the grim reality of Sarah’s life, having been brought up in this big, comfortable house,

  so different from that where Sarah lived, and where Chrissie was born and raised . . .




  ‘Will he be all right?’ Margaret Hackett asked anxiously that evening. She was a drab, thin woman in her early forties with faded good looks, a clean apron over her

  old dress.




  ‘Why d’you worry about him?’ Her son, Peter Robinson, answered her question with another. Peter had kept his father’s name when Margaret married Bert Hackett. He was

  seventeen now, inches taller than her, still thin, but strong. He wore a patched jacket and trousers handed down from his stepfather. Peter continued bitterly, ‘He wouldn’t worry over

  you.’




  They stood in the kitchen-cum-living-room, one of the two rooms they rented on the ground floor of an old terraced house. The fire was not lit but the fireplace was blackleaded, and the brass

  fender and fire irons – tongs, poker and shovel – gleamed. The oil cloth spread on the table was washed clean. This was also the bedroom for Peter and his six-year-old half-brother,

  Billy Hackett; they shared a bed that folded down out of the old sideboard that stood against one wall. Bert Hackett and Margaret slept in the other room.




  Peter and his mother looked out through the window into the back yard, watching Bert Hackett staggering across from the outside lavatory. He hitched his braces over his shoulders as he came into

  the room and peered at them owlishly. He said thickly, voice slurred, ‘Right, I’m ready. Let’s away or the bloody ship will sail without me. Fetch me bag, you,’ he threw at

  Peter as he fumbled his arms into his jacket and staggered out of the door into the passage.




  Peter did not answer him but hoisted the big kitbag on to his shoulder. It held Hackett’s spare clothes, blankets and ‘donkey’s breakfast’ – the mattress, at one

  time straw filled, that would go inside his bunk. Peter told his mother gently, ‘No need to fret. I’ll see he gets aboard all right.’ She smiled at him, although the corners of

  her mouth turned down as he turned and tramped away down the passage.




  Margaret Hackett slumped down into her chair, the smile gone. She recalled miserably how she had married Hackett in 1928 to give her growing son a stepfather to replace the real one he had

  hardly known – Frank Robinson had died of pneumonia when Peter was three years old. But Hackett had made her life hell, given her another child, Billy, and a succession of miscarriages. Now

  she believed she was pregnant again. She wept.




  Peter strode up the street, thinking that his mother seemed better these days. That was probably because she could look forward to weeks or months of freedom from Hackett,

  depending on how long this voyage lasted. And she wasn’t bruised now. That had stopped a few months ago when Hackett had started to beat her for the hundredth time and Peter’s anger had

  exploded into equal violence. He had fought his stepfather out of the house and into the yard while the neighbours watched and his mother covered her face with her apron and wept, until Peter

  grabbed a coal shovel and felled Hackett.




  Now he overtook the lurching man, walked with him to the tram and sat by him as it swayed, rattled and clanged across the bridge. It was fully dark now, and the lights on the ships shed yellow

  pools on the oily black surface of the river below. They got down from the tram and Peter shouldered the bag again and guided the weaving Hackett through the dark wilderness of the dock. They wound

  through black canyons between sheds, trudged beneath cranes and circled huge bollards. Peter held the bag on one shoulder and yanked at Hackett with his free hand to keep the drunken man on course.

  Even so, at one point, stumbling through a dark alley they fell on a pile of coal and emerged filthy and coughing on dust.




  They finally came to Hackett’s ship. Peter steered him up the gangway, urged him forward to the fo’c’sle and set him on the ladder. Hackett missed the last few rungs and fell

  to the deck, but without injury. The men already sleeping in the bunks set around the fo’c’sle woke and swore: ‘Keep quiet! Noisy bastard!’ Peter dragged out the

  ‘donkey’s breakfast’, spread it on an empty bunk and shoved Hackett into it.




  He climbed back up the ladder and went ashore, his duty done. A load had been lifted from his shoulders, and not just the kitbag. As he walked home he thought, Good riddance. But there was still

  bitterness because he and his mother needed the money that Hackett made – what little he gave them. Peter was unemployed, only making a shilling or two from odd jobs and they were few.




  And winter was coming . . .




  ‘Wondering whether to gan in, lad?’ One of the men in the river of hundreds streaming through the gates of the shipyard on the Tyne threw the question at Tom. This

  was the first morning after his leaving home and he stood in the road, smart in his suit, with the crowd sweeping around him. He stared at the yard, the sheds visible through the open gates, the

  huge bulk of the half-completed vessel standing inside the staging, towering above the walls. The joker threw back at him as he went on with the crowd, ‘Toss a brick up! If it comes down, gan

  home; if it stops up, come in!’




  Tom had heard that one before and laughed. His laughter came easily because he was excited and proud, and had looked forward to this day for a long time. He was going to be a shipyard worker,

  and earning – not much, but he would be paid and that was enough. He grinned and joined the throng, then walked in through the gates to clock on.




  When he came out that evening his ears rang from the din of the riveting hammers. He was weary but happy, and walked back to his lodgings content.




  But then, he could not see into the future.




  Joshua Fannon, pot bellied, greasy haired and in his forties, was thinking of Sarah as he washed up the breakfast dishes in the untidy kitchen. Meggie, his wife, insisted he

  should clean it, as she demanded he do all the other work about the house. He obeyed, but in slovenly fashion, and she berated him endlessly.




  ‘You’ve got to get them Herbert Street rents today!’ Meggie bellowed at him from where she still lay, mountainous, in bed.




  ‘Aye, I know.’ He answered her meekly but whispered, ‘Ye daft cow!’ He would not forget the Herbert Street rents because that lass Sarah Tennant lived there.




  Meggie bawled again, ‘And I want them all, mind! Tak’ no excuses!’




  ‘I’ll get them,’ he promised. He had no thought of rebellion. On their wedding night some ten years ago he had tried to claim his conjugal rights and she had scared him off

  with a red-hot poker drawn from the fire. He was still frightened and the marriage had never been consummated.




  He had proposed to her because of her money: she had rents from a number of houses left to her by her father, a builder. Joshua had looked forward to a life of ease. Meggie was as big as

  himself, with boot-button little eyes in a doughy face, but she had posed as compliant and willing. Only after the wedding had she become harsh and domineering. She wanted a husband as an

  appendage, because other women had one, and she needed a servant, someone to collect her rents and do any work that was needed about the house. Now she stayed in bed until noon every day, when

  Joshua brought in their lunch from the fish and chip shop.




  ‘Get me a bit o’ haddock!’ Her shriek followed him as he set off down the passage, pulling on the old raincoat with big pockets that he wore to collect the rents. The passage

  was uncarpeted, just the bare boards swept clean. Joshua took turns with Mrs Bennet to sweep it. The Bennets, man and wife, lived in the two rooms upstairs. Despite her money, Meggie would not have

  a house to herself, nor would she buy carpet for the passage because the Bennets would not pay a share.




  In Herbert Street Fannon took the few shillings and coppers from Isabel Tennant, counted them and dropped the money in his raincoat pocket. He used his cheap fountain pen to enter the sum in the

  rent book and handed the book back to Sarah’s mother. He asked, ‘Where’s your lass, then?’




  Isabel smiled. ‘Sarah’s got a job.’




  ‘Has she?’ Fannon was unimpressed. His gaze wandered around the cramped little room, assessing. He saw that the grate and coal bucket were empty and the curtains, face turned to the

  world, were frayed. He could read the signs of dire poverty and he knew the kind of wages a young girl could earn.




  He promised, ‘I’ll see you next week.’ And the week after that. The Tennants would find the rent for a little longer but soon the ends would refuse to meet, at first by only

  coppers, but the gap would widen. A day would come when Sarah would not have the rent and she would need help from him. She would not accept the . . . arrangement . . . easily – he had seen

  her unspoken dislike whenever she met him – but to keep a roof over her mother’s head . . .
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  Winter 1935




  On a bitterly cold night Bert Hackett staggered out of a bar in Hamburg and blinked his eyes against the darkness and the driving rain. He hiccupped, swore and stumbled across

  the cobbled street, heading for his ship. She lay moored to a buoy out in the basin and he looked for the boat that would take him back to her. He had left it tied up at the foot of a flight of

  stone steps running down from the quay. He squinted blearily against the rain then grunted as he saw the head of the steps and lurched over to them.




  He paused then, peering down and trying to focus his eyes. The stairs fell steeply into blackness, relieved only by the glint of yellow light from a distant lamp. It reflected from the wet

  steps, their surfaces seeming to shiver as rain splashed on them. He thought he could make out the boat and started down, one hand groping along the wall slimy with weed, booted foot feeling for

  the tread.




  He was close to the surface of the water before he saw there was no boat at the foot of these steps. He mumbled an oath and turned away from the wall, intending to climb back to the quay and

  look elsewhere, but the steps were narrower than he thought. He set one foot down in space and then he was falling. He plunged in face first, foul water driven into his mouth by the force of his

  fall.




  He sank, rose briefly, buoyed up by the air in his clothes, but then sank again, dragged down by the weight of his sea-boots. In the second that his head was above water he started to draw a

  whooping breath but at the last he sucked in more water than air and went under choking. He still struggled to the surface once again with the strength of desperation. His fingers found the wall

  and scrabbled like claws at its weed-hung surface. He tore away handfuls of the slime but found no purchase, no hold that would take his weight. That weight was increasing now as the air went out

  of his clothes and water flooded in to take its place, wrapping him in its freezing embrace. So he sank for the last time. He tried to scream for help, but his lungs filled with water, drowning his

  cries and himself.




  Margaret Hackett received a letter from the shipowners: ‘. . . regret to inform you . . .’ Peter went with her to the shipping office in Tatham Street where she

  collected the meagre balance of pay that Hackett had not been able to booze away in some foreign port.




  Peter realised that he was now the breadwinner of the family. He tramped around the shipyards again in the bitter cold, following the dreary trail he had beaten often before. He went to a

  different yard each day and set out from home before half past seven, because that was when the yards started. He wanted to be at the gate before the foremen arrived to clock on. He stood in the

  crowd of men and boys hungry for work and chanted the enquiry like an incantation or a prayer: ‘D’ye want any men, mister?’ And time after time he was turned away: ‘Sorry,

  son.’ That was mostly said with regret or sympathy, the refuser subconsciously thinking, There but for the grace of God go I, because anybody could be laid off.




  At Ballantyne’s yard Peter offered up his plea to a foreman called Gallagher, muscular but beer bellied, with a veined nose and narrow eyes that glared out of a red face. He shoved Peter

  aside and jeered, ‘Get out o’ my way! If there was a job going I’d want a man, not a skinny lad! Now bugger off!’




  Peter started forward, fists clenched, ready to avenge the insult, but another man was coming up behind Gallagher, bigger and broader, with a cropped head, bent nose and scarred face. He put a

  hand on Peter’s chest and sent him staggering to the ground. The hungry crowd growled its disapproval, and Peter was scrambling up again, outraged, when a stranger stepped between him and the

  other two. He held Peter back and snapped at the big man, ‘That’s enough, McNally. You should pick on somebody your own height and weight.’
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