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			‘Put me to work on the pit lane, would you? Is that all you think I’m worth?’

			When her mother dies in childbirth, Pearl Edwards is left in the care of her aunt, Annie Grafton. Annie loves Pearl like her own daughter but it isn’t easy to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. Annie knows the best way to supplement their meagre income is to walk the pit lane at night, looking for men willing to pay for her company.

			As Pearl grows older she is unable to remain ignorant of Annie’s profession, despite her aunt’s attempts to shield her. But when Pearl finds herself unexpectedly without work and their landlord raises the rent, it becomes clear they have few choices lef and Annie is forced to ask Pearl the unthinkable.

			Rather than submit to life on the pit lane, Pearl runs away. She has nothing and nowhere to go, but Pearl is determined to survive on her own terms . . .
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			In all of my novels set in Ryhope in 1919 I try, where possible, to use the original street names. I am grateful to Durham County Records Office, who very kindly copied for me the Ordnance Survey Map of Ryhope from that era.

			However, in Pearl of Pit Lane, my third novel set in the village of Ryhope in 1919, I have created a fictional street called Dawdon Street where some nefarious activity takes place!

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			The Promise

			July 1919

			‘What are you doing sitting out in the rain?’

			Pearl looked up into the face of her friend Joey, who was making his way towards her. As he walked, his bad foot dragged behind him. Pearl’s skinny dog, Boot, lay on the wet ground at her feet, and when Pearl didn’t reply to Joey’s question, he raised his black head and nudged her hand with his nose.

			‘Annie’s busy; she’s dressmaking upstairs in our room. She wanted me out of the way,’ Pearl said. She kept her gaze fixed on the ground, unable to face Joey when she was spinning him a lie. But how could she give him the honest reply he deserved? She couldn’t tell anyone the truth. It was her and Annie’s secret what happened in their room.

			Joey pulled his thin jacket around him, but it proved useless against the rain. ‘Shove along then,’ he said, forcing his way on to the step.

			Pearl moved to one side, letting her friend sit next to her. Rain dripped from the end of her nose. Her long auburn hair was plastered against her head, and her blouse and skirt were wet through. She wrapped her arms around her knees and hugged them towards her.

			‘Annie’s busy?’ Joey repeated. ‘What’s so important that she won’t let you stay inside on a day as wet as this?’

			Pearl knew it would be a relief to tell someone, and with Joey being her best friend, there was no one better to confide in. So many times she’d wanted to tell him what was really going on, but she’d always held back out of respect for Annie’s wishes. She didn’t want to get her aunt into any kind of trouble. If she did tell, once the secret was out, there could be no taking it back.

			The yard where Pearl and Joey sat belonged to landlord Bernie Pemberton. Bernie also owned the room above, where Pearl and Annie lived, and the haberdashery shop below, Pemberton’s Goods, where Annie worked by day. But it was Annie’s night-time work that Pearl was sworn to secrecy on.

			‘Isn’t Annie working in the shop today then?’ Joey asked. Pearl knew he’d keep on with the questions until she gave him a reply.

			‘It’s early closing day,’ she said. At least that bit was true, it was early closing day, although what came out of her mouth next was a line she had spun many times before. ‘She says she needs all the space upstairs to spread the dressmaking material about.’

			She looked at Joey’s mucky face underneath his worn and frayed cap. He was a thin boy, small for his age, and two years younger than Pearl, who was almost sixteen. She was almost a woman, Aunt Annie kept telling her. Pearl understood only too well that her aunt meant she was nearly of an age to do the same work as Annie did. But Annie wasn’t talking about her shop work in Pemberton’s Goods. She was referring to her second, secret job that she took on to earn extra cash, work that Pearl did not approve of and did not want at any cost. She’d seen the way Annie lived, taking men off the street to her room, and she knew that, whatever happened in her future, she herself wanted a life that didn’t need to be kept secret. She wanted a life that wouldn’t get her into trouble, one that meant she wouldn’t need to hide from the coppers on their rounds like Annie had to do.

			Pearl had been promised a job working behind the bar at the Colliery Inn as soon as she turned sixteen, and it was an offer she couldn’t afford to turn down. Until then, she kept the room clean for her aunt, mended her clothes, and spent her free time making clippy mats from old scraps of rags. She’d even sold one of her mats in the shop. Annie had hung it up for sale and it had caught the eye of one of her customers.

			Pearl hooked her arm through Joey’s and the two of them huddled close. If anyone had seen them, if anyone had been daft enough to be walking by in the rain, they might have thought the pair were brother and sister, sitting on the doorstep with their skinny dog, waiting for their mam to come home. But the truth was that Pearl’s only relation was her aunt, and the only person other than Pearl who cared about Joey was his mam, Kate Scotch, a short, bird-like woman not much taller than her son. His dad had run off before Joey was born.

			‘Were you going somewhere just now?’ Pearl asked.

			‘The pit,’ Joey replied. Pearl noticed the sadness in the way he said the two words. It was the same sadness that was always there now when he spoke of the place he used to work.

			‘Mam says I have to go and ask for my old job back. I’ve told her I’ve asked already, but she says I have to keep trying.’ His voice trailed off.

			‘Do you want to go back?’

			Joey reached down and stroked Boot behind his ears, the dog’s favourite place. ‘Mam says I have to.’

			‘I wouldn’t want to go back after what happened,’ Pearl said softly.

			‘Everyone says not to blame myself, Pearl, but I do. They say it was the pony’s fault, but I should have been concentrating. If I’d been looking in the right direction like the gaffer taught me, I would have seen the coal tub coming loose. I just didn’t see it, Pearl. It was my fault, I know it was.’

			Pearl heard his voice break, it was a conversation they’d had many times since Joey’s accident. He’d been working with a pit pony, which had been killed when one of the coal tubs fell from the track. Joey’s life had been saved by a quick-thinking older lad who also worked on the tubs, but the accident had taken its toll and left him with an injured leg. Where once he would run through the back streets of Ryhope or kick stones along the cobbles, now he walked slowly, with a limp. It had taken its toll in deeper, unseen ways too. It was the nightmares he hated most, seeing the dead body of the pony in his dreams.

			As the two of them sat on the doorstep, the rain stepped up a notch and started hitting the ground faster, harder, like a song Pearl and Joey were getting used to hearing that had suddenly changed key.

			‘Can’t you go inside at all?’ Joey asked.

			Pearl glanced up at the window, the curtains drawn in the middle of the day. ‘Not yet,’ she replied.

			‘What about the shop? Can’t you wait in there until Annie’s finished work?’

			Pearl shook her head. ‘I’m supposed to be in the village,’ she said, remembering the task that Annie had sent her to do. She nodded towards Boot, who was lying on the ground, his dark velvet eyes keeping watch on her and Joey. ‘Annie says I have to sell him.’

			‘Boot? No!’ Joey cried. ‘You’ve had him for ages, you can’t just get rid of him.’

			At the sound of his name, Boot stood to attention and shook himself from side to side, splattering rain against Pearl and Joey from his heavy wet coat.

			Pearl shielded her face with her hands. ‘Boot, stop it!’ she scolded.

			The dog waited for another command, but when none came, he laid his wet head on Pearl’s knees.

			‘She says he costs too much to feed. We barely have enough food for the two of us most days. She reckons High Farm might buy him. He’s a good ratter, and Ralphie, the farmer, could do with a dog like him.’

			‘Are you still working mornings at the farm?’ Joey asked.

			‘Just until next week. Got myself another job as soon as I turn sixteen.’ Pearl smiled. ‘It’s not much, just helping at the Colliery Inn – cleaning mainly, washing the pots and sweeping the yard – but they’ve offered a bit more money than the farm.’

			Joey stroked Boot under his wet chin. ‘Will you miss him if he goes?’

			‘Of course. But it’s not as if he’s really our dog; he just turned up one day and we’ve never been able to get rid of him.’

			‘We could walk down to High Farm now if you want. I’ll come with you. Mam’ll never know if I don’t go to the pit. And you won’t tell her, will you, Pearl?’

			‘Course not. You can trust me.’

			‘You asked if I wanted to go back to work there,’ Joey began. ‘And the truth is, I don’t, not after the pony died.’

			‘But what’ll you do for a job if you don’t go back?’

			‘Maybe there’ll be work at the farm,’ Joey replied hopefully, but both he and Pearl knew that jobs in Ryhope were hard to come by. No matter how willing Joey was, his injured leg would go against him if he went up for jobs against stronger, bigger lads. And with soldiers returning from the war, Ryhope had plenty of big, strong lads being given a hero’s welcome along with their pick of available work. Joey pushed his hands against the doorstep to help him as he tried to stand. He still couldn’t put much weight on his leg; the pain was too much to bear. He steadied himself against the brick wall.

			‘I know where we can go,’ Pearl said, her face lighting up. ‘We’ll sit in the Co-op doorway; it’ll be dry under the canopy. And when it stops raining, we’ll walk down to High Farm.’

			She grabbed Joey’s arm and helped her friend gain his balance.

			‘Come on, Boot,’ she commanded, and the dog followed as they headed from the yard into the lane. Joey lagged behind and Pearl slowed her pace to match his. She held out her arm to him. ‘Want to hook on?’

			Without a word, Joey slipped his arm through hers and Pearl supported him as he limped along. Boot scampered ahead of them, oblivious to the rain, while Pearl huddled inside her thin shawl and Joey pulled his cap down to shield his face as they walked along the back lane of Dawdon Street. The row of lime-washed cottages was rarely called by its full name by anyone who lived there. Being so close to the Ryhope Coal Company mines, Dawdon Street was simply one of the many ramshackle pit lanes.

			Upstairs in the flat above the shop, Annie Grafton took the shillings offered to her by the man whose name she didn’t know.

			‘Same time next week?’ he asked.

			‘I don’t keep an appointments book,’ Annie replied matter-of-factly. ‘You know where to find me if you want me. I might be here when you come calling next.’

			‘Depends on how you feel, eh?’ he smirked.

			Annie kept silent. Whether she walked the pit lane or not depended on how broke she was. As the man bent to tie his shoelaces, she took a good look at him. It was her first proper inspection since he had taken up her services. His shoes had a shine to them that she didn’t often see from the men she met in Ryhope. And his black suit and waistcoat weren’t frayed like many she saw. He stood, straightened his tie and ran a hand through his thick dark hair. But Annie knew well enough not to ask any questions. The men who came to her were there for company, not conversation. She simply provided a service and was paid for her time; it was a matter of supply and demand. At least that was how she’d long ago squared her way to earn extra cash: it was a job that she turned to when she had to. Just a job.

			‘You’ll see yourself out,’ she said. It was a command rather than a question. Annie knew from experience that some of the men liked to loiter, treating her as if she were their girlfriend when she was anything but. She saw herself as a businesswoman who dictated her own terms. Apart from the hours she was contracted to work in the little haberdashery shop downstairs, her time was her own. She set the rules for the business she conducted upstairs, kept all the money she earned and worked only when she needed to. It was an arrangement that had suited her for years, since before Pearl was born.

			As soon as she heard the door slam downstairs, she took the shillings and put them in her jar. It was filling up nicely but it was still nowhere near enough to pay what she owed. Even with her work in the haberdashery shop, her wages didn’t cover her debts to her landlord and almost every shopkeeper on the colliery. And as if things weren’t bad enough already, her landlord, Bernie Pemberton, was the same fella who owned the shop downstairs where she worked, making him her employer too.

			Most of the shops on the colliery had been good enough to let Annie put groceries on the slate, allowing her to pay when she could. The problem was, she hadn’t been able to pay anyone yet, and her credit had been withdrawn by most of the shops. First, though, there was the rent to find, for where would she and Pearl be without a roof over their heads? She had to take care of Pearl; it was what she’d promised her older sister Mary on the night she died, and she would never go back on her word. She knew that Pearl didn’t approve of how she made her living, but what else could she do when there was so little money to be made in the shop? There were bills to be paid and two mouths to feed, as well as their greedy dog.

			Pearl had grown into a young woman Annie was proud of, but she caught her niece looking at her sometimes in the same way that Mary used to do when they were girls. Pearl had Mary’s looks about her. It was like looking into the past each time Annie looked at Pearl. Pearl had her mother’s long auburn hair that parted in the middle and fell to her waist. She had the same pale skin as Mary, almost translucent; the same nose, the same rosebud mouth. But the similarities ended when it came to her eyes. Pearl’s gaze held a hint of steel. When she was focused on something, concentrating on working on the colourful clippy mats, her eyes narrowed with determination in a way that Mary’s never had.

			Annie reached for her sister’s hand. It felt as light as air; cold, papery skin stretched taut on bony fingers.

			‘Promise me three things, Annie,’ Mary said.

			‘I’ll do anything for you. You know that.’

			‘Look after Pearl, won’t you? Give her a home, Annie, please.’

			Annie dipped her head to her sister’s hand and gently kissed her cold skin.

			‘I’ll love her as if she were my own.’

			‘The second thing I want more than anything in the world. Find a job, Annie. I beg you. A real job.’

			It was a conversation they’d had many times in the past, and now, on her deathbed, Mary made her request for the final time.

			‘You know how hard it is . . .’ Annie began.

			‘Please, Annie. For Pearl’s sake. Show her there’s another way to survive. Teach her that there’s a choice, another way to be a woman when she grows up. She doesn’t have to sell herself to men, not like you and I have had to do.’

			Annie shifted her gaze from Mary’s pale face, unable to look her in the eye, unable to promise that she could turn her life around, even for her dying sister.

			‘I’ll try,’ she whispered.

			‘No, Annie, I need you to promise. You can’t deny me this, can you, not now?’

			Despite her grief and sadness, Annie couldn’t help but smile at Mary’s words. Her bossy older sister was still calling the shots, even as she lay dying.

			‘I promise,’ she said at last.

			But she crossed her fingers as the words left her lips. She would try; that was all she could do. She knew that anything more might be beyond her. She thought perhaps Mary knew that too.

			Mary rested her head against the pillow propped at her back. She closed her eyes. Annie sat for a while watching her sister, who was little more than skin and bones now. Her chest barely rose with each breath. It was some moments later when she opened her eyes again.

			‘There’s one final thing,’ she said. ‘Promise me you’ll tell Pearl who her dad is.’

			‘You know?’ Annie whispered.

			‘I’ve always known. She’s Edward’s,’ Mary said, her voice suddenly strong.

			Annie bit her bottom lip and tried to stop her tears. The last thing she wanted was to cry in front of her sister, who was so close to death now.

			‘Are you sure?’ she asked.

			Mary swallowed hard, with difficulty. ‘There was only ever Edward in the end.’

			‘Will I find him to tell him about her?’ Annie asked.

			‘No.’ Mary was firm. ‘His family made their wishes known. They said I wasn’t good enough for him, and he had to do as they bid. But I want my baby to know she was loved by both parents.’

			‘Of course,’ Annie said.

			A thin smile appeared on Mary’s lips before her head sank back against her pillow and her eyes closed for the final time. Annie remained at her bedside, silent tears falling. She was still holding Mary’s hand when Dr Anderson arrived, but he was too late to help. He laid his hand on her shoulder.

			‘Come on,’ he said. ‘The baby is awake and she needs you.’

			Annie took one last look at her sister, then stood from her chair, grateful for Dr Anderson’s arm, for her legs felt as if they had turned to stone. Mary’s last words lodged in her heart.

			‘Will you name the child Mary, after your sister?’ Dr Anderson asked.

			‘No. Mary has already named her Pearl, for our mother.’

			‘And will she take your surname? Pearl Grafton?’

			Annie thought for a moment, remembering her promise to Mary that Pearl would always know who her dad was. She shook her head.

			‘No, she’s Edward’s . . . Pearl Edwards.’

			‘Pearl?’ Annie called down the stairs. ‘Pearl? Are you still out there? You can come up now, he’s gone.’

			She wasn’t surprised when there was no reply. She knew Pearl wasn’t daft enough to have waited outside in the rain. She’d have found shelter and warmth somewhere on the colliery, or she’d be at Joey’s house; the two of them were inseparable. Annie wished she could let Pearl stay in the shop when she was working upstairs. But she had to lock up on early-closing day. She’d left her in there once, and Bernie Pemberton had found her and threatened Annie with the authorities, even though Pearl had been safe, warm and asleep. She’d never dared do it again.

			When Pearl was a baby, she’d slept on a shelf on the landing, out of sight of Annie’s callers. When she grew to be a toddler, Annie left her with any of her friends who wouldn’t grumble too much about it, although she could never reveal the real reason she needed a babysitter. Only her friend Dorothy knew the truth, for she also worked the pit lane. Dorothy took Pearl in when she could, but when she had night-time work of her own, Annie was often left to beg favours from others. Whatever happened, she was determined to keep Pearl from the reality of how she earned her extra cash. But now Pearl was a young woman, almost sixteen, and she knew only too well what her aunt did to make money.

			Annie stood in her bare feet, listening to the rain hammering against the window in the dark room. She wondered if Pearl had managed to sell Boot as she’d asked her to do. What use did they have for the dog? If they could get money for it, all the better. They certainly couldn’t afford to feed it any more.

			She pulled at the bed sheets, straightening them as best she could. She turned the eiderdown the right way round and plumped up the pillows. The bed was so neat after she had finished that anyone looking at it would never have guessed what had just taken place in the room. With the bed tidied, she pulled her cotton housecoat about her slim waist and ran a comb through her long brown hair. It was as she began plaiting it that she felt a cold drip of water against the back of her neck.

			‘Flaming hell! Not again!’ she cried.

			She ran from the bedroom to the small alcove on the landing and pulled her cast-iron pan from a shelf. Back in the bedroom, she placed the pan on the floor where water was splashing on to the wooden boards. With the pan in place, the water fell with a dull drip-drip from the leak in the ceiling. But then she heard another dripping noise and looked up to see that a new leak had opened up.

			‘Heaven help us!’ she yelled, fetching a brown earthenware bowl and positioning it next to the pan. She scanned the ceiling, ready to find another bowl if needed to stop the rain falling on to the bed or Pearl’s corner of the room, where blankets and clothes were piled. On the floor next to the clothes was the clippy mat Pearl was working on. A large piece of hessian was stretched taut on a wooden frame and dotted with blue and red strips of rags. Annie knew how heartbroken her niece would be if she came home to find it sodden after all the hard work she’d put in. But apart from the two leaks, the ceiling looked intact, for now.

			Breathing a sigh of relief, she glanced out of the window, but all she could see was the dark sky. The best thing she could do would be to get the coal fire going, for even though it was summer, the rain made it feel like the darkest winter day.

			She dressed quickly, pulling on a shapeless blue cotton dress and pushing her arms into the short sleeves. She was intent on heading out to the yard to bring in a bucket of coal. She’d need to bring in water too, to wash off the scent of the man with dark hair. He hadn’t smelled earthy, like the miners who came to her did. Even after they’d bathed, their skin was still grimed with coal. Nor had he smelled clean and freshly scrubbed like the soldier who had come to her just the week before. She wondered if she’d see more soldiers now that the Great War was over. A smile played around her lips as she thought of the money soldiers might spend, and she wondered if she dared charge more.

			She sat on the edge of her bed and pulled on her black boots. As she walked towards the door that led to the stairs, her boot heel became stuck in a hole in the floor.

			‘Damn thing!’ she cried. She yanked her foot from the floorboard and made a mental note to remember to cover it with a blanket when she returned with coal and water. The hole in the floor was another problem that Bernie had ignored her requests to fix.

			‘I’ll get on to it some time,’ he said every time Annie brought up the problem.

			‘Actions speak louder than words,’ Annie said each time he ignored her request.

			Down at the Co-op, Pearl and Joey had been moved on from sheltering in the doorway.

			‘Get away now, the pair of you!’ a stocky man yelled from inside the store. He was wearing a brown apron pulled tight across his bulging stomach. ‘Get back up the colliery where you belong. Pit rats!’

			‘In here,’ Pearl said as they left the doorway. She disappeared under a high archway and Joey followed. ‘It leads to the stables at the back of the store. We can wait here; we won’t be in anyone’s way and no one will see us. We can stay here until it stops raining.’

			Pearl, Joey and Boot stood under the archway and stared out at the rain. It was still coming down heavily, splashing up from the road. Joey turned and looked at the cobbled courtyard with its stables where the Co-op horses and delivery carts were housed.

			‘The horses here are looked after by the same vet who sees to the ponies at the pit,’ he said. ‘He was the vet who was called out when I had the accident.’

			Pearl saw the sadness come over his face again. It happened each time he spoke of what had happened at the pit some weeks ago. She’d noticed he’d lost his smile since then; it didn’t come as readily as it once used to do.

			‘Aye, the vet’s a decent fella, but he couldn’t save Ned,’ Joey continued.

			It was the first time he had spoken the pony’s name since the accident.

			‘You liked that pony a lot, didn’t you?’ Pearl asked.

			Joey’s face brightened for a moment. ‘He was the best, everyone said so.’ He turned his face away from Pearl. ‘You know, they call pit ponies the workers who never go on strike. They never come to the surface, not even for a week’s holiday in the summer. I asked one of the lads there once, Adam he was called, if I could take Ned up for a holiday, just for a day, so that he could graze on some grass and feel the sun on his back. But I was told no. It was daft really, as if a fourteen-year-old boy like me could have any say in how the pit is run.’

			‘At least you asked,’ Pearl said. ‘It’s more than many would have done. Animals aren’t daft, Joey; Ned would have known you liked him and that you would never have hurt him on purpose.’

			‘He’d wait for me every morning; he’d stand there and wait especially for me. He wouldn’t let any of the other lads harness him. It had to be me. And he’d do tricks, Pearl, you should have seen him. He could pick up a water bottle with his teeth and drink the water right from it. And at bait time he’d wait for titbits the lads would throw down.’

			‘He sounds like a right character,’ Pearl said. She watched Joey’s face, animated now as he talked about his pony.

			Joey pushed his hand into his trouser pocket and brought out a folded piece of paper. He opened it up carefully, taking care not to tear it, and handed it to Pearl. She looked at the drawing of a pony’s head, with big dark eyes and pointed ears. There was a sadness to the eyes that drew her attention. She’d had no idea that her friend was so talented. She’d thought she knew everything there was to know about Joey.

			‘Is this Ned?’ she asked, astonished at the quality of the picture. ‘Did you draw this?’

			‘I wanted to remember him, so I drew him. I keep him in my pocket for now and carry him around with me. Once I get a new job, I’ll save up to buy a frame and put him on the wall at home if Mam says I can.’

			Pearl looked again at the drawing then handed the paper back to Joey, who folded it carefully and returned it to his pocket.

			‘There was another good pony, Tam,’ he went on. ‘Now he was an odd one. He wouldn’t make a move on a morning until the lads sang a verse of “Rule Britannia”.’

			‘You’re kidding me?’ Pearl laughed.

			‘I’m not. It’s all true. Cross my heart. I wouldn’t lie to you, Pearl.’

			Pearl felt a stab at Joey’s words. Her friend trusted her so much, yet she was still keeping the truth from him about her life with Annie. She wasn’t sure how Joey would react if she told him. Boys were different, weren’t they? Less understanding about the things that women had to do. But he was Joey; they’d grown up together, he was as good as family. She could tell him, surely? He might understand and not judge Annie too harshly. But there was also a danger he might tell his mam, and who knew who else Kate Scotch might spill the secret to?

			Outside the archway, the rain began to ease.

			‘Come on, let’s get down to the farm. See if we can find you any work there and ask if they’re interested in buying . . .’ Pearl stopped short of saying the dog’s name and just nodded towards him. Joey understood.

			‘I’d take him in, but Mam’s not keen on dogs,’ he said.

			Boot trotted in front of them as they headed down the colliery bank to the village.

			Once they reached High Farm, Pearl’s business with Ralphie Heddon, the farmer, was conducted briskly. Ralphie was a big fella with a thatch of straw-coloured hair. He was well-built and muscled, with a ruddy face from years spent working outdoors. He didn’t hesitate to take Boot off Pearl’s hands once she told him the dog was good at chasing rats. He had been at his wits’ end over the last few weeks with rats in the barn. His own dog, Gem, was getting too old to chase anything now. He paid Pearl less than Annie had asked for, but it was cash nonetheless, and something was better than nothing. Boot sniffed at the unfamiliar farm scents before settling down at Pearl’s feet.

			‘I brought my friend with me,’ Pearl told Ralphie. She gently pushed Joey forward. Joey whipped off his cap. ‘He’s looking for work, and I thought you might consider taking him on in my place.’

			Joey stood as tall as he could. He pushed his good leg against the ground, squared his shoulders and stuck out his chest.

			‘Oh aye?’ Ralphie said, appraising him, wondering how he could make best use of such a scrawny lad. ‘Where have you worked before?’

			‘I was a tub putter at the pit,’ Joey said. Then he remembered his mam’s words about respecting his elders. ‘Sir.’

			‘Have you ever worked with animals?’ Ralphie asked him.

			Joey gulped. ‘Just the pit ponies, sir.’

			The farmer thought for a while. ‘How old are you, lad?’

			‘Fourteen.’

			‘And apart from your gammy leg there, are you fit and well? I saw you when you walked in; you were limping.’

			‘Pit accident,’ was all Joey said by way of explanation. ‘Other than that, I’m well. I might be little but I’m strong.’

			A smile spread across Ralphie’s round face. He needed a cheap and willing pair of hands on the farm to help his daft lump of a son, Ronnie. It wasn’t work he could offer to any of the soldiers returning from war, who’d be affronted by the menial tasks and low pay. But Joey seemed keen, and if Pearl Edwards was vouching for him, that was all to the good. Ralphie had known Pearl’s mam Mary before she passed away, and Pearl had been a good worker while she’d been helping at the farm.

			‘Well, I could do with an extra pair of hands around the place now that Pearl’s leaving us,’ Ralphie said. He eyed Joey from his boots up to his thin face and unruly brown hair. ‘I can’t pay much, mind. You’d be working in the dairy, stirring the milk and skimming it, cleaning the place out. Think you could manage it?’

			Joey gripped his cap in his hands at his heart. ‘I know I could. You won’t be sorry if you take me on, mister.’

			‘He’s a good worker,’ Pearl chipped in. ‘Honest, too.’

			‘And if I was to offer you the job, could you start tomorrow?’ Ralphie asked.

			Joey thought his heart would burst with pride. ‘Yes, sir.’

			Ralphie nodded slowly, thinking things over.

			‘Let’s see you back here tomorrow morning at six o’clock. Don’t be late. I’ll start by showing you around the farm, and then you can help my son Ronnie feed the geese and hens and collect the eggs.’

			Pearl nudged Joey with her elbow. Immediately Joey’s hand shot out. Ralphie took it, shaking it heartily.

			‘Thank you,’ Joey said. ‘Thank you very much, sir.’

			‘Call me Ralphie, lad. Sir doesn’t sit well with me.’

			‘Thank you, Ralphie,’ Pearl said.

			Ralphie walked towards Boot and gripped him by the scruff of the neck. Boot yelped and Pearl’s stomach turned over. She wanted to say a proper goodbye to her dog, but the farmer was already yanking him away to the barn. He stopped when he saw Joey and Pearl were still there, and called out, ‘Go on, the pair of you, let me get on with my work now the rain’s stopped.’

			As they walked away from the farm, Pearl gripped the coins Ralphie had given her in exchange for the dog. She turned to see Boot one final time, but he’d already gone.

			‘At least he’ll be getting fed if he’s catching rats,’ Joey said, sensing Pearl’s sadness. ‘And there’s plenty of space for him to run around here. The pit lane round Dawdon Street can’t offer him that.’

			‘Will you keep your eye on him when you’re at work, Joey? Will you watch out for him and give him a stroke from me? Scratch him behind his ears, he loves that.’

			‘Course I will.’

			Pearl offered her arm. ‘Want to hook on?’

			Joey accepted Pearl’s offer gratefully; his leg felt raw after the walk to the farm. They made their way slowly back to Dawdon Street, stopping now and then for Joey to rest. When they reached the back lane, he went off to tell his mam about his new job. Pearl glanced up at the bedroom window. The curtains were open, the sign that Annie was no longer at work.

			She pushed the door open and climbed the stairs to their room. But when she reached the landing, a man was waiting there, a man she hadn’t seen before. He looked rough and ready, his jacket torn and frayed, his face heavy with black stubble and his eyes paunchy from too much beer.

			‘Where is she?’ he growled.

			Pearl took a step backwards, keeping her distance, ready to flee down the stairs if she needed.

			‘How did you get in?’ she demanded, sounding more assertive than she felt. Her legs were shaking from the shock of seeing a stranger in her home.

			‘Never mind that. Where’s the woman?’

			‘She’s not working today,’ Pearl said firmly. She was surprised, though. Where on earth had Annie gone? ‘You’d better leave.’

			‘I’m going nowhere.’

			‘Get out!’ Pearl yelled. ‘Get out now or—’

			‘Or what? You’ll call the police? I don’t think you’ll be doing that, will you? Not if you want your dirty little secret kept under wraps. I know what goes on up here in your filthy knocking shop.’ He eyed Pearl up and down. ‘Well now. If I can’t have the usual woman who works here, then I’ll just have to have you.’

			‘Get out!’ Pearl screamed, then she turned to run down the stairs, to get away as fast as she could. But the man was quicker than Pearl, his reflexes sharpened by his wicked desire and he grabbed her arm before she could flee. She struggled, punching him with her free hand, but it did little good, and as they fought, she landed heavily, twisting her back as she fell. She couldn’t move, the pain pinned her to the stairs. She was powerless to do anything other than spit in the face of the man as he loomed over her, his hands already pulling at his trousers.

			Just then, the door to the yard was flung open. Pearl felt the cool air rush in and she screamed out for help.

			‘Get off her!’ a voice roared from the bottom of the stairs.

			Pearl knew immediately who it was. ‘I said get off her! What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

			She felt the weight of the stranger ease from her body as he stood to deal with whoever was behind him. Joey was holding on to the wall, pulling himself up the stairs, and when he reached Pearl’s attacker, he yanked him by his jacket and tried to pull him away from her. The man swung round, but when he saw it was just a boy challenging him, he simply laughed in Joey’s face. He pushed Joey’s shoulder hard, smashing him against the wall. Free of the man’s grip, Pearl stood and moved backwards up the stairs as quickly as the pain in her back would allow. The man lunged for her again, but Joey was quicker than the fella had given him credit for, and he lashed out with a strong punch to the side of the man’s face. Again he hit him, and again.

			Pearl reached the alcove at the top of the stairs and searched in vain for Annie’s cast-iron pan. She needed a weapon, anything she could use to show this fella she wasn’t to be messed with. Her hands scrabbled on the shelf and landed on spoons and plates, but there was nothing heavy enough to use as a weapon or a show of strength. And then she found it, the wooden rolling pin. She gripped it tight in both hands, raised it high in the air and yelled for all she was worth.

			‘Get out of my house!’

			Joey and the man both turned to see her standing at the top of the stairs. She looked fierce, her face contorted with anger, ready to lash out at this man who had made his way uninvited into her home.

			‘How dare you come in here and threaten me!’ she yelled. ‘How bloody dare you!’

			With his attention focused on Pearl, the intruder never saw Joey’s fist lash out again. It caught him hard on the cheek, and he stumbled, fell backwards and tumbled down the stairs. Pearl and Joey stood open-mouthed in shock, unable to speak, gazing down at the man who lay motionless at the bottom of the stairs.
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			‘Is he dead?’ Pearl whispered.

			Joey saw a slight movement under the man’s jacket. ‘No,’ he said, hardly daring to take his eyes off him. ‘Who is he?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Pearl replied. She let the rolling pin drop and started walking down the stairs. As she neared him, the man groaned.

			‘What shall we do with him?’ Joey whispered. ‘Should I fetch the police?’

			‘No!’ Pearl said quickly. She was only too aware that the last thing Annie would want when she returned from wherever she’d gone was the police asking questions.

			The man groaned again. He was dazed but appeared not to be seriously hurt. Pearl and Joey watched as he tried to sit up. As he did so, a shadow darkened against the back door. Pearl breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Annie walking in.

			‘Jackson?’ Annie gasped. She looked at Pearl. ‘What’s he doing here?’

			‘He was waiting upstairs when I came home from High Farm,’ Pearl explained. ‘I told him you weren’t here and so he said he’d have me instead. If it hadn’t been for Joey coming in . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘Joey saved me.’ She squeezed his hand.

			‘Mam wasn’t in when I went home, so I came back to see Pearl,’ Joey told Annie. ‘And when I walked in the door I saw him standing over her, undoing his buttons.’

			‘You filthy beast!’ Annie spat at Jackson. She grabbed his jacket lapels with both hands, heaved him to his feet, spun him round and chucked him out. He fell to the ground on all fours. In her rage, Annie kicked him up the backside and he fell forward on his face. Pearl and Joey squeezed each other’s hands. Despite the horror of their earlier ordeal, the sight proved irresistible, and they gave in to their giggles.

			‘Don’t you dare come here again, you hear me?’ Annie yelled. She grabbed Jackson by his jacket, yanked him to his feet again and marched him out to the back lane. ‘And good riddance!’ she shouted.

			Once she was sure Jackson had gone, she locked the back gate and rested her back against it, giving a long sigh of relief.

			‘You know him?’ Pearl asked.

			Annie quickly glanced at Joey before she replied. ‘I know him. He’s a bad sort who thinks the world owes him a living. Drunken scum, that’s all he is.’ She reached out and cupped Pearl’s chin with her hand. ‘Are you all right, love?’ she asked. ‘He didn’t . . . ?’

			Pearl shook her head. ‘He wanted to, though. If it hadn’t been for Joey . . .’

			‘It’s my fault,’ Annie said. ‘I must have left the back door open when I went to the shop. Bernie Pemberton called by earlier, said he needed to do an inventory. I had to go and help him. I was only gone five minutes, ten at most.’

			‘I’m fine, Annie,’ Pearl said. ‘Just a bit shaken, that’s all.’

			Annie glanced at Joey again. She knew she needed to give Pearl an explanation about Jackson. ‘Joey, lad. Would you mind leaving me and Pearl on our own for a while?’

			Joey put his hand to the wall to support himself. ‘See you, Pearl,’ he called as he walked out to the yard. ‘See you, Annie.’

			Pearl waved her friend goodbye, then watched as Annie unlocked the gate and followed Joey out of the yard. She glanced up and down the lane to make sure that Jackson had gone, then locked the gate again before heading inside.

			‘Sit down, Pearl. I need to tell you about that fella who was here,’ she said when they were in their room with the door firmly closed.

			‘Who was he?’

			Annie took a deep breath. ‘A customer,’ she said. She knew there was no point in lying to Pearl or sparing her any of the unsavoury details. She had to protect her niece from men like Jackson, and in order to keep her safe, she had to tell her everything she knew. ‘He’s one of the few bad ’uns I’ve come across. He . . .’ She paused and gave a little cough, bracing herself for what was to come. ‘He beat me up once. Years ago, it was. I’ve managed to keep out of his way ever since. When I’m working the pit lane, if I see him coming, I turn and walk the other way. None of the girls want his money, none of them will be left alone with him. I’m not the only one he’s turned violent with. But it’s the first time he’s ever been in here since he left me black and blue. Oh, if only I’d locked the flaming door when I went out! I’m sorry, Pearl. Truly I am. The last thing I want is for you to get caught up in any kind of trouble because of the life I lead. I promised your mam I’d look after you, and heaven knows I try. But look what I’ve gone and done now.’

			It was then that Pearl saw the cast-iron pan she had been looking for earlier. It was sitting on the bedroom floor, half full of rain water.

			‘I was ready to clobber him, Annie. If I’d got my hands on that pan, I would have smashed it over his head. But all I could find was the rolling pin. I think he was shocked when I yelled at him, and Joey was hitting him and . . .’

			Annie drew Pearl towards her and put her arm around her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, love. I’ll never let anything like this happen again.’

			They sat in silence a few moments, holding each other.

			‘What did Bernie want?’ Pearl asked. ‘You said he was doing a stock take or something.’

			‘An inventory, he said. He was down there with another fella I’ve not seen before. He had a notepad, writing a list. Who knows what he’s up to. Anyway, it’s about time we started to think about what to have for tea.’

			Annie headed to the alcove at the top of the stairs and stared at the empty shelves.

			‘We can have a whole load of nothing for starters. Followed by a dish full of nowt.’

			Pearl rolled her eyes. ‘Again? And what’s for afters?’

			‘We’ve got a lovely big zero cake with a nil cream filling.’

			‘I’ll have two of each please.’ Pearl laughed.

			Annie went to the window ledge where she kept her jar full of coins hidden behind the thin curtain. She picked it up, feeling the weight of it. ‘I reckon there’s enough in here to pay for a couple of fish suppers. What do you say?’

			Pearl’s face lit up at the thought. ‘Do you want me to go and get them?’

			Annie shook her head. ‘You’re going nowhere on your own. Not while Jackson is on the rampage. We’ll go together and bring the fish and chips here.’

			‘Can I have plenty of vinegar and salt on mine?’ Pearl asked.

			‘Salt and vinegar? If they sold gold and diamonds at Robson’s chippy, I’d put those on for you instead,’ Annie laughed. ‘Listen, Pearl, I really am sorry about what happened with Jackson. I’ve never had bother like that before with any of the men who come here. It was a one-off and it’ll never happen again, I promise.’

			Pearl turned to look at her aunt. ‘If we hadn’t sold Boot, he would have gone for him and seen him off.’

			‘We had to sell him; you know we need the money. We had no choice, pet.’

			Pearl dropped her gaze to the floor. ‘Isn’t it time to stop, Annie? Isn’t it time to think about how else to pay the bills? If men like Jackson can come in here and take what they want, forcing themselves on us . . . I was scared. Really scared. If it hadn’t been for Joey coming in, I dread to think what might have happened.’

			Annie put her arm around Pearl’s shoulders again. ‘Hey, lass. It’s all right. You saw how I dealt with Jackson, kicking him out of the yard. He’ll not be back to bother us again.’

			‘Promise?’ asked Pearl.

			Annie kissed the top of Pearl’s head. ‘I promise.’ But she wished she felt more confident.

			The following days were quiet and calm. Jackson’s attack on Pearl had shaken Annie, and she stayed in each evening instead of walking the pit lane looking for business. Food was scarce, but she did what she could with the meagre rations she could afford.

			Later that week, Bernie Pemberton came calling at the shop while Annie was working. Without a word, he set to measuring up and jotting numbers in his notepad, muttering under his breath. Bernie was a weasel of a man, with an oily way about him that Annie didn’t like. She had little respect for him and refused from the off to call him Mr Pemberton; he was always Bernie to her. He had thick black hair swept back from his forehead and dark bushy eyebrows that rose at the ends, making him look as if he was questioning everything he saw. Annie demanded to know what he was up to, but he told her it was none of her business.

			‘My home’s upstairs, Bernie, and my livelihood’s down here. Of course it’s my flaming business,’ she retorted. She was angry that he was keeping things from her.

			‘You don’t need to know, Annie, not yet,’ was all he said in reply.

			‘Well while you’re here, Bernie, how’s about fixing a few things in the room above? I’ve been on at you for months asking you to sort things out.’

			Bernie sank his skinny body into a wooden chair propped against the shop door. It was sunny outside and Annie left the chair there to keep the door open and let the warmth in. However, it also brought in noise and grime from the coal pit on the opposite side of Ryhope Street.

			‘There’re leaks in the ceiling where the rain comes in. And a hole in the floorboard that I swear gets bigger every time I look at it.’

			Bernie sighed. ‘I’ll sort it when I can.’

			‘When?’ she asked him, infuriated.

			‘When you pay me the rent you owe. All of it.’

			‘I can’t. You know I can’t, not yet.’

			‘Then I’ll take the money from your wages. You know I’ve got the power to do that.’

			Annie felt her stomach turn over. This was a threat that Bernie had often made but never carried out. But now she was so deep in debt, she feared he might just go through with it.

			He stood and kicked the chair away from the open door, letting it swing closed, then walked towards the wooden counter and leaned forward with his hands on the top of it. Annie felt his foul breath on her face.

			‘I heard you can afford pretty much anything you want, what with all the extra money you’re making.’

			Annie gasped. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘You know full well what I mean,’ he said, leering at her. ‘I’ve been hearing things about you, Annie Grafton. There’s not much goes on in Ryhope that I don’t get to know about.’

			She took a step back, away from his stinking breath.

			‘You’ve been selling more than just fancy goods from my shop, haven’t you? I had a chat with an old pal of mine in the Albion Inn last week, and he told me what I’d long suspected. I’d heard things about you before and I chose not to believe them. But then I had a drink with Jackson last week, and . . .’

			Annie squared her shoulders. ‘Jackson? That drunken old fool? So what if I do offer myself for sale, eh? What’s it to you? You don’t pay me enough to live on, working here in your tatty little shop, and you charge me far too much rent for the grotty room upstairs. You pay me with one hand and take it away with the other. What’s a girl to do? Am I supposed to live on fresh air and feed our Pearl too?’

			Bernie licked his lips and leaned further towards her.

			‘And you can forget that for a start,’ Annie hissed.

			‘Oh, it’s not your womanly charms I’m interested in,’ Bernie said. ‘If you’re making money using my premises for your illicit business, then I reckon I should get . . . ooh, let’s think now . . .’ He went through the pretence of counting on his fingers, all the while leering at Annie. ‘I reckon I should be getting a decent portion of whatever you’re earning.’

			‘No chance,’ Annie spat.

			‘I bet you haven’t got a bully-boy to protect you, have you?’

			Annie bit her lip. She’d heard of bully-boys, men who lived from the earnings of women who walked the streets at night in the East End of Sunderland. They took a cut from the women’s money and in return offered them protection from men like Jackson. But Annie was damned if she was going to be controlled by a man, and she certainly wasn’t about to pass on any of her earnings to anyone.

			‘You do know I enjoy a pint now and then with the chief inspector, don’t you?’ Bernie sneered. ‘All it would take is one little word in his ear and he’d have you locked up.’

			‘That’s blackmail!’

			‘I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what is and isn’t right,’ Bernie grinned. ‘And if you get banged up in a prison cell, your pretty little niece would be out on her ear, wouldn’t she, with no one to protect her. But if you pay the rent you owe, Annie, I might be able to keep my mouth shut.’

			Just then the shop door swung open. Annie’s heart dropped when she saw Pearl walking in. Bernie pulled himself away from the counter and forced a smile.

			‘Morning, Miss Edwards.’

			Annie felt bile rise in her throat as Bernie addressed Pearl sweetly after the conversation they’d just had.

			‘Morning, Mr Pemberton,’ Pearl replied. ‘Have you come to mend the hole in our floorboard?’

			Bernie glanced at Annie. ‘I’ll get on to it in due course,’ he said. ‘I was just chatting to your aunt here about business. I’ve made her a very attractive offer that she’s going to be giving some thought to, isn’t that right, Miss Grafton?’

			Annie felt her heart hammer in her chest. ‘Get out,’ she said under her breath.

			Bernie cupped a hand to his ear and a wicked grin spread across his face. ‘Sorry, Annie? What was that?’

			‘You heard well enough. Get out.’

			Bernie laughed in Annie’s face then turned towards Pearl. ‘I’ll be seeing you both soon,’ he said and then he swaggered out of the shop.

			As soon as he’d gone, Annie laid both hands on the counter, steadying herself against the shock of his words.

			‘Is everything all right?’ Pearl asked.

			Annie bit her bottom lip. She was furious with the way the conversation had turned. How dare Jackson go around Ryhope telling everyone her business? How dare he!

			‘Annie?’ Pearl asked again, concerned.

			‘Just a few problems, pet. Nothing to worry about,’ Annie said at last, keeping her voice as even as she could. She would not be held to ransom by Bernie Pemberton of all people. If she had to pay the money she owed in order to keep him quiet, she’d do it somehow. The life she’d made for herself and Pearl might have been littered with her own mistakes but she wasn’t going to have anyone put them out on the streets. She’d promised Mary she’d look after Pearl, and while there was breath left in her body, that was what she would strive to do. She’d earn the rent money in the only way she knew how. And the next time she saw Jackson on the colliery, she was going to give him a piece of her mind.

			She kept her eyes fixed on the counter top. ‘Pearl?’ Pearl looked at her. ‘I’ll be going out working tonight.’

			Pearl’s shoulders sank. She’d been looking forward to a quiet night in, just her and Annie.

			‘But I was hoping to do some work on my clippy mat,’ she sighed.

			‘Not tonight, love,’ Annie said. ‘You could take your mat and work on it at Joey’s house. I’m sure he’d be pleased to see you.’

			Pearl sank into the wooden chair by the door. ‘You don’t even know what day it is, do you?’ she said.

			‘Monday,’ Annie quipped, quick as a flash.

			‘Monday the fourteenth of July,’ Pearl replied, still waiting for the penny to drop.

			Annie clapped a hand to her forehead and sighed.

			‘Oh love, I forgot. I clean forgot, what with my mind being on the rent money and all. I’m sorry, Pearl, truly I am.’

			‘Seems like you’re always apologising for something these days, Annie.’

			‘I try my best, love, that’s all I can do.’ She came out from behind the counter, walked towards Pearl and hugged her. ‘Happy birthday, Pearl.’ Then she took a step back and looked at her niece, really looked at her, all the way up from her worn black boots that let in the rain to the very top of her head. ‘You look more like your mam every day,’ she said, surprised to feel tears prick at her eyes. ‘Sixteen years she’s been gone, and it’s like looking right at her when I look at you.’
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