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About the Book

Growing up in the 1890s amid crushing poverty in Sunderland’s East End, Josie Burns is no stranger to dirt, cold and hunger.  Every day Josie and her younger sister are sent out to beg by their brutal father, but Josie has a special gift – a beautiful voice.  By singing in the rough dockside pubs, Josie earns enough for her father to leave them alone.

When Josie is twelve years old, she learns that her father has sold her older sisters to his evil friend, Patrick Duffy, to work the streets.  Josie flees to Newcastle, obtaining refuge with a kindly mining family, but for Josie even this sanctuary is not free from pain or the long arm of Patrick Duffy.

Josie is drawn to the music halls, but the road to success is not an easy one.  Josie must fight for what she believes in before she can find true happiness.
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The Urchin’s Song

Give me a song that touches the soul

From a heart that is tender and true,

A song that transcends this dark mortal vale

And reaches to heights unseen.

A song of beauty and sweetness and light

With words yet only dimly perceived,

And I’ll give you a song from the heart of a child

That makes kings and queens of us all.


 



Anon









 Prologue

1890

The night was bitterly cold, but the big blowsy woman who was just about to enter the Mariners’ Arms on Custom House Quay was well padded against the icy mist rising off the river. Not so the two little girls huddled in front of the wooden barrels standing on the filthy, muck-strewn cobbles.

In spite of the raw winter chill, they wore only dirty ragged dresses, with tattered strips of sacking round their thin shoulders passing as shawls. Their legs and feet were bare and they wore no underclothes, but the eldest one, a little scrap of nothing who looked to be about five or six, managed to speak despite her wildly chattering teeth. ‘Spare a farthin’, missus?’ Her tone wasn’t hopeful. She knew from experience the regulars of the riverside pubs were more generous when they left, normally heavily intoxicated and merry and therefore inclined to throw the odd coin or two her way.

‘Ee, this is no night for bairns to be out.’ The child sank back against the questionable protection of the barrels; she recognised a refusal when she heard one. But then, instead of the ‘You get yerself home now, lass,’ she saw the plump face peer closer, and the voice was softer when it said,  ‘You’re one of Shirl’s bairns, aren’t you? Shirley Burns? I grew up next door to your mam in James Williams Street, although she was Shirl Pearson then. Good friends at one time, me an’ your mam were.’

The woman smiled, but when there was no answering smile on the child’s face and the little tot just put a skinny arm round her sister, drawing the smaller child in to her, the stout figure straightened. ‘Worst thing Shirl ever did, marryin’ Bart Burns,’ the woman muttered to herself, before she said, her voice louder, ‘You waitin’ for your da, hinny? He inside then?’

The child shook her golden-brown curls, limp with months of grease and dirt and clearly harbouring vermin, and now her great brown eyes with their thick lashes looked down at the black slimy cobbles as she whispered, ‘Me da . . . me da’ll skin us alive if we go home. We’ve not got enough yet.’

‘Enough?’ And then as the small girl raised her gaze again the woman understood. ‘By . . .’ It was said on a long, slow exhalation of breath.

Vera Briggs was a hard-headed, pragmatic woman and not given to sentiment, but the plight of these two small infants who dared not return home until they had begged enough pennies to satisfy their drunken thug of a father couldn’t be ignored.

Of course bairns like these ones were ten a penny in Sunderland’s notoriously squalid East End, where the rank odours of excrement and slow decay were rife summer and winter amid such diseases as consumption, dropsy, rickets and a hundred and one other culling devices that took the weakest – but these were Shirl’s little lassies, Vera reminded herself, as she stood on the greasy step of the pub hesitating.

The beginning of icy drops of sad winter rain drumming  on the barrels made up her mind. ‘You hungry, hinny?’ The dark eyes were answer enough. ‘Look, lass, our Horace is meetin’ me here in a minute or two an’ he’s bringin’ a bite with him. You an’ your sister come with me an’ at least you’ll go home with full bellies the night.’

Vera’s magnanimity did not run to putting any of her hard-earned wages from the corn mill into Bart Burns’s pocket, but at least this way she could do something for a couple of poor Shirl’s bairns. She held out an encouraging hand to the children, and when an icy little paw answered the gesture, Vera’s big full mouth tightened. Ee, he wanted shooting, that Bart Burns. If ever there was an out-and-out wicked so-and-so on God’s earth, it was that man.

As Vera opened the door of the pub, her hand still clasping that of the child, who had the smaller tot hanging on to her skirt, the smell and noise were overpowering. The air was thick with shag tobacco smoke from myriad pipes, and the filthy sawdust on the floor was congealed with black globs of spittle, dried urine from the skinny little mongrel dogs that accompanied their masters, and bits of this and that which had been carried in on boots from the quayside.

Vera’s narrowed gaze under her faded black bonnet swept over the cauldron of humanity, and her popularity was evident by the number of voices which greeted her. She replied to one or two as she made her way to the far corner of the crowded room, and on reaching a wooden bench set against the wall, pushed at one of the occupants, saying, ‘Move over, Ray, an’ let us have a seat, man. Me legs are killin’ us the day. An’ get us a gin, an’ a couple of squibs for the bairns. Horace’ll make it right with you when he comes.’

‘Aye, all right, lass.’ The man was short and thickset, with a droopy moustache stained orangey-yellow at the  edges from the regular soaking it got in Burton’s bass, but his tone was not unkind as he nodded at the children pressed against Vera’s legs. ‘Who’re they then? One of your brothers’ bairns?’

‘You think any of my flesh an’ blood would let their bairns out on a night like this, clothed in rags an’ lousy?’

Vera’s voice had been sharp and Ray scuttled off to the bar without further pleasantries. Vera was a grand lass, none better, but she had a tongue on her that’d cut steel, he told himself, allowing a full minute to elapse in the hope that she would have cooled down before he asked the landlord for the measure of gin, along with two tiny glasses of the same spirit known as squibs sold specially for young children.

‘There you go, lass.’ He handed Vera her glass and then brought his tubby frame bending towards her, saying in an undertone as if conveying a secret, ‘An’ here’s the squibs for the bairns.’

‘Ta, thanks, man.’ Vera’s tone was conciliatory, and reassured, Ray said, ‘You lookin’ after ’em or summat?’ nodding at the two little girls as Vera placed the miniature glasses in their hands.

Vera swallowed half the contents of her glass in one gulp before shaking her head, saying briefly, ‘I used to know their mam years ago, an’ they were beggin’ outside.’ And then they both laughed as the eldest child, having taken a tentative sip of her drink, coughed and spluttered until her eyes streamed.

‘You get it down you, hinny, her an’ all. It’ll put fire in your belly an’ keep the cold out, an’ there’s not many as needs it as much as you. Eh, Ray?’

‘Oh aye, Vera, aye. You’re right there, lass.’ Ray nodded his head, his grimy cap sitting like a pancake on top of his wiry hair. ‘Poor little blighters.’ But it was said without  any real feeling. For every bairn that reached five, one or two died, that was the way of things and nowt’d change it. Why on earth Vera had taken it upon herself to waste good money on these ’uns who looked to be on their last legs, he didn’t know. Barmy, he called it.

However, when Horace – a tall, thin man who was the very antithesis of his plump wife – appeared, and on Vera’s instructions handed over a hot meat pie to each child, even Ray was moved at the children’s stunned bewilderment and delight. They ate so quickly that Vera was compelled to reach out a restraining hand, saying, ‘Slowly, hinnies, slowly does it. You’ll be makin’ yerselves sick now,’ as she glanced at the two men and shook her head.

Replete for the first time they could remember in their short lives, the two small girls sat docile and quiet in the sawdust at Vera’s feet. They had licked their grubby fingers clean of every little morsel and taste of food; the younger one falling immediately to sleep as she sat propped against the security of her sister’s bony shoulder. Not so the elder; her huge brown eyes were wide open as she stared at the scene in front of her, which grew louder and more bawdy as the night progressed.

It was a good two hours later when, after ‘The Rocky Road to Dublin’ had been sung enthusiastically at least five or six times to the accompaniment of a merry fiddle, Vera seemed to suddenly remember her old friend’s offspring. She bent down to the eldest child who had twisted round to face her. ‘They’re well oiled the night, hinny,’ she said softly, her voice full of meaning. And when the child didn’t answer her but continued to stare steadily into her eyes, Vera said, ‘You know any songs, lass? You sing ’em a tune an’ you’ll soon get a few pennies to take home to your da, the mood they’re in.’

A number of seconds elapsed before the whisper came.  ‘Me sisters, our Dora an’ Ada, sing sometimes if me da’s not in.’

‘An’ can you remember what they sing, hinny? The words an’ all?’ Vera’s mouth had tightened briefly. From what some of her former neighbours in James Williams Street had told her, this one’s older sisters didn’t have much to sing about. If what she’d heard was true – and she’d bet her eye-teeth it was – Bart had put the two lassies on the game when they were nowt but nine or ten. Evil swine.

‘I know “Father, Come Home” an’ “The Boy I Love is Up in the Gallery”.’

‘You do? That’s a canny lass.’ Vera stared into the little face for a moment. ‘Father, Come Home’ was a good one. Vesta Tilley had been about this one’s age when she’d entreated a drunken father to come back to his wife and reduced her half-boozed audiences to maudlin tears. Aye, that should do very well. If this didn’t get the bairn enough to avert a good hiding she’d eat her hat. ‘Look, hinny, Horace’ll set it up for you an’ you don’t be shy, eh? Don’t matter if you can keep a tune or not, you just belt it out an’ they’ll love it. All right? An’ have another sup to warm you up a bit. What’s your name, lass?’

‘Josie.’

‘Josie Burns. Well, Josie, you heed what I say an’ you’ll do just fine.’

By the time Horace beckoned the child over to where the fiddler was standing, the little body was trembling, and when Vera’s husband reached down and lifted her on to a battered table, Josie gave a partly smothered squeal of alarm that made those nearest guffaw into their glasses.

But within a few moments they weren’t laughing any longer. Emboldened by Vera’s confidence that she could earn some pennies, and aided by the food she had eaten and not least the fortifying effects of the gin, Josie closed  her eyes to shut out all the slack-mouthed, grinning faces and began to sing. Note after crystal clear note silenced the pub and brought even the most inebriated revellers upright in their seats, aware that they were privileged to hear something rare.

Those who were still sober enough to be able to think sensibly might have expressed amazement that such a voice could spring from this tiny, undernourished frame, but for once the Mariners’ Arms, one of Sunderland’s most ribald dockside pubs, was so silent you could have heard a pin drop.

The absolute stillness continued for a moment after the child had finished singing, and when Josie opened her eyes she gazed around bewilderedly, frightened she had done something wrong and disturbed by the staring faces. From her vantage point on top of the roughly hewn table she searched out Vera’s face. Her mother’s old playmate was weeping unashamedly, but had time to give the child a reassuring nod and smile and thumbs-up before the place erupted in a roar of clapping and whooping and cheering.

Three songs later Josie had made more money in half an hour than she had been able to collect in whole days spent begging. At just seven years of age, she had taken the first steps to grasping control of her life.




Part 1


 Breaking Away  1895





Chapter One

It seemed like weeks and weeks since the sun had shone. Josie adjusted the collar of her old blue serge coat more securely round her neck, wrinkling her face against the whirling snow as she slipped and slid on the packed ice beneath her boots. Only November and already everything was frozen up; it was going to be a long, hard winter. They’d had to push pieces of burning paper up the tap in the yard to get a trickle of water for days now.

And then she thought of the big pile of scrag ends and six pigs’ trotters rolled up in newspaper in her shopping bag, and smiled to herself. Mr Duckworth was nice, oh he was, saving them for her, and she’d managed to get three penn’orth of pot stuff for a penny just because the cabbages were browning and the taties and onions had gone over. They’d be fine in a stew though.

She passed another butcher’s shop, gas flares burning amid the joints of meat, but, owing to Mr Duckworth’s generosity, she didn’t stop to look in. She needed the rest of her money for flour, yeast and fat anyway. They had no bread at home.

The pavements were crowded and it was hard going, but it was always the same late at night when the market stalls began to pack away. Bruised fruit and spotted vegetables could be picked up cheaper then, and for some families it meant the difference between eating and going hungry.  Every evening saw raggedy little urchins fighting and rolling about under the stalls for a half-rotten apple or squashed orange or two, kicking and biting until they drew blood.

Public penury and private ostentation meant conditions were grim in Sunderland’s wretched East End. Back-to-back tenements, noxious chemical works, breweries, brickworks, foul-smelling abattoirs and the like, all coexisted in rabbit warrens of filth and human misery. Homes which had originally been built for prosperous merchants were now notoriously overcrowded, with whole families living in one or two rooms, and the area was a breeding ground for all manner of unsavoury activities and crime.

And still, in the midst of it all, good, decent folk struggled to bring up their children the best they could. The desperately respectable housewife and mother, working eighteen-hour days taking in washing or carding linen buttons and sewing endless hooks and eyes by the dim light of a tallow candle, and all the time trying to ignore the goings-on in the brothel across the way.

And fathers, enduring gruelling ten-hour shifts unloading iron-ore boats at the dockside, trousers wet and cold up to the thighs and every day an accident of some kind, whilst men they had grown up with – sometimes brothers or friends – stole and murdered for their living and taught their children to do the same.

One such individual, a crony of Josie’s father, now lurched out of a gin shop a few yards in front of her and stood swaying slightly as he surveyed the passers-by with bleary eyes. Josie’s stomach tightened, but she forced herself to continue without checking her stride. For a moment she thought he was too drunk to recognise her, but then a bony hand reached out and fastened on her coat-sleeve. ‘ ’Tis the bonny Josie.’ The stink of his breath  almost knocked her backwards. ‘An’ how’re you, me little lassie?’

‘Fine, thank you, Mr Duffy.’ She was staring into the mean sallow face without blinking and her voice was flat. She didn’t like any of her father’s associates but this one, a small wiry Irishman with hard black eyes and a vicious temper, was a particularly nasty piece of work. She would rather have died than let him see it but this one frightened her.

‘That’s right.’ His eyes crawled over her and she wanted to rub where they had touched. ‘You bin doin’ a bit of shoppin’ for your ma? That’s a good lass.’

She continued to stare at him but she said nothing, her face blank. He always wanted to touch her, this man. Whenever he called for her father at the house he would find some excuse to pat her arm or brush against her, and the smell of him – a mixture of acrid body odour and stale alcohol – was as repugnant as the man himself. That he had some hold over her father she didn’t doubt. Bart Burns’s normal bullying ways were replaced by a sickening obsequiousness in Patrick Duffy’s presence.

‘Your da tells me you’re doin’ well for yerself at nights then, in the pubs? I said to him, “There’s no flies on your Josie. Knows how to give ’em what they want,” eh, darlin’?’

In spite of her determination to show no emotion Josie drew back, her face expressing her distaste. Her work in the rough riverside pubs for the last five years had brought her into contact with all sorts, and she couldn’t have failed to pick up the hidden meaning in the last words, even if he hadn’t emphasised the smutty innuendo by winking at her.

‘I just sing, Mr Duffy, that’s all,’ she said bluntly, and pulled her arm free. He was horrible, he was, and she didn’t  care if her da said they’d all got to be nice to Mr Duffy or he’d knock them into next weekend. She was tired of smiling and pretending not to mind when he touched her, or said what a big girl she was growing into with his eyes on her chest, like he’d done the other day.

She saw the ferret face straighten as he blinked rapidly, obviously surprised at her temerity, but in spite of the way her stomach had turned over, she schooled her face to show no fear when she said, ‘Me mam’s waiting for the shopping so I’ve got to go. Goodbye, Mr Duffy,’ as she backed away from him.

Patrick Duffy made no attempt to return the salutation, but his eyes were gimlet hard as he watched the small upright figure with the enormous cloth bag walk on. He saw her pause in front of an open fish shop, where flickering candles enclosed in greasy paper lanterns cast their dim and tallowy light over wooden tables slimy with the remains of the day’s cheap fish, but then she was bobbing in and out of the crowd on the cobbled pavement again and was lost to view.

He swore, softly and obscenely, under his breath, before moving his thin lips one over the other for a moment or two. Right, so that’s how it was, eh? By, if ever there was an upstart in the making, she was one. Not that she had anything to hold her head up about. He’d seen the muck-hole she was born into; rats lived better than Bart’s bairns had. True enough, the girl had cleaned it up a bit in the last few years since she’d started this singing lark, but Long Bank was rough, even by East End standards.

He allowed his mind to picture Bart’s dwelling the first time he had seen it some eight years ago. Two rooms, with six inmates, the walls, ceiling and furniture filthy. The floor had been bare and the walls covered with blood marks and splotches that spoke of the vermin which had  been swarming about. Dirty flock bedding had occupied all of one room, and a rickety table and two chairs, along with a couple of orange boxes and the remains of a dresser, the other. There had been no fire in the range and the rooms had been as cold as ice, and if he remembered rightly, Bart’s missus had been about to deliver another of the brats he planted in her every nine months. He couldn’t remember if that one had been stillborn; quite a few had since he’d got to know Bart.

Duffy drew the air in between his teeth in a slow hiss as his thoughts returned to the child who had just affronted him. Her sisters had been a couple of years younger than her when he’d first had them, aye, and paid Bart proud for the privilege. First Ada and then Dora when she’d turned ten or thereabouts, and he’d put Bart on to the right connections for them to continue to earn for their da after he’d deflowered them. No one could say he hadn’t played fair. It hadn’t even crossed his mind it’d be any different with Josie, and if he’d had to choose any one of them it would be her, damn it. She was a beauty, was Josie, even now at twelve years old.

His thoughts intensified the feeling he’d been cheated out of what was rightfully his. Bart should have told the chit what was what, like he had with the other two, but the trouble was that Josie earned more with her caterwauling than the other two ever had on their backs. And since Dora and Ada had skedaddled to pastures new just after that one had started singing, Bart wasn’t about to upset the applecart of his main provider. The bit his lads brought in with their thieving could be something or nothing depending on their luck, and the other one – Josie’s sister Gertie – was ailing more than she was out begging.

The thought of Gertie Burns made his cruel little eyes narrow still more. Patrick Duffy liked them young, the  younger the better, and the life of villainy he had chosen meant he could afford to pay well. Every so often a man like Bart would come his way and he’d make the most of the opportunity . . .

The sister was a scrawny little piece but it had been some months since he’d tasted something fresh and unspoilt. Slowly now, he turned and began to make his way along the frozen pavement, his gait unsteady, not least because of the swollen member between his legs which his thoughts had made rock hard. He’d set things up with Bart over the next day or two, and he hadn’t given up on the other one either. There were more ways to kill a cat than drowning it. The alleys and back lanes were chancy places come nightfall, and he knew the haunts Josie frequented and the routes she took. ’Course, nine times out of ten she had her sister with her, but if he had a word in Bart’s ear likely Gertie would be despatched same as Ada and Dora once he’d broken her in, which would leave the upstart to walk alone.

He smiled to himself, bringing a yellow, furry-coated tongue over his lips before he caught a drip from the end of his nose on his coat-sleeve. He’d see his day with that one all right, by, he would, and it would be all the sweeter for the wait.

By the time Josie had reached Walton Lane and then turned right into New Grey Street, she had forgotten all about Patrick Duffy, her mind full of the groceries she had yet to buy. The meat and vegetables would keep them going for a couple of days, but she still needed a quarter stone of flour and that would be fivepence even for seconds, and then there was the fat. She’d have to buy the lamp oil today too, they were completely out, and the cheapest she’d get would be thruppence a quart. Thank goodness she’d got  a sack of coal in yesterday, and although there was quite a bit of slack in it, the majority of it was roundies. Eked out with the sack of cinders she’d made Jimmy and Hubert collect from the tip, it would see them through to the end of the week if they were careful. That’s if her da didn’t stoke up the range until it was a furnace when she was out, like he’d done last night.

The thought of her father caused Josie’s soft full mouth to tighten and her nostrils to flare. She knew why he’d done it. Oh aye, she knew all right. She’d given him the beer, baccy and betting money he’d demanded at the end of the week – precious shillings they could ill afford but without which she knew her da would certainly beat the living daylights out of them all at the slightest provocation – and then he’d wanted more yesterday for one of his ‘certs’ on the horses. She knew how that would turn out – more often than not he lost the lot but on the rare occasions the horse came in he’d drunk his winnings the same night, treating all and sundry in the pubs as though he was Lord Muck.

So she’d stood up to him and received a swipe round the lug for her refusal to hand over the rent money which he’d taken anyway. She paused, her hand unconsciously touching her bruised cheek. She hated him. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t hated him, but she hadn’t realised her mam felt the same way until an incident which had occurred just after she’d started the singing some five years ago.

The Council had been digging out the foundations for the new Town Hall in Fawcett Street – right bonny it was now with its lovely clock-tower – and her da hadn’t been home for a couple of nights. One of their neighbours had been funning with her mam and had joked that her husband might have fallen in the hole, and her mam had smiled and that, but . . . Josie started walking again, her breath  mingling with the starry flakes of snow. She’d seen the look in her mam’s eyes and she’d known. She had known her mam wished her da dead.

She reached the little shop where she intended to buy the flour and, pushing open the door, stepped inside the dim, dusty interior. She always bought her flour here for two reasons. One, it was cheaper than most places and although there was a lot of chaff in it and what her mam called boxings, it made as much bread as the nice white flour and moreover it was filling. Secondly, the man who owned the shop – a big jolly Scot called Mr McKenzie – frequented one of the pubs in which she sang, and he always gave her a little extra flour for her money. His brother had a smallholding on the outskirts of Bishopwearmouth and Mr McKenzie often had some pig’s fat at the right price for his favourite customers, of whom she was one.

‘Hello, lass.’ Mr McKenzie was busy weighing out bags of flour from an enormous hessian sack in the far corner of the shop, and he continued with his task as he said, ‘Is it flour you’re wanting?’

‘Aye, yes please.’

She waited quietly until he had finished what he was doing and then smiled as he straightened his massive frame and walked over to her. ‘Don’t tell me – a stone, is it? Or maybe two today?’ It was their little joke. Josie never varied in her order. And then his face lost its smile when he said, ‘You walked into another door, lass?’

Josie was looking straight into Mr McKenzie’s eyes and she made no reply to the remark. The door excuse was her stock explanation when her father’s fists left visible marks. It didn’t happen so often now, not since she had started singing and her da had realised she needed to look presentable to woo the punters, but occasionally his temper got the better of him, especially if she defied him. And she  was doing that more and more lately; she just couldn’t help herself somehow.

‘I’d like to take that door into a back alley and give it a hammering it wouldn’t forget in a hurry.’ Mr McKenzie knew Bart Burns and it was a constant source of amazement to the big Scot that Josie came from such a family. ‘Rose on a dungheap’ was how he described it to his wife. He looked at the slender young girl in front of him, her poor clothes and ugly black boots unable to hide her natural grace and poise, and great velvet-brown eyes under dark curving brows stared back at him. Her skin was like rose-tinted cream, her features delicate, and he knew – although her felt hat was sitting low on her forehead – that beneath it there was an abundance of thick, wavy, golden-brown hair.

By, if she was his daughter he’d dress her like a little princess. There was his Beatty and him, been married twenty odd years now and still no sign of a bairn, and yet worthless so-an’-sos like Bart and his missus churned them out as easy as blinking. There was no justice in the world. But likely this little lass knew far more than him on that subject.

When Josie staggered out of the shop a few minutes later the quarter stone was approaching half, and Mr McKenzie had refused to take any money for the large portion of pig fat.

She had to stop every few yards now, the weight of the bag pulling her arms out of their sockets, but once she had purchased the lamp oil and she knew she could go home it didn’t seem so bad.

The lamplighter had long since finished his round of igniting the gas lamps with his long poke in the main thoroughfares, but the side streets and back lanes and alleys were as black as pitch where there were no shops to provide  a little light. The darkness didn’t bother Josie unduly, but she knew better than to risk venturing into certain alleys and short cuts; the painted dock dollies regularly used them for their furtive business.

Once in High Street East, she walked as quickly as the heavy bag allowed. She passed one of the entrances to the market, the others being in Coronation Street and James Williams Street, but most of the stalls had packed up, it being after ten by now. Her da wouldn’t like it that she hadn’t gone to work tonight, he’d have her performing every night if he had his way, but the last couple of years she had determined that every Monday she’d clean their two rooms from top to bottom and then go shopping once it was late and bargains could be had. She could make a penny stretch to thruppence that way.

By the time Josie reached Long Bank she was puffing fit to burst and – despite the raw night – sweating profusely. Long Bank joined High Street and Low Street, and the pungent smell of fish was always heavy in the air from the kipper-curing house, but Josie didn’t mind this. There were worse smells than fish.

A flat cart trundled by her, its presence made visible by a swinging lamp near the driver behind the plodding horse, and when a voice said, ‘What now, Josie lass. How y’doin’?’ she recognised it as Archibald Clark’s, the lad who delivered the wet fish to various shops and some of the big houses in the better part of town.

‘I’m all right, Archie, but it’s a cold one.’

‘Aye, you’re right there, lass.’

Josie stood for a moment watching the glow of the swinging lantern grow fainter before she opened the door of the house and lugged the bag inside. The hall was in total darkness but she knew the narrow steep stairs were straight in front of her. These led to the two rooms at the  top of the house which were occupied by Maud and Enoch Tollett, an elderly couple whose eleven children had all long since flown the cramped nest.

Josie liked the two tough old northerners. She could remember times before she had started her singing when, once the pair upstairs were sure her father was out, they had appeared with a pot of broth and a loaf of bread, or a plate of chitterlings and pig’s pudding for her mam. They had all known they had to eat the food quick and get the pots back to Maud before Bart returned. Enoch had still been working at the Sunderland Brewery on Wylam Wharf then, but since he had seized up with arthritis his children had managed to pay the old couple’s rent of one and ninepence a week between their eleven families, and provide the basic essentials to keep their parents alive. Essentials, in their book, however, didn’t run to baccy for Enoch or half a bottle of gin for their mam, and no one but Josie and the old couple knew how often she secreted little packages up the narrow stairs.

By memory rather than sight, Josie now moved along the passageway and fumbled for the door handle on her left. Her fingers having found their objective she opened the door quickly, heaving the bag half across the threshold as the door swung open, and then she stood for a moment surveying the room immediately in front of her. As always, a faint glow of pleasure flushed her checks as she contemplated the changes she’d been able to make. Hard-won changes they were, too, because she had had to fight her father every inch of the way to keep back some of the money she earned.

The floor in front of her, like the one in the kitchen which was just visible through the interconnecting door – left open during the daytime – was covered in large flagstones Josie had scoured with soda that very day. Two  raised wooden platforms which acted as settees during the day and beds at night – one housing her parents and the other her brothers – stood either side of the small iron grate in which a good fire was burning, a bright clippy mat in front of it and another lying lengthways in front of each of the platforms. In the far corner of the room next to the interconnecting door, a table and four hardbacked chairs were squeezed against the wall, an oilcloth covering the battered wood on which reposed Josie’s most recent gift to her mother and one which had aroused her father’s fury at such useless extravagance – a red earthenware pot of pure white hyacinths.

Either side of the window, which again was clean and sporting bright yellow curtains of thin cotton, were two orange boxes covered with the same material as the curtains and housing one spare set of darned clean bedding, one folded white tablecloth and the few extra items of clothing the family owned between them.

Above the grate on the thin flat piece of wood which didn’t deserve the grand name of a mantelshelf were two brass candlesticks complete with flickering candles, and in the centre of these stood an empty oil lamp. And it was to this item Josie now directed her gaze as she said, ‘I’ve got the oil, Mam, and the flour and everything. Mr McKenzie gave me the pig’s fat free an’ all.’

‘He did?’ Shirley Burns was lying on one of the wooden platforms, a faded patchwork quilt pulled up to her chest; so slight was her thin body she barely caused a rise in the covers. Numerous miscarriages and stillbirths – the last being two years ago at which point both the doctor and the parson had warned Bart that the next pregnancy would take his wife’s life – had stripped her of her health and her looks, and she appeared twenty years older than her forty years.

Shirley’s voice was soft when she said, ‘That bag’s too heavy for you, lass. I’ve told you afore: you should get one of the lads to help you of a Monday night.’

Josie smiled at her mother but said nothing as she lugged the bag through the doorway, shutting the door behind her before she walked through to the other room. They both knew the furore that would erupt should she ask for help from one of her brothers. She didn’t like to think what Jimmy and Hubert were about most nights, but knowing her father was at the bottom of it, it was bound to be sailing close to the wind, if not downright illegal.

Like the first room, the kitchen was a different place from the filthy hole it had been five years before. The shining, blackleaded range had another clippy mat – larger than the ones in the living room – lying in front of it, and the brass-tailed fender reflected its colours in a rainbow haze. A large wooden table to one side of the range held a tin bath, a smaller tin bowl and assorted cooking utensils, along with plates, mugs and cutlery, all clean and scrubbed.

Along one wall was the desk-bed where Josie and her sister slept. The bed was made from wooden lathes and they had to lift the chiffonier storing their meagre food supplies to get the bed out each night, whereupon the hard lumpy flock mattress was revealed in all its glory.

Her mother had suggested the lads sleep on the desk bed when Josie had first purchased it some three years before, but Josie would have put up with far more than the stiff limbs and aching muscles the mattress caused, for the joy of sleeping in a separate room to the others with just Gertie snuggled beside her.

A smaller and very battered table used for preparing food, with a wooden box slotted beneath which did as a seat, made up the sum total of furniture in the kitchen.  Another door led out into the end of the hall. Beyond this, the back door of the house led into a communal yard shared by the inhabitants of seven houses. The privy – a square box with a wooden seat extending right across the breadth of the lavatory and filling half its depth – could be a stinking place both winter and summer, depending on the cleanliness of its last occupant. Josie had got into the habit of leaving a full bucket of fresh ashes, along with squares of trimmed newspaper, by the kitchen door at all times. Although there was a daily rota which accounted for each household taking its turn in cleaning the privy, there was rarely a day that one or two buckets from the kitchen didn’t find their way down the round hole in the middle of the seat.

Along with the privy there was a communal washhouse and tap in the yard, with several lines of string hung up at one end for drying bedding and clothing, should the weather permit.

After placing the shopping bag on the smaller table Josie now picked up the big black kettle at the side of the range which, as normal, was empty. The lads were supposed to keep the kettle full, along with the bucket used for fetching water from the yard, but they were experts at remembering to forget this particular chore. Sighing, Josie went out into the cold again with the bucket and was relieved to find the tap hadn’t frozen up again, although the trickle of water was painfully slow.

Once back in the warmth of the kitchen she stoked up the fire in the range and put the kettle on to boil. That done, she fetched the lamp from the other room, and once she had trimmed, filled and lit it, carried it in to her mother, bringing the candles back into the kitchen once she’d blown them out. The light from the living room along with the glow from the range was just adequate in the  kitchen, and at fourpence a pound, candles couldn’t be wasted. Especially with the rent money gone again.

After scooping the drips of tallow from the candlesticks Josie put them into the small iron pan containing other remnants, along with the small ends of used candles, to be melted down for further use when there was sufficient. The candles dealt with, she put the shopping away before making a pot of tea, and it was only whilst it was mashing that she finally slipped out of her coat and hat.

She poured two cups of black tea and took them through to the living room, handing one to her mother who had been lying motionless with her eyes closed but who now pulled herself into a sitting position as Josie said softly, ‘Here, Mam. Have a sup tea.’

‘Thanks, lass.’ Shirley’s tired eyes looked at her precious bairn, and as always she found herself wondering, much as Mr McKenzie had earlier, how on earth she and Bart could have brought forth such a child. Twenty endless years she’d been married, and knocked from pillar to post for the first eighteen of them, until the dire outcome of the last pregnancy and the constant bleeding that had resulted since had caused her to become a semi-invalid. But it had all been worth it – aye, and she didn’t say it lightly – for the joy of having this one special bairn.

Josie sat down by her mother, taking a sip of tea before she said, ‘Gertie should be back soon.’

‘Aye.’ Shirley’s voice was low when she continued, ‘I dunno how long it can go on, lass, without him findin’ out. He’s as cute as a cartload o’ monkeys, your da. Always has bin.’

‘Vera wouldn’t say anything.’

‘Oh aye, I know that, hinny. She’s a grand lass, Vera.’

The two of them stared at each other for a moment, and when Josie rose jerkily and walked over to stand in front of  the fire there was an aggressive quality to her words as she said, ‘There’s no way he’s sending her out to beg in this weather, Mam, whatever happens. She’s not strong like the lads, you know she’s not. It’d be the death of her. If he’s so desperate for the bit she brings in he can go out and get work himself.’

Shirley didn’t reply to this and Josie didn’t expect her to. Her father had never done a real day’s work in his life and he’d see them all in the workhouse before he lifted a finger. Anything he came by as a result of his criminal activities never saw its way into the house. But he wasn’t going to kill Gertie with his laziness.

‘How much did you slip her to bring back this time?’ Shirley asked after a minute or two, with a sidelong glance at her daughter.

‘A few pennies, all in farthings and ha’pennies. He couldn’t expect more. And one thruppenny bit. I told her to tell him a tale about a toff coming out of the Villiers and giving her that. And Vera was going to leave Gertie’s coat out in her back yard for a bit before she sent her home. He noticed last time that she wasn’t very wet, and it was only Gertie thinking quick and saying she’d been standing under an awning most of the night on Mackie’s corner that saved us.’ Josie’s eyes met her mother’s.

‘Oh, lass, lass.’ Shirley knew what would happen if her husband discovered his youngest daughter was sitting in Vera’s kitchen on the nights he sent her out begging. There’d be hell to pay. From the very first night Vera and her husband had brought the two bairns home five years ago, Vera had made it plain exactly what she thought of Bart and he, in his turn, fully reciprocated the feeling. Not that it bothered Vera. By, she was a lass if ever there was one. Shirley allowed her mind to dwell on her garrulous old friend for a moment, and in spite of her anxiety, her  spirits lifted fractionally. She thanked God most days that Vera had come back into her life again, and this bairn had been the means by which that had happened, along with everything else that was good.

And as though to emphasise that thought she now became aware of a small brown-paper bag being thrust into her hands. ‘Here, Mam,’ Josie said. ‘Eat ’em now before he gets home.’

Shirley again said, ‘Oh, lass,’ but this time with a little catch in her voice as she gazed at the quarter of marzipan tea cakes. Every week her lass bought her something, like the pot of hyacinths that had lit up the room with their beauty the last few days. She hadn’t been a good mother; God Himself knew how weak and wicked – aye, wicked she’d been in never standing up to Bart, not even when he’d made Ada and then Dora . . . She shut her eyes tight and then opened them again as Josie, now in the kitchen, called, ‘I’m just going to soak the oats and them stale crusts for a boiley tomorrow, Mam, and then I’ll get you another sup. All right?’

‘Aye, all reet, pet.’

Josie was humming to herself as she mixed equal parts of milk and water with the oats and bread, ready for the currants and sugar to be added the next morning before the whole was browned off in the oven. It was lovely being able to give her mam the odd little present; no one had ever really been kind to her mam. According to Vera, her mam’s da – who had died along with his wife of the fever the year Ada was born – had been as bad as her own da for using his fists on his family. Mind, Vera had said, Josie’s grandfather had been respectable. Josie wrinkled her nose against this. Vera had said it as though it excused her mother’s da somehow, but a good hiding hurt as much either way, didn’t it?

The sound of the living-room door opening cut off her thoughts and brought Josie’s head turning, but instead of the small figure of Gertie she’d hoped to see, her father walked in followed by Hubert, her youngest brother who was seven years old. Josie’s stomach tightened. It wasn’t unusual for the lads to return home any time up to midnight or even later, depending on what they had been about and whether they’d spent the evening in their father’s company, but Bart never got home before the pubs closed at the earliest. And the types of pub her father frequented took no account of normal hours.

Josie found she had to swallow deeply before she could say, her glance directed at her brother, ‘Where’s Jimmy?’

‘What’s it to you?’ It was her father who answered.

Bart Burns was a big man, tall and thickset with dark bushy brows over cold, strikingly blue eyes and a full head of springy brown hair. His ruddy complexion and permanently red, bulbous nose spoke of his addiction to the drink, but it was his weakness for the dogs and horses that was his main obsession. The fact that his dead cert had run like the ragman’s old nag and finished last, thereby proving Josie right, was galling. His eyes focused on the young girl; his temper all the more bitter for not having release.

Josie was aware of his ill-humour and she guessed immediately what had caused it. She also knew that her father would seize on the faintest excuse to vent his spleen, but that – although his anger was directed mainly at her – it would be one of the others that he punished. Therefore she kept her voice quiet and flat when she said, ‘I only wondered, that’s all. The two of them are always together.’ She didn’t look at him as she spoke.

‘Aye. Well, Jimmy’s doin’ a little job for me. All reet? A little job that should’ve bin done a while back if I’d had me wits about me.’

There was a definite threat in his tone, and out of the corner of her eye Josie saw her mother squirm anxiously. Immediately she wanted to say, ‘Don’t worry, Mam, and don’t say anything. That’s what he wants. Don’t you see?’ But as that was impossible what she did say was, and coolly despite her churning stomach, ‘There’s some tea in the pot, and a bit of brawn and cold pease pudding but I’ve no bread to go with it until I bake tomorrow.’

‘I want nowt.’

‘Can I have some bra--’ Hubert’s voice was silenced by a vicious cuff round the ear which sent the small boy reeling against the table in the corner of the room, but still Josie didn’t respond. This was a lead-up to something, she recognised the signs, and she had a horrible feeling her father had somehow been made aware of the subterfuge concerning Gertie.

Into the silence broken only by Hubert’s whimpering they all heard the front door open, and now Josie was praying soundlessly whilst pretending to concentrate on the task in hand. She placed the jug containing the remainder of the milk for morning on the tiled kitchen windowsill where it would stay cool, and turned back just as Gertie stepped into the living room.

It was obvious the small girl, who looked much younger than her ten years, sensed the charged atmosphere, for her brown eyes darted from one face to another as she remained frozen just inside the door. And then, as her father said very softly, ‘You got anythin’ for me, lass?’ Gertie fumbled in the pocket of her thin coat and brought out a handful of coins, which she held out to the big man in front of her.

‘There . . . there’s a thruppence, Da.’ Her voice was trembling.

‘Oh aye?’

‘One of the toffs in a top hat comin’ out of the Villiers give me it.’

Just then, the front door opened again, a gust of icy wind blew into the room through the open dining-room door, and when Josie saw the expression on Jimmy’s face she knew it was all over, even before her brother said, ‘I waited, Da, an’ she come out of that old bitch’s house sure enough. Smilin’ an’ wavin’ halfway down the street, she was.’ She had never fully realised it before but their Jimmy was the spitting image of how their da must have been at nine years old, in nature as well as looks. Josie cast Jimmy a glance of deep loathing and nerved herself for her father’s reaction.

In the same moment that her father’s hand came down and swiped the coins out of Gertie’s outstretched hand, Josie took several rapid steps forward, crying, ‘You leave her be, Da! I mean it! If she’s called in to see Vera for a bit warm-up before she came home, that’s no crime.’

‘A bit warm-up afore she came home?’ Her father’s big bulk swung back from the cowering Gertie to fully face her, and he swore, obscenely, before he hissed, ‘You think I’m half sharp, lass – is that it? I’ll flay the pair o’ you, you see if I don’t.’

‘She hasn’t done anything!’

‘Jimmy, what time did you start watchin’ the house?’

‘When you left me there, Da.’ Jimmy could neither read nor write, and telling the time would have been beyond him even if there had been a clock handy in Northumberland Place where Vera lived.

‘Which was early on, reet?’ his father ground out slowly.

‘Aye, Da. She must’ve bin there afore I got outside.’

‘So how come this bit warm-up was all night, eh? An’ where did this lot come from? Or are you after tellin’ me  it was Vera who gave her the night’s takin’s out of the goodness of her heart?’

‘Bart--’

‘Not a word, not a word from you, mind. I’ll get round to you later.’ Bart swung to face his wife for a moment, his expression murderous, and Shirley sank back into the quilt, her hand plucking at her scrawny throat.

‘You touch her or me, or any of us, and I’m out of here, I mean it. There’s plenty’d take me in and you know it. I’ve had offers from them touts who’re on the lookout for talent to play the halls. I’d do just fine.’ Josie’s voice was low and quivering with hate, and the fact that she was speaking the absolute truth lent a weight to her words that was undeniable. It wasn’t the voice or manner of a twelve-year-old child, but there were many in Sunderland’s East End who knew that age was relative. Childhood was short in Long Bank.

Bart was dumbfounded but he recovered almost immediately, and as the meaty hands went to the belt of his trousers, Josie knew a moment of searing panic before she warned herself not to lose control. ‘If you want me money then think on,’ she said in a voice that was not shrill and high as might have been expected, but almost guttural. ‘You do all right now but if I go you’d soon feel the pinch.’

‘You wouldn’t leave her.’ He gestured with his thumb over his shoulder at his wife without taking his eyes off Josie’s white face. ‘Soft as clarts, the pair o’ you.’

Josie stiffened, her spirit rising up against the arrogant self-assurance that he had them all where he wanted them. ‘You would be surprised at what I am capable of, Father.’

Quite unconsciously she had spoken in what she termed her ‘night’ voice, a voice she had purposely cultivated  to enable her to deal with any difficult or over-familiar individuals in the pubs. The words of the songs she needed for her nocturnal activities came easy to her – she only had to hear something once and it was locked in her memory – but the way they were pronounced, the right way of speaking so that the song wasn’t distorted by her broad northern accent, had taken some time to learn. However, once she had mastered the knack for her singing, she’d found that if she used what Vera called her ‘iron knickers’ voice, adopting the confident, cool manner which seemed naturally to accompany it, even the worst drunk or ruffian was put in his place. ‘Twelve goin’ on thirty’ was another of Vera’s maxims, but always said with an approving wink or nod. Josie didn’t tell Vera she didn’t feel thirty inside, that half the time she was scared out of her wits when she pretended to be this other person, this other Josie Burns. And that had never been so true as right at this minute.

Bart stared into the defiant, uplifted face of his daughter, and they could all hear his strong discoloured teeth grinding over each other. That she had surprised him for the second time in as many minutes was clear, but none of them were sure what he would do next. Bart himself wasn’t sure. What he would like to do was to flay her alive, and if any of the others, including that useless bit of scum behind him – here he turned and glared at his wife for a second – had said half as much, he’d have marked them for life. But Josie was different.

He couldn’t bring himself to admit that he was being held over a barrel by a mere lass; rather that this one had never responded to a leathering like the others. ‘I’ll do what I want in me own house, an’ don’t you forget it.’ But his hands had moved from his belt. ‘An’ you – you’re still sayin’ you got that afore you went to Vera’s?’ He was speaking to Gertie, and when the little girl nodded and said,  ‘Aye, aye I did, Da. Honest,’ he let the pause stretch and grow as Gertie, sensing the time was right, went down on her hands and knees scrabbling about the floor collecting the coins her father had knocked from her hand. ‘I won’t go again, Da,’ she said, offering them up to him.

He took them from her, slipping them into the pocket of his old faded trousers as he said, ‘You do an’ it’ll be the last time your skin’ll cover your bones – an’ that’s a promise. You bin there afore?’

‘No, Da.’ The lie was immediate and instinctive.

‘She has, Da. I told you--’

Jimmy’s voice was cut off by his father making a downward motion with his hand, but even as her father was saying, ‘Let tonight be a warnin’ to you,’ Josie was thinking what a nasty bit of work their Jimmy was. She could just imagine him sniffing about and then running to tell tales to their da.

However, as she busied herself banking down the fire in the living room with damp tea leaves and slack, Josie’s thoughts were not with her brother. Now the crisis had passed she couldn’t believe her own temerity, nor that her father had backed down from the confrontation without using his belt. And he’d known, he’d known Gertie was lying, that they both were, and he’d just pretended to believe them to save face in the end. The knowledge was a revelation and suddenly, miraculously, his power wasn’t absolute and Bart Burns had become a mere mortal, like the rest of them.




Chapter Two

After the events of the previous evening, Patrick Duffy’s offer to buy Gertie’s innocence fell on receptive ears, especially as Josie had further angered her father that morning by making sure Jimmy and Hubert attended the Board school in James Williams Street along with their youngest sister.

For the last fifteen years the education in the Board schools had been free, unlike the church schools which charged a small fee of a penny or two a week. Since elementary education had become compulsory four years before, Josie had attended school whenever she could, until she had left at the official age of eleven, and she encouraged her sister and two brothers to do the same.

It had been an uphill battle in the lads’ case, not least because Bart often made use of them during the day when more youngsters were about and their pickpocketing activities were likely to be less noticeable. It didn’t help that the boys themselves couldn’t see any point in learning to read and write, a point of view shared by Gertie, who nevertheless was more amenable than her brothers due to her desire to please her big sister whenever she could.

‘So, same deal as afore then?’

‘Aye.’ Bart inclined his head, glancing round the smoky interior of the noisy public house. The Masons’ Arms in Dunning Street, off High Street West, was Bart’s favourite  haunt, being a hotbed of illegal bookmaking. ‘An’ what about after?’ he said, his voice low. ‘You got anybody lined up to take her on?’

‘What do you think?’ The Irishman grinned. ‘You can trust Patrick Duffy to take care of everythin’. You know that.’

Aye, he knew that sure enough. Bart smiled back into the sallow face, but weakly. He had never made the mistake of underestimating the power of the insignificant-looking little man in front of him, but he knew of those who had and who had lived to regret it. There was an innate viciousness about Patrick Duffy that was at odds with his undersized body.

‘Later tonight then.’ Patrick slid a small cloth pouch bulging with coins across the greasy table and Bart quickly pocketed it. ‘I’ll be waitin’ at the back of the Trafalgar Square almshouses near the graveyard round eightish, an’ make sure your missus keeps her mouth shut when the little ’un don’t come back for a day or two. Give it till the weekend an’ I’ll bring her back here with her handler – and you’d better make sure this ’un don’t skedaddle like the other two. Less than best pleased was old Douglas about that.’

‘It weren’t my fault.’ There was a slight whine to Bart’s voice. ‘I lost out same as him, don’t forget.’

‘That’s as maybe. Just make sure this ’un stays put.’

‘It might be better . . .’ Bart’s voice dwindled away. With Ada and Dora it had been easy to keep them living at home and working the streets at night. It had meant he’d had all their earnings after the cut to their whoremaster. But Josie had been nowt but a bit bairn of five or six when he’d put her older sisters on the game; she was twelve now and she thought the world of Gertie.

‘It might be better if Douglas keeps her in one of his  houses,’ Bart said reluctantly. ‘Easier on her mam, see? Out of sight, out of mind.’ He couldn’t bring himself to admit to Patrick that it was his other daughter’s wrath he was wary of, should she find out the truth. Or rather the very real possibility that Josie would remove herself from the family home, taking a valuable source of income with her.

Patrick’s brows lifted but he merely shrugged his shoulders before saying, ‘You know your own business best, but Doug’ll take a hefty slice of her earnings that way.’

‘Aye, I know, but it can’t be helped.’ Bart swallowed the last of the whisky Patrick had bought him and stood to his feet before saying, his voice louder now, ‘See you.’ He didn’t wait for a response, turning and passing through the press of bodies and out into the street.

A weak winter sun had been shining earlier in the day but now, at just gone six in the evening, the air was bitterly cold and here and there a snowflake drifted aimlessly in the darkness. Bart pulled his cap further over his forehead and adjusted the muffler tucked in his cloth jacket before thrusting his hands deep into the pockets of his trousers. His fingers closed over the small bag and he gave a grunt of satisfaction as he began to walk home. Strange how Patrick liked them young, but then it took all sorts, and with Gertie being none too bright and sickly into the bargain, this was the best thing all round. She was little use to him, like her mother. All them bairns he’d given Shirl and only six had lived, and four of ’em lasses at that. Mind, he had no complaints with what Josie brought in, and just by opening her gob. Who’d have thought it?

When he opened the door of the house some minutes later he could hear Josie singing. The sound irritated him, it always had, although he hadn’t got it in him to analyse  why. If someone had told him it was because the sound epitomised his daughter’s refusal to be brutalised by her life and her surroundings, he wouldn’t have acknowledged the truth of it anyway.

The table was set for four when he stepped into the living room. Jimmy and Hubert normally ate their meal sitting on their bed due to lack of space at the table. The smell of stew from the big kale-pot on the stove was heavy in the air. A full loaf of bread was sliced ready in the centre of the table, and Josie and Gertie were busy in the kitchen, his wife and the lads sitting in front of the glowing fire.

Shirley raised her head at his entrance but said nothing; they had all learned the hard way it was better to remain mute until Bart’s mood had been gauged. Once he had seated himself at the table she too rose, making her way to her chair slowly, like a very old woman. Gertie now scuttled in with a pint mug of black tea which she placed in front of her father, returning a moment later with one for her mother, whereupon she received a quiet, ‘Ta, me bairn.’

Josie brought her father’s plate to the table first. It was twice the size of the rest, being a deep tin one with high edges, and it was full to the brim with thick meaty stew, several dumplings reposing in the middle. Bart reached for a shive of the bread Josie had made earlier which was neither white nor brown but a mixture of both, owing to the quality of Mr McKenzie’s flour, and without acknowledging his daughter began to eat. This released the others to take some bread, the boys sidling up to the table and securing a piece before they returned to their seat quickly, mindful of the fact their father had been in a foul temper that morning.

Gertie brought her mother’s plate next and then one each for her brothers, Josie carrying her sister’s and her  own. All this was accomplished without a word, although the two rooms had been merry before Bart had arrived home. Josie had been teaching Gertie the first verse and chorus of Lottie Collins’s song, ‘Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay!’, purposely hamming it up in order to make her mother laugh. She loved it if she could make her mam smile. And the lads, entering into the spirit of the thing for once despite their earlier sulkiness at being dragged to school, had chimed in too.

Starting on a demure note for:



‘A smart and stylish girl you see, 
The Belle of good society. 
Fond of fun as fond could be, 
When it’s on the strict QT . . .’





Josie had then struck a pose for her mother’s benefit, her hand on her hip and wiggling her bottom as the lads and Gertie had joined in the singing amid shrieks of laughter:



‘I’m not too young, not too old, 
Not too timid, not too bold, 
But just the very thing I’m told, 
That in your arms you’d like to hold. 
Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay, ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay . . .’





They had carried on like this until tears of laughter had run down their mother’s thin cheeks, but there was no jollity when Bart Burns was around. Josie sat down at the table, her thoughts making her face straight. She couldn’t ever remember their da smiling or even talking softly to them. Why had her mam married him? The only good thing was that no sooner was he home than he was off out again.

And as though her thoughts had prompted him, Bart  now raised his head, looking at Gertie as he said, ‘You, you’re comin’ with me tonight,’ before turning to Jimmy and Hubert and adding, ‘An’ you two are stayin’ put.’

As her father reached for another shive of bread and dunked it into the rich gravy on his plate, Josie and Gertie looked at each other in surprise. Of them all, her father had the least time for Gertie, his only communication with his youngest daughter usually consisting of a clip round the ear. Gertie felt herself beginning to tremble; she didn’t want to go anywhere with her da. Whatever he’d got in mind for her to do, it would only end with a beating because she hadn’t been quick enough or bright enough.

But it was Shirley who brought Josie’s eyes opening wide as she said, her voice a whimper, ‘No, Bart, no. Not again.’

‘Shut your mouth, woman, or I’ll shut it for you.’

‘You . . . you’re not goin’ to make her--’

‘I said shut your mouth!’

As her father’s hand rose, Josie cried shrilly, ‘Leave her be, Da! She hasn’t done anything!’ There was an edge of bewilderment to her words. Her mam never talked back to their da or questioned him about anything. There had been times – lots of times – when her da had taken every last penny they had and left them without coal or oil and not a bite to eat, and their mam hadn’t said a word. Not a word.

‘You can’t, Bart, not now. Not with Gertie. We don’t need the money like we did with Ada an’ Dora—’

As the flat of her father’s big hand across his wife’s face sent the sick woman rocking backwards on her chair, Josie jumped to her feet, her chair skidding into the wall behind her. Without pausing to think she threw her plate of stew straight into her father’s angry face. Bart was stunned into immobility for a moment, more by the shock of one  of his own daring to commit such a crime than by the liquid running down his face in rivulets. In those couple of seconds’ grace, Josie had sprung round the table to her mother’s side.

The stew had been hot but not scalding, but by the torrent of abuse which now began to pour out of Bart’s mouth, one could have been forgiven for thinking he had been branded.

In the same moment that Bart lunged forwards, Josie bent and whipped up the heavy black poker standing to one side of the small grate, and now she was screaming at the top of her voice, ‘You dare! You dare touch me and I’ll kill you! I will, I’ll kill you!’

It was Bart’s misfortune that he chose to ignore her. As he made another stab for her, Josie brought the poker whacking down on his right forearm with all the force her slight, twelve-year-old body could muster, and they all heard the bone snap.

His scream ascended into the two rooms upstairs, bringing Maud and Enoch bolt upright on the hard wood settle in front of their small fire, and then he was on his knees holding his dangling arm and his curses filled the house.

Josie was shaking uncontrollably as she remained standing close to her mother, but she kept the poker raised in front of her, not at all sure whether her father would try to attack her again. And then, as Gertie edged behind her and Jimmy, who now cautiously approached his father, said, ‘Da? You want me to get someone, Da?’ her brain whirred into action.

‘Leave him.’ It was a curt snap, and such was Jimmy’s surprise that he did exactly that, backing away from the kneeling figure of his father as though Josie was going to wield the poker at him next.

Josie couldn’t have said exactly when in the last few seconds her father’s intentions had become plain to her, only that it was as if a fog had cleared somewhere in her memory. Now she recalled Ada, and then some many months later Dora, leaving the house with her father, and her mother spending hours crying into her apron. And when her sisters had returned they had been different somehow, quite different, barely speaking to her mam any more and only really having time for each other.

It had been Vera who had told her, quietly and gently one night not so very many months ago when someone in one of the pubs had sniggered on hearing Josie’s surname and made a comment she hadn’t understood, the rumours about how her estranged sisters had earned their living before they had left Sunderland. All her mother had ever said was that Ada and Dora had run away to parts unknown to escape their father; something Josie had been able to accept quite readily. But she’d assumed, naively she now realised, that her sisters had chosen their path in life themselves.

‘You did it, didn’t you?’ She advanced on her father, hearing her mother’s, ‘Lass, lass. No, lass,’ through the swirling horror in her head. ‘You made Ada and Dora do that.’

Her father made no response beyond more muttered curses, his face as white as a sheet as he sank back against one of the table legs, leaning against it for support as he held his broken arm to him, clearly on the verge of passing out.

‘And you’d have done the same to Gertie tonight.’ She was speaking the words out loud, but even now she could hardly believe them. She knew her father was harsh and unfeeling, a bully and the type of man who had little conscience, but this . . . She fought the tide of nausea rising in her throat. This was something so unnatural,  so wicked. Oh, Gertie, Gertie. She turned, staring into her sister’s small bewildered face, her plain, snub-nosed,  dear little face, and the urge to bring the poker down again, this time on her father’s head, was so strong it frightened her.

Gertie stared back at her big sister. She’d gleaned enough to know that whatever her da had had in mind, Josie wasn’t having any of it, and as Josie was the one person in all the world she trusted implicitly, that was good enough for her. Her mam was scared rigid of her da, they all were – except Josie. Even their Jimmy wet his pants if he thought he was going to get wrong by their da.

Josie turned from her sister to where her mother was watching her. ‘You knew? All the time you knew about Ada and Dora, that it was me da who’d made ’em do that?’ Josie asked heavily.

‘Aye, I did. I did, me bairn, an’ may God forgive me ’cos I can’t forgive meself.’

‘Oh, Mam.’ Josie had been standing very straight, her face grim, but now she visibly deflated and what she said was, ‘I can’t leave you here with him, Mam. You must come with us, and the lads too.’

‘I ain’t goin’ nowhere.’ It was Jimmy who spoke and in spite of his nine years, his voice was adamant. ‘Neither’s he.’ He pointed to Hubert who was cowering against the edge of his platform, clearly overwhelmed by the amazing turn of events.

‘Lass . . .’ Shirley hesitated, and then, as the man on the floor tried to move and, swearing profoundly, fell back again against the table and into silence, she continued, ‘He’s passed out. You go, eh? These won’t go’ – she indicated her two sons with a sharp movement of her hand – ‘an’ I can’t, lass. For better or worse me place is here, but you’re young. You’ve got the rest of your life  in front of you, an’ you’ve got to get Gertie out of it. If you don’t, he won’t rest until she’s gone the same way as Ada an’ Dora.’ She didn’t add that with all that had transpired this night, the fragile protection Josie’s singing had given her – or more to the point the income it had brought in – would be no defence now. Bart would kill the bairn.

Josie said again, ‘Oh, Mam,’ but in answer to the unvoiced plea, Shirley said, ‘I can’t, lass, an’ that’s that. An’ you have to. There’s an end to it. I’ll be all right. Old Maud an’ Enoch are good, an’ many’s the afternoon we spend together. They’ll not see me in a fix. I know I can always go upstairs. You both get off quick now, afore he’s on his feet.’ Shirley turned and clasped the sobbing Gertie to her, and then pushed the child towards her sister. ‘Get your coats an’ skedaddle,’ she said urgently. ‘An’ not a word as to where, mind. Little cuddy lugs are twitchin’.’

Josie glanced towards her brothers and met two pairs of wary, watchful eyes. For a moment the dire urgency of the situation was overshadowed by the bitter knowledge that Jimmy and Hubert would have no compunction in betraying their sisters’ whereabouts to the man who was intent on harming them. But then they’d been brought up knowing their best chance of survival was to side with the strongest camp. It wasn’t really their fault.

A dazed groan from the man on the floor brought her reaching for her sister’s hand. She edged them both carefully round her father’s sprawled legs and then hurried Gertie through to the kitchen. Once the door was shut behind them, Gertie clutched hold of her, saying nervously, ‘Josie, where are we goin’? Where was Da goin’ to take me?’

Josie looked down into the little girl’s face. Gertie gave the appearance of being no more than six or seven – which had been to her advantage when her father had sent her out  to beg – and she wasn’t smart like their Jimmy. He might not be able to read or write but he was cuter than a cartload of monkeys, and intuitive too. She didn’t doubt Jimmy had got a fair idea of the fate which had been about to befall Gertie. But she had to make Gertie understand the danger she was in for her own protection, although she worried what effect the knowledge might have on her sister.

She explained as gently as she could, her arm round the skinny shoulders, and at the end of it Gertie’s brown eyes with their short stubby lashes were glittering with tears and her voice was quivering when she said, ‘I hate me da. I really hate him.’

That made two of them. Josie now chivvied Gertie into her coat and hat before donning her own, her ears cocked for any sound from the room next door. Their few items of spare clothing were in one of the orange boxes in the living room; they’d have to leave with nothing, not that that mattered. She had to get Gertie out of here. She picked up the poker again, holding it tightly.

As her sister managed a wobbly smile, Josie’s shoulders straightened. Gertie was such a tiny little scrap of a thing, and her own father had been going to give her to people who would make her do that. Until the conversation with Vera concerning the shadow over her name, Josie hadn’t fully understood what that entailed, in spite of having slept in the same room as her parents until she had bought the desk-bed for herself and Gertie. Vera’s brief but explicit explanation as to what her older sisters’ occupation actually meant had led on to an equally frank exposition of the facts of life, for which Josie had been thankful. She knew her mother would never have talked of such things but she hadn’t felt embarrassed with Vera; you just couldn’t somehow, Vera wasn’t like that. Perhaps it was because Vera had never had any children of her own, but Josie had  always felt that the woman was part second mother, part sister, part best friend . . . oh, a whole host of things. Josie made a decision there and then. Vera would help them; she had never been afraid of their da like most folk.

‘Come on.’ Josie opened the door leading into the hall and, after ascertaining that the living-room door was still closed, she led Gertie into the darkness where, surprisingly, a candle was flickering.

‘Josie, lass? Is that you?’ Maud and Enoch were sitting on the top tread of the stairs, Enoch clutching a tin candlestick holder. ‘What’s bin happenin’, lass?’ Maud enquired in a stage whisper. ‘Sounded like someone’d bin murdered.’

‘You wait there.’ Josie pushed Gertie to the front door before giving the old couple a rapid explanation.

‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer bloke.’ This was from Enoch, who had never had any time for Bart. ‘Good on you, lass, he’s had that comin’ for a long time to my way of thinkin’. An’ don’t you worry about your mam neither; me an’ Maud’ll look out for her right enough an’ spit in his eye in the bargain.’

‘Thank you, Mr Tollett.’ The kindness was weakening, and now Josie turned to Gertie again, her voice thick and verging on harshness as she said, ‘Stay there, mind,’ before she walked from the stairs to the living-room door, thrusting it open and standing in the aperture as she surveyed the scene within.

Her father was sitting slumped on one of the hardbacked chairs and he was cradling the arm she had struck with the poker; it was all bloody. Jimmy and Hubert were standing either side of Bart, and one of Hubert’s hands was resting on his father’s knee.

It struck Josie that their pose was that of a picture she had seen in a storybook one of her old schoolfriends had  brought in one day. In the book, the father was about to kiss his sons good night before their pretty mother took them up to bed. Bart had clearly been speaking before she had opened the door but now he was silent, his eyes like two chips of blue glass as they fastened on her white face.

It was her mother, still sitting where Josie had left her, who broke the silence, saying, ‘Lass. Oh, lass.’

‘We’re going, Mam.’

‘The hell you are.’ Her father had jerked in the chair as he’d spoken, the movement taking all the colour out of his face and causing the spate of cursing that followed.

‘We are and you can’t stop us.’ Josie now looked straight at Jimmy and she made her voice sound like it needed to sound. ‘And if he’s told you to try and follow us, you or Hubert, I’ll use this poker again, I swear it.’

She saw Hubert’s eyes widen, and Jimmy turn to their father, saying, ‘Da?’ and knew instantly that her hunch had been right.

‘I’ll see me day with you, girl. You’ll live to regret this night.’

Josie held her father’s malevolent gaze as she replied, her voice shaking slightly in spite of all her efforts to control it, ‘I won’t regret it, not ever. You’re bad – evil, you are. I know what you made Ada and Dora do, and you’re not making Gertie do that. I’ll . . . I’ll tell the constable about you, I will, if you come after us.’

Bart’s eyes sprang wide, his good hand rising from where it had been nursing his broken arm to form itself into a fist, but Josie didn’t wait to see if he tried to get up. She banged the door shut, hurrying along the hall to where Gertie was waiting. She was aware of Maud and Enoch calling goodbye, but she didn’t answer them, using her breath to say to Gertie, ‘Get out, quick.’

It was bitterly cold outside, the sort of piercing cold which penetrates any amount of clothing and chills the flesh and bones beneath, and the ground under their boots was a sheet of black ice.

Holding the poker in one hand and Gertie’s arm in the other, Josie whisked her sister along the street as fast as she could. Once they had turned the corner into High Street East, however, she paused, drawing Gertie in to the side of her as she pressed against the brick wall of the public house on the corner.
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