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My thanks go to P.N. Thomas and his book British Steam Tugs for details of tugboats and their workings.


Prologue

FEBUARY 1907. MONKWEARMOUTH IN SUNDERLAND


She woke him in the morning.

Rachel was dark and slender, only lately come of age, with a russet, nearly copper mane. Her eyes were the grey of mist and could be icy or laughing. Now they were frightened. As she entered the kitchen of the seamen’s boarding-house she was greeted by Mary Brady, the owner, who was waddling fat, in a stained apron and scratching herself. She told Rachel hoarsely, ‘We had a feller come in late last night. He asked for a call and a mug o’ tea this morning. You can take it up. He’s at the back on his own.’ Some of the rooms held two sleepers, seamen living ashore while they waited for a ship to sign them on for a voyage. As she poured the tea, dark brown and steaming, into a mug, Mrs Brady said, ‘You’ve turned out on time, anyway, for your first day. I’ll say that for you. I’ll have to wait for the other lasses.’

Rachel took off her thin coat and hung it on a nail. She shivered, her feet cold and damp inside her button boots because she had walked through the fresh snow. As she picked up the mug and made for the door, Mrs Brady called after her: ‘If he wants owt else it’s up to you, but don’t take all day. I don’t mind you lasses making a few bob but there’s work to be done here.’ Then cackling laughter: ‘This is a boarding-house – not a bawdy-house!’

Rachel paused, shocked, in the dark passage. She knew what Mrs Brady meant. She had taken the job because she needed work, had believed there would only be cleaning and bed-making, had never suspected . . . So she had come to this, working in a house of shame. She shrank from hazarding what her mother might have said, but she had to earn to eat. She drew a deep breath and climbed the uncarpeted stairs. They needed scrubbing – she would do that later. She stopped outside a door, knocked, then squeaked, voice wavering, ‘You wanted a call and I’ve brought you a cup of tea.’

‘Come in.’ A deep voice – and had he spoken through a yawn?

Rachel swallowed her fear, pushed open the door and entered. The room was small and he was a young man, tall and broad. He had sat up in bed and the blankets were round his waist. His bare chest and shoulders were well muscled and she averted her gaze. He held out one hand to take the mug from her and ran the fingers of the other through tousled black hair. ‘Thank you.’

Rachel turned to go, but then he said, ‘Just a minute. I want to ask you something.’

‘No.’ She spoke quickly, her response ready.

‘What?’ The word cracked out like a whip. ‘You don’t know what I was going to ask! But I can guess what you thought – that I wanted to bed you!’

Rachel swung on him. ‘I’m not a trollop!’

He glared at her, black eyes hard. ‘So?’

She frowned, but said, cautiously, ‘What did you mean to ask?’

‘I’m looking for a solicitor––’

She cut him off: ‘I don’t know any solicitors.’ But this time she added, with automatic good manners, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Never mind, I’ve plenty of time to find him. You’re excused, miss. I’ll thank you to leave as I intend to get up.’ He seized the blankets as if to cast them aside and Rachel fled. The door slammed behind her but she could hear him laughing. Damn him!


Rachel worked through the morning, making beds, sweeping and scrubbing. Mrs Brady was surprised and impressed: she had low standards of comfort and cleanliness. ‘You’re going to do well here, lass.’

Rachel thought, If you don’t sack me. If that – that man doesn’t complain about me. But it seemed he did not because Mrs Brady made no mention of it and Rachel did not see him again before she finished work at noon.

She walked home through the snow. The shipyards and engine works that lined both banks of the river running in its gorge were blanketed with it. It would soon become dirty slush from the thousands of smoking chimneys.

She was relieved that she had finished for the day, could flee the boarding-house, and that she was still employed. Her wage would keep a roof over her head and feed her – just: she would have to find another job for the rest of the day, although she had found it hard enough to accept Mrs Brady’s offer. Rachel had not told her that she was a governess; instead she had hinted that she had been in service. It had been accepted.

‘Home’ was a rented room, supposedly furnished, in a house shared by two families already. The front door stood open all day and ragged children ran in and out. There was a bed with a thin mattress, a small table and an upright chair. A scrap of worn carpet lay before the hearth, which held the ashes of the night before. Rachel would have lit another fire to dispel the dank chill and cook her dinner but she had burned the last of the coal. She sat on the chair to rest and stared out of the window at the view of the yard, with the black-dusted coal-houses and a tap left dripping so that it would not freeze. She thought of the home where she had grown up and the hopes her mother had nursed for her. Everything had gone so wrong. She had been betrayed, abused and shamed. A tear ran down her cheek, and she wiped it away with the heel of her hand. Then she saw the letter.

The postman must have slid it under the door and she had brushed it aside when she came in, she thought. She picked it up and saw that it was postmarked Sunderland but dated some days earlier.

There was a knock at the door. She opened it to find her landlady blinking at her. ‘I thought I heard you, Rachel,’ she croaked. ‘That letter was shoved under my door but got under the mat. I only found it today.’

‘That’s all right. Don’t worry.’ She watched the old lady hobble away, then opened it. It had come from a solicitor and she read it quickly: ‘If you are Rachel Wallace, daughter of Margaret Wallace and niece of the late Joshua Daniell . . .’ She paused, shocked. Uncle Josh dead? She read on: ‘. . . attend at this office at 3 p.m. on Thursday, 7 February. You may learn something to your advantage. You should bring with you some proof of identity.’

It took time for the message to sink in. She felt some sadness at her uncle’s death because she remembered him with affection. She had called on him a week or so earlier, but he had been out and she had left a message. She had seen him only rarely in the past ten years, but recalled his wild ways and odd ideas, the quarrel at a family gathering when she was just a child and his visit to her only a month or two ago, when he had suggested it would be best if someone not blinded by sentiment chose Rachel’s husband for her. His own marriage had been virtually arranged, he had added. Rachel shook her head, smiling. Odd he might have been, but kindly too, and his intentions were good. And now she saw how his death might affect her: had he left her something in his will? She would find out on the seventh. She glanced at the calendar with its portrait of Edward VII and his queen – and gasped. ‘Today!’

She ran down the yard with a bucket, fetched water from the tap and washed, then put on her one good dress and cleaned her shoes, those she kept for Sunday. Her coat would have to do.

The solicitor’s offices were in High Street East on the south shore of the river. That meant another halfpenny for the ferry but her fortunes might be about to change.

Ezra Arkenstall, greying and bearded, came round his desk to greet her. ‘Miss Wallace! How good to see you! I was beginning to think my letter had not reached you. May I introduce you to the other parties concerned? Mr Saul Gorman . . .’

The other two men in the office had stood up at her entrance and now the shorter, older one – he was in his early thirties and close on six feet tall – gave a little bow, smiling. He was dressed in a well-cut suit, a handkerchief tucked into his sleeve, something of a dandy.

The solicitor went on: ‘And Mr – or is it Captain? – Martin Daniell.’ He was a head taller and did not smile. Rachel remembered both men from her childhood, not their faces but the names. She recalled Martin Daniell from that morning, too, sitting half naked in his bed. Evidently he recognised her: he was looking surprised. She had met him as a boy, some fifteen years ago, but he had changed so much since then. He wore a navy blue suit, which might have been a uniform, and stood tall and straight. He inclined his head coldly. Rachel returned the greeting in kind, and sank into the chair Arkenstall held for her.

He went to sit behind his desk and Rachel delved into her bag. ‘I’ve brought my birth certificate and my mother’s marriage lines.’ She laid them on the desk. ‘When did Uncle Joshua die?’

‘Some two weeks ago.’

‘What was the cause of death?’ Martin Daniell asked.

‘Cancer.’ Arkenstall seemed embarrassed.

Saul Gorman raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.

Arkenstall hurried on: ‘I found the note you left for Josh at his house and wrote to you at the address you had given.’

‘Your letter was delivered to someone else in error,’ Rachel explained. ‘It only reached me today.’

Arkenstall smiled. ‘All’s well that ends well.’ He examined the papers and returned them. ‘They are in order.’ He turned to the file lying before him, seeming ill at ease. ‘I have here the last will and testament of Joshua Daniell. It names myself as executor. There is nothing strange about that, but its substance is unusual. He made several wills before this one and I think it would be fair to say that he was somewhat of an eccentric. But it is in due form and reads: “I, Joshua Daniell . . .”’

As Rachel listened, memories came back to her of the two young men, Saul and Martin, whom she had known as boys. Martin was a distant cousin through her father. She had seen Saul only rarely and he had been ten years older, a young adult when she was a child. She had played with Martin occasionally until his family moved to the Thames estuary. He had been two or three years older than her and had led their games by virtue of his seniority. She would not let him have the ordering of her now.

Arkenstall was intoning: ‘To my loyal friend Saul Gorman, I leave the sum of fifty pounds, in gratitude for his help and companionship in these latter years.’ Rachel saw that Saul’s smile had gone.

Then she heard her own name: ‘To my niece Rachel Wallace . . .’ Arkenstall cleared his throat, and Rachel smiled because ‘niece’ was a courtesy title: she was only distantly related to Joshua, again through her father.

‘. . . I leave my house.’ She stared at the solicitor, open-mouthed. The house! It was a rambling rabbit warren, and had to be worth several hundred pounds but, more importantly than that, it was a place of her own. She was vaguely aware that Arkenstall was droning on: ‘Finally, to my nephew, Martin Daniell, I bequeath my tugboat Fair Maid and the residue of my estate.’ The solicitor went on but Rachel, thoughts in a turmoil, was watching Martin. Now he looked shocked. Mr Arkenstall had just said something about ‘cease philandering’ – and her?


Martin solved the puzzle for her. As Arkenstall sat back, he asked harshly, ‘Do I understand you? The Fair Maid comes to me, and the house to Miss Wallace but only so long as we marry, live and work together for a year? If we fail, all reverts to Saul.’

‘That is correct,’ Arkenstall confirmed. ‘Josh said he believed this would bind you together.’ He was red-faced with embarrassment now. ‘I did say that he was inclined to be eccentric, and I do not wish to speculate on why he made these restrictions––’

‘I’ll thank you not to,’ Martin broke in. He looked at Saul, who was on his feet. ‘I’d hoped for no more than a minor bequest and fifty pounds would have been more than welcome.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’ Saul smiled and nodded.

‘I regret to say there will be no bequest of fifty pounds,’ Arkenstall told him. ‘Josh did not trust banks and only used them for occasional business. He normally paid, and took, cash. There may be money in the house, but I have made a cursory search and found nothing. The only money we know of was on his person when he died, just over five pounds. I used this to pay the crew of the Fair Maid. In fact, I had to put in a few shillings of my own.’

‘It doesn’t matter to me,’ Saul said. He beamed at Martin and Rachel. ‘I wish you both joy of your inheritance. The old boy was quite mad, of course. You could probably have the will overturned on the grounds of insanity.’ But he did not believe that.

‘I won’t do that,’ Martin said.

A dazed Rachel was in agreement. She would not question Joshua’s sanity. It was not to be thought of.

‘He was not insane,’ Arkenstall said firmly.

‘Then I’ll bid you all good day.’ Saul sauntered out of the room.

Martin turned to Rachel. ‘Well, miss?’

She would have wept if she had been alone, but not in front of him. For a minute she had known the joy of possession and then it had been snatched away. ‘No,’ she choked out.

‘No to what?’ Martin pressed.

‘I will not marry you.’

‘Amen to that! But have you any suggestion to make?’ When she shook her head, he turned to Arkenstall and demanded, ‘What can we do?’

The lawyer had been expecting this. ‘As I told you, the will is in order.’

‘You mean we can’t do anything?’ Evidently Martin read the answer in Arkenstall’s face. ‘Damn!’

The solicitor was looking at Rachel. ‘You’re very disappointed,’ he said gently. She nodded dumbly.

For a moment there was silence, the two men looking at her, Arkenstall sympathetic, Martin tight-lipped.

Martin got up. ‘May I have a word with you, please, outside?’ He held the door and Rachel passed him, head up and eyes averted.

They faced each other on the landing and he said, ‘Josh didn’t realise he was asking the impossible, expecting romance to blossom, but I don’t see why we should suffer for his mistake, for that’s what it is. If he’d known us better he would have acted differently. I think we should take up his offer.’

‘Never!’ Rachel snapped, like a pistol shot.

‘Will you listen? You’d vex a saint!’ Martin was about to say more but took a minute to regain his temper. He started again: ‘Please. I’m trying to think of you as well as myself. You wanted the house and I think you may be in need, working in that . . .’ he hesitated ‘. . . that place.’

‘That’s all I did – work!’ Rachel’s voice rose. ‘I scrubbed and cleaned! And you were a customer in that – place!’

Martin raised his eyes to the ceiling, but only said, ‘For a night’s lodging, no more than that.’ His gaze came down to her. ‘So we met in unfortunate circumstances and there was a misunderstanding. Can we put it behind us now?’ Rachel was still on her guard. ‘I think we should take up the offer and wed. No – wait!’ He lifted his hand as she was about to deny him again. ‘Let me finish! At the end of the year I’ll give you grounds for divorce and we’ll go our separate ways. You will have your house and I the Fair Maid. We will act as man and wife for the benefit of the world––’

‘I will not share your bed,’ Rachel cut in.

‘God forbid! Don’t worry, miss. This is business. One day I’ll marry, someone of my own choosing.’ His mouth clamped shut. The little fool is going to refuse in order to spite me, he thought.

‘Very well,’ Rachel said. She saw his surprise that she had yielded so quickly but did not explain. He would find out in due course. She would have her house and she would run it. He would have to put up with it – and her. She smiled at him. ‘Agreed. When?’

He nodded, gave a shade of a bow. ‘As soon as may be.’

She turned back to the door, waited for him to open it and entered. ‘We are to be wed in three weeks, sir,’ she told Arkenstall. ‘Now, may I have the keys to my house, please?’

Arkenstall gaped at her as he fumbled in a desk drawer for them, then handed the bunch to her. He looked from her to Martin and said, ‘May I offer my congratulations?’

Rachel nodded. ‘I expect there are papers to sign but perhaps I could call in tomorrow to do that?’

‘Of course, Miss Wallace.’ He added, ‘There is a housekeeper, Bridie McCann. I expect she will call. Joshua had arranged a pension for her.’

‘Thank you. Good day to you both.’ She passed Martin without another glance and was gone.

Arkenstall closed the door and said, ‘Well . . .’ He gestured to Martin to be seated. ‘We have matters to discuss.’

Out in the air, Rachel drew a deep breath and wondered what she had done. Agreed to marry that – that–– She reminded herself that this was no more than an arrangement to satisfy the letter and spirit of Joshua’s will, to achieve happiness for herself and Martin. She suspected that obtaining a divorce would not be as easy as Martin thought, but the keys were in her hand. Her house!

She could have walked into the town and taken a tram from there but she decided against it. Instead she turned downhill towards the river. She found she had just missed a sailing and would have to wait for the ferry’s return. She stood on the steps in the early dusk of winter and watched the busy traffic passing up-and downstream, ships entering or leaving, steamers under their own power and sailing ships towed by tugs.

When the ferry returned, she boarded, paid her halfpenny and crossed to the parish of Monkwearmouth on the north bank of the river Wear. Most of the shore was occupied by shipyards but houses crowded close behind them.

She collected her case from her room and told her landlady she was leaving. The old woman offered to return part of her rent but Rachel refused, knowing she needed the money. Then she walked under yellow gas-lights through narrow streets that teemed with running children to Joshua’s house. It was a Victorian edifice, some fifty years old, three storeys of red brick, and attic rooms whose dormer windows poked out of a black slate roof. It stood alone in its own grounds, three steps up to the front door, a cobbled passage running down each side. She recalled there was a yard at the rear.

A street-sweeper, an old man, leaned on his broom to watch as she tried one key after another in the lock. He took off a grubby cap to scratch grey stubble and asked, ‘Are you going to work in there?’

Rachel smiled at him. ‘I live here. It’s my house now.’

‘Aye?’ He jammed the cap on again. ‘Better you than me, after the way old Josh went.’

The key turned in the lock. ‘What do you mean?’ Rachel asked.

‘He hung hissel.’ He carried on sweeping.

Rachel’s spirits were dampened. The house hung over her now, the narrow windows blank. She shivered. A hansom cab clattered by, iron-bound wheels bouncing on the cobbles, the horse’s hoofs striking sparks. Then it was gone and the street was silent and empty. The sweeper had vanished down a turning and she was alone. She hesitated still, then shook herself, as if to slough off her fear. She pushed open the door and stepped into the hall.

It was pitch dark but the glow from the street-lights showed her the narrow strip of carpet and the gas-lamp hanging from the ceiling. A box of matches lay on the hall-stand. She let go of the door, which closed slowly behind her, leaving only a crack of light. She picked up the matches, struck one and lifted it to the lamp. The spluttering flame showed her the stairs, the passage leading to the kitchen and the back of the house and––

Rachel screamed. The body hung by its neck, head askew, from a rope lashed to the banister at the head of the stairs. She recoiled but before the match went out she realised that the ‘body’ was a dummy made from old clothes. Then she was seized from behind in an iron grip.


BOOK I


1

SUMMER 1891. MONKWEARMOUTH IN SUNDERLAND


‘Do it again! Please!’ Then five-year-old Rachel shrieked, as Joshua Daniell, his hands under her arms, swung her above his head. He was stocky, weatherbeaten and greying. He lowered her, avoiding the little legs kicking in the neatly darned black stockings. This was a special occasion so Rachel was wearing her one good dress with a white pinny over it. Her parents stood by, smiling. Harry Wallace was in his Sunday best, a navy serge suit, with a stiff white collar and tight tie. He was not handsome, but usually wore a grin that easily changed to laughter. Margaret was blonde and pretty, in a black dress with ribbon trim and a hat decorated with artificial flowers. She giggled as Rachel pleaded, ‘Again, Uncle Josh!’ then said, ‘That’s enough now, our Rachel.’

Joshua set her on her feet, and they stood in the hall of his big old house. Rachel liked Uncle Josh and his house, especially the stuffed seabirds in their glass cases. She did not like the stuffed alligator: it was not in a case but lay on a shelf in the hall, and regarded her now with a cold glass eye.

Joshua laughed. ‘I bought him from a feller who had been out foreign. Don’t you worry, he won’t hurt you. Now you get away and play wi’ the other baims.’ He sent her on her way with a pat on her behind.

She ran through the kitchen, where women were making sandwiches, and out into the cobbled backyard where there was a coal-house, a wash-house and a lavatory. A shed of tarred timber stood at the bottom. A half-dozen boys were playing, using the wash-house as a pirate ship, and Rachel stopped and watched, suddenly shy. Martin Daniell, Joshua’s nephew, whom she had seen before, was the captain. She did not know the other boys.

He noticed her. ‘D’ye want a game?’

Rachel hesitated. She was the only girl. Martin said, ‘You can be the cook. Come aboard.’ She stepped over the imaginary side of the ship, entered the wash-house and the game went on.

They were all there to celebrate Joshua’s birthday and all lived in or near Monkwearmouth, except Rachel and her parents: they had come from Newcastle-upon-Tyne on the train, an adventure in itself. Margaret and Harry Wallace rented two rooms, and Joshua’s house seemed like a palace to Rachel. She knew he was rich because he owned a tugboat, working out of the river Wear. She had heard her mother telling her father that Joshua towed sailing ships into and out of the port because they could not negotiate the narrow channel under sail. There were also steamers, which needed assistance in manoeuvring.

Rachel’s part in the game was to cook imaginary food in an imaginary galley and serve it on imaginary plates. This she did, until they were called into the house for their tea when she was almost trampled in the rush. She found a place between her father and mother at the big table. There were ham or beef sandwiches, with mustard or without, and a big cake with fifty-four candles. Rachel started with bread and butter as her mother had instructed beforehand, then ate a sandwich and a piece of cake, washed down with home-made lemonade. There was tea for the adults, and beer for the men, if they wanted it. Joshua drank more than anyone, red-faced and roaring with laughter, wiping his mouth on the back of his thick-fingered hand. It was calloused from hauling on wet manila ropes.

Margaret watched him disapprovingly, and murmured a warning to Harry over Rachel’s head: ‘There’s going to be trouble before the day’s out.’

Rachel wondered at that.

After the meal, the children were allowed to leave the table. ‘Get away and play, you bairns!’ Joshua bawled. They took him at his word and ran off to play hide and seek up and down the stairs, in and out of the rooms, racing through the winding passages.

Saul Gorman did not go. He was a lad of fifteen, also distantly related to Joshua and had sat opposite Rachel. He sat on now. He had been at work for a year, as a deck boy aboard a tug, but not Joshua’s. He smiled tolerantly, like an adult, as the children left, but drank lemonade: he refused to let Joshua persuade him to try the beer. He was attentive to his mother, who was sitting at his side: a faded little widow. She seemed surprised by his concern for her comfort, as well she might: her late husband had bullied and beaten her and at home Saul bade fair to follow in his footsteps. But he was always very respectful towards Joshua. He hoped to profit by it one day.

It was the turn of a boy called Wilf to seek and he began counting, his eyes closed. Rachel and the others scattered. She found a room with a narrow bed and slid under it, only to find Martin already there. ‘There isn’t room for two!’ he hissed.

‘Yes, there is.’

‘There isn’t. Go on!’ He shoved her out.

She pushed back in. ‘He’s coming!’

They froze, breath held, as soft footsteps came to the door. Then Wilf crowed, ‘Found you! Come out, Rachel.’ As she crawled out from under the bed he explained, ‘I could see your white pinny.’

‘Only because I didn’t get right under. If––’ She stopped. She had nearly given away Martin’s presence. It was then that she heard the voices downstairs.

‘You’re making a big mistake!’ That was Joshua, his words slurred but clear enough. ‘Shifting down to the Thames! What d’ye think ye’ll do down there?’

‘I told you, I’ll have a boat to command.’ That was Luke Daniell, Joshua’s younger brother and Martin’s father, speaking soberly, reasonably. ‘Here, I’m just working for you. You’ve taught me a lot and I’m grateful, but now I’ve the chance of a boat o’ my own and I’m taking it.’

‘You were always a selfish bugger––’

‘You watch your tongue, Josh Daniell!’ Sally, Luke’s wife, interrupted. ‘That’s not true or fair! He’s worked damned hard for you and he’d be a fool not to take a chance to better himself.’

‘You’re taking his side?’

‘Of course I am. But we don’t want to part like this!’

‘But you’re going, the lot o’ ye. Just don’t think I won’t manage. I’ll get on all right.’

‘I know you will, or I wouldn’t go,’ Luke said. ‘Geordie Millan is a good mate. You only need to find another hand and I’ll stay for a week to give you time to sign one on.’

‘Don’t worry yourself. You can take your brood and go down south or to hell for all I care!’

That brought a chorus of ‘Shame!’

‘That’s the beer talking,’ Sally said, a catch in her voice. ‘Come on, Luke, we’ll do no good here.’

Rachel tiptoed down the stairs. Her mother found her in the hall, at a cautious distance from the alligator, when she came out of the room where angry voices were still raised. Harry followed his wife and put an arm round his daughter, ‘There y’are, bonny lass. We’re away home now.’

Rachel was upset by the argument, and clutched her father’s hand. He stopped to kiss her and she smelt beer on his breath. He straightened, tucked his wife’s arm through his, and they left the house. They took a tram, drawn by two plodding horses, as far as Monkwearmouth station where they boarded a train to Newcastle. They had a carriage to themselves so Rachel knelt on the seat and peered out of the window. It was only her second outing by train – the first had also been to Sunderland – and she watched the fields slide by as the train puffed and clacketty-clacked along, stopping at every little station. She had forgotten the quarrel now, but her parents had not.

‘Josh gave us a good do,’ Harry said.

‘Aye, but he had no call to go on like that at the end,’ Margaret responded.

Her young husband grinned. ‘That’s just our Josh. He drinks and fights and has some queer ideas, but there’s no badness in him. He’s a bit daft, that’s all.’ Then he added, ‘I think he’s a good man at his trade, mind.’

Margaret sniffed. ‘I never knew his wife but I believe they were a devoted couple and Josh was heartbroken when she died. It took him a long time to get over it.’

‘Aye,’ Harry agreed. ‘They were saying that today when Josh wasn’t listening.’ He glanced sideways at his wife. ‘From what I heard you’d ha’ got on with her. She came from a good family.’

So had Margaret. She squeezed his hand. ‘You’re good enough for me.’

Harry had been brought up in an orphanage. He had become a shipyard labourer, sent down from the Tyne to work on a job at West Hartlepool. There he had met Margaret, courted and married her against the wishes of her rich father, who had not spoken to them since then. The young couple had made their own way and they had been happy, though money was always scarce. A labourer earned a low wage and could be out of work for weeks at a time. Margaret was a good needlewoman and took in sewing to help out. She was also a good manager and they never went hungry – or, rather, their little girl did not.

Rachel had been listening to them with half an ear as she breathed on the window and wrote with one finger in the condensation. Now she asked, ‘Why does Uncle Josh have that big house?’

‘Betsy, his wife, had a dowry,’ her mother told her. ‘That means she brought some money to the marriage. In fact, her father bought the house for her.’ She saw Rachel’s mouth open and forestalled her. ‘Why? Because she wanted a lot of children. But they were never blessed. She wouldn’t sell the house, though, always hoping, and now Josh won’t sell it either. So it stands nearly empty.’

The train was pulling slowly into Newcastle station. Harry stepped down on to the platform and lifted Rachel out of the carriage. ‘Let’s get on home. It’s time you were in bed.’

As they went Margaret thought back to her own childhood in the big house owned by her father. She had seen little of him or her mother, had been brought up by a nurse and a governess, had known comfort and been waited on by servants. She would have wished for the same for her daughter but knew that was impossible now. But Rachel seemed happy, and later . . . Margaret had plans for her.

Fifteen-year-old Saul Gorman had plans too. He sat beside his mother on the lower deck of a tram as they made their way home. ‘Josh Daniell gave us a nice tea,’ she said, ‘but, then, he always does.’

Saul scowled. ‘He does it with other people’s money. My dad should have had the mate’s job but Josh gave it to that Geordie Millan.’

His mother sighed. They had been through all this before. Her husband had told Saul of how he virtually ran Joshua’s tugboat. He had come to believe it, and so had his son. In fact, he had been a deckhand, and Geordie Millan was better qualified to be mate, but Saul would not accept this.

‘Can’t you put all that behind you?’ Mrs Gorman pleaded. ‘Joshua got you the job on Mr Longstaff’s tugboat.’

But Saul ignored her. He was convinced that his father, who had died of a burst appendix three years ago, had been treated unjustly. One day he would set it right.


2

AUTUMN 1891.NEWCASTLE-UPON-TYNE


‘It’s turned bloody cauld!’ the man next to Harry shouted, into the wind that howled up the Tyne from the sea. The two men were part of a gang working high on the hull of a part-completed ship. The gulls screamed around them and they felt the cold sting on their faces.

Harry grimaced. ‘And here comes the rain!’

It drove in on the wind, a sudden squall that was over in minutes but left them soaked to the skin. They worked on furiously to warm themselves, but although the rain had stopped the bitter, cutting wind continued to blow. Harry had started that morning feeling out of sorts, but nobody lost a day’s work for a cold. When the siren blew at the end of the day, he was shivering.

Margaret put him to bed with a hot oven shelf, wrapped in a scrap of old blanket, at his feet. He could not face food and huddled down in the bed. Next day he was worse: Margaret could feel him burning and she sent for the doctor. He confirmed what she had feared, that the cold had turned to pneumonia. Harry fought for his life but a week later he died as dawn was breaking.

Margaret wept over him. She had slept curled in two armchairs pushed together to leave him undisturbed in their bed, listening subconsciously for his croaking call and hearing the skitter of mice across the floor. Now she dried her tears and went through to the kitchen, where Rachel slept on a couch. The child was stirring sleepily and Margaret slipped an arm round her. ‘Your daddy’s dead, my lamb.’

They comforted each other as, first, the doctor came and wrote the death certificate, then the woman who would see to the laying-out. She passed into the bedroom and closed the door behind her.

A few days later, mother and daughter stood together at the graveside, and afterwards Rachel helped her mother serve the mourners with tea and sandwiches. The neighbours were kind, generous with their sympathy. ‘He was a grand man. You’re going to miss him, hinny.’ Margaret knew that: she would miss him at her side and in her bed, his grin and cheery whistle, his tenderness and passion.

And the money he had brought in. The rent had to be paid; she and her daughter had to be fed and clothed. She took on more sewing because now her earnings would have to pay for everything. She would not consider marrying again: there could never be another Harry.

She hoped Rachel would make a good marriage, but if not . . . ‘I want you to learn good manners, speak properly and work hard at your lessons,’ she told her daughter. ‘Then one day you will find a post as a governess with some good family, teaching their children and living as one of them.’ She remembered her own governess, a kindly lady of middle years who had seemed content with her lot. ‘I want you to have the sort of home I had as a young girl.’

‘Why did you leave, Mam?’ Rachel asked.

‘My father was against me marrying your daddy so I ran away.’ She added, with more loyalty than truth, ‘Your grandfather is a good man but very stubborn.’ James Granett had a number of other faults, spite and bad temper being just two.

‘Will we ever see him?’ Rachel asked.

‘One day.’

She had written to Joshua to tell him of Harry’s death, and now she received a letter from him. It expressed his sympathy on her bereavement and apologised for the delay in writing: ‘I have been on a long tow to the north of Scotland and only now come back to find your letter.’ He enclosed a banknote ‘to buy a wreath’. Margaret spent most of the money on clothes for Rachel, knowing Harry would have wished it so.

A few days later she had a brief, cold letter from her father to advise her that her mother had died of a heart-attack. Margaret grieved again. While James Granett had cut off his daughter, his wife had kept in touch. Alice had been a gentle, sweet-natured woman, and had rebelled against her husband’s order that she should not see Margaret. She had secretly visited the little house in Newcastle to talk to her daughter and play with Rachel, always bringing a toy for her grandchild, a dress or a pair of shoes, some food to put on the table. She gave what she could, saved out of the housekeeping allowance she received from her husband; she had no money of her own. She would be sorely missed.

Rachel raised a tearstained face. ‘We won’t see Granny again?’

Margaret dried her daughter’s eyes and smiled. ‘No, but we’ll go and say goodbye to her.’

‘Will we see Grandfather?’ Rachel was part curious, part apprehensive.

‘Yes, we will.’ Margaret was determined.

So they took the train to West Hartlepool and the big house, the tickets bought with the last of Joshua’s money. James Granett greeted them coldly. He was bald, but mutton-chop whiskers framed his long face. His mouth was like a steel trap. He had saved places for them with him in the leading carriage, just behind the hearse and the horses with their nodding black plumes. Margaret knew he was only observing protocol. She laid the wreath she had bought out of her hard-earned savings with Rachel’s small posy, then lifted the child so she could see her grandmother in the coffin. They began the drive to the cemetery through drizzling rain.

Afterwards Margaret sat among the other mourners and watched Rachel eat heartily, but only toyed with her food. Later she sought out her father and asked quietly, so no one else could hear, ‘May I speak to you in private?’

He nodded reluctantly and led her to his study. In the book-lined room she stood before the desk at which he sat, swallowed her fear and said, ‘As you know, my husband died not long ago.’ She had written to him at the time but he had not replied. Now he nodded, tight-lipped. She went on, ‘Harry worked hard but we had little money, so I’ve come today to ask for your help, not for me but for your granddaughter. If you could make us a small allowance I would be grateful.’

He eyed her in silence, then sneered, ‘Changing your tune now. You were full of independence when you ran off with that labourer, wouldn’t listen to me. Now you want me to support you. That’s what finished your mother. It was her conscience did for her when I found out she’d been sneaking off to see you and the brat. I got it out of her. You might have changed but I haven’t. I have my principles and you’ll not get a penny from me.’

Margaret was stunned. ‘You “got it out of her”? I can guess how. You killed her – you murdered my mother!’ Margaret spun on her heel and yanked open the door. ‘You have her blood on your hands!’ she shouted.

People were crowding the hall now, waiting to take leave of their host, and stared, shocked, as Margaret’s denouncement rang out. She ploughed through them to Rachel, still sitting at the table. Margaret seized her hand and hauled her away.

Rachel had never seen such an expression on her mother’s face, and asked, frightened, ‘What’s the matter, Mam?’

‘I’ve just seen the devil.’

They were at the front door now. A maid stood there, in black dress, white apron and cap. ‘Begging your pardon, Miss Margaret, but it’s nice to see you again,’ she said.

‘It’s good of you to say so, Jane, but you should have nothing more to do with me,’ Margaret said. ‘It could cost you your job.’ She eased past the girl and outside. The rain on her face was refreshing and she started along the gravelled drive, past the line of waiting carriages.

Her father appeared at the head of the steps, long face twisted with rage. ‘You’ve shamed us all!’ he bawled. ‘Damn you! I tell you again, you’ll not have a penny––’

‘I’d take nothing from you if we were starving! You’re a monster! The death of my mother and your money carries a curse! We’re well quit of you! If there’s a God above you’ll roast in hell for what you’ve done!’ She walked on, Rachel trotting by her side, out of the drive and out of his sight.

She cried in the train, Rachel sitting on her knee. When the tears stopped Margaret told her, ‘You must forget about today, and that man. Put the whole business out of your mind for ever. Do you hear?’

‘Aye, Mam,’ Rachel whispered, and clung to her mother.

But she would remember every word.
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‘Mind where you walk,’ Margaret said. ‘My shoes are full o’ water.’ She carried a heavy shopping-bag in one hand, leaning to one side because of its weight.

Rachel tried to step round the puddles where paving stones had sunk. ‘Mine are wet inside too, Mam.’ She clung to her mother’s free hand, a skinny ten-year-old in a coat too short for her, and wrinkled black stockings. The wind coming in off the Tyne lashed rain into their faces so they walked head down into it. They were in a street of little shops and people scurried from one to the shelter of another. Rachel narrowed her eyes against the rain and saw the three brass balls above her, the window filled with an intriguing miscellany of objects: clocks, watches, fire-irons, suits and dresses on hangers, and some cheap imitation jewellery – even a chamber-pot. She giggled and pointed. ‘Look, Mam.’

‘Aye. Don’t point.’ Margaret corrected her automatically. ‘I know all about it.’ She hurried her child on. ‘Away, our Rachel. Don’t stand about here.’

They turned at the next corner, and the one after that. Now they were in the cobbled alley at the rear of the shops. It was deserted but Margaret paused as if she was about to change the bag from one hand to the other, but in fact to make sure they were unobserved. Satisfied they were not seen, she led Rachel quickly through an unmarked gate into a yard and from there into a windowless room divided by a counter. They were now in the rear of the pawnbroker’s shop – and the room was full. So much for their attempt at evading notice.

There were six other women in the cramped little room, one standing at the counter, the others queuing behind her. All were in black or brown, drab, shabby and worn. All dripped water on to the floor. The atmosphere was steamy and smelt of dust, old clothes, damp serge and past meals. Each woman carried a parcel badly wrapped in newsprint or brown paper. They looked at Margaret and she looked back, but no one spoke. It was Monday, and she had chosen the busiest day. The woman at the counter had opened her parcel to show a blue serge suit shiny with age. Margaret knew the other parcels would be the same: Harry had told her that the men’s suits were pawned on Monday and reclaimed for the next weekend.

A bald-headed man stood behind the counter, his belly bulging against it, his lips pursed. He picked at the old blue suit with fingers like bananas, then stuffed it back into its wrapping and shoved it under the counter. He slapped some coins on to the counter with a ticket. The woman picked them up, said, ‘Ta, Sammy,’ and hurried out.

‘The man bought that suit but he didn’t pay much,’ Rachel whispered.

‘Sssh!’ Margaret hissed.

The other women grinned and chuckled. Sammy looked puzzled by their mirth, but then the line moved forward.

The next woman dumped her parcel on the counter and said jovially, ‘No need to open it, Sammy. It’s my man’s suit, as usual.’
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