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‘It’s tough, it’s gutsy, brimming with emotion and a cracking yarn – all that a good North East saga should be’


Sunderland Echo


Praise for CHRISSIE’S CHILDREN


‘Catherine Cookson-readalike … a delight’


Colchester Evening Gazette


‘This novel has the clear ring of authenticity … the depth of the setting gives it its richness’


Northern Echo


Praise for MARY’S CHILD


‘Cookson fans will lap up this enthralling turn-of-the-century saga’


Hartlepool Mail


‘Colourful … authentic … in the bestselling tradition of Catherine Cookson’


Middlesbrough Evening Gazette




About the author


IRENE CARR was born and brought up on the river in Monkwearmouth, Sunderland, in the 1930s. Her father and brother worked in shipyards in County Durham and her mother was a Sunderland barmaid. Her previous novels, Mary’s Child, and its standalone sequel, Chrissie’s Children, are both available as Coronet paperbacks.




‘Journeys end in lovers meeting.’
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Monkwearmouth in Sunderland, January 1888


Josie’s memory of the giant came back to haunt her all through her childhood and on into her adult years. On that awful night when he came raging through the big old house down by the river, four-year-old Josie trembled in the huge kitchen with its broad black stove and its smell of baking bread. Her mother, Peggy Langley, blonde, gentle and pretty in her long, dark blue dress with its high collar, had insisted they enter by the kitchen door. Josie’s father, David, dark and handsome in his best suit with its high lapels and narrow trousers, had bristled. ‘What! Go into the house I grew up in by the back door?’ But he had given in to his wife’s fears that old William Langley would slam the front door in her face.


Peggy had pleaded, ‘I just want you to make your peace with him before we go.’


Josie did not understand any of that. Her father had gone on into the house to seek his own father, William. Josie, her thin face framed by the bonnet that let a few strands of shining, coppery hair escape, watched him go out of wide grey eyes. She waited in the kitchen with her mother and she heard the bellowing, at first distant but rapidly approaching.


That first memory was burned into her brain by the threatened violence and her terror. The snow that had turned to hail drummed on the windows as the wind drove it. Darkness had come early on this winter day, so the windows were black glass that reflected the picture of her small face. The kitchen was lit yellow by the hissing gas lamp. A door in one corner stood open and showed the head of a flight of stairs leading down into a dark cavern of a cellar. Josie saw it as just a black hole that could hide monsters. But the monster came in through the other door that led into the house.


Her father came first, tight-lipped with anger. Behind him came the giant. Josie stood at her mother’s knee and clutched Peggy’s skirts, her eyes big with fright as she peered up at the black-bearded figure filling the doorway. He went on bellowing, ‘Make it up? Be damned to that! Because you’re going to America? You can go where the hell you like – but you won’t stay in this house.’ He glared at Peggy. ‘I thought you would be behind this.’


David Langley, a slighter, shorter, clean-shaven copy of his father, stepped in front of William. Josie could see his fists clenched at his sides. He said, ‘Father, I just wanted to—’


William did not let him finish: ‘I thought you’d be wanting something, but don’t call me Father! You lost the right to do that, along with a lot more, when you defied me five years ago. You married that woman and I turned you out. Or have you got her with a bairn again? Is that the reason you’ve come crawling back?’


‘I’m not crawling! I want nothing from you!’ Now David was shouting. Josie pressed one small fist against her mouth, her lips quivering. David went on, ‘Aye! It was Peggy’s idea to come here. She said, “Don’t go across the sea without making it up with your father. And he’ll want to see Josie.”’


The giant’s glare shifted to rest briefly on the small girl and she stepped back behind her mother to hide from those black eyes that bored into her. But then the glare shifted again, back to rest on her father, and William growled, ‘You’ll not get around me by using the bairn. I told you five years ago, that woman got you into her bed and with that child to wangle your ring on to her finger and her hands on to your money.’


‘That’s enough!’ David Langley stepped forward and now he raised his clenched fists.


But Peggy seized his arm and held him back. ‘No, David, please! Now come away. I want no more trouble.’


David retreated a pace at her urging, but reluctantly, and he said, ‘I haven’t seen James.’


His father said, ‘Your brother’s working at the yard. I sacked Elisha Garbutt a year back—’


David broke in, ‘So I heard. After him being your manager for all of ten years, you walked into the yard one morning and told him he was finished. That’s no way to treat a man who served you—’


But now his father cut short the reproach: ‘Aye! And he was swindling me for most of those ten years!’


David protested, ‘He had a wife and children. How are they living?’


William was unbending: ‘Damned if I know because they left the town, but he had a lot of my money. They’ll not starve and I’ll not lose any sleep. I have proof of how he robbed me and he’s lucky I didn’t have him sent to jail. He knows it. I gave his job to Alfred Bagley and your brother is helping him.’


David was concerned. ‘Don’t push him too hard. James isn’t fourteen yet.’


‘He will be in a couple of months and I’m keeping my eye on the pair of them. He’ll be ready to do the manager’s job himself when he’s a grown man and Bagley retires. James is a good boy.’ And he warned, ‘You stay away from him.’


David brushed that warning aside with a contemptuous wave of one hand. ‘You don’t frighten me. I’ll not make trouble for James. I wish him all the best in life.’


He turned his back on his father and ushered his wife and child out of the house. Little Josie hurriedly led the way. The hail had turned to snow again, flying in their faces on the wind driving in from the sea. Josie felt the cold nipping at her nose and ears. Holding the hand of her mother, she walked away from the big house, separated from the terraced streets that surrounded it only by a high wall. But first they crossed the yard to the back gate. The surrounding walls, and the washhouse in one corner of the yard, stood black in the night, but the snow outlined the tops of the walls and painted the roofs white.


Josie looked back once as she came to the back gate and caught one last glimpse of her grandfather. The giant stood in the doorway, etched black against the light of the kitchen, menacing. Then Josie passed through the gate into the lane beyond and he was lost to sight. But he still loomed in her mind, terrifying.


‘He frightened me, Mam.’ Josie, eager to talk now, looked up at her mother.


But Peggy Langley whispered, ‘Ssh!’ Her eyes were on her husband. David Langley strode with face set and brows in a thick, dark line. His mouth was drawn down at the corners, bitter.


They came to the road that ran up from the river and James turned to walk down it. Peggy asked, ‘Aren’t we going to the station?’


David answered, ‘No. I’m going to look in at the yard and have a word with James.’


‘Your father said—’


‘He can say what he likes. I’m not leaving without seeing James.’ Then he added, ‘I’m sorry you had to listen to him back there. He’s a good man really but this time he’s wrong and I can’t get him to see it.’


Peggy squeezed his hand. ‘I don’t care. I want nothing from him. It’s just – I know it hurts you.’


David smiled wryly. ‘I’ll get over it.’


Josie did not understand any of this but was simply glad to be free of the giant and his baleful glare.


They came to the gates of the shipyard, the name painted in bold letters: William Langley and Sons. David nodded at it grimly. ‘He’ll soon be changing that. I’m surprised he didn’t do it long ago.’ They passed the timekeeper’s office and then they were walking down the yard. Ahead of them the hull of the ship being built rose like a steel cliff. Tall cranes towered above it and workmen swarmed over it. The din of the riveting hammers set Josie’s hands to her ears. More workmen, grimy and with their faces sweat-streaked, hurried back and forth across their path. Then one turned towards them as David called, ‘Sammy!’


The man he hailed was in his forties, broad, stocky, and he walked with a sailor’s roll. His shirt-sleeves were rolled to the elbows showing tattooed forearms. He grinned at Josie but addressed David. ‘Now then, Mr Langley.’


David introduced him: ‘This is my wife, Peggy. Sammy Allnutt taught me a lot when I was a boy just new in the yard.’ Then to Sammy: ‘I’m looking for our James. I hear he works with Bagley, the manager here now.’


‘Aye, and he’s coming on fine.’ Sammy nodded approvingly. ‘He’s just down the yard.’ He gave a jerk of his thumb as indication.


David asked, ‘How do you like Bagley?’


‘All reet. He only has to do what your father tells him, but he’s a canny feller. Not like that Garbutt. He was a wrong ’un. It was a good day’s work when your father sacked him. And his boy, Reuben, was just fifteen years old when I last saw him and he looked set to be a sight worse. He used to walk round this yard wi’ his father and looking down his nose at the rest of us like we were dirt. And he had an evil look to him.’


Peggy said disbelievingly, ‘At only fifteen?’


‘Aye, Mrs Langley,’ Sammy insisted. ‘I’ve seen a few bad ’uns in my time and fifteen or fifty, that’s the word for him: evil.’ Then he pointed. ‘There’s James coming up now.’


Sammy stepped aside and went on his way, with a nod to David and a muttered ‘All the best to you.’


A youth came running up the slope from the river and the ship on the stocks. The frown cleared from David’s face and he was smiling when his brother came panting up to them. Josie liked the look of this boy and did not hide this time.


‘Thank God you came!’ James Langley was tall for his near-fourteen years, not so dark as his brother and having the soft brown hair and eyes of his dead mother. He wore grimy overalls and there was a smudge of oil on his forehead. He gripped the hand David held out to him and smiled with pleasure. Then the smile faded. ‘A chap came into the yard a day or so back and said he’d heard you were going to America.’


David nodded. ‘That’s right.’


James asked, ‘Did you try to make it up with Dad?’


David nodded again, but said, ‘No luck.’


‘I thought so.’ James sighed. ‘I know his mind is set. I’ve tried to take your side, tried to put in a word for you, but he won’t listen.’ Young James loved his father and respected him so now he said unhappily, ‘And I know he is wrong.’ With that he reached out a hand to touch Peggy’s sleeve. Then he turned on David and said wistfully, ‘I wish I was going with you.’


‘No!’ David set his hands on the boy’s shoulders. ‘Someone has to stay here with Father and as he doesn’t want me then it must be you. Bagley is a good enough man but he can’t manage the yard without Father telling him what to do. And Father will be fifty this year. You’ll have to take over Bagley’s job in another ten years – and one day the Langley shipyard will be yours. You mustn’t – can’t – throw that away.’ David let his hands fall then. ‘We’ve got to catch a train. You get back to work.’


‘Aye. I will.’ James’s voice was husky now; he was close to tears. He turned and started back down the slope, then paused to turn his head on his shoulder and shout above the din of the hammers, ‘Write to me with your address when you get there and I’ll come and see you in America one day.’


‘I’ll write to you, never fear.’ David watched until his brother disappeared from sight beyond the hull on the stocks, then he cleared his throat and said gruffly, ‘Come on, then.’ He turned and walked back up the yard. Josie found that instead of being frightened she was sad and crying. When she looked she saw tears on her mother’s cheeks.


Josie asked, ‘Are you sad as well, Mam?’


Her mother managed to smile and shook her head. ‘I think it’s just this cold wind making my eyes water.’


Josie agreed. ‘I suppose that’s what it is.’


They came out of the yard, climbed the steep road up from the river then crossed North Bridge Street, hurrying between horse-drawn trams. So they came to Monkwearmouth station, its frontage like a Greek temple with its tall columns. Inside the station they collected the luggage they had left there earlier. All they had was in one big portmanteau. The platform was crowded and so was the train but they found seats crammed into a nearly full compartment with Josie wedged between her parents. As her damp clothes began to steam in the heat she felt her feet come alive again inside her buttoned boots swinging above the floor. When the train hissed, shuddered, clanked and then began to move, Josie peered past her father and out through a cleared patch in the mist on the glass. She saw only darkness and pinpoints of light. Her eyes closed.


Her mother said softly, ‘She’s worn out with all that’s been going on.’


Her father agreed in a murmur, ‘Aye.’


Josie was too tired to argue, but not asleep. She heard her mother say above her head, low-voiced so only her husband would hear, but harshly bitter, ‘I suppose we should have expected your father would think I set out to trap you for your money.’


David Langley laughed grimly. ‘If you had you’d have made a mistake, because I won’t get it now.’


Peggy sighed. ‘But you know what I mean: I was a servant lass wi’ no family or money. He owns a shipyard and it would ha’ gone to you in time. I don’t blame him for not accepting me, but I didn’t want him to turn against you.’


David said softly, ‘I wouldn’t change anything.’


Josie felt the warmth of that love, like the physical warmth that wrapped around her now. She sighed and relaxed.


Only a few hours ago they had left the house in which Josie had been born and raised. It was south of the River Wear which ran through the town. Josie had crossed to the north side often before this day, with her parents, to visit the Langley house – but that was when her grandfather was away on business. She had come to know it and love it. Now she hoped she would never cross its threshold again.


But she would – and regret it.


Tom Collingwood’s journey through life had begun four years before, when his grandfather had saved him from the institution. Tom was eight years old now, in ragged jacket and trousers, barefoot save for a pair of old boots with more holes to them than leather. He stood on the station at Newcastle, long-legged and grubby, his thick, black hair hand-combed, and watched the Sunderland train come in. He saw the man and the woman, her carrying a child, but just as faces in the long blur of faces. He held out his hand and asked, ‘Give us a ha’penny, mister. I’m hungry. Give us a ha’penny, missus. Give us …’ He got a halfpenny from the man as he passed; the woman had her hands full with the sleeping child. Tom went on reciting the plea monotonously. He had stopped crying over an hour ago.


His grandfather had spoken his last words an hour before that: ‘Christ! I could do wi’ a drink.’ He had mumbled them sitting on the pavement with his back against the wall outside the station. Before that he had called hoarsely through chattering teeth: ‘Wounded in the Crimea! Spare a copper for an old soljer!’ He was wounded in the Crimean War, that was true. But the crutch lying across his knees supported him only in the towns. He had carried it over his shoulder the length and breadth of Scotland and down into the north of England. He was bearded and brown, ragged and gaunt now. During his long life he had been a soldier and a fisherman, a seaman and a poacher – and something of a rogue all the time.


He was the only family Tom had ever known. His first memory was of his grandfather coming to the house where Tom’s parents waited for burial. The tall old man, burly and strong then, had scooped him up into the fold of one arm and told him, ‘I’ll not let them put you in the orphanage.’ Tom had been with him ever since.


But that was all over now, though Tom did not realise this for some time. He was uneasy and fearful when his grandfather, after a long silence, let out a deep sigh and then ceased his laboured breathing. The worried small boy could not wake the old man. Tom suspected the worst when the two policemen came slow-striding and one said, ‘I don’t like the look o’ this one.’ Tom did not like the look of them, either, had always been taught to steer clear of the ‘pollis’. So he sidled away – but he heard: ‘Th’ould feller’s deid.’


He had been taught to seek shelter in crowds so he slunk into the station. He had begged there out of habit and there his loss came home to him and he shed tears for the rough, hard-bitten old man who had cared for him after his fashion. Now he realised that there was no one to tell him where to go, what to do. No one to find him a bed – of some sort – for the night. He was alone.


When the police came into the station he guessed they were looking for him. His grandfather had told him how he had been saved from the orphanage and Tom was determined not to go there now. The train was filling up again to return to Sunderland. He sneaked aboard it by hiding among a little group of passengers, workmen smelling of drink and shouldering through the gate. He found a seat beside them and as the train rattled along from station to station he learned that they were all getting off at a place called Monkwearmouth.


He got out of that station as he had entered the train at Newcastle. The ticket collector at the gate spotted him worming through among the workmen, all of them singing now, but Tom ducked under his clutching hand and ran away into the night. He walked around some of the streets of Monkwearmouth, row upon row of soot-stained houses with windows lit yellow. A fine, cold drizzle came in from the sea. He begged as he went but got nothing from the few people hurrying home.


When the streets emptied, and the lights in the windows went out one by one, he found a tenement where the front door had not been bolted. In the passage was a dark corner where he could not see his dirty hand before his dirty face. He had a few halfpennies in his pocket with a hunk of bread and a piece of cheese. He ate the food and slept on some old sacking with the mice skittering around him. All this was done as if his grandfather was still with him; he was clutching at normality. This was the only life he had known and he had been happy enough.


But now he was miserable – and lonely.
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Liverpool, January 1888


Josie had no sense of foreboding when she and her family boarded the emigrant ship, lying in the Albert Dock, in the late afternoon. The wind whipping in off the Mersey was cold but excitement kept her warm. The side of the SS Blackhill stood above the landing stage, black-painted and massive to Josie’s eyes. Smoke trailed from the ship’s two funnels as her sweating stokers laboured below, hurling shovelfuls of coal into the furnaces to raise steam for her to sail. Josie held her mother’s hand, following her father as he carried their portmanteau on his shoulder. They climbed the gangway to the deck of the ship along with other passengers sailing to a new life in America. Some had portmanteaux but most made do with a cheap suitcase or an old kitbag. A few carried all their belongings tied up in an old shawl or blanket.


David Langley set the portmanteau down and straightened his back, worked his shoulders after ridding himself of the weight. He set an arm about his wife’s shoulders and smiled at her. ‘We’ll be sailing in a few hours.’


Josie asked, ‘Will we get to America tomorrow?’


Her father laughed. ‘Not as soon as that! But not too long. It will give you time to enjoy the cruise.’ That was said to reassure his wife as much as his daughter. Privately he doubted if a winter passage of the North Atlantic would be pleasant. But he told himself they would all survive a little bad weather and seasickness and be none the worse.


He lifted the portmanteau again. ‘Time to go below.’ He led the way to the poop and a door opening on to steep stairs leading down into the steerage where the emigrants would live during the crossing.


Josie stood at the head of the ladder, looking down into the dark bowels of the ship. It reminded her of the stairs down into the cellar in her grandfather’s house. And it was then she felt the first queasiness, the first shiver shaking her, She wailed, ‘I don’t want to go down there!’


Her father joked with her, ‘Well, you can’t sleep on deck. What if it rains?’


Josie’s mother picked her up, held her close and soothed her: ‘It’s warm and dry down below. It will be just like going downstairs in our old house.’


Josie clung tightly to her and so they went below.


Later that evening, Peggy Langley looked up into her husband’s face and said anxiously, ‘She’s burning up! Oh, David, I’m frightened!’ She held Josie in her arms – the little girl was flushed, her hair damp with perspiration.


David laid his hand on her brow, felt the heat of it and bit his lip. He looked around him. The steerage accommodation for the emigrants was down below the waterline and crowded, bunks stacked one above the other like huge chests of drawers. David had been to sea more than once. He knew what it would be like to be battened down in this dark hold for hours or days in bad weather, and he had learned from one of the ship’s officers that the barometer showed they would get it. And in the North Atlantic? How would this child of his fare during such a crossing, three thousand-odd miles and lasting two weeks or more? And what lay at the end of it?


He ran his hand through his dark hair worriedly and looked down again at Josie’s flushed face, saw the way she twisted restlessly in her mother’s arms. And she cried out in fear, ‘The giant!’


Peggy whispered, ‘She keeps on about some giant, a bad dream she’s having. She’s not in her right mind, David.’


He nodded. ‘She’s delirious.’ He made his decision. ‘Come on, we’re going ashore.’ He hurried the partially relieved Peggy up the succession of ladders to the deck. She would not be fully relieved so long as Josie was ill, but she was glad to be able to deal with that illness on dry land where there were doctors.


They were only just in time; the gangway was about to be swung up and inboard by a team of seamen working a derrick. David and Peggy trotted precariously down the gangway’s tilted length, and they had scarcely set foot on shore when it was lifted into the air by the derrick and a clattering winch. When they reached the gateway to the dock, David looked back and saw the Blackhill already clear of the landing stage and easing out into the stream, pushed by a fussing tug. The Blackhill’s siren blared farewell and emigrants lined her rails, waving handkerchiefs and hats. David bade his own farewell to her in silence and turned away. He told himself his dream of a new life was postponed, that was all. And he had no regrets. His daughter came first, and he smiled down at her. He told Peggy, ‘We’ll have to find a room for the night and then I’ll fetch a doctor to her.’


They found the room in a boarding house run by a Mrs Entwistle. David brought a doctor to see to Josie and he diagnosed a fever and administered some medicine. He smelt of whisky and oozed confidence: ‘She’ll be right as rain in a day or two.’ But he was right. When Josie awoke the next morning the fever was gone and she was full of life and questions: ‘Aren’t we going to America? When are we going? Will we go on a big ship like the other one?’ And: ‘Can I go out to play?’ Because she could see through the window the children playing hopscotch in the street.


Her delighted parents answered all her questions laughingly but refused the request in that last. Peggy said, ‘I think she ought to stay in today. If she is still all right tomorrow we can take her for a walk.’


David agreed and picked up his cap. ‘I’ll take a walk myself. I want to see about booking another passage.’ He would also try to regain the money paid for the passage on the Blackhill but doubted if he would get it. And the longer they stayed in the boarding house the more the rent of their room would eat into his small savings, so he wanted a passage sooner rather than later. As he left the house he met Herbert Entwistle, husband of the proprietress, a skinny, obsequious man. He occasionally worked as a clerk but usually lived off his wife whom he beat regularly. Now he smirked and stood aside deferentially. David, who had disliked him on sight, nodded stiffly and went on his way. Entwistle sneered at his back.


Reuben Garbutt might easily have seen the Langleys when they entered the Albert Dock or left it because he plied his trade hanging around the dock gates, but he had missed them. Reuben was the only son of Elisha Garbutt, who had been sacked by William Langley for theft. When David and Peggy carried Josie off the Blackhill, Reuben and his gang were following a sailor.


The young Garbutt was sixteen years old while most of his gang were a year or two older, but he led by strength of personality, example – and fear. They wore ragged jackets and trousers, greasy caps or battered bowler hats. Some smoked stubby clay pipes. The sailor was dressed in an old blue reefer jacket and canvas trousers. He had been paid and he was drunk.


Reuben was tall for his age, broad and muscular with dark, piercing eyes. In the past year the precocious boy had grown into a young adult. He had learned that he was attractive to some women and was learning how to use that charm. But not today. He strolled close behind the sailor as he staggered through the streets, the six members of the gang spaced out over a score of yards following their leader. He waited with the confidence of experience for his opportunity and seized it when it came. The sailor turned into a street narrower than the rest – and empty. Reuben took two long strides to bring him up on the heels of his prey and with a flick of one booted foot he tapped the sailor’s ankles so that he tripped and fell. Reuben was on the man’s back before he sprawled his length, shoving his face down into the dirt of the street. The rest of the gang came running up as the sailor tried to fight and yell. Reuben cut off the cry with a hand around the man’s throat and the others helped to pin him down. They went through his pockets, found his money and a watch, and one of them tied his ankles with a length of rope. Then they were up and running as a woman appeared at her door and shouted, ‘’Ere! What are you lot doin’?’


‘A’right! This’ll do!’ Reuben snarled the command and halted his band after running for a minute and rounding half a dozen corners. They stood in a dark alley and Reuben took off his cap, held it out and demanded, ‘Cough up!’ They all tossed into the cap what they had stolen from the hapless sailor. Reuben counted the coins in the cap and remained with his head bent, staring down into it for some seconds. Then he looked up and said softly, ‘I saw him change a sovereign in the pub. I could tell you to a penny what he had in his pocket. Somebody’s holding back.’ His gaze, dark eyes staring, travelled around the circle of faces, looking into the eyes of each of them in turn. He stopped at one, a skinny youth with a spotted face. Reuben said, ‘You’re a cheating rat, Sepp.’ He did not raise his voice but its tone and his glare were sufficient. Sepp hurriedly dug into his pocket, pulled out more coins and threw them into the cap.


Reuben dismissed him with a jerk of the head towards the mouth of the alley. Sepp whined, ‘What about my cut?’


‘You’ll get your cut if you try that again – right across your throat!’ Reuben held him with the terrible glare and Sepp backed off, turned and ran. Reuben showed his teeth in a grin. That was another skill he had learned in the past year: how to terrify.


He shared out the money in the cap, though his share was bigger than the others and he pocketed the watch. No one objected. His partners in crime then headed for a favourite pub, but Reuben set out for what passed for his home.


This was a single crowded room in a tenement. He climbed several flights of stairs in darkness to reach it, his boots clumping hollowly on the wooden treads. He found his mother and his four sisters, all younger than he, sitting on stools around the small fire that burned in the grate. There was a table, bare save for a crust of bread and a knife. On the floor lay two mattresses. Reuben slept on one of them, the four girls on the other. His father lay in a corner on the only bed. He alternately mumbled, coughed, raved and gasped for breath.


Reuben shoved through the half-circle formed by his mother and the girls to stand in front of the fire. He asked, ‘How is he?’


His mother, sallow and dark-haired, shrugged. ‘Still hanging on.’ Her dress, like those of the girls, was old and greasy. She and her daughters stared listlessly into the fire. But then she looked up and asked, ‘D’ye get any money?’


Reuben reached into his pocket, pulled out some coins and dropped them in his mother’s lap. She fingered them eagerly, counting. Reuben knew how much there was and how much remained in his pocket. He warned, ‘Don’t spend it all on gin.’ Then he shoved out of the ring around the fire and went to stand by his father’s bedside.


The old man was skeletal, the skin drawn tight over his skull, his wispy beard tangled. His eyes were glazed and shifted wildly. When Elisha Garbutt was dismissed by William Langley he had already spent the money he had stolen and had saved nothing. The sale of the furniture in the house he rented in Sunderland had paid for him and his family to travel to Liverpool where he hoped to find work. Those hopes were soon dashed; without a reference he could get only badly paid menial work and little of that. Now he was at the end of a long year of starvation, illness and despair.


Reuben listened to the old man’s mumblings but for most of the time they were incomprehensible. Only now and again did a few words come through clearly enough to be understood: ‘… Langley … damned Langleys … beggared me … Langley … damn them to hell!’ Finally Reuben could stand no more, turned and almost ran from the room. He strode the streets, not mourning but raging. He was sure who was to blame for the downfall of his father and hence his family.


When Elisha Garbutt had managed the Langley shipyard he and his family had lived comfortably, members of a middle-class élite, and looked down on the people who served them. None more so than Reuben, who had strutted at his father’s side, disdainful of the common workmen. He had furtively mauled the young girls who worked in the Garbutt house and counted them lucky to have the experience. He had looked forward confidently to a lifetime of full pockets come easily. At the same time he envied the Langleys as owners of the yard and believed his father really did all the work. Then William Langley had sacked Elisha and Reuben found himself a penniless outcast, humiliated, jeered at by the girls he had lorded it over. During the past year his hatred of William Langley had built upon itself and now it had crystallised into a determination to be avenged.


He returned to the tenement as the dawn was breaking and he heard the wailing as he climbed the stairs. He knew what it meant and did not need his mother to tell him as he pushed in through the door, ‘He’s dead!’ The dirty blanket was pulled up over Elisha Garbutt’s face. Reuben stood over the body, silent, his head bowed, but not in prayer. Inside he was cursing the Langleys, man, woman and child, and swearing to make an end of all of them – one day. He flung himself out of the room again, shoving his mother and sisters out of the way.


Garbutt’s gang was not the only one following his villainous trade. Another pack of four, dirty and shifty eyed, saw David Langley on his way to the shipping agents. His route took him through a maze of streets where all the houses seemed to be tenements. They teemed with grubby children and harassed women. He wound his way through them and the four skulked after him. But then, thinking he saw a short cut, he turned into an alley that led to a court that was dark even in the light of day. Here there was not a soul to be seen and here the gang struck. They spread out and one overtook David and swung round in front of him. He demanded hoarsely, black and stained teeth showing through his straggly beard, ‘Cough up!’ He held out one hand open, palm up, while the other pulled a short iron bar from his pocket.


David checked for a second, startled, but then his reaction was automatic and he lashed out. His fist struck the other full in the face and he staggered back, but then his partners closed in from each side and behind. One locked his hands round David’s neck and the other two seized his arms. He struggled desperately and the panting, cursing group staggered about in the gloom of the court. The bearded one wielding the iron bar stepped in again but took David’s boot on his shin and yelped with pain and rage. ‘You bastard!’ And he struck out with his weapon.


David’s jaw dropped as the club came down on his head. He slumped among his captors. For a second they held him up, then they let him go and he crumpled and fell in the dirt.


One of them cursed, ‘You mad bugger! You’ve killed him!’


No one argued; the result of that fearful blow was obvious. Another muttered, ‘You could swing for this.’


But the bearded killer whined, ‘We’re all in it together!’ Then he shoved the iron bar in his pocket and ran, the others racing after him.


When Reuben passed that way an hour later there was a policeman beside the blanket-covered corpse. An ambulance with its team of two sweating horses stood nearby. A crowd surrounded them, all talking about the young man who had been killed. Reuben stood back and listened.


‘Bloody murder! … Smashed his head open! … He was dead when they found him so they could ha’ walked them poor horses ’stead o’ whipping ’em along here at a gallop … could ha’ been you or me …’


He shrugged – the man meant nothing to him – and went up to the room. He joined his mother and sisters, all of them drunk now, and took a bottle from one of them. He drank and coughed as the raw spirit caught at his throat, but slowly his temper improved. He consoled himself that he would not have to put up with them for much longer. He was making far more money than he could have done by working. He took the lion’s share of everything the gang stole and he saw to it that they worked hard at it. He knew he had the power to charm or terrify and that those gifts would make him rich.


He told himself that must come first. He would wreak his revenge on William and all the Langleys but in his own good time. He knew where to find them.


‘You are Mrs Langley, wife of Mr David Langley?’ A policeman brought the news. He stood blue and burly in the dim hallway of the boarding house with its aspidistra on a table and its smell of boiled cabbage. Peggy Langley was nervous, standing in his shadow with little Josie holding to her skirt, then distraught with grief and shock when he told her awkwardly that David was dead. She knew she had to control herself for the sake of the child at her side and at first there was disbelief. Hadn’t she kissed David, and seen him saunter off, only an hour or so ago? But then the policeman produced David’s wallet and notebook, in which he had written the address of the boarding house. So she knew it was true.


Josie asked in a whisper, afraid of the big policeman, ‘What’s the matter, Mam?’ The tears rolled down Peggy’s cheeks, and now Mrs Entwistle came waddling to comfort her, with Herbert Entwistle tutting and shaking his head mournfully in the background. Peggy lifted Josie and held the child to her breast, let the older woman lead her to the parlour while Herbert fetched a nip of brandy. She was glad of any sympathy and comfort at that time. She could give little to Josie who could not understand why her father would never come back to her, and cried.


Herbert Entwistle handed Peggy the brandy and assured her, smirking, ‘We’ll help all we can, m’dear. You can depend on us.’ He arranged for an undertaker, who slipped Herbert a commission. And the evening before the funeral Peggy, deathly pale in her black ‘widow’s weeds’ and with hands shaking still, asked Herbert, ‘May I speak to you in private, Mr Entwistle?’


He bobbed his head, expansively granting a favour now. He knew there was little money to be had out of Peggy Langley. ‘O’ course. Come into the office.’


The office, where Mrs Entwistle kept her records, was little bigger than a cupboard. There was a small table and two straight-backed chairs. They sat and Herbert waited while Peggy twisted her wisp of a handkerchief into knots, until he prompted impatiently, ‘What is it, then?’


Peggy admitted, ‘Will you write a letter for me, please?’ Like many more, she was illiterate. Unlike many, she felt it keenly.


Herbert’s sense of superiority made him confident. ‘O’ course I will.’ He coughed, then went on apologetically, ‘Trouble is, I have to charge.’ He ended vaguely, ‘Professional rules, y’know.’


Peggy, still embarrassed, said quickly, ‘Oh, aye.’


Herbert looked in the drawer under the table and found some sheets of writing paper, a pen and a bottle of ink. The nib was rusted but he scraped it clean with a thumbnail and wiped it on the leg of his trousers. Then he dipped the pen in the ink and poised it over the paper with a flourish. ‘Who is the letter to?’


‘Mr William Langley …’


The letter Peggy dictated hesitantly was simple and short. It informed William of the death of his son, David, expressed Peggy’s sympathy and her own grief and concluded, ‘Yours sincerely, Peggy Langley.’


Herbert addressed the envelope and said, ‘There y’are, ma’am.’ He ventured, ‘That’ll be sixpence.’ And added quickly as Peggy hesitated, ‘That’s for postage as well.’ So Peggy paid him and he ushered her out, assuring her, ‘You can leave it to me, ma’am, don’t you worry.’ Then he burnt the letter in the kitchen fire and pocketed the money.


The funeral was in the morning. There was a cold wind numbing their faces and a spit of rain as the few mourners gathered around the coffin with the clergyman officiating. The widow was in black with a veil, and the child stood by her. Josie was very straight in the back and her white face was turned up to look at her mother. That showed because everyone else looked down at the grass and clay of the churchyard. The only other mourners were the Entwistles, Herbert carefully long-faced and his wife dabbing at tears caused by grief – or the wind.


They all rode back to the boarding house in the solitary cab. Josie still could not comprehend the disappearance of her father, was bewildered and unhappy. She hated the Entwistles, the boarding house, the cemetery and the cab. She whispered to her mother, who sat clutching a handkerchief, ‘Are we going to America now, Mam?’


Peggy shook her head. ‘No. We’re getting on a train to London.’


‘Is that like America?’


‘Better. You’ll see.’ But Peggy had no such confidence.


The cab waited outside the boarding house and the Entwistles got down, but the cabman went in and emerged within minutes carrying a portmanteau on his shoulder. He heaved this up on to the roof then climbed up on to the box and picked up the reins.


Mrs Entwistle wailed, ‘I hope everything turns out all right for you, dear.’ Herbert smirked and nodded agreement. He knew Peggy had paid her bill, had seen the money change hands. He would have most of that from his wife in a few minutes if he had to belt it out of her. He herded her into the house as the cab pulled away.


At the station a porter took the portmanteau and followed Peggy as she bought her tickets and went on to the platform. It was lined with passengers waiting for the train to London. The porter put down the portmanteau and touched his cap, but refused a tip from the young widow. ‘Naw! You’ve had some bad luck lately, ’aven’t yer?’ And when Peggy nodded he told her, ‘Put that back in your purse and save it for the little lass.’ He patted Josie’s cheek then hurried away.


Josie asked, ‘Will we live in a nice house in London, Mam?’


‘Oh, aye,’ Peggy replied, knowing she probably lied. But she knew Josie was unsettled by events, frightened and needing assurance. Peggy was going to London because she would not stay here where her heart had been broken. And in London she might find work. She believed she could hope for nothing from William Langley. She would take nothing and thought, To hell with him and his stiff neck!


Peggy had no one to turn to but she had to think of Josie, and as long as she had Josie she had something of David. She knew no one in London but she remembered, when she had been in service with the Langleys, hearing of a Monkwearmouth boy who had gone to London and found a job there working for a Mr Urquhart. He might be able to help her. If not, well, she would have to find something, and soon, because her purse was almost empty. She held Josie more tightly and the child clung to her mother as the platform reverberated with the approach of the train.


It came rumbling in at speed, the brakes grinding, looming monstrous, belching smoke and steam and giving off a smell of hot metal and coal smoke. Then the friendly porter came back and lifted the portmanteau, settled Peggy and Josie aboard the train. ‘There y’are, missus.’ Another pat for Josie then he was gone with a farewell wave of his hand. With a jerk and a clanking of couplings the train pulled away. So Peggy did not hear the boys selling newspapers outside the station as they called shrilly, ‘Dreadful disaster! Blackhill sinks with all aboard!’


That was not strictly true. While the Blackhill had been in collision in foul weather there had been a few survivors. But most of her crew and passengers had perished. And David Langley and his family had left her at the moment of sailing. Their departure had not been noted and their names were still on the passenger list.
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‘’Ere y’are, missus!’ The hoarse voice caused little Josie Langley to look up with solemn, wide grey eyes. Peggy started out of her worried abstraction as the conductor of the horse-drawn bus bellowed to her over the heads of the other passengers. As she rose hurriedly to her feet he went on, ‘Up that street there and then foller your nose like I told you afore.’ He helped Peggy and her daughter down from the bus. This was a street of big, stylish houses, but Peggy and Josie had to pick their way between the heaps of horse manure that littered its surface. The street smelt of it, sharply ammoniac.


Left to herself, Peggy would have walked and saved the fare, but the day was chill with a spit of rain and she was worried still about Josie’s health. The little girl seemed to have recovered fully from the fever, but Peggy was always conscious that David had left his daughter in her care. The bus had carried them from close to the lodgings Peggy had taken when they had arrived in London the night before. She had gone there warily on the advice of the cabman she had hired at the station, but had found the house comfortable, clean and reasonable in price. It needed to be.


Josie was dressed in her best, as was her mother. The little girl wore her blue woollen coat with its flounced skirt that ended just above her buttoned boots. These Peggy had polished until they shone. So did Josie’s morning face, framed by her bonnet trimmed with fur. Peggy had not bought black for her child, despite Mrs Entwistle’s obvious disapproval, because she had felt David would not have wanted it. But she wore the black coat and dress she had bought for the funeral because she grieved and because it was her best.


They followed the directions given them by the bus conductor and at the end Peggy asked the driver of a provision merchant’s delivery van, perched on his box of a seat behind his horse’s rump and smart in striped apron: ‘Excuse me, sir, but is this New Cavendish Street?’


He guessed at her illiteracy but touched his whip to his cap. ‘It is, missus. Which one did you want? Mr Urquhart?’ Now he was impressed. ‘Ah! Fine gentleman.’ And he pointed out the house then clicked his tongue at the horse and rolled away on iron-shod wheels.


The Urquhart house was tall and high-windowed with three storeys standing above the street. Peggy paused on the pavement opposite, hesitating nervously. Josie, holding her mother’s hand, pulled on it impatiently. ‘What’s the matter, Mam? What have you stopped for?’ But Peggy could not explain how much hung on the next hour or so, knew the child would not understand if her mother told her they would have to go to the workhouse if she could not find work. That institution would put a roof over their heads but its spartan cleanliness and pitiless regime were as bad as any prison. Peggy prayed silently, ‘Not for Josie, please, oh Lord.’ Then she took a deep breath and walked across the street.


A flight of wide steps flanked by handrails rose up to the big front door with its shining brass knocker, but Peggy turned instead to the narrow steps that led down to the cellar kitchen under the house. She tapped at the door there and it was opened by a girl of sixteen or so, a kitchen-maid with a mob-cap on her curls and a white apron tied around her waist. Peggy asked, ‘Can I speak to Mr Harvey, please?’


The girl’s eyes widened. ‘Ooh! I dunno. Arf a mo’ an’ I’ll arsk. Who shall I say it is?’


Peggy shook her head. ‘He won’t know me. Just say I’m from Monkwearmouth.’


The wide eyes blinked. ‘Where?’ The girl had never heard of it.


Peggy repeated, ‘Monkwearmouth.’


‘Ah!’ The girl mouthed the syllables silently, rehearsing, then said, ‘Awright, I’ll see if he’s in.’


Peggy knew what that meant. As the girl disappeared and she was left to wait at the door she wondered if Harvey would see her. And thought with weary pessimism: Why should he?


‘’Scuse me, Mr Harvey, but there’s a woman at the kitchen door arskin’ to see you.’ The girl, Elsie, stood respectfully at the door to the butler’s pantry, a small, neat room that was his office. Albert Harvey, at thirty-one, was a young man for his job but he had already held it for five years. He was tall and lean with dark hair and shrewd dark eyes. He sat at the little table that served as his desk, in shirt-sleeves and black waistcoat, but his tailcoat hung ready on a hook. He had risen a long way in the world but was determined to go a lot further.


He knew what it meant when a strange woman came to the kitchen door asking to see him. They often did and they always wanted work. He never took them on. Instead he looked for the staff he wanted and then set about getting them. At that time he knew there would soon be a vacancy in the household – today if he allowed the assistant cook to leave without working her notice; she wanted to join her husband in service in a house in the shires. But Harvey already had his eye on the potential replacement, working in a large house only a few hundred yards away. Still …


The girl’s mention of ‘Monk-wear-mouth she says she’s from.’ That was something different. And Elsie went on, ‘She’s got this girl with her I think must be hers; little thing, all eyes.’ That was different, too. The women seeking work never brought their children with them, to spoil their chances by whimpering or wailing.


Albert Harvey hesitated. He was a man of intelligence who reasoned things out, did not make hasty, emotional decisions. But now those two oddities of Monkwearmouth and the child made him curious. He said, ‘Very well. Show her up.’


Josie did not like the pantry, windowless and lamplit, but she liked Albert Harvey and smiled at him as her mother led her in. Albert found himself returning that smile and it was still in place when he faced Peggy Langley. Probably the matter was settled then. He asked, ‘What can I do for you, Mrs …?’


Peggy supplied: ‘Langley, sir. Peggy Langley.’ She started, ‘I’m looking for a place, sir.’ That meant she was wanting to work as a servant in a house. She went on to tell of her experience in the Langley house: ‘I think I’m a good, plain cook and before that I was housemaid …’ She told him of her marriage to the son of the Langley house but said nothing of William’s reaction. That did not matter because Harvey could read between the lines. Peggy explained how she and David were on their way to America when he was killed.


Harvey thought, That’s why the child is here. He guessed that, being alone and newly come to this city, the young woman would be reluctant to leave the little girl with strangers.


Peggy finished, ‘So now I’m looking for a place.’


Harvey did not mention Monkwearmouth; he had never made favourites for any reason and would not start. He had not been back there for over five years because his work kept him busy and he had no relatives living there now. But he remembered the Langley family, and old William in particular. He could guess why Peggy had not sought help from the old man, and while she had not pleaded he also guessed that she was in desperate need of the ‘place’ she was asking for. She was pale and her lips were pressed tight to stop them trembling; her hands in their black cotton gloves were clasped. And at her knee there was that small face smiling up at him.


He said, ‘As it happens …’ Peggy listened in a daze of relief, catching the phrases that meant so much: ‘A month’s trial … live in … wage of twenty-six pounds a year …’ He finished, ‘When will you be able to start?’


He was not surprised when she answered, ‘As soon as possible.’


He suggested, ‘Would the day after tomorrow be convenient?’


It would. Peggy had enough money to pay for her lodging for another two nights, but no more.


In Monkwearmouth, old William Langley was uneasy in his mind. He had settled down to work in his office in the Langley house but his thoughts kept turning to his elder son, his wife and his child. William was now uncertain. Had he acted justly? He glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece, saw it was mid-morning and decided it was time he walked down to the shipyard. He rose from his desk and strode out into the hall. At that moment the knocker banged on the front door. He knew that the maid had gone out on some errand so he opened the door himself.


The boy standing on the step held out an envelope. ‘Telegram for Mr William Langley, sir.’


‘I’m William Langley.’ He took the envelope from the boy and gave him a halfpenny.


‘Thank you, sir.’


William closed the door, frowning, and tore open the envelope. He wondered who the devil was sending telegrams to him at his private residence. They came to his office at the shipyard but never to the house. Some clerk had made a mistake …


He read the flimsy through the first time without taking it in – or maybe his mind rebelled against the news, refusing to accept it. He read it again and this time the reading was more difficult because his hands shook so that the paper shivered and the words danced. But the message was dreadfully clear: the shipping company regretted to inform him that David Langley, his wife and daughter had perished, lost with the SS Blackhill.


He said, ‘No. No!’ But he knew it was true. It all fitted. He had seen newspaper reports of the loss of the Blackhill, bound for America with emigrants, and David had said he was going to emigrate to America. He had said it in this house only a week ago.


William turned and walked through the hall and the long passage to the kitchen at the back of the house. The woman he employed as a cook, and the scullery maid who helped her, were working there but he told them, ‘Get out.’


The cook looked up from the dish she was preparing, startled. ‘I’m just getting the dinner ready—’


But William shouted, face twisted in pain, ‘Get out!’ And the women backed away from him, snatched up their coats from the hooks behind the door and ran. They left the back door open and William shut it with a kick then sank down in a chair at the big scrubbed table.
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