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Man is born to trouble, as the sparks fly upward.

Job v. 7




PART ONE

The Devil’s Playground

June 1898




Chapter 1

Pearl stood backed against the grimy wall of the kitchen, her blue eyes wide with terror. She wanted to call out to her big brother, Seth, to tell him not to make their da any madder, to say that the cuff round her ear hadn’t hurt that much – although it had – and that she was all right. However, fear had frozen her voice. All she could do was watch and listen as Seth squared up to the angry, drink-sodden man who was their father.

‘I told you.’ Seth’s voice was shaking, whether with fear or anger, Pearl didn’t know. ‘I warned you not to hit her again, didn’t I?’

Thomas Croft was swearing viciously as he rubbed at his hand where the hot broth had splattered, and for a moment seemed unaware of his son. Then he raised his head.

Pearl’s breath caught in her throat. Her father’s face always appeared dark and frightening to her; the black stubble around his chin and up the sides of his cheeks, and his great thick eyebrows beneath which the small eyes gleamed, often featured in her nightmares – but when drink had turned the skin a dark red and made the piggy  eyes bloodshot, he was terrifying to her eight-year-old gaze.

‘Any more of your lip an’ you’ll get the same.’ Thomas reached for a chunk of bread from the plate in the middle of the dirty, food-encrusted table.

‘Not any more, Da. I told you the last time you went for Pearl, there’s three of us an’ only one of you.’ Seth indicated his two younger brothers who were standing just behind him, but he didn’t look at them; he kept his eyes on his father.

Thomas’s hand had stopped just above the plate of bread. He clearly couldn’t believe his ears.

‘You leave her alone – an’ me an’ the lads an’ all.’ Seth was tall for his fourteen years, although Fred at thirteen and Walter at just eleven took after their father, being small and wiry. ‘I mean it.’

‘You mean it, do you?’ Thomas lurched to his feet, kicking back his chair. ‘By, I’ll skin you alive, lad. You see if I don’t.’

It was the flash of silver that stopped him in his tracks. He stood swaying, his befuddled gaze on the evil-looking knife in his son’s hand.

Pearl’s fascinated eyes went from the knife to her father’s face and then back to Seth. She was petrified into dumbness. So, apparently, was Thomas.

‘I’ll do for you, I swear it.’ Seth’s voice wasn’t shaking any longer, nor did it sound like that of a young lad but someone much older. ‘An’ I could – you know that, don’t you? I might not have had much in the way of book learnin’, thanks to you, but I’ve had a different sort of schoolin’, and I’ve learned well. So I’m tellin’ you, Da. You don’t touch our Pearl again.’

‘Look at my hand.’ Thomas’s voice held an element of  bluster which wasn’t lost on Seth. ‘That’ll be a blister, so it will. Scaldin’ hot that mutton broth was, and she sloshed half the bowl over me.’

‘It was a drop or two, and she didn’t do it on purpose. A bairn shouldn’t be doing what Pearl does anyway, cookin’ and cleanin’ an’ the rest.’

‘Your mam’s up there havin’ a babbie, in case you’ve forgotten.’

Seth kept the knife steady. ‘I haven’t forgotten, but Pearl’s been Mam’s lackey from the day she could toddle, an’ you know it same as I do. At least we had a bit of schoolin’ in the early days, but Pearl’s not set foot in school an’ it’s not right. Even the O’Rileys, bad as they are, send their bairns to school. I tell you, Da, things are goin’ to change round here. If you want me an’ the lads to carry on workin’ for McArthur, then Pearl goes to school an’ learns her letters an’ numbers. And Mam gets off her backside once the bairn’s born and sees to things. It’s either that or I’m off makin’ me own way, the lads alongside of me.’

Thomas’s bullet-hard eyes narrowed. Bart McArthur valued Seth, he’d said so only the other day. Some of the lads were ham fisted with the thieving, but the Croft lads were naturals, that’s what he’d said. And it reflected well on him. It didn’t do any harm to be on Bart McArthur’s good side, not with him controlling most of what went on down at the docks and elsewhere.

Shaking his head to clear the muzziness that umpteen pints of ale in the Boar’s Head had induced, Thomas said, ‘You wouldn’t do that, not you, lad.’

His father’s tone had been more conciliatory than aggressive, but Seth’s stance didn’t soften. His chin thrust upwards, he stood like a fighting cock ready for the ring. ‘Aye, I would. Believe me, Da, I would – so think on.’

The two looked at each other for a moment more before Thomas turned, bending and righting the chair he’d sent on its side. Sitting down, he reached out for the bread, only to pause once again as Seth said flatly, ‘You tell Mam what I’ve said, all right? Babbie or no babbie, Pearl’s goin’ to get some schoolin’.’

‘With another mouth to feed it might not be as easy as that.’

‘And who brings in the money for rent and food, eh? You answer me that. Who, Da?’

‘Now look you—’

‘If me an’ Fred an’ Walt walk, you’ll be in the mire good an’ proper, that’s the truth of it.’ Bitterly Seth returned his father’s glare. ‘I’m not stupid.’

Pearl’s mouth was agape. She couldn’t believe Seth was talking like this to their da. Fearing what her father’s reaction would be, and expecting that at any moment he would leap on her brother and hammer him to the floor, she kept as still as a mouse. Her ear was sending shooting pains through her head and she felt sick and dizzy, and she could tell Fred and Walter were scared out of their wits, but Seth – Seth was wonderful, she thought, awestruck by her brother’s temerity.

Seth transferred his gaze to her where it softened, like his voice, as he said gently, ‘Come an’ sit yourself down, Pearl. No one is going to hit you again. Right, Da?’

Thomas didn’t raise his eyes from his bowl of broth which he was now guzzling like a pig at a trough, but he nodded. Pearl skirted round him and crept to sit at the far end of the table on one of the two long wooden benches which slid under the table when not in use. There was only one chair in the kitchen, a big, flock-cushioned armchair which her father pulled to the head of the table  when they ate and then back to its place in front of the range where he sat toasting himself when in the house.

Seth sat down by her side, Fred and Walter opposite them, but when Pearl stood up to fill her brothers’ bowls from the huge pot of broth on the table, Seth said, ‘We’ll help ourselves, hinny, all of us, till Mam’s back on her feet.’

Pearl’s eyes shot to her father. She knew as well as Seth did that their da expected his food to be placed before him; he’d never so much as poured himself a cup of tea that she could remember, and her mam even stirred in the sugar for him. Thomas Croft was always served first, and with the best bits of meat and such, and not one of them would have dreamed of beginning their meal until he’d taken his first bite. He dallied sometimes, just to keep them all waiting, his hard black eyes darting round each face in turn. The fact that he hadn’t done a day’s work since Seth and the lads had begun to work for Mr McArthur when each of them had turned nine or ten had nothing to do with it.

Pearl’s velvety smooth brow wrinkled. She had once asked Seth what he did for Mr McArthur, but her brother hadn’t been forthcoming, merely answering, ‘This and that,’ before changing the subject. But she knew Seth and the others worked hard because they were never short of food or coal, unlike most of their neighbours.

She ate her food slowly, resisting the desire to put her hand to the side of her head and cup her aching ear in case it started another row. The last time her da had hit her, she hadn’t been able to hear properly for days, and every morning there’d been blood and discharge on her pillow.

They had just finished eating when Mrs Hopkins, the midwife, came clattering down the stairs, poking her head round the door to say briefly, ‘She’s about to have it.  I’ll need some hot water and towels bringing up,’ before disappearing again.

Pearl knew Mrs Hopkins didn’t like their da. She had heard her talking quietly to their mam when she was last at the house twelve months ago. That baby hadn’t breathed when it was born, and Walter had told her that another one had been the same some years before that. She hoped this one lived. Pearl wiped the last of her bread round her bowl. She’d felt so sorry for the other one when she’d caught sight of it for a moment when she had peeped round the bedroom door. It had been tiny and scrawny and still, lying in the old drawer that should have been its crib on a piece of stained linen. And then the midwife had seen her and quickly shooed her away, shutting the door.

Once the hot water and towels had been taken upstairs, the three brothers filled the big black kettle and two buckets from the tap in the yard they shared with several other families. When the water in the kettle was hot enough, Fred tipped it into the tin bowl which stood on a small table under the window, at the side of which were piled pans and dirty dishes. Pearl began the washing-up without a word. She knew she would be at it for a good little while, but she was used to it; every night was the same. From the moment her mother woke her in the morning and she tumbled out of the desk bed in a corner of the kitchen, her life was one of unending toil. Her parents slept in one bedroom upstairs, her brothers in the other. The front room was kept for lodgers. The family had had a series of these, mostly seamen and often ne’er-do-wells, but the last had been sent packing some months before. Pearl didn’t know the reason for this, only that her father had come home unexpectedly and gone into the front  room when the lodger and her mother were in there. Since then, the front room had remained unoccupied.

It was another twenty minutes before Pearl heard the sound that made her lift her head and glance at her father, who had moved his chair to its customary place in front of the range. The lads were playing cards at the table and it was Seth who said, ‘Aren’t you going to go up?’ to Thomas as the baby’s cry echoed again.

‘Aye, I’m goin’, I’m goin’.’ Thomas lumbered to his feet. ‘You got the midwife’s money handy?’

‘It’s in the pot with the rent money.’ Seth indicated the little brass pot with bowed legs that stood on the mantelpiece over the range with a flick of his hand.

‘I needed that earlier.’

There was what seemed to Pearl an endless silence before Seth spoke, and the expression on his face as he stared at his father again made Pearl wonder what had got into her brother. ‘You had your beer and baccy money a couple of days ago.’

‘Aye, an’ I needed some more.’

Seth stood up slowly. For the first time it struck Pearl that her brother was now taller than their da. ‘You’re tellin’ me it’s all gone up against the wall in the Boar’s Head yard, is that it?’

Thomas stretched his neck, his eyes narrowing. He was not an intelligent man, but very early on in life he had discovered that fear was a powerful tool and he had used it to great effect, especially with his family. Although small in stature, there was an innate viciousness in his make-up and this, combined with an animal-like cunning, had served to make most people slightly afraid of him. ‘Have you forgotten who you’re talkin’ to, lad, ’cause I’ll be about remindin’ you if so.’

‘You could try.’

Fred and Walter were squirming on their bench and Pearl had her fist to her mouth, biting on her knuckles, but Seth stood as straight as a die. His voice had been quiet and flat, but so cold that Pearl had given an involuntary shiver. Her eyes went back and forth between her brother and father, and to her amazement it was Thomas who dropped his gaze, his voice holding a fawning note when he said, ‘What’s the matter? What’s happened?’

Seth stared at the man he hated, the man who had sold him and Fred and Walter into the brutal care of McArthur with as little feeling as he’d use to swat a fly. He wondered what his father’s response would be if he told him what the matter really was. That on the last job, he’d been forced to use the knife McArthur insisted he carry and had left a man lying on the ground with his lifeblood pumping out of the hole in his chest. He’d brought up the contents of his stomach once he and his brothers were clear of the scene, the bag of booty McArthur had sent them in to steal splattered with his vomit.

The house was supposed to have been empty. McArthur had told them the owner was abroad. For the hundredth time since the incident the day before, Seth found himself silently crying out in his head. And now he was hooked into McArthur even more surely than ever, all the dreams he’d had of breaking away and getting a respectable job smashed for good. But the terrible thing, the thing that had kept him awake ever since, was that he had ended someone’s life. He, Seth Croft.

A slight movement from his father brought Seth’s mind back to the present and his voice betrayed none of the anguish he was feeling as he said, ‘Nowt’s the matter. It’s just time things changed round here, that’s all. We’ – the  jerk of his head indicated his brothers – ‘don’t work all hours for you to bolster the Boar’s Head coffers.’

He could hear himself saying the words and part of him was as amazed as the rest of them; only two days ago he wouldn’t have imagined himself standing up to his da like this. But something had changed in the last twenty-four hours, something deep and fundamental. Perhaps that’s what killing a man did to you? Or perhaps it was that when the worst that could happen did happen, it set everything else in perspective. Whatever, the fear that had always paralysed him where his father was concerned was gone. Only hate remained.

It was this same hate leaping out of his son’s face that checked Thomas from loosening his belt and whipping the boy into submission. His buckle had marked each one of his offspring for life at some time or other; even little Pearl had a deep scar on the back of one of her legs from her father’s belt. But now something told Thomas his control over Seth at least was gone – and with the realisation, bravado born of alarm rose up. ‘You’ll do as you’re told if you know what’s good for you, m’lad. You hear me?’

‘Oh, I hear you, Da. But let me tell you somethin’, all right? You don’t bring a penny into this house. It’s me an’ the lads that put food on the table an’ boots on our feet, an’ you’d be in a muck sweat if we walked. You know it, an’ I know it. But we’re not going to walk, not with Pearl an’ Mam and the new ’un round our necks – not unless you push us too far, that is. You’ll get your beer and baccy money, but I’ll deal with the rest of it an’ there’ll be no more of the brass pot. I’ll see to the rent man, same as everything else, an’ if you don’t like the new arrangement, you know what you can do.’

The silence was absolute. But only for a moment.  Thomas’s face contorted as he came out with a stream of obscenities, flecks of spittle gathering at the corners of his thin mouth as he yelled at his son. It was only the sudden appearance of the midwife at the kitchen door that stopped him, and her shouting, ‘Mr Croft, control yourself. Your wife has just given birth to a bonny baby boy and you’re behaving like this! What are you thinking of, man? Do you want her milk to dry up?’

Thomas’s next words left the midwife in no doubt as to what his feelings were regarding his wife’s milk, and as the woman’s outraged, ‘How dare you swear at me, Mr Croft!’ echoed round the kitchen, he stomped out of the back door into the yard.

‘Well!’ The midwife’s glance took in all the children’s faces before coming to rest on Seth’s. ‘What was all that about?’

Knowing that whatever he said would be all round the street in a matter of hours, Seth said shortly, ‘He’s a bit het up.’

‘Aye, I’d worked that out for meself.’ The midwife’s gaze gentled as it moved to fall on Pearl’s little white face. ‘Don’t cry, hinny,’ she said softly. ‘It’s just a storm in a teacup, that’s all. Give me a minute an’ then you can come up and see your new baby brother. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Aye, that’s right. Now, how about making a nice cup of tea for your mam, eh? There’s a good lassie.’

Poor little mite. As Mrs Hopkins bustled out of the room she was mentally shaking her head. The mother was bad enough, if even half the tales concerning the family’s procession of male lodgers were true, but the father! Evil, he was. Downright evil. You could see it in his eyes. And the house! It was filthy even for this area. There were plenty of places she visited where the occupants were living hand  to mouth but managed to keep up appearances; a bar of soap and a scrubbing brush didn’t cost much, now did they? And the bairns, all eyes they were, and each one carrying the stamp of that brute’s fists on them, she’d be bound.

For a second Mrs Hopkins pictured her own house in her mind’s eye; her husband, back from the pit by now and sitting in his armchair in front of the fire with the cat on his lap, and the aroma of the sheep’s-head broth she’d left gently simmering flavouring the air. Counting her blessings, Mrs Hopkins hurried in to see to mother and child, suddenly anxious to be home.

Downstairs, Seth lifted the big black kettle from the hob and filled the teapot before bringing it to the table. He didn’t like Pearl doing jobs which involved boiling water; only last month little Beth Ingram a few doors down had been scalded when she’d tipped boiling hot soup on herself, and Beth was a couple of years older than his sister. He glanced at Pearl, who was finishing the last of the washing-up. Her face was still smudged with tears as a result of the recent scene.

His mam worked Pearl to death. He knew it, but until today had felt he was powerless to change the situation.  But his da hadn’t gone for him. The knowledge was warming, like the tots of gin McArthur provided after a job had gone well. And he’d nailed his colours to the mast. Pearl  would go to school, he’d make sure of it, and provide the necessary funds the penny Methodists asked for. At least she’d be out of the house for most of the day then.

Pearl came to the table, drying her hands on her pinafore. ‘Shall I take Mam her tea now, Seth?’

‘Aye, you do that, lass.’ He glanced at Fred and Walter who were sitting waiting for him to resume their game of  cards. It had been as much for them as anything that he’d done for the bloke yesterday; the thought of his brothers being taken away and locked up for stealing hadn’t been one he could live with. But could he live with what he’d done?

He straightened, flexing his thin shoulders as though throwing something off. He would have to. There were too many people relying on him to do anything else.




Chapter 2

It was said that Sunderland’s East End was the devil’s playground, and nowhere was this more true than in the infamous dockside area where Low Street was situated. The parish was immersed in squalor and filth, the overcrowded back-to-back tenements breeding poverty and ill-health, with the consequent foul language, brawling, drunkenness and misery. Every other building was a public house, gambling and prostitution were rife, and the infant mortality rates were the highest in the country. But to Pearl it was home and she had known nothing else. Blessed with a naturally sunny disposition and an innocence which was fiercely protected by her three brothers, her lot was not an altogether unhappy one.

From the first moment she had set eyes on the new baby she had loved him, and James was a placid child, content to lie in the old drawer which was his crib for hours as long as his stomach was full. As soon as she passed through the school gates, she would run all the way home, knowing that James had probably been left in the same nappy all day. Invariably she would have to change him and sort out fresh scraps of linen for his bedding, before  getting started on the list of chores her mother had waiting for her, but she didn’t mind this. Nor did she object to the fact that she never had time to play like most of the other children. The only thing that saddened her was, however hard she tried, she never seemed to please her mother. And today she was going to be late home. The whole class had been kept in after school until everyone had been able to recite their two times table. She hadn’t thought this was fair – everyone knew Eliza Owen didn’t know her numbers – and Pearl had suffered agonies of frustration until eventually the other girl had stumbled her way through and the teacher had let them go.

By the time she flew down the back lane and into the yard it was nearly half-past four and she was sticky and hot. The July day had been a scorcher. The foul smell from the privy which was shared by several houses nearly knocked her backwards as she passed it; the scavengers were due the next day with their cart and long shovels.

Gulping and swallowing against the nausea which had risen up, Pearl opened the back door and stepped into the kitchen. The smell in here was nearly as bad as outside, and as she looked down at James in his drawer she saw the baby was covered in his own filth. He was eight weeks old now and immediately he saw her gave a wide toothless smile before stuffing his faeces-smeared fingers in his mouth.

‘No, don’t.’ Pearl’s protest was involuntary and brought her mother, who had been sitting slumped in her husband’s armchair fast asleep, sitting straighter.

‘Where’ve you bin?’ Kitty Croft brushed the hair out of her eyes as she spoke, knocking over the empty gin bottle which had been at the side of her. As it smashed onto the stone flags she cursed, her voice higher as she  repeated, ‘Where’ve you bin? It’s an hour since you finished school.’

‘We were kept in.’ Pearl was already kneeling on the floor sorting through the old orange box in which James’s bits of rag for his nappies and few baby clothes were kept.

‘Don’t give me that. You’ve been off playin’ somewhere.’

‘No, I haven’t. Miss Grant kept us in until we could all say our tables.’ Pearl rose quickly and walked across to the kettle placed on the steel shelf next to the range. It was half full of lukewarm water and she tipped some into the tin bowl they used for washing.

‘Leave that.’ Her mother’s voice was strident. ‘I’m talking to you, girl.’

Finding the hard brown-veined soap they bought from the slaughterhouse, Pearl set the bowl on the floor after brushing away some mouse droppings with her hand. ‘James needs cleaning up, Mam.’

‘I said leave it, an’ look at me when I’m talkin’ to you.’

Itching to get her brother sorted, Pearl straightened and stared at her mother.

Kitty glared at the daughter who’d irritated her from the moment she was born. She had never analysed why this was so, and if anyone had told her that Pearl’s cornflower-blue eyes with their long thick lashes and her abundance of wavy dark-brown hair were part of the problem, she would have denied it. In truth, her daughter’s prettiness was a constant thorn in Kitty’s flesh. Orphaned before she could walk, Kitty had been placed in the workhouse at ten months old and had endured a wretched childhood. At fourteen she had been sent to a big house where she had worked as a kitchenmaid, and two years of mistreatment there by the cook had further embittered her. She had met Thomas on her half-day off a month when she was sixteen, and had  seen to it that she was wed within a few months. She didn’t love her husband – Kitty Croft was not capable of loving anyone – but she did enjoy the intimate side of their union, and when Thomas’s interest in that department had begun to wane, she had made sure that her needs were met elsewhere.

As Pearl fidgeted, Kitty said sharply, ‘Take that look off your face and don’t come the madam with me, girl, not unless you want to feel the back of my hand.’

Pearl turned her eyes to the floor. She’d learned that silence was the only way to placate her mother when she was like this, and she needed to be able to see to James, who was smelling something awful. ‘Sorry, Mam.’

‘Aye, I should think so. Now I’ll ask again. Where’ve you been?’

‘I told you, we were kept in. We break up for the summer holidays at the end of the week and Miss Grant wants us all to know our two times table afore we go. She’s got a bee in her bonnet about it.’

Her mother looked at her a moment longer before relaxing in the chair again. ‘Stupid dried-up old crone. What does she know about real life anyway? I could tell her a thing or two. Make her hair curl, I could.’ When Pearl continued to stand still, saying nothing, Kitty added, ‘Make me a cup of tea. I’m parched.’

‘I’ll just wash James—’

‘Are you deaf as well as stupid? I said make me a cup of tea, didn’t I?’

Pearl made the tea. Not to do so would have meant a series of stinging slaps on the backs of her legs but worse, her mother was quite capable of refusing to let her clean up James for hours.

The moment Kitty was drinking the first cup from the  pot, Pearl set about washing and changing the baby. Once he was clean and dry she placed him in her desk bed before scrubbing out the drawer and putting it in front of the range to dry off. Next she cleared up the broken glass at her mother’s feet and in between all this she poured Kitty two more cups of tea.

The house still reeked of excrement but it was no use opening the door and window, not with the smell in the yard enough to cause you to retch.

When James began to grizzle, she brought him to her mother for his feed and then got on with peeling the potatoes which would be boiled and served up with the leek pudding her mother had prepared earlier and some cold mutton from the day before.

For a little while silence reigned, the only sound an occasional gulp and slurp from the baby at his mother’s breast.

She wished her mam liked James. Pearl’s bow-shaped mouth compressed at the thought. But she didn’t. When she had said the same to Seth a day or so ago, her brother had smiled and ruffled her hair and said their mam didn’t like any of them, and she wasn’t to worry. But she was worried. Pearl’s throat swelled and tears pricked at the back of her eyes. It was all right for her and the lads, but James was only a little baby and he was left with their mam all day. But when she had said this to Seth, adding that she didn’t want to go to school, he’d got cross with her. She had to go to school, he’d insisted. And then he’d said something which had puzzled her ever since. It was her ticket out of here and she mustn’t let it slip out of her fingers. But she didn’t have any ticket, so how could she lose it?

She had tried to ask him but he’d gone on, saying she was brighter than the rest of them put together and the  teachers would help her if she played her cards right. But she didn’t even know how to play cards. The lads did, they played nearly every night, but they’d never shown her how. Seth said ladies didn’t play cards, not the sort they did anyway.

She finished the last of the tatties and dropped it in the pan with the others. It was too heavy for her to carry, but her mam would put it on the hob in a minute when James had had his fill.

She wished she had a grandma and granda like most of the bairns in her class. A lot of them had two sets and she didn’t even have one. Seth had said it was because their mam’s mother had died when Kitty was a baby. When she had asked where their mam’s da was, he’d said, ‘Nowhere,’ in the funny tone he used when she wasn’t to ask questions. And her da’s parents had died of the fever in Scotland when her da was a lad, and he’d been brought to an aunt Sunderland way. She didn’t know what had happened to the aunt – she was never spoken of. Perhaps she didn’t like their da? No one did.

Pearl contemplated this for a moment or two as she dried her cold red hands on her pinafore. The last time the minister had come to the school and given one of his ‘addresses’, as Miss Grant referred to the long talks, he’d said God expected you to be kind to people who were nasty. By doing that, you would win them over to a life of good deeds, the minister had explained, and God would change their hard hearts. When she’d put her hand up and said God couldn’t know her da if He thought that, she’d got ‘wrong’ from Miss Grant once the minister had gone, even though he’d just smiled and said there were exceptions to every rule.

‘Here, take him.’

James’s eyelids were drooping, and as she lifted him from her mother’s lap his tiny hands clutched frantically at the air for a moment. Softly, she said, ‘It’s all right, I won’t drop you. Don’t worry.’

When the baby was once again lying in the desk bed she stood looking down at him for a moment. His rose-flushed face and downy head reminded her of a dolly she had seen in one of the big shops in High Street West last Christmas when Seth had taken her to see the shop windows decorated with paper chains and bells and baubles. Only the dolly had been dressed in a bonny little dress and coat with bootees on its feet. She frowned to herself. It didn’t seem right that a dolly should be dressed better than a real live baby.

‘What are you standing there gawpin’ at? Take them things an’ swill ’em off in the wash-house, they’re stinkin’ the place out.’

Her mother had stood up and placed the pan of potatoes on the hob, now she pointed to the nappy bucket by the back door into which Pearl had dropped James’s dirty clothes and bedlinen. This was another regular job of Pearl’s, but it took all the little girl’s strength to lug the heavy bucket to the wash-house in the yard which, like the privy, they shared with several other families. If one of their neighbours was possing or mangling or at the big stone sink, they would invariably stop what they were doing and help her, but today the wash-house was empty. Pearl didn’t mind this. Most of the other women were kind but she knew they felt sorry for her, and when she heard them muttering under their breath about her mother it made her feel funny.

She stood catching her breath just inside the doorway. The boiler was in one corner and the big poss tub in  another, and the table for scrubbing stood in the middle of the room next to the mangle. The deep stone sink was under the window, and it was to this she staggered, wringing the contents of the bucket out and dropping them into the sink before she fetched clean water and the bar of soap to scrub the worst of the stains from the nappies and linen. Some of their neighbours boiled their children’s nappies; Pearl often saw the white squares of towelling blowing on the lines across the back lanes. When she had suggested this to her mother shortly after James was born, she’d received a slap round her legs for her trouble.

She had just finished putting the washing through the mangle, the big stiff rollers straining every muscle in her arms and shoulders, when she heard footsteps in the yard and then a man’s voice calling her mother’s name, accompanied by a hammering on their back door. Startled, she ran to see what was happening and as her mother opened the door she heard the man say, ‘Mrs Croft? I think you’d better come quick. There’s been a fight outside the Boar’s Head.’

‘A fight? With Thomas, you mean?’

‘Aye, your husband among others. They’d all had one too many but when the dust settled your man didn’t get up. I think it’s bad.’

Kitty was pulling her shawl over her head and crossing it over her chest as she caught sight of Pearl. ‘Stay here an’ tell the lads your da’s in trouble if they come in afore me,’ she called. ‘Tell ’em to come to the Boar’s Head sharpish.’

Pearl nodded. She watched as her mother left with the man and then went to fetch the washing. For once the length of line in the yard was free – no doubt their neighbours had taken any washing in by now, it being a grand drying day, so she pegged the bits of towelling and linen  to the string and hoisted them into the air with the line prop. Once that was done she went back into the house and sorted out James’s drawer with fresh bedding and placed the sleeping baby in it. He stirred but didn’t wake, and she knelt down by the makeshift crib and stroked his tiny hand with one finger.

It was warm and sticky in the room and she was tired, the ticking of the old wooden clock on the mantelpiece emphasising the unusual quietness. She couldn’t remember a time when she had been in the house by herself and it felt strange, but not unpleasant. She watched a couple of mice making darting forays from their hole in the skirting board for crumbs and bits of food. One sat on its hind legs washing its furry face with busy paws and she smiled to herself. Her mam had put down a mousetrap in every room and they’d caught quite a few, which she hated; she felt so sorry for them when they squeaked and squealed, but the ones in the kitchen seemed cleverer than the rest and treated the traps with disdain. She didn’t mind the mice, it was the bugs in the wallpaper that came out at night and walked across the ceiling and fell on your face she didn’t like. She always pulled her bedcover right over her head, even on the warmest summer night.

She must have fallen asleep for a few minutes because the back door opening brought her jerking up with her heart beating fast. Her mam would give her what for, if she found her slacking.

Scrambling to her feet, she said, ‘I – I was just seeing to James’s bed . . .’ Her voice trailed away. A policeman was standing behind her mother.

Like the rest of the occupants of Low Street and many of the surrounding streets, Pearl knew that the law was something to be feared and hated. Along with her mother’s  milk she’d imbibed the ‘us and them’ mentality that pervaded the East End, and believed absolutely that the police existed purely for the upper classes. They were to be avoided at all costs and never, ever spoken to, not unless you wanted to be locked up and never see the light of day again. Her eyes as big as saucers, she stared at the constable, biting on her thumbnail.

‘Your mam’s not well, lass. She’s had a bit of a shock.’

To hear the dreaded figure speak in a broad Northern accent like anyone else made Pearl’s eyes open wider. She glanced at her mother who had plumped down in her father’s armchair without saying a word, and then her eyes returned to the policeman. He smiled kindly at her but spoke to her mother when he said, ‘Is there a neighbour I can fetch? Or family living near?’

Kitty shook her head. The young constable had insisted on seeing her back, but the lads would have a blue fit if they came home to the law in the house. ‘Me sons’ll be in shortly and I’m all right.’

‘I’ll wait till they come.’

‘No.’ It had been too abrupt, and Kitty moderated her tone. ‘Thanks very much, but I’d rather break it to ’em meself, calm like, an’ it’ll be less of a shock if everythin’s the same as normal.’

The policeman hesitated. He was well aware that this family, like most of the others in the area, had probably fallen foul of the law at some time or other, and he had it on good authority that the husband had never done a day’s honest work in his life, so the wife’s reluctance was understandable. Nevertheless, he couldn’t just walk out and leave her with that little mite of a lassie. His dilemma was solved in the next moment, however, when the back door opened and Seth walked in, Fred and Walter at his heels. 

Kitty spoke quickly, her words running over themselves. ‘It’s your da, lads. There’s been an accident an’ the constable here brought me back after I’d gone to see him.’

‘An accident?’ Seth pulled himself together. For a second he’d almost turned tail and run – and how would that have looked?

‘Aye.’ Kitty had seen the panic and breathed a sigh of relief that he was acting normally. ‘Outside the pub. Your da got in a fight with some others an’ he must have cracked his head on the kerb. He – he’s gone.’

‘Gone?’ For a moment Seth didn’t understand. Then, as his mother stared at him, he said faintly, ‘You mean he’s dead?’

‘I’m afraid so, lad.’ The constable entered the conversation. ‘We’ve a whole bunch of them locked up in the cells, but I doubt we’ll get to the bottom of who hit whom, even if they could remember, which I doubt. Once they’re sober we’ll do our best, of course, but I don’t hold out much hope. I don’t think any real harm was meant. Your da was just unlucky, that’s all.’

Seth stared at the policeman’s ruddy face. He knew the man was expecting some show of grief, or at least shock, but the only emotion filling him was one of profound thankfulness. His da had been a vicious, vindictive bully who’d made their lives hell, and been a millstone round all their necks with the amount of money he’d frittered away with his drinking. Lowering his eyes, Seth swallowed hard. ‘He was often drunk,’ he said shortly.

The policeman’s keen gaze rested on him a moment more. Then he said, ‘Well, he won’t be drunk any more, lad. That’s for sure.’ He paused. ‘You the oldest?’

Seth nodded.

‘Working?’

Seth nodded again, and before the constable could ask any awkward questions, added, ‘We’ll manage all right, if that’s what you’re asking. Me an’ the lads will take care of things. Isn’t that right?’ He turned and looked at his brothers, who nodded dumbly, terrified by the policeman’s presence.

The constable doubted if these three had seen the inside of a school for umpteen years and the oldest didn’t look to be more than fourteen or fifteen, but it was hard to tell; bairns grew up fast round these parts. His gaze moved to Pearl and the sleeping baby. Still, now wasn’t the time to go into that, the family had enough on its plate.

Clearing his throat, he said, ‘I’ll let you know the outcome once we can question the others, but like I said, I don’t hold out much hope, Mrs Croft. And you’ll need to come to the station to collect your husband’s personal effects, of course. Is there anyone who can help with the arrangements for the funeral?’

It was Seth who answered, and succinctly. ‘I’ll see to everything.’

If this one earned his living by legitimate means, he’d eat his hat. The constable kept his thoughts to himself, merely nodding at Seth, but he made a mental note to keep his eyes open in the future for the Croft lads. ‘I’ll be going then.’ He paused. ‘If you need any assistance with the formalities over the next few days, you can ask for me. Constable Johnson. All right?’

Seth made no reply, and it wasn’t until the policeman had let himself out that he turned to his mother. ‘What the hell were you playing at, bringing him back here?’

‘I couldn’t help it.’ Like Seth, Kitty was making no show of false grief about Thomas. Seth and the lads were the breadwinners; Thomas’s passing would make little impact except he had kept her warm at night. Mind, for some  long time now the drink had affected his performance in that area. ‘I could hardly refuse, the way he insisted – it’d have looked funny.’

‘Aye, I suppose so.’ Seth sat down at the table. Looking at his mother, he said quietly, ‘Quick, was it?’

‘Your da? Aye, he’d gone before I got there.’ Kitty, too, sat down, glancing at Pearl as she said, ‘Put the kettle on, I need a cup of tea.’ Thomas had looked different, lying there in the street so still and sort of small with the pool of blood about his head. She had known it was him, of course, and yet it wasn’t. It could have been a waxwork dummy, like the ones the travelling showmen had. She shivered, a nameless fear making her flesh creep.

It was a full month after Thomas had been buried that Kitty discovered, poor performance or not, his swan song was going to add yet another weight to Seth’s shoulders. She was pregnant again.




Chapter 3

It had been nearly eighteen months since Thomas had died. The new baby, another boy his mother had named Patrick, had been born in the spring of 1899. Apart from this event there had been little change in the day-to-day functioning of the Croft family. The role Seth had taken on even before his father’s death, that of head of the family, had only been strengthened with the passing of time. When he’d flatly refused to allow more lodgers taking up residence in the front room, Kitty had not argued with him. Instead, on the occasions she knew Seth and the lads were otherwise engaged, she entertained the odd sailor for an hour or two.

Pearl couldn’t remember exactly when she’d become aware of her mother’s activities and what it meant, but without a word being said between them, she knew she had to keep the knowledge to herself. If Seth had found out what their mother was about, there would have been hell to pay.

He was a strange mixture, was Seth, Pearl mused, one bitterly cold afternoon in January 1900. She now understood the nature of the work her brothers did for  Mr McArthur, but Seth was as straightlaced as a clergy-man in some things. He wouldn’t allow drink in the house, not even a bottle of beer, although Pearl suspected her mother kept a bottle of gin hidden somewhere or other. It wasn’t in their bedroom though. Since her father’s death her mother had insisted she sleep upstairs with her and the babies, less for company and more so she could see to James or Patrick if they woke crying in the night. Pearl didn’t mind this though, since her mother’s bed was a hundred times more comfortable than the desk bed had been.

Her thoughts returning to her brother, Pearl recalled the furore which had occurred after the celebrations to welcome in the new century a few days ago. Fred and Walter had been out on the town with some pals and had come home definitely the worse for wear. Seth had read them the Riot Act good and proper. He wasn’t against a drink, he’d insisted, but once you had one too many, it had got you.

Pearl’s hands paused in the dough she was kneading. It was their da who’d coloured Seth’s thinking, she was sure of it. And Seth was a thinker all right, bright as a button too. If he’d been born with a silver spoon in his mouth he’d have gone far. When he talked about the Boer War and the Troubles in Ireland and things like that, he seemed to come alive. She didn’t understand half of what he said but it didn’t matter, she could listen to him for hours.

‘Pearl? Where are you? Come an’ see to the chamberpot.’

Her mother’s querulous voice broke into her reverie. Pearl was off school because Kitty was a victim of the influenza epidemic which had hit the country. Hundreds of people a day were dying from it, according to the  newspaper reports, but after being ill over Christmas and into the New Year, her mother was now on the mend. Not that you’d know it. All the family had gone down with it in the run-up to Christmas except herself and Seth, but her mother was determined to wring every last ounce out of playing the invalid, even though her two baby sons had been much worse.

She was tempted to pretend she hadn’t heard her mother’s call – there had already been one for a hot drink and another for her to replenish the stone hot-water bottle at her mother’s feet during the last hour – but knowing that she would just keep on and on, Pearl wiped her hands on her pinny and made her way upstairs.

‘You’ve took your time.’ Kitty looked up from the penny picture paper she was reading. ‘Empty the pot, an’ I’ll have a sup of tea and a piece of that sly cake you made earlier, while you’re about it. I need to build me strength up.’

Build her strength up! Her mouth set in a grim line, Pearl reached for the chamberpot under the bed and left the room without commenting. If anyone needed to build their strength up, it certainly wasn’t her mother. Lying in bed all day like Lady Muck and reading the People’s Friend  and The Lady while stuffing her face with peppermint creams. James and Patrick were still middling but they weren’t an ounce of trouble compared to their mother.

After tipping the contents of the chamberpot in the privy, she rinsed the pot out under the tap in the yard before entering the kitchen, where the warmth hit her after the cold outside. James and Patrick were taking their afternoon nap in the desk bed where she could keep an eye on them, snuggled up together under a heap of blankets. She had been so worried about them when they had caught the flu, especially little Patrick. It had been touch  and go for a while, but they were both fighters. She stood looking down at the sleeping babies, a faint smile on her lips. That was what Dr Newton had said, and he was right. She and Seth had sat up for several nights when the boys were at their worst, spooning broth into them teaspoonful by teaspoonful when they wouldn’t take anything, and pacing round the kitchen, each with a baby in their arms, to try to soothe their crying.

After stroking each velvety forehead Pearl turned away from the desk bed as the kettle began to sing, taking the brown teapot from its place at the side of the hob and spooning in the tea. Once the tea was mashing she fetched the sly cake from the cupboard, putting the plate on the table. The pastry, full of butter and sugar and currants, smelled wonderful and she stared at it regretfully. The sly cake looked so nice and she hadn’t wanted to cut it until Seth and the lads were home. It was typical of her mother to have smelled it cooking, she had a nose on her like an elephant.

The dough was ready for the bread tins and so she divided it between them and placed the tins on the hearth to prove. That done, she scraped the last of the elastic dough off her hands and turned to the table to prepare a tray for her mother. As she did so, her mother shouted again. Pearl was about to spring into action when she checked herself. Instead, her movements slow and deliberate, she cut the sly cake and poured the tea at her own pace. By the time she took the tray up to her mother, Kitty had called several times and was red in the face.

‘You gone deaf or summat?’ Kitty glared at her daughter. ‘I’ve bin callin’ me head off.’

‘I heard you.’

‘Oh, you did, did you?’ As Pearl settled the tray on her  mother’s lap, Kitty’s glare deepened. ‘Then why didn’t you answer me?’

‘I was getting the tea as quick as I could.’

‘Well, that’s not sayin’ much. A snail with arthritis moves faster than you.’

‘There was the bread to see to and the dinner won’t make itself.’

‘Don’t you give me any of your lip, girl. You might think you can wind the lads round your little finger, but not me. I know what you’re like, so think on.’

Pearl stared at the woman in the bed. This was her mother and she couldn’t remember ever having one kind word from her. As Kitty began to eat, she turned and left the room.

It was dark and the aroma of fresh bread was filling the house when a knock came at the front door. James and Patrick had been fed and bathed and were now asleep in the bedroom in the wooden cot Seth had bought after Patrick was born. Pearl was in the kitchen, stirring the pan of hodge podge simmering on the hob. It was rich with plenty of neck of mutton, just the way Seth liked it so he could mop up the thick gravy with chunks of warm crusty bread.

Pearl wasn’t thinking of anything more important than whether she’d seasoned the hodge podge sufficiently when she opened the door. It was snowing again, the two figures facing her white flecked.

‘Hello, lass.’ Constable Johnson was bigger, heavier than she remembered and he had another policeman with him who was built like a brick outhouse. ‘Your brothers in?’

Pearl found herself stammering when she said, ‘My – my younger brothers are in bed,’ even though she knew he didn’t mean James and Patrick.

‘Your older brothers, lass. Seth, isn’t it? And Frederick and Walter.’

Somehow the fact that he knew her brothers’ Christian names was more terrifying than anything else. Pearl shook her head.

‘Your mam then?’

‘She’s – she’s in bed with the flu.’

Constable Johnson looked at his associate. Neither spoke, but then he turned back to Pearl. ‘We need to come in and make sure, lass. All right?’

It wasn’t all right. If Seth had told her and her mother once he’d told them a hundred times never to let the law into the house. The thought of displeasing her brother overriding her fear of the policemen, Pearl shook her head again. Instinctively knowing she mustn’t bring Seth and the lads into it, she said, ‘Me mam wouldn’t like it.’

What the Constable would have said next, Pearl was never to find out. Kitty, with the uncanny ability any East Ender had for smelling a policeman miles away, had got out of bed and come to the top of the stairs where she peered down at them. ‘What’s up?’ She clutched her shawl against her night-dress, coughing loudly for good measure. ‘What do you want?’

‘A word with your lads, Mrs Croft.’

‘They’re not in. Didn’t Pearl tell you they’re not in?’

‘Aye, she did.’

‘There you are then.’ Kitty’s voice had taken on a slightly belligerent tone. ‘I’ll tell ’em you were askin’ for ’em when I see ’em.’

By way of answer to this, Constable Johnson and his colleague pushed Pearl aside and stepped into the hall.

‘Here, who said you could come in?’ Kitty came down the first few stairs, her voice rising as she said, ‘This is a respectable house, this is.’

Ignoring her, the two policemen opened the door to the front room. By the time Kitty had reached them they had moved on to the kitchen, where they turned to face mother and daughter.

‘Where are your lads, Mrs Croft?’ The other policeman spoke, his voice flatter, harder than Constable Johnson’s.

‘I told you, they’re not in and they don’t tell me what time they’ll be back. They’re not bairns any more.’

‘Where do they sleep?’

‘What?’

‘Which room or rooms do they occupy?’

‘Now look, you sling your hook—’

As the policemen brushed past Kitty and made for the stairs, Kitty growled, ‘Theirs is the first one at the top of the stairs,’ before hissing at Pearl, ‘Now look what you’ve done. You should have slammed the door in their faces an’ bolted it.’

Pearl stood in the hall biting at her thumbnail as her mother followed the policemen upstairs. It wouldn’t have made any difference if she’d done what her mother said, she told herself sickly as thuds and the sound of drawers being opened came from the lads’ room. Look at the Holdens in Fighting Cock Lane. The police had broken the door down when they’d come after Mr Holden, and the neighbours had seen Mrs Holden carried out kicking and screaming because she’d tried to stop them taking her husband.

Her stomach churning, Pearl listened to her mother ranting and raving. Then suddenly, Kitty’s voice stopped, and she could hear one of the policemen saying something, his tone grim and sonorous. She was just wondering whether to creep upstairs and listen at the keyhole when the door to the lads’ bedroom opened.

Shrinking back against the wall, Pearl watched the two policemen walk downstairs, her mother following. Kitty’s voice was plaintive when she said, ‘Look, I’m tellin’ you, I knew nowt about them things an’ nor do my lads. Likely they’ve bin stuffed up the chimney for donkey’s years, long afore we moved in.’

‘I doubt that, Mrs Croft.’ Constable Johnson was holding a cloth bag. ‘Some of this jewellery matches a description of property which was stolen over the Christmas period.’

‘Not by my lads.’

‘A robbery in which the butler of the residence was threatened with a knife until he showed the three thieves where the safe was hidden.’

‘There you are then. My lads wouldn’t know one end of a knife from the other. Good as gold they are.’

Constable Johnson stopped and turned in the hall, staring at Kitty who remained on the bottom step of the stairs. She stared back, openly defiant. ‘We’ve had our eye on your lads for some time, so this is no more a surprise to us than it is to you,’ he said flatly. ‘We just haven’t been able to get any proof before.’

‘Proof!’ Kitty snorted. ‘Likely you slipped that up the chimney when I wasn’t look in’, to fit ’em up.’

‘You know that isn’t true, Mrs Croft.’

‘The devil I do. You lot are all the same, terrorism’ good, honest, godfearin’ souls like my lads while turnin’ a blind eye to the goings-on of the nobs. I know, I know.’

‘Shut up.’ The other policeman was clearly losing patience. He included Pearl in the sweep of his head as he said, ‘Go and sit in the kitchen. And quietly.’

‘Don’t you tell me what to do in me own house.’ Kitty’s chin was up, her thin lips clamped together, but as the  policeman took a step towards her she quickly went through to the kitchen.

Once Pearl and her mother were sitting at the kitchen table Constable Johnson opened the door into the yard and disappeared for a few minutes. Nothing was said until he returned. The other policeman stood in front of the range warming his buttocks as though he had forgotten their presence.

When Constable Johnson walked in, Pearl noticed he wasn’t holding the cloth bag any more. Glancing at his colleague, he said, ‘No sign as yet, but we’re ready.’

‘More of you skulkin’ about, is there?’ Kitty said sharply.

‘Worry you, does it?’

Kitty shrugged but she couldn’t hide her unease. Pearl’s hands were joined on her breast; she was feeling panic-stricken. Wild thoughts darted about her head. Could she jump up and run out before they caught her, and warn Seth and the lads? Or pretend she had to go and see someone? A neighbour maybe? Or say she had to go to the privy and then creep out and try to get away?

But she didn’t know where Seth and the others were or when they were coming back, only that it would be soon and they would enter the house via the back lane. They always did. And the waiting policemen would catch them.

Her mind whirled and spun; although it was hard for her to think clearly, she knew she and her mother were as helpless to change the next hour or two as her three brothers were. They were all caught in a trap.

She could smell that the hodge podge was beginning to catch on the bottom of the pan and so she stood up and walked over to the range to stir it.

‘Something smells good.’

Constable Johnson smiled at her but she didn’t smile back. She thought she heard him sigh but then from outside came the sounds she had been dreading. Men shouting, a policeman’s whistle, Seth’s voice and Walter’s too.

Constable Johnson’s colleague had wrenched open the back door and she and her mother followed them into the yard, Kitty shrieking obscenities. The yard vibrated to screams and yells and to the thud of blows, and in the tangle of fighting bodies Pearl saw her brothers and several policemen. Even as she watched, a policeman caught Fred a vicious blow on the side of his head with his truncheon and her brother went down like a felled tree, another policeman falling on top of him.

The next-door neighbours on either side had come to their back doors and were adding to the din, shouting encouragement to their own and screaming abuse at the policemen. Even the dogs in the immediate area were joining in and barking ferociously.

Pearl’s only thought was to get to her beloved Seth. She had flung herself into the fray before Constable Johnson, who was having his work cut out to hold Kitty, could stop her. Seth had undoubtedly been getting the worst of it – there were two big burly policemen to each brother – but he was still on his feet when Pearl reached him. The policeman who had been about to club Seth with his truncheon managed to stop in the nick of time as the small figure came between them, and Seth, his arms opening instinctively to receive her, staggered back a pace or two to land against the yard wall.

It was all over within moments. Fred was yanked to his feet where he stood dazed and bleeding next to Walter, who was being restrained by the simple expedient of having his arm twisted behind his back so far he was doubled up  in agony. Kitty had stopped struggling and had collapsed on the icy ground, wailing like a banshee and slapping at Constable Johnson’s hands when he tried to pick her up.

Pearl was now wrapped around Seth’s chest like a small monkey, her body heaving with silent sobs as the blood from a cut above his eyebrow dripped on to her hair. When one of the policemen tried to take her from Seth she clung all the tighter, nearly strangling her brother in the process. It was a signal from Constable Johnson that made the other policeman step back.

‘It’s all right, lass, it’s all right.’ Seth’s head was swimming and he felt nauseous from the blows he’d received. ‘This’ll get sorted, don’t you worry.’

She didn’t believe him. She had seen the cloth bag and the expression on the face of Constable Johnson when he had looked at her mother. They were going to take Seth away and she couldn’t bear it.

‘I need you to look after James and Pat for me.’ The fight had gone out of Seth as he stood swaying with Pearl in his arms, and he knew he was in a bad way. He had never passed out in his life but he was a breath away from it. ‘Will you do that, eh, lass? Till I’m home?’

She didn’t answer for a moment and then a trembling, whispered, ‘Yes,’ reached him.

‘There’s a good girl.’ He didn’t want to give way and let himself slide to the ground, the coppers would love that, but he felt as weak as a kitten. He managed to unwind her from him and set her on her feet a moment before the ground rushed up to meet him, the last sound he heard before losing consciousness her frantic cries.




Chapter 4

Seth came to in the police wagon. He was propped between two big policemen, and Fred and Walter were sitting opposite him. As he raised his head and tried to focus, he remembered what had happened and in answer to Fred’s, ‘You all right, man?’ he nodded before shutting his eyes again, as much to think as anything.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/rita_9780755375967_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
| T rouble

All she wanted






