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Sunderland’s East End, February 1895.

‘When’s me dad coming home, Mam?’ The child, just five years old, stood in the middle of the kitchen, her dark eyes huge in her thin face, raven black hair tied back with a strip of rag. Her white pinny was grubby with wear, the brown dress beneath it threadbare and too short, barely covering her knees. Holes showed white in her black stockings, in legs and heels. Her shoes were cracked and the soles parting from the uppers. She was not conscious of her shabbiness; this was normal. She waited for a reply.

Her mother gave it: ‘He isn’t.’ Doreen Grant was a young woman, voluptuous when dressed up but slovenly now in dirty skirt and blouse, her lank black hair hanging loose and tangled as she had just crawled out of bed. An old woollen shawl was wrapped around her shoulders against the cold; there was no fire in the grate, just cold ash. The floor was without covering and the bare boards needed sweeping. An old couch stuffed with horsehair that sprouted through cracks was set against one wall and four chairs stood round a table, its surface stained. The window, washed by the rain that pattered on its panes, looked out on a yard with privy, coalhouse and tap dripping water.

Doreen glared at the child standing bewildered and shouted, ‘He’s in a prison three hundred miles away and will be for the rest of his life! But he’s lucky they didn’t hang him because he killed a feller. God knows what’ll happen to us now. Not that he’ll care. He only married me because he had to, and to give you a name so you wouldn’t be a little bastard.’

The child stared, still uncomprehending.

Doreen muttered, ‘What’s the use? You don’t know what I’m talking about.’ She took a part loaf of bread from a crock, tore off a hunk and gave it to her daughter. ‘There y’are, Alison. Now get away to school.’ She kissed the child, pushed her out of the kitchen into the passage and closed the door behind her. Then she passed from the kitchen into the bedroom, the only other room, and crawled back into the crumpled blankets.

Alison walked down the uncarpeted passage and out of the open front door. The street was a long terrace of houses, all let for rent, each occupied by two or three families. Children were emerging from them now, in a trickle that would soon become a flood. The men were already at work, the din of the riveting hammers in the shipyards a familiar background noise. She started along the pavement, eating hungrily, trying to understand. She saw the next door neighbour out early and kneeling on a scrap of old carpet, washing her front door step despite the rain.

‘Good morning, Mrs Cavanagh.’

The woman, her red hair streaked with grey, looked up and round at her. ‘It’s not very good, Alison.’ Then she peered at the hunk of bread. ‘Wait a minute.’ She rose with creaking knees, wiped her hands on her apron and said, ‘Come in for a minute.’

Alison followed Mrs Cavanagh along the passage to her kitchen. This had cracked linoleum on the floor and a fire burned in the grate. Mrs Cavanagh poured brown tea from a brown pot keeping warm on the hob, added sugar and a spoonful of condensed milk, then spread a scrape of butter and jam on Alison’s bread. ‘There y’are.’ She watched as Alison ate and drank; it did not take long for her to finish it.

‘Thank you.’

‘You go on to school and let me get back to my step.’ She wiped the child’s mouth with a corner of her apron and shepherded her back to the street. She watched Alison run off through the rain, shook her head and sighed, then knelt down to her bucket and whitening stone again.

Alison was grateful for the kindness and not surprised. It was not the first shown her by Mrs Cavanagh and other neighbours. She ran on to school, trying to sort out in her mind what her mother had told her. She knew a prison was a place where bad people went, but the father she loved, and who loved her, was not bad. So how could he be in prison? She had to find out the truth because she missed him so much. Somebody would know and be able to tell her.

Matthew Grant was a seaman. In a London pub a man called Sean Rafferty had called his wife, Doreen, a whore. Matthew knocked him down and Sean tried to attack him with a knife but in the fracas fell on it himself. Matthew still did not know that Sean had spoken the truth. He lay in his cell of a night and wondered why he never had a letter from Doreen.

Alison was right. Somebody did know the truth about her father. Adults talked and children listened. She heard nothing in the schoolyard when she reached it that morning because her breakfast with Mrs Cavanagh had almost made her late. She was just in time to take her place in the line of girls waiting to march in. The attack began in the morning break.

Oliver Crawshaw led the charge. He was a big boy, the son of a shipyard foreman, a worthy man. Oliver was different, a great one for bullying, and for cheating at games at which he was unskilled, then blustering his way out when he was caught at it. He confronted Alison gleefully and bawled, ‘Your da’s in prison!’

Alison could only stare, could not deny the accusation because her mother had told her: ‘He’s in a prison three hundred miles away...’

Oliver saw her flinching under the lash and laughed. He licked his thick lips and shouted, ‘He’s a jailbird!’

Inevitably there were others, boys and girls, who were ready to follow his lead and they gathered around Alison, chanting, ‘Jailbird! Jailbird!’

She looked around her, head turning desperately. She sought a way out, the chance to run and hide somewhere, anywhere, but her tormentors fenced her in. Oliver was dancing now, savouring this opportunity to hurt, and he went a step further and yanked at Alison’s hair. She cried out at the pain of it but she knew what to do about this, had seen what some of the bigger girls had done when Oliver pulled their hair. She struck out, a wild swing but her open hand slapped across his face and wiped away his jeering grin.

‘Ooh!’ said the crowd, just as happy to see Oliver hurt.

‘Ow!’ he yelped. Then, furiously, ‘I’ll bash you for that!’ He lifted his fist.

Alison put her hands up before her face to guard against the blow, but then someone came between them.

Simon Stothard was not as big as Oliver, but sturdy in his patched old jacket and shorts. He stood with small fists clenched and raised, ready, and defied Oliver. ‘You leave her alone.’

The bully hesitated. He was not a coward but now he was not facing a little girl. He sneered but did not act. ‘Are you king o’ the lasses now?’

Simon ignored the jibe and repeated, ‘You leave her alone.’ Then he added, ‘Or else.’ He took a pace forward towards Oliver and it was clear what ‘else’ he intended.

Oliver jeered, ‘Aw, you play wi’ the lasses, then.’ And he turned and swaggered away.

Simon watched him go. The group around them shredded and slowly drifted off, whispering among themselves and covertly eying Alison. Simon turned to her and said indignantly, ‘Take no notice of him. He tells a pack of lies.’

Alison said, ‘It’s not a lie.’ And when he stared, disconcerted, she went on, ‘It’s true. Me mam said me dad’s in prison.’ She stopped herself then, her own confusion closing her mouth – and not wanting to talk about it or even think about it because of the pictures that were brought to mind, of her beloved father peering out at her from behind bars. She turned and ran and little Simon Stothard watched her go, unhappy for her.

Alison hid in the girls’ lavatory and cried until the break ended and school started again. At noon she ran home and found her mother there. Doreen had lit a fire and was sitting by it, staring into the glowing coals and toasting bread on a fork. She greeted Alison: ‘Here y’are. Have some o’ this.’

‘I’m not hungry, Mam.’ She was sick with worry.

‘O’ course, you are!’ Doreen smeared dripping thinly on the toast and shoved it at her daughter. ‘Get it down ye.’

Alison chewed obediently, swallowed and said, ‘They were mocking me at school over me dad. About him being in prison, I mean.’

Doreen scowled. ‘I expected they’d get on at ye. But you don’t need to worry because you won’t be going back to that school. We’ll be getting out of this.’

Alison paused, mouth open to bite, eyes round. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Never mind. Just you wait and see.’ That was said with relief and gratification because Doreen was eager to get away. But then she glowered and warned, ‘Mind you don’t say a word about this outside!’

‘No, Mam.’

But Alison did not go out again that day, reluctant to face the world. She hid behind the dirty curtains in the bedroom at the front of the house and surreptitiously watched the other children playing in the street when school ended for the day. She saw the lamplighter come round with his stick and reach up to switch on the lights, saw the last child called home. She clutched Sadie, her doll and her only comfort. It was second hand, a Christmas gift from a neighbour. Doreen had said they could not afford treats.

Her mother made up a bed on the couch in the kitchen. ‘You can sleep on here tonight, our Alison.’ She put her little girl to bed then dressed herself in her best, a costume sporting a jacket with huge puffed-out ‘leg of mutton’ sleeves, and a skirt that swept the floor and hid her buttoned boots. She paused a moment beside the couch to say, ‘You get to sleep now. I’ll be back later on.’

Alison wriggled to fit her little body around or into the lumps and dents of the couch, tickled by the horsehair that oozed out of holes in the imitation leather cover. ‘When will we be moving?’

‘Never you mind. It might be sooner than you think. Now shut up and go to sleep like I told you.’ She turned out the gas lamp and left. Alison heard the tap-tap of her boots as she walked down the passage, then the slam of the front door.

She lay in the half-dark. There were still embers glowing in the grate and shedding a little light. The neighbours were walking about in their rooms above her head with a creaking of boards. Mice skittered across the floor and under the couch. She wondered where she and her mother were going. Just where they would live, not what it would be like. She assumed their destination would be another two rooms like the ones she was living in now because she had known nothing else. She thought about her father and cried as she had done before.

She woke to the clatter of feet and slurred voices. Her mother’s – ‘Make less noise. I don’t want you waking the bairn. It’s bad enough that old cow upstairs shoving her head over the bannisters and seeing the pair of us. She’ll tell the street tomorrow.’

A man grumbled, ‘I can’t bloody see where I’m going.’

‘This way.’

They moved from the door around the table. There was no light now from the fire, the embers dead. Alison made out their shadowy forms, close together, and she guessed one was leading the other.

‘Mam?’

‘Aye, it’s me. Now go back to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Goodnight, Mam.’

‘Goodnight.’

The figures moved again, passed through the doorway into the bedroom at the front of the house, and the door closed behind them. Alison wondered who the man was and why her mother had brought him home. But her eyelids drooped. She slept.

She woke to sunlight filtered through narrow cracks in the torn curtains. No one was stirring but the door to the bedroom stood open. She slipped out of bed, dressed only in her cotton shift, crossed the floor on tiptoe and peered cautiously around the door into the bedroom. Her mother lay curled up in the bed but there was no sign of the man now.

Alison was uneasy, knew her responsibilities but was reluctant – afraid – to wake her mother. But then Doreen’s eyes opened and she peered blearily at her daughter and winced in the light. ‘What d’ye want?’

‘If I don’t go to school the schoolboard man will come for me.’ He patrolled the streets looking for truants.

Doreen said with grim humour, ‘He won’t find you because you won’t be here. We’ll be out of here before tomorrow. Now go and get dressed.’ And she added, as Alison obediently pattered back into the kitchen, ‘That old cow upstairs can talk all she likes an’ all; she’ll be wasting her breath.’

The man came again in the evening when the shipyard hooters blew raucously to signal the end of the working day. He clumped along the passage and shoved in through the doorway. He was a coarse featured, thick bodied man in old working clothes, stiff with dirt and grease. He glanced once at Alison, playing with her doll on the couch, then ignored her. He demanded of Doreen, ‘Have ye got my dinner ready?’

Doreen answered, ‘Aye. It’s in the oven, Cecil.’

He handed her his empty tea can with the big red and white handkerchief that had held his sandwiches for the mid-day meal. Doreen had set a bowl of water on the table and he washed his hands and face.

She took away the bowl and called, ‘You come and set the table, Alison.’ And as she went to empty the bowl down the sink in the yard, ‘This is Mr Tobin. He’s like your father now.’

Cecil glanced at Alison and nodded curtly. ‘Don’t forget.’ He sat down at the table.

When Doreen returned she served up the meal in rough and ready fashion, Cecil first. Then in an aside to Alison, ‘You don’t want the name of Grant round your neck like a millstone, people pointing you out because your da is in prison.’

Alison did not, had suffered enough already. ‘No, Mam.’

‘We’ll see about another name for you,’ said Doreen, but left it there. She washed up after the meal while Cecil sat scowling into the fire. When she passed close to him he would reach out to fondle her and she would squeeze his hand and tell him, ‘You’ll have to wait.’

Alison wondered what he had to wait for and why. She shyly took her doll to him. ‘She’s called Sadie.’

He stared at her blankly and Doreen steered her away. ‘Don’t bother Mr Tobin.’

Alison went back to the couch and played a game with Sadie.

The hours passed, the house became silent around them, all movement ceased in the rooms above. Alison lay sprawled on the couch, half-asleep, with Sadie in her arms. She watched her clothes being parcelled up in old newspaper by her mother and wondered. She did not ask for an explanation and Doreen did not give one.

At last Doreen said, ‘We can get away now.’ She brought out from the bedroom the cheap and battered old suitcase she had packed that afternoon.

Cecil said, ‘Aye.’ He pulled on his jacket and took the suitcase from her. ‘My case is at the station.’

Doreen stuffed Alison into her coat and boots then pulled on her own coat. She picked up the newspaper-wrapped parcel and put a finger to her lips as the child gazed sleepily up at her. ‘We have to be quiet now.’

The fire was almost dead. She turned off the gaslight, opened the door and the three of them went softly down the passage and into the street. They walked in silence still until they rounded a corner with its street lamp. Then Doreen muttered, ‘Good riddance to that place. And the rent man can whistle for his money.’

Alison knew the rent man, portly with cheeks that wobbled pendulously as he warned Doreen, ‘You’ll have to pay something on account or it’s out on the street for you.’ But how would whistling get him his money? Like the singers who walked the streets bawling the latest music hall hits, some of them with dented tin megaphones? But she knew better than to ask for an explanation.

The ferry was not running at that time of night so they crossed the River Wear by the bridge. It was empty; the trams were not running either. Alison had never been this far from home before. She was curious but too tired to take an interest in the ships lying in the river, as if set on a sheet of black glass. Nor to stare at the shipyard cranes standing silhouetted against the night sky like storks. Her legs ached and she could scarcely set one foot in front of the other. She only pleaded, ‘Are we nearly there? Is it far?’

‘Just a minute or two,’ Doreen replied. ‘We’re in Monkwearmouth now.’

Then they left the last of the narrow streets behind them. The road ran between fields, dark in the night and bordered by black hedges. To their right there were sometimes glimpses of the sea and the lights of ships. It was a strange land to the child raised in the labyrinthine alleys of the East End.

They came to the house, set in the fields and standing back from the road, inside its own encircling hedges. Doreen said, ‘Here we are: Bellhanger.’ It stood, square and substantial, three storeys with steps leading up to the front door. It was in darkness save for one lit candle set in an upstairs window. Somehow that one faint light only added to the gloom of the place. The house seemed to hang over them, threatening. Alison shuddered and clung more tightly to her mother.

Doreen muttered to Cecil, ‘He’s still mourning her and drinking himself to death. I’ll lay he has a woman up there now and he’s pretending she’s his wife, that Esme, or trying to forget her. I worked here for the first few years after I left school. He never tried to touch me or me mam though, I’ll say that for him.’ She laughed earthily. ‘I might ha’ stayed if he had.’

She walked past the door and round to the rear of the house. Here was a cobbled yard and a stable block, dark and silent like the rest of the house, but with the smell of horses. Doreen turned away from the stable to stop by another door set in the wall of the house. She yanked at the bell pull that hung beside it and they heard a faint and distant jangling within. Minutes seemed to pass, then they heard shuffling footsteps and a key turned in the lock. Bolts were drawn and the door swung open.

An old man stood there, holding a paraffin lamp in a shaky hand. Its trembling glow showed him skinny and toothless, his nightshirt tucked into trousers held up by braces. He peered at them while shadows shifted huge and grotesque on the plastered wall beside him. ‘Aye?’

‘It’s me, Silas,’ said Doreen, stepping further into the light. ‘I’ve come to see me mam, Francie Bailey.’

‘At this time o’ night?’ His voice was shrill with age and incredulity. ‘She’ll be in bed and asleep like everybody else should be.’

‘She’ll want to see me.’ Doreen pressed forward and he had to fall back a pace.

Silas grumbled, ‘Aye, all right, then. Come in.’ And then, ‘Who’s this?’ Because Doreen had dragged Alison into the passage with her.

She answered, ‘My bairn, Alison.’

‘She should be in bed an’ all.’

Cecil sat down on the suitcase and grumbled at Doreen, ‘Don’t be all bloody night about it.’

Then he was lost to sight as Silas closed the door on him and led the way along the passage.

They passed through a kitchen, deserted and dark at this hour, with only a faint glow from the banked-up fire by the oven. It reflected faintly on the hanging spoons and ladles. Now they mounted a narrow stair, following the trembling light from the lamp clutched in their guide’s clawlike hand. Alison was towed along by her mother, to a landing with three doors, all closed.

Silas knocked on one and after a moment or two a voice, high and querulous, demanded, ‘What is it?’

He answered, ‘I’ve got your Doreen here with her bairn. She’s wanting to see you.’

‘Doreen! What does she want? But never mind; I’m coming.’

Now Doreen shoved past Silas, muttering angrily, ‘Can’t get in to see me own mother. I never heard owt like it.’ When she tried the door she found it locked. She swore under her breath, exasperated, but when the key turned in the lock she twitched her features into a smile.

The door opened and Frances Bailey, Francie from childhood, stood on the threshold. She was a tall thin stick of an old woman, wrapped in a frayed and faded dressing-gown, with her grey hair hanging down her back in two plaits and a hooked nose in a bony face. She peered at them, sharp-eyed and resentful. ‘All right, Silas, you can leave them to me.’ Then as he shuffled away down the stairs she stepped back and held the door wide. ‘You’d better come in.’

Doreen simpered, ‘Ta. How are you, Mam?’ She passed into the room. It was small, lit by an oil lamp standing on a table that was flanked by two straight-backed chairs. The embers of a fire glowed in the grate. A rocking chair stood at the fireside and a bed occupied most of one side of the room. A china bowl and jug stood on a chest of drawers and a chamber pot could just be seen, pushed under the bed.

Francie took her seat in the rocking chair, huddling over the fire and pulling the dressing-gown about her bony knees. She grumbled, ‘Sit yourself down, then, and tell me what you want. You couldn’t get away from me fast enough but now you want something, I’ll lay.’

Doreen dumped the parcel containing Alison’s clothes on the bed and sat in one of the chairs by the table, her little daughter standing at her knee. ‘It’s Alison here, Mam. Have you heard about her father? Where he is?’

‘Aye, I’ve heard,’ said Francie heavily. ‘I don’t know him, never saw him because you never brought him here. If it comes to that, you’ve not shown your face here for years, never brought the bairn for me to see. But I’m sorry for – Matt, wasn’t it? It’s an awful place he’s gone to.’

‘Aye,’ Doreen agreed, but pressed on. ‘I have to go away for a bit and I can’t take Alison with me. It will be better for her if she stays with you.’

‘Me? Look after your bairn?’ Francie stiffened and her eyes narrowed. ‘You’ve got another feller, haven’t you.’ That was a statement, not a question.

Doreen did not deny or explain. Mindful of Cecil waiting, she glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and kept to the point. ‘I’ll send you money for her keep.’

‘I’ve heard your promises before,’ Francie said sourly. She shook her head. ‘You want me to take on a little lass at my age? I should be sitting back being looked after by me own bairn but there’s damn all chance o’ that. I’m still working early and late in this house and only that old fool Silas to help me.’

Doreen sighed. ‘Then there’s only one place left.’

Francie’s head snapped back and she looked down her nose. ‘That place? No! But I believe you would do it.’

Alison was afraid, not sure what was going on, not understanding what they were talking about except she was being discussed – and some strange place that appalled the old woman. She quavered, ‘Mam, I’m frightened.’

‘Ssh!’ hushed Doreen. ‘Keep quiet when we’re talking.’

Francie said with bitter resignation, ‘All right, you can leave her with me.’

‘Ta, mam.’ Doreen glanced at the clock again and rose to her feet. ‘I think it would be a good idea if she used your name: Bailey. Not his, you know? She should forget about Grant.’

Francie said, ‘And now you’re away.’

‘Aye. We’re getting the first train out in the morning.’

The old woman stood up stiffly, took a tallow taper from the mantelpiece and lit it from the fire then passed it to her daughter. ‘That’ll light your way out.’

Doreen took it and opened the door. Then, remembering, she turned back and stooped to kiss Alison’s brow. ‘You be a good girl for your Gannie.’ It was a local word for grannie, peculiar to that part of the world but familiar to Alison. Doreen went on to warn, ‘And never mention your father. If anybody asks you about him, just say he’s dead.’

Alison took this in numbly, another blow. She blinked at this strange grandmother, then looked up at her mother. ‘When will you be back, Mam?’

‘One of these days.’ Then Doreen was out of the door and it closed behind her.

She found her way back to the entrance by the light of the flickering taper. Cecil still sat on the suitcase but stood up when she emerged. He complained, ‘You took your bloody time.’

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Doreen excused herself. ‘I couldn’t finish quick enough for me.’ And she consoled him, ‘Never mind, I’m here now. Let’s get away from this benighted hole. It gives me the creeps.’

She hurried him away.

In the house, Francie glowered into the fire and muttered to herself. ‘She was never any good, never will be. The trial she’s been to me.’ She ran over in her mind the lies and failings of her daughter, the betrayals. Then she became aware of the child still standing forlorn by the empty chair and wilting, leg-weary. The old woman stared at the full mouth now turned down at the corners and quivering, the huge dark eyes under drooping lids. She said softly, ‘Come here, pet.’

Alison went to her, but warily. She was afraid of this old woman with the hooked nose and fierce eyes. But then she felt the bony arms wrap her around, surprisingly warm and comforting, and she snuggled into them.

Francie tucked her inside the folds of the dressing-gown and rocked her, crooning under her breath.

Alison was worn out, on the verge of sleep, needing only security and finding it now. Her own arms crept up to slip around her grandmother’s neck. Just one question still worried her. She had not ventured to ask her mother, fearing the answer. But now: ‘What’s a bastard?’

Francie sighed. ‘Poor little lamb. Not you, so don’t worry your head about it. You’re a bonny little lass and you’re mine now.’ She knew her daughter would not return.

When she looked again, Alison was asleep.
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