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To all the women of this generation - 
And generations past - 
Who have fought against the odds. 
And won.




PROLOGUE

 



 



I was never a real girl. Not the kind that loves clothes and gossip and dolls. In fact, I was horrified by anything in baby clothes, breathing or not. When my parents bought me a doll’s house for my sixth birthday I was mortified. I had wanted a toy gun, like my brother James. I think in all honesty that James and I got mixed up. He was by nature a pacifist, I was a fighter in my pram. It did no one any good to try and dress me up. Or to try and correct my diction. We did, after all, live in Oldham and it wasn’t - even in a child’s eyes - grand.

But then a child sees everything differently. I didn’t think it was strange that James and I were brought up by my mother’s sister. It was just the way it was. We knew that our father had been killed in a tram accident, and unfortunately my mother passed on soon after. To hear my aunt tell it, she was bloody selfish, dying like that . . . Of course now I realise how impossible Agnes’s situation had become. She had been left with two children to bring up, and although there was some small  amount of money to help her out, it was always a struggle. Especially as she was on her own. Widowed. And not likely to be married again, with two kids in tow.

But James and I didn’t recognise our aunt’s misfortune then. I just played her up a lot and hung around our maternal grandparents’ shop, the City Photographic Studio. Underneath, in smaller letters, the sign proclaimed: Portraits Are Our Speciality. Sounded grand, but in fact it was a basement in David Street, the Jewish rag trade quarter of Manchester. Every day my grandparents went to work in the city, and then came home at night to their house on Hardy Street, Oldham. As for me and my brother, we lived with Agnes in the next street, Gladstone Street, in a cramped, narrow house, scrunched in the middle of a sullen terrace. I slept with Agnes, and James had a room no bigger than a rabbit hutch. As for a bathroom, we bathed once a week in an old tub, hung on the back of the shed door. The lavatory was in the yard, and at night you used a potty, whether you liked it or not.

Agnes always had pretensions to gentility, egged on by my grandmother, who - when she had the devil in her - could make trouble in an empty house. As for my grandfather, Sid, he was as languid as an Eastern concubine and eager for James to take over the family business so he could retire at the age of sixty.

And what of my brother? Well, James was as sweet as I was mischievous. As charming as I was  outspoken. He was patient, caring and thoughtful. He didn’t steal pies or get his new clothes torn. He tried at school and was polite to our neighbours on Gladstone Street. He was fun and affectionate and half the time I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Too perfect by half, he made me look all the worse by comparison, and by the time I was eight I had given him a nickname that stuck for life - Angel James.

For all our differences, we had one thing in common. He might have been five years older than me, but I remember one afternoon not long after our mother’s death very well. Our grandfather had been developing a photograph of a prominent Manchester butcher (due to marry) and my brother and I were sitting outside the darkroom.

I can still smell the aroma of the chemicals leaking under the door, and hear the sound of papers being dipped and sloshed about in the liquid.

And then Angel James said: ‘Who d’you think you’ll marry?’

I snorted. ‘I might not marry!’

‘Yes, you will,’ he replied patiently, dreamily. ‘I’m in love.’

And then I looked at him and there was something so extraordinary in his face I caught my breath. Some infusion of life, of happiness. It was so palpable that I could almost have touched it. It was one of the few moments in my childhood, I’m ashamed to admit, when I didn’t sneer. Instead, some longing opened up inside me.

‘In love?’ I echoed. ‘Really?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah . . . and you’ll be in love too one day.’

My curiosity flared. ‘Does it hurt?’

He grinned. ‘No . . . but it can ache a bit.’

Normally a fifteen-year-old boy wouldn’t confide in his ten-year-old sister, but we were always close. And besides, I think he knew how much I wanted to hear what he had to say.

‘Her name . . .’ he said, pausing for emphasis, ‘is Gracie.’

Oh Gracie, what happened to you? I look back now - all these years later - and wonder if you still have the spark to light a man’s fantasy. Or are you fat and sour in a city back street somewhere? But for that moment - as Angel James confided her name - she epitomised an aura of tingling, breathless romance. And of hope. Of something that could make a person glorious.

God, we were such romantics. In the blood, it must have been, because our aunt and grandparents certainly didn’t encourage fanciful thoughts. But that winter afternoon, listening to the noises coming from the darkroom on David Street, I looked at Angel James and envied him. I wanted to be older. Out of school. Out of lisle stockings. And most of all, in love . . .

‘I think I could love a soldier,’ I said at last.

James burst out laughing. ‘A soldier!’

‘Well,’ I said, mortified, ‘why not? I think I’d make a good soldier’s woman.’




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

 



 



Oldham, Lancashire, 1901

The temperature in the room was cool, the curtains drawn. Faith hung back at the door. Laid on the dining table was a coffin, the lid removed and laid up against the wall of the front room. Small for her age, Faith could only see the upper part of her mother’s folded hands, the tip of her nose, and a little of her thick dark hair. She knew that if she walked closer she might see more, and if she climbed on one of the dining chairs she could see all of her mother - but she couldn’t face that. Couldn’t face the reality that this was her mother - the widow Ivy Farnsworth, dead at thirty-six.

Gripping her brother’s hand, Faith stood rigidly by James’s side, her gaze locked on the open coffin.

‘Should we get close?’ she asked timidly.

‘We don’t . . . we don’t have to.’

Faith nodded, and kept staring at the tuft of her mother’s hair. ‘What if they’re wrong?’ she whispered. ‘What if she’s not dead?’

‘She’s dead,’ James replied, squeezing Faith’s hand tightly. ‘Sorry, love, but she is.’

Unnerved, Faith looked at the coffin. How could her mother really be dead? How could the loving, lively Ivy be reduced to a still figure, with all the animation of a ghost? She had been so much fun, hiding behind the kitchen door to surprise Faith when she came in, laughing with James when he told her about his exploits on the football field, the dirt patch behind the Methodist chapel. Even after their father had been killed so unexpectedly, Ivy had somehow managed to keep her family together, maintaining her spirit and her sense of humour. She had been a wonderful mother, never allowing her own grief to ruin her children’s lives; never wanting bad luck to become a habit. She had been brave, witty and good, Faith thought desperately. How could that much life, that much energy, be gone?

‘I don’t want them to put that over her!’ Faith said suddenly, her voice echoing with panic as she noticed the coffin lid leaning against the wall. ‘I don’t think she’d like it. And it’s cold in here. It’s too cold for her.’ Suddenly letting go of her brother’s hand, she walked over to the table and pulled out a chair. Climbing on to it, she stared down at the dead body of her mother. For a moment she willed the chest to rise, for her mother to breathe, for her to awaken. Her eyes closing, Faith prayed for the intake of breath, for the return of warmth and life into the waxen figure. She prayed with her eyes  closed to any god that was listening. She tried to make a bargain: she would be good if her mother would only wake up. She would work hard at school, do the chores, even have her hair plaited, if only Ivy would come back to life. Please, please, God, she begged, please . . .

At last Faith reopened her eyes. For one glistening moment she expected a miracle. But when she touched her mother’s hand there was no response. Instead, its coldness shocked her and she gasped, jumping off the chair and running out of the front room. Away from the smell of damp. Away from the table with the coffin on it. Away from the coldness of death and her unmoving, unwaking mother.




CHAPTER TWO

 



 



Agnes Todd was wearing the checked apron she put on for cooking - and that meant trouble. Not a natural chef, she wrestled with the culinary basics and made gravy that could bend a fork. But she persisted. She had to, because there was no one else to look after the children she was due to inherit. The death of her brother-in-law, Stanley Farnsworth, had been a shocking accident, but the demise of his widow Ivy only a year later had been tumultuous.

It was no good the neighbours on Gladstone Street commiserating with Agnes about the sad loss of her sister. In Agnes’s eyes, Ivy had committed the worst possible sin: she had ducked out of her responsibilities. And the result of that dramatic ducking was that two children were about to land, unneeded and unwelcome, on her doorstep. A lad of fifteen and a girl of ten were not what Agnes had anticipated. After all, hadn’t she had her own troubles? Lost her own husband only two years after they had married? Some life hers had turned out to be. Mind you, Bernard Todd had left her the  house, and that made Agnes one of the few around who owned their own property, but it didn’t make up for being a widow . . . In Agnes’s daydreams of snagging a well-to-do widower, she had toyed with the possibility that there might be children involved, then consoled herself with the fact that they would be grown up and unlikely to impinge on her life. Agnes did not like children, nor had she ever wanted to give birth to her own, so the imminent invasion of her sister’s offspring was something of a shock to her.

And shock takes different people in different ways. In Agnes’s case - when she had recovered from the knowledge that she was about to become an unmarried surrogate mother - the reality of her position hit her as hard as the tram that had carried off poor Stanley. She was thirty-nine, and her chances for getting married again had depended on her snaffling a middle-aged widower. But how likely was it that she could ever get a man like that with two kids in tow? And besides, her house on Gladstone Street didn’t lend itself to children. Over the years Agnes had accumulated an impressive collection of ornaments. Turning round in the Gladstone Street house required the skill and dexterity of an acrobat. On the eve of the children’s arrival, she toyed with the possibility of moving her knick-knacks, but dismissed the idea out of hand. The children, she decided, would have to fit in with her, not the other way around.

It might have made more sense if the children had  gone to live with their grandparents in the next street. But, as Beryl Bentley said repeatedly, it was not a good thing to have two children rattling around the house when she was out at work all day with her husband in Manchester.

All Agnes’s protestations had been stonewalled. And continued to be dodged as the day of the children’s arrival came around.

‘I don’t understand, Mother,’ Agnes said, pushing aside the flour and the basin and putting her hands on her hips. ‘I’ve stopped working at the bakery. Why do you have to carry on at the studio?’

Beryl’s steely expression focused on her daughter. She knew that Agnes was hoping she would give up work in Manchester and help her with what were after all her own grandchildren. But Beryl had no intention of leaving the business to her husband’s devices. At only five foot six, Sidney Bentley lacked height, but not charisma. His eyes were delphinium blue, his skin smooth and unlined, his hair glossy as coal. One look at Sid and a person thought of Welsh choirs and hills, of soft rain and hard winters in the valleys. He might have no accent, but he had a slow-moving charm that he could use to devastating effect. Sid also loved his clothes. No man in Manchester was more of a dandy. Having been running the City Photographic Studio for many years, Sid had numerous friends among the men working in the neighbourhood, and would recommend their services - particularly those of Mort Ruben and Laurence Goldbladt - to his  customers. ‘After all,’ he would say, ‘you want to look good in your photograph, and a new suit will do the trick . . .’ In return, Mort or Laurence would let Sid have a suit for himself, cut price. Or an overcoat. If Sid had found them a lot of business, he might get an extra pair of summer trousers. But that didn’t happen often. After all, no one had money to throw around.

‘Well?’ Agnes said, breaking into her mother’s thoughts. ‘Why do you have to keep working in Manchester when you could help me out with Ivy’s children? I don’t understand why I have to get lumbered with them. I don’t even like children, and I didn’t get on with Ivy. You could help me, Mother. Together it wouldn’t be difficult.’

‘I have to keep an eye on the business.’

‘On Father, more like.’

‘Agnes,’ Beryl said warningly. ‘That tongue of yours will get you into trouble.’

‘I’m only speaking the truth!’ Agnes snapped back, slumping on to a kitchen chair and gazing morosely into the unlit grate.

For a fleeting moment her mother had sympathy for her, but it didn’t last. Beryl knew only too well that she had to keep an eye on the Manchester photographic shop. Sid wasn’t to be trusted with business matters. Or with the accounts. Or with women. Mind you, she thought, he was a good photographer. Could make a prince out of a pig’s backside if it was called for. And some of their customers certainly needed the help. Like the  woman who had come in the previous month with an older man, asking for a portrait. Pocket-sized, she had said, so my uncle can carry it with him. Within thirty seconds Beryl had summed up the situation: a mistress with her married lover. She even considered - momentarily - throwing them out, but decided that she would increase the fee instead. The ‘uncle’, delighted with the result, paid. And the following week, another set of unlikely relatives followed.

‘It won’t be that hard, Agnes,’ Beryl said, taking a seat next to her daughter. ‘We have to pull together.’

‘Seems like I’m doing most of the pulling.’

‘Your dad and I will have the children at the weekends.’

Agnes’s face lit up. ‘You will?’

‘Of course,’ Beryl replied, feeling magnanimous. ‘When I get home from the studio on Saturday dinner time, you can send them over. And they can stay with us until Sunday night. That’ll give you some time off.’

‘To clean up after them,’ Agnes replied, then decided not to antagonise her mother any further in case she withdrew the offer. ‘I don’t know anything about children.’

‘Oh, they look after themselves,’ Beryl said lightly. ‘Anyway, James is fifteen, grown up—’

‘So why is he still at school? He should have a job by now.’

‘His mother wanted him to be a teacher.’

‘Hah!’ Agnes retorted. ‘Well, there’s no money for that, despite Ivy’s big ideas. James will have to work.’

It was true, Beryl realised. Even when her daughter was alive there hadn’t really been enough money to pay for further education. James would have to learn the family trade and take over the photographic business. She knew it was what Sid wanted. He was already talking to Laurence about his grandson coming to work for him. Bragging about how James had been clever enough to be a teacher, if things hadn’t gone so bad for the family.

‘Whatever you say about James being nearly grown up,’ Agnes went on, ‘the girl is only ten.’

Beryl glanced at her daughter. ‘What?’

‘Faith is only ten years old. She’s still a child.’

‘Not for long.’

‘And I have to share my bedroom with her.’

‘Oh, for pity’s sake!’ Beryl snapped. ‘The kid’s a bloody orphan, have a heart!’

‘You have a heart, Mother! It’s not you that’s looking after them!’

Annoyed, Beryl picked at the cuff of her blouse, thinking about Ivy. The daughter she had got on so well with. The daughter she had laughed with, joked with, talked to. Not that she didn’t love Agnes, but she had never been as close to her elder daughter. There was always a distance, a remoteness. Still, Beryl thought, pulling herself together, this was no time for grieving. She did enough of that at night, when it was dark and quiet. When she came  downstairs in the house on Hardy Street and sat thinking about Ivy. Thinking about how strange life was; how nothing turned out the way it was supposed to. She knew that Sid had been hit hard by the loss of their daughter. But Sid was Sid, and his temperament was elastic and bounced back from trauma. Hers didn’t. Not that anyone knew that. Beryl kept her feelings to herself: weakness was no good in a family that relied on her.

‘You’ll manage,’ she said at last, glancing over to her elder daughter.

Sighing, Agnes got to her feet, straightened her apron, and looked into the glass over the mantelpiece. It was said that she had one of the finest heads of hair in Oldham, and it was true. Piled up softly in the current fashion, the auburn waves framed an oval face with piercing, intelligent eyes. Her forehead was high and smooth, like her father’s, her cheeks full, only her chin showing the determination that had daunted many a man. But although Agnes wanted to marry again some day, she was in no hurry. Instead she had glided like a galleon through her thirties, watching her friends and other workers at the bakery marry and begin families, without a twinge of envy. In Agnes’s own eyes, she was waiting to make her choice. Nothing more. She wasn’t on the shelf, she was in the running - and determined to run the right man to ground as soon as he arrived on her track.

Unwavering, she gazed steadily at her reflection in the mirror. She had done all the moaning she was  going to do, she decided. She was stuck with the situation, so she might as well make the best of it. Her nephew could help her around the house, doing the heavy work, and as for her niece . . . maybe Agnes could become a mentor to Faith? The thought was a soothing one, and when Agnes turned back to her mother she was brisk and composed again.

‘I’m learning to cook.’

Beryl nodded, trying not to show her surprise. Agnes’s cooking could fell an army.

‘My niece will have to learn about cooking herself. And how to keep a house. I can teach her that.’

Keen to encourage her, Beryl nodded. ‘No one better.’

‘Girls like housework and keeping things tidy, don’t they?’

‘Most do.’

‘Maybe she’ll be good at sewing,’ Agnes went on, eyeing a basket full to the brim with mending. ‘And in the school holidays we could go shopping together, and she could help me in the garden . . .’

Beryl nodded again, not daring to mention the fact that Agnes’s garden was a back yard with a selection of flowerpots in it. This was not the time to dissuade her daughter from anything, even her ludicrous pretensions. Dear Agnes, so keen to be one up on her neighbours that she had developed selective eyesight. Her yard was a garden, her clumps of flowers sagging under the north-west downpours an oasis of beauty. She didn’t see the  outside privy, or the coal hole. She didn’t see the brick wall with the weeds sprouting out of the top of it, or hear the collier’s wife screaming for her brats to come in at night. Agnes saw what she wanted to see. So when the smog came down, choking, restricting visibility to three feet, Agnes talked about ‘mists’ as though she was in Devon, not ground under the mill chimneys of the industrialised north.

‘Of course people will think she’s my sister,’ Agnes went on, glancing in the mirror again and liking what she saw. Her niece might turn out to be a godsend after all. A pet slave. A grateful little mouse she could impress. ‘Maybe it won’t be so bad . . .’ she said dreamily, noting her mother’s sly glance and adding deftly, ‘Who knows? We might even turn out to be friends.’




CHAPTER THREE

 



 



‘It won’t be that bad,’ James said, stopping for the third time at the end of Gladstone Street. ‘We might be happy here.’

‘We won’t be happy!’ Faith replied, kicking at the dust around her feet.

It was a warm spring day, too warm for March, the sky high and densely blue. Birds, singing intermittently, collected on the chimney stacks of the terrace on Gladstone Street, a cat slinking up a steep roof towards them. At the last moment the cat charged, the birds making for freedom and the high sky above. Defiantly Faith stared ahead, her ankle-length serge dress topped off with a white apron, her hair tied away from her face and decorated with a large white bow. Rather too large for her little face, it fluttered in the sullen spring air like a giant moth.

‘Aunt Agnes could turn out to be nice to live with.’

‘You know she won’t be!’ Faith replied, sitting down on the edge of the pavement.

‘Get up!’ James said hurriedly, glancing round. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m not going another step,’ his sister replied. ‘I’m never going in that house. I’m never going to live with Aunt Agnes and I’m never going to be happy again.’

She fell silent, her expression determined as she crossed her arms. Sighing, James sat down next to her. A curious passer-by glanced at the two of them, then walked on.

‘I miss Mum too.’

‘I don’t see why she had to die.’

‘She didn’t mean to. She didn’t mean to leave us here,’ James explained, stretching out his legs and crossing his ankles. At the end of the street a cart passed, pulled by a shire horse and stacked high with coal. In the driver’s seat, a man held the horse’s reins and clicked his tongue softly. ‘She didn’t die deliberately.’

‘Mum didn’t even like Aunt Agnes, so why are we going to live with her? Why can’t we go on living with our grandparents?’

It was a good question, but James knew the answer only too well - their grandparents ran the photographic studio in Manchester full time, their grandmother the driving force. Beryl neither wished, nor could afford, to give up work. She had looked after them for the previous few weeks, but now it was time to move on. James understood that his grandmother had to work. The money his father had left behind had been disappearing far too  quickly, despite their mother’s very best efforts at conserving it. Now what was left would have to be supplemented by the City Photographic Studio to pay the rent on the Gladstone Street house and other necessary expenditure. Given the circumstances, it was obvious that Agnes would draw the short straw and have to take them in.

Expressionless, James looked down the terrace, his gaze settling on the front door of his aunt’s house. It was painted black, like a big gaping mouth just waiting to take a snap at them. Even the sunlight seemed to favour the other side of the street. Agnes’s house was in the shade, her neighbours hunched up around her like a row of gloomy pigeons on a washing line.

‘She might not be as bad as we think—’

‘She will be!’ Faith interrupted. ‘Remember what Mum told us about her when they were young? About how Agnes borrowed her communion dress and spilled dandelion and burdock all over it?’

‘But—’

‘And then she told everyone that Mum wasn’t her real sister and that she was adopted.’

James raised his dark eyebrows. ‘Agnes was only six at the time.’

‘Still . . .’

He gazed at his little sister, amused but not daring to show it. Faith was small for her age, but her feet promised an incipient growth spurt and he realised that she might, in the end, be tall. Her face was oval,  her eyes long-lashed and intensely dark. As for her hair, it was the colour of liquorice and shiny like ebony. She looked delicate, he thought, but was immune to illness. Cold winters that had other children - including himself - coughing and wheezing didn’t faze his sister. The choking peasouper fogs, with their sulphurous smoke coming thick from the sooty chimneys, might hobble a grown man, but not Faith. Even childhood ailments she dodged. James might have suffered from chicken pox and measles, but his sister had ducked the diseases’ blows with the alacrity of a boxer.

Her physical constitution was amazing, and in keeping with her character. Faith was feisty, opinionated and brave, even at ten. She might be a girl, but she could punch her weight. Which was why James was so in awe of her. So impressed by this scrap of humanity who had endured the loss of their parents and now faced the alarming prospect of life in Gladstone Street. James knew that Faith cried for their dead parents, but in the morning she would deny it, even if her eyes were puffy. He knew that she missed them, as he did - but he was fifteen, not ten. It was easier for him.

Or was it? He would have to leave school now, he had been told as much. Go and work for his grandparents instead. Which wasn’t what he wanted. Or what his parents had wanted . . . But then the handsome James had an equable temperament, and his character was flexible, adaptable. He knew that  despite his reservations he would do what was asked of him - he just wasn’t certain that he could say the same for his sister.

‘Come on,’ he urged, nudging Faith’s arm. ‘We said we’d be there for tea.’

‘Our aunt can’t cook.’

‘Well, that’s true,’ he agreed, thinking of the occasional sodden Sunday lunch they had endured over the years. ‘But she might make more of an effort now.’

Faith gave him a quizzical look.

‘Can’t we run away?’ She turned to him, pleading. ‘Please, James, think about it. We could run off now. Never go to that horrible house. We could make for Manchester, Liverpool, even London. No one would find us . . .’

‘We have no money.’

‘We could make money!’ she wailed. ‘We could work.’

‘Faith, you’re ten years old. You’re still a child.’

‘No, I’m not!’ she replied hotly, all self-pity gone. ‘I bet I could survive on my own.’

James had a feeling she just might.

‘But you’re not going to,’ he told her. ‘We’re going to live with our aunt, whether we like it or not. And we’re going to make the best of it, Faith.’

She could tell from the tone of his voice that her brother had made up his mind and wasn’t about to budge. James was usually adaptable, but not in this.

‘For how long?’

‘Not for long,’ he told her, helping her to her feet. ‘Time passes quickly. Soon we’ll have our own lives. It’s not for ever.’

‘Nah,’ she said curtly. ‘It’ll just seem like it.’




CHAPTER FOUR

 



 



David Street, Manchester

At the same moment that James and Faith were plucking up courage to enter Agnes’s house, Sid was watching the back of his wife’s head as she counted the takings. Her hair was pulled away from her face and wrapped into a tidy bun at the back of her neck. Nice hair, but not luxuriant like Agnes’s. Carefully he studied his wife, knowing that she was unaware of the scrutiny. Beryl was fifty-nine years old, a bit on the stout side, her corsets holding her spreading waistline in check. But the elegant ankles he had fallen in love with, she had retained. He smiled as he looked at the inch of black lisle stockings and the dainty tight-laced boots. Almost a girl’s feet. His gaze travelled up over the sombre navy dress with its white apron, a gold watch pinned at her left breast. And around her wrists the detachable white cuffs she always wore in the studio.

When they married, no one had given them much of a chance. Tommy Bentley’s son was bound to be like his father, and would soon be chasing skirt. But  although Sid had a lot of Tommy in him, he was more of a flirt than a seducer. His charm was devastating when in full flow, but the follow-through would have been too exhausting for him. He liked women, but not enough to risk the home life that Beryl had made so easy for him. And when they moved into the house on Hardy Street and the birth of their two daughters followed, Sid luxuriated in the downy centre of a nest of females. Spoiled, he spoiled his girls in return, and when Ivy married he was equally tolerant of his grandchildren, James and Faith.

In fact, Sid thought, puffing on his black Turkish cigarette, his had been a cushy life so far, until the shocking death of Ivy . . . Sighing, he looked around him. The light in the basement was never that good, and on grey afternoons the lamps were lit virtually all day. But the photographic studio was in a good spot, David Street being close to St Peter’s Square and the rag trade area of the city. Not as fashionable as St Anne’s Square certainly, but the rents there were huge and way out of Sid’s reach. Besides, being in a basement had some advantages, like a darkroom that really was dark at the back of the shop, and a cool place to store film plates and chemicals in the summer. In the winter, though, it could be unbearably cold, the thick brick walls getting damp unless you kept the stove lit. Sid stored the kindling in the poky yard outside. The same yard he shared with the other six businesses on the David Street premises.

‘What are you doing standing there?’ Beryl asked, turning and catching her husband’s eye.

He smiled at her. Sharp tongue, acid sense of humour, but feisty - and he liked that.

‘I was thinking about this place.’

‘What about it?’

‘About how it all started . . .’ Sid replied, lighting up another of his black cigarettes, an affectation he had picked up from his friend, Laurence Goldbladt, who swore blind that women found the smokes irresistible. The cigarettes were a luxury and damn near ripped the skin off your lips, but the tobacco was the best, and besides, if it improved your flirting with the ladies, so much the better. ‘D’you remember the first sign that was hung here?’

Beryl nodded, seeing it clearly in her mind’s eye. It had been a large dark green sign, with the lettering in gold - City Photographic Studio - and it had hung over the basement steps until one winter’s day it had fallen on a customer and broken his collar bone.

‘Green was always an unlucky colour,’ she said dismissively, turning back to the books.

Sid wasn’t convinced that green was unlucky, and thought the broken collar bone was due to shoddy carpentry rather than divine intervention. Besides, whatever Beryl might say, the sign had attracted customers - photographs still being something of a novelty back in the 1890s. A fresh, exciting new medium, becoming available for the general public. People were suddenly able to have themselves  immortalised, photographs becoming landmarks in their lives. They could map out their existences in prints; marriages, births, old age were all processed and put into family albums. Fixed on photographic paper for the generations to come. In fact, photography offered a kind of immortality for the average person. A marker of what they had looked like and achieved. For many northerners, money was tight, but most could stump up a shilling for a photograph, and - if they saved up - a decent frame off Tommyfields Market.

Sid had taken over the studio from his father, the frequently inebriated Tommy Bentley. Memories of Tommy were sketchy; he hadn’t been the family type. More the womanising, rambling, roaming tom-cat type . . . Sid smiled, thinking fondly of his roguish father. It was true that Tommy had been a bastard, but he’d been a cheerful bastard. And besides, if he wasn’t happy with his common-law wife, why shouldn’t he change? Once, twice, even three times? Ah yes, Tommy Bentley was a hell-raiser all right.

After one long weekend away from home, he had come back to make noisy love to his latest wife - Sid’s mother - and introduce his son to the wonders of photography. With a cigarette hanging out of the side of his mouth - bugger the fire precautions in the lab - Tommy had squinted his way through the developing process in the David Street basement. Often clumsy from the drink, he had reeled around the enclosed darkroom, hanging slopping prints  from pieces of string above his head, the liquid dripping on to his collar and marking his shirt. Barking orders that no one should enter, he emerged much later waving a series of photographs that should by rights have been dismal. But they were great. Always great.

Sid smiled to himself, leaning against the wall and looking at his hands. There was only one thing he didn’t like about the photography business, and that was the mess it made of your nails. Thoughtfully he picked under his index fingernail. It had certainly been an exciting business to inherit. Tommy Bentley had got the best of it, when photography was just beginning, but Sid had been in pretty close to the start. The initial novelty of the studio had caused quite a stir in Manchester. Even in a basement in David Street. But like Tommy would say when he was sober: ‘You start in a basement, then it’s a ground-floor studio, then it’s a string across the north-west.’

Pity was that Tommy, for all his natural artistic skill, was totally feckless. All the money he made he poured down his neck, or down the necks of the women he picked up. Or photographed. Crouched down, his head under the black sleeve of the camera, he would stare at his clients. His appeals to ‘relax’ and ‘smile, please’ soon gave way to ‘You look marvellous’ and ‘What a picture this will make for the lucky man in your life!’ Women who could never have afforded to have their portrait painted could suddenly see their likeness in a photograph. And  what a photograph. Although he had plenty of competition in the new profession, Tommy Bentley had the skill in posing a person - and the best backgrounds in the north-west. Whilst other photographers were content to place their subjects on a chair with a painted curtain behind, or leaning against a painted column, Tommy Bentley created his own backdrops. They turned out to be as flamboyant as he was. In the Manchester basement, clients found themselves transported to Ancient Egypt (complete with pyramids) or a sheikh’s tent - a backdrop particularly popular with middle-aged women.

‘What the hell are you smiling at?’ Beryl asked suddenly, cutting into her husband’s thoughts.

‘My father.’

‘Oh, that sod,’ she replied, her tone resigned.

‘You remember his backgrounds? The backdrops he painted for the photographs?’

‘Remember them? We’ve still got a couple,’ Beryl replied, jerking her head towards the storeroom. ‘The mice got Blackpool Tower and the Pleasure Beach, but that tropical paradise is still going. Lost its colour, of course, but who’d know in black and white?’

Another memory stirred in Sid’s head. His mother had surprised her husband once, finding him on the chaise longue with the wife of the Mayor of Salford. Outraged, Gertie threw him - and the Mayor’s wife - out. She never got over the fact that they had broken the back castor.

Gertie’s tolerance of Tommy Bentley’s flirting was legendary, but she wasn’t the jealous type. In fact, that was the only thing his mother had in common with Beryl. Not that he would ever know, but Beryl had set her sights on Sidney Bentley the night they had first met. Undaunted, she had brushed aside all the grim predictions of her heart being broken, because she knew what she wanted: Sidney Bentley - and Sidney Bentley’s photographic studio.

‘I’ll never know why your mother stayed with Tommy Bentley,’ Beryl said suddenly. ‘I mean, it’s not as if they were married—’

‘Sssh!’ Sid hissed, his wife raising her eyebrows.

‘Who can hear? They’re both dead.’

‘My mother was very sensitive about the matter,’ Sid replied, pulling down the front of his silk waistcoat. A little thank-you from Laurence Goldbladt. ‘She didn’t want anyone to find out.’

‘Your father had had two common-law wives before he took up with her! Which was worse - that she wasn’t really married to him, or that he was a bastard?’ Beryl smiled wryly at her husband. ‘At least my people were respectable.’

‘Not respectable enough to stop me marrying you,’ Sid replied, walking over to his wife and looking over her shoulder. ‘So, how are we doing?’

‘We can pay the rents, pay the bills and put a bit in the Post Office for a holiday later in the year.’

‘I could take it down to the Post Office for you.’

Beryl snorted. ‘I could throw the money in the Manchester Ship Canal too. But I’ll not waste it.

There’s two pubs and a betting shop on the way to the Post Office.’ She tapped Sid affectionately on the cheek. ‘You develop those pictures of the Ramsbottom brat instead.’

‘There won’t be one good one amongst them. The bloody kid couldn’t keep his head still for a minute. And when he finally did, he stuck his tongue out.’

Laughing, Beryl gathered up the account books and placed them in the desk drawer, locking it with a flourish and pocketing the key.

‘I’ll go straight home after I’ve been to the Post Office.’ Sid raised his eyebrows; Beryl never went home early. ‘I need to call in on Agnes and see how the kids are settling in.’

Putting out his black cigarette, Sid avoided his wife’s gaze and wondered if he should utter the next words. The loss of Ivy had been a blow to him, and he knew how much it had rocked Beryl. Just as he knew that one part of his wife wanted to take over the care of their grandchildren.

‘You think we’re doing the right thing?’

She stiffened by the basement door. Rigid in her long brown coat, still adjusting her hat.

‘About what?’

‘You know, Beryl. The kids.’ He moved on quickly. ‘Agnes has never had children. She doesn’t know about them. You do. You’re their grandmother—’

Beryl turned, her face flame red. ‘And I’m working! I’m the one that keeps this family afloat, and let’s not forget it. Without me, you’d have run  this business into the ground and there would have been no chance of anyone supporting Ivy’s kids.’ Her voice was metallic with fury. ‘I’ve lost my daughter. I know Ivy was your daughter too, Sid, but I was closest to her. Not like Agnes. We just rub along. I love her, but not like I loved Ivy. But that’s the past. Our girl’s dead and her children have come under our care. Now I accept that. They’re family, it’s right that they come to us, but I can’t stay home and mind them. Agnes might not be used to children, or to looking after someone else’s family, but she’ll have to learn how to cope.’

‘Beryl, calm down—’

‘I don’t want to calm down, Sidney! I can’t give up work, because if I do, the whole family will come crashing down around our ears.’

He drew himself up to his full height. ‘I’m not a fool.’

‘You’re not a fool in some ways, that’s true enough. But you’re a fool with money, and money is what we need now.’ Jamming in her hatpin to secure her hat, Beryl flounced out, her boots clicking on the basement’s stone steps as she made for the street.




CHAPTER FIVE

 



 



Mr Perry Braithwaite was watching through his kitchen window, which looked out on to Gladstone Street, wondering if he should say something to the two kids hanging around outside. He had heard about the death of their parents - who hadn’t? - but his interest was more than passing curiosity. The fact that Mrs Agnes Todd had been kind enough to offer them a home had filled him with both admiration and horror. Perry had been married once; his wife had died a long time ago, leaving him to a quiet and unassuming life. Working at the town hall as a clerk, he filled his regular days with his regular ways, and went out weekly with his male friends for a drink at the Lion and Bugle pub. Never too much, just enough to make him merry, but not silly. Perry didn’t like silliness in women or men. He didn’t like anything that was childish. It unnerved him.

Having been brought up by older parents, Perry’s life as an only child had been comfortable but controlled. No one in his family showed their  emotions. In fact, when his father caught his arm in the machinery at Platts factory, people commented on his stoicism as the firemen struggled for three hours to free him, cutting through his bicep in the attempt. As for Perry’s mother, she was allergic to excess. So it came as no surprise to anyone that Perry Braithwaite, slim, grey-suited, short-haired and quietly spoken, was the epitome of respectability. He was the living example of a man who could be taken anywhere. He would have died rather than offend.

When his wife passed on, Perry continued working at the town hall and kept the house neat, and if he regretted having no children, he never said. Instead he attended church on Sundays, caught the tram to Union Street at 7.16 every morning, and was so reliable people could set their clocks by him: ‘Perry Braithwaite’s in his winter coat. Must be the first of October’; ‘Perry Braithwaite’s drawn his front room curtains. Tonight will be cold.’

He became a walking metronome for neighbourhood trivia, and only escaped being despised by his sheer niceness. But Perry did harbour the odd secret. Not many, in all his fifty-plus years, but a couple of big, aching ones. Like being in love with Agnes Todd.

Sighing, Perry stared at the kids in the street outside. He wondered fleetingly why the little girl’s hair bow was so large and if a sudden wind might carry her over to Rochdale faster than any tram. But mostly he was thinking that he shouldn’t have been  so nice for so long. That, in short, he should have spoken out. It was all right thinking there would be a perfect time, but that perfect time was running out before his very eyes. In a matter of minutes, two children would arrive on Agnes Todd’s doorstep and life would change for ever. She would cease to be a widow, and become a woman with two charges. A family . . . Perry sighed again, then wondered if perhaps he should count himself lucky. What if he  had expressed his feelings and he and Mrs Todd had become attached? He would have been landed then . . . His ignoble thoughts shamed him. How  could he think in those terms? These children were Agnes Todd’s niece and nephew, they were her blood. So how could they be anything other than acceptable?

But then again . . . Perry turned from the window. He would bide his time a little longer, see how the situation worked out. When the children had settled down with his beloved Agnes, he would declare himself. But not yet. For a while he had to be content to watch the object of his affection in silence, certain that time and opportunity would bring them together. That was what a nice man did, after all.

 



‘What,’ Agnes asked pointedly, ‘is that?’

Automatically Faith touched the bow in her hair. ‘James put it in for me.’

‘Couldn’t you get a bigger one?’ Agnes replied sarcastically. ‘There must be a yard of ribbon there.’

‘I like big—’

Jabbing his sister in the ribs, James stood in the kitchen doorway. Both of them had dressed themselves up: he in his three-quarter-length breeches, wool jacket and cap, his sister in her mid-calf-length black dress and boots. And the bow he had struggled to tie that morning. Perhaps not that well; certainly too big, he could see that now. But he had just tried to copy what he had seen their mother do so many times in the past.

‘We shall all have to get on and be happy together,’ Agnes said, gesturing to the table. A plate of baleful scones and a flattened piece of sponge leered up at the three of them. ‘I baked for you.’

‘Thank you,’ James said, smiling and nudging his sister.

‘I don’t like scones.’

Agnes’s expression went from tolerance to irritation in an instant.

‘You have to watch your mouth, young lady! No one likes cheek, and I won’t tolerate it in my house.’

Really, she thought, outraged, what a nerve! Faith might be only ten, but she looked like hard work, Agnes realised with a shudder, then tried to console herself. They had just lost their mother; it was a trying time for everyone. She would be patient if it killed her. And besides, it was only during the week; Beryl would have the children at the weekend . . . But suddenly, that Wednesday afternoon, the weekend seemed to be aeons away.

‘I got your things dropped off here and put yours,  Faith, in my bedroom. We’ll be sharing.’ She stared at the stern little figure in front of her and dreaded the invasion of her privacy. ‘As for you, James, you’ll have your own room. It’s not big, but . . .’ She moved to the stairs, the children following obediently as she carried on. ‘We have to cope with limited space. Of course, I have some house rules.’

She paused, flinging open the door of James’s room. It was hardly more than a large cupboard, with a narrow bed and a chair beside it and a large floral potty underneath. Stunned, Faith was about to speak, when James stopped her with a warning look.

‘It’ll do fine, Aunt. Thank you.’

Mollified, Agnes thought that she could grow to like this lanky, dark-haired boy with his good manners.

‘Like I said, it’s not big. I used to use it as a storeroom, and God knows it was a job to clear it out when I knew you were coming.’

‘Thank you for going to all that trouble.’

Tugging at his sister’s sleeve, James forced a response out of her. ‘It’s very nice.’

‘Huh,’ Agnes replied, crossing the tiny landing and flinging open the door of her own bedroom. Following her, James and Faith looked round the room, taking in the heavy Victorian furniture, the washstand, and what looked to be a camp bed in the corner, with another, smaller potty underneath.

‘You’ll sleep there, Faith.’

‘But—’

Surreptitiously, James tugged on his sister’s sleeve again. Faith moderated her tone and smiled at her aunt half-heartedly.

‘Thank you.’

Pleased by her niece’s appreciation, Agnes looked around the bedroom. Even to her selective eyes it seemed cramped, and the camp bed looked as inviting as a grave. But - as she had said to Beryl repeatedly - what could she do? She couldn’t afford to buy a proper bed, even a second-hand one. So the camp bed had been purchased for a few bob off Tommyfields Market. It was in good condition, army surplus, the kind a soldier might sleep on. When Beryl had looked at it askance, Agnes had reminded her that money was short - Ivy having left very limited savings behind.

‘We have to keep the children, Mother!’ she had snapped. ‘Clothe them and feed them. I think a bed comes second after that.’

Still staring at the camp bed, Agnes continued, ‘I’m sure you’ll find it very comfortable.’ Her conscience suddenly pricked her. ‘Look, you can have my eiderdown.’

‘Thank you,’ Faith replied.

She was desperately homesick and missing her mother. Missing their old life, their old home. Even the sadness after their father had died wasn’t as bad as this empty feeling, standing unwelcome in the Gladstone Street house. As for her aunt . . . Faith stole a glance at Agnes as she fussed around the room. She couldn’t be that old, but she seemed it.

Her dress was long and funereal, her face stern. There was only one soft feature about her: the amazing hair . . . Overwhelmed, Faith choked back a sob. How was she going to sleep in this room, with this relative stranger? The woman none of them had ever really got on with. Hadn’t she heard her mother talk about Agnes? About how selfish her sister was? How set in her ways? How she didn’t like children? And yet they had come to live with  her. Not their grandparents.

Faith resented that bitterly. Both she and James loved their maternal grandparents, and after their mother died they had presumed they would go and live in Hardy Street. In fact the thought of being taken in by the Bentleys had made losing their parents less traumatic. Sid was indulgent and Beryl - even with her sharp tongue - good-hearted . . . Staring at her boots, Faith tried not to cry. James was talking to their aunt, but Faith wasn’t listening. She was thinking how unfair it was that her father had had no family. That there had been no Farnsworth grandparents to turn to. Instead they had ended up with Agnes.

Sadly, she looked around at the bedroom and the scuffed boxes holding her possessions. Their parents hadn’t been well off and had rented their home, so their belongings were few. Besides, it had been made quite clear that Agnes didn’t want her home overrun with other people’s possessions - even if those possessions were the only things that offered comfort. Desperately, Faith thought of the  worn brown toy monkey she had crammed at the bottom of one of her boxes. She was too old to play with it, but she had clung to that toy when her father died and cried into its worn fur when her mother passed on. And every night she tucked the monkey in the crook of her left arm and talked to it, very quietly, telling it all her secrets. She glanced at her aunt. No more talking to the monkey now. Not out loud, at least. Not when Agnes would be sleeping in the same room.

‘I’ll leave you two to unpack your things,’ Agnes said suddenly, making for the stairs and hurrying down to the kitchen.

Solemnly, Faith looked at her brother. Even Angel James looked despondent, ill at ease.

‘Are you sure we can’t run away?’

He gave her a slow look. ‘It’ll get better.’

‘But your room is so small.’

‘Lucky I’ve stopped growing,’ he said, trying to smile. ‘Will you be all right in here?’

He glanced over to the narrow camp bed and wanted - for an instant - to kick it over. All his life James had been protective of his little sister. When their father died he had willingly taken over the man’s role in the household and looked after his mother and Faith. But no one - least of all him - had expected their mother to die so soon afterwards. As a result, his protective streak was now focused entirely on Faith. She was his responsibility, his tiny family. He might have grandparents and an aunt, but in James’s eyes, he was his sister’s  guardian and would defend her against anything.

‘It won’t be so bad when we get used to it.’

‘How d’you know that?’ Faith replied, going over to her boxes and rummaging in the largest one. ‘How d’you know it won’t be horrible here?’

‘We have to make the best of it.’ He paused, watching as his sister pulled out the old worn monkey and hugged it to her tightly. ‘You see what I mean? It’s getting more like home already.’

‘But you’ll be away so much - now that you have to go and work in Manchester at the studio.’

‘I’ll be home at night. And besides, you’ll be at school in the daytime,’ James replied, trying to make light of the situation. ‘You’ll have your friends there.’

‘I can’t bring them back here, though, can I? Not to Agnes.’

‘Well, not if she’s cooked,’ he agreed wickedly. ‘Did you see those scones? You could choke a horse with one of them.’ He squeezed her arm reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll be OK. I’m with you, remember? Nothing bad can happen whilst I’m around.’

 



He was wrong. The first week, Faith threw a ball over the wall and it smashed the window of Mrs Fletcher’s next door - and she had an invalid husband to look after. Agnes, discomforted, found herself apologising to a woman she had never liked, whose ‘invalid’ husband was the biggest sponger in Oldham. A bad back, bad neck, bad legs and a bad  temper kept Mr Fletcher off work. On the rare occasions he had got a job, his phantom illnesses soon rendered him useless, the excuses inexhaustible. ‘The only thing he hasn’t claimed is being pregnant,’ some wag said archly. But for all of that, Faith still got into trouble for breaking the window.

The second week was even worse. Faith was sent home from school for being disruptive and Agnes had the unpleasant and uncomfortable task of having to talk to her teacher, giving an account of Faith’s behaviour, and her home life. Which, the teacher implied, was obviously unhappy. For two days afterwards a mortified Agnes could hardly speak to her niece. But the third week went better. Faith was at school in the daytime, and when she came back to Gladstone Street she did her homework on the kitchen table in silence. When James returned from Manchester - full of stories about the photographic studio - Faith came back to life, chatting and joking. He told her about their grandparents, about the customers and their sittings, and about the strange lad who was Sidney’s odd-job boy. Poor Lennie Hellier, James told his sister, he had a club foot and had apparently arrived out of nowhere some years before, without a history or a family. Sid and Beryl had tried repeatedly to get close to him, but Lennie had stayed wary and withdrawn. It was a shame, James told Faith, going on to tell her about the newly opened secretarial college across the road. Eager to listen to her brother’s tales, Faith’s animation lasted until  bedtime. But as soon as James moved into his rabbit hutch, she became withdrawn, and the sight of her aunt’s corsets as she undressed had her scurrying under the sheets on the camp bed.

The nights dragged for Faith. Across the hall she could hear her brother settling down, then silence as he fell asleep. In her room, she heard her aunt brush her astonishing hair, blow her nose, plump up her pillows and then sigh expansively before going to sleep. And then the snoring began. Sometimes it was light, intermittent. Other times it was full-bodied, almost a pig’s snort, until Agnes rolled over and started breathing normally again. And then there was the nocturnal usage of the chamber pot . . . Somehow every action Agnes performed grated on Faith. She was everything her mother hadn’t been. And to be stuck with her in the gloomy Gladstone Street house was insufferable.

Within a month, Faith’s work at school had begun to deteriorate. A few times she had fallen asleep at her desk, but allowances had been made for her. Everyone wanted to give her time to adjust. But time wasn’t what Faith needed. She needed what every ten-year-old needed: her own parents, her own home and her own bed. Grief, unexpressed and controlled, made her little body rigid. Her nature dampened into a squib of her previous fire, her feistiness curtailed by her homesickness.

Even James couldn’t rouse her out of her despondency. And to her shame, Faith realised she was jealous of his happiness. His hopes for a career  as a teacher had been set aside, but James had adjusted well. He might not brag about working with his grandparents, but Faith could see that he was contented. Why shouldn’t he be? she asked herself. Why shouldn’t her brother make a new life? But try as she might, she couldn’t find her own new start.

Instead she clung desperately to the old toy monkey and felt out of place and desperate as only a lonely child can be.




CHAPTER SIX

 



 



With the arrival of the new king, Edward VII, England seemed to alter. The austerity of Victoria’s reign had lapsed and the pleasure-loving king and his beautiful wife, Alexandra, gave a more approachable face to royalty. One of the strangest anomalies was how many weddings were planned for the summer of 1901 - something Sid was delighted about. He was also delighted at how his grandson had taken to his new role as apprentice. Although his parents had dreamed of their only son becoming a teacher, James readily understood that he had to earn his keep and couldn’t squander nonexistent money on further education. And so he took his work at the City Photographic Studio seriously.

Of course James didn’t start as a photographer. He was more of a general dogsbody, taking over the role from Lennie Hellier. Always soft-hearted, Sid had taken pity on Hellier from the moment he had arrived, unannounced, on the back steps. Over the following years, he had given Lennie odd jobs and a  place to sleep. But Lennie had never slept on the couch he had been offered; instead he had found a space under the back stairs, huddled up like a dog. Unable to make him change his mind and use the sofa, Beryl had made sure that Lennie was fed well and had good bedding in return for his graft. But despite all their efforts, he remained distant, emotionally closed off, and their repeated attempts to draw him into the family had been summarily rebuffed.

So when James came to work for them, Sid made sure that Lennie wasn’t overlooked and found him similar employment over at Laurence Goldbladt’s. Laurence, unusually tall and stout, was a heavy smoker with bad circulation, and a reasonably successful fur and rag trade business. Trading cheaper skins to the top Manchester fashion houses, he made a good cut for himself and ploughed the profit into his own showroom on David Street. There were rumours that he dyed rabbit fur and sold it on as chinchilla, but no one could ever prove it, and Laurence was too clever to get caught out. Living and working on the first floor of the building - above the basement photographic studio - Laurence worked long hours sewing his furs and even longer hours with Mrs Miriam Newman, a widow who sometimes modelled his collection for him.

As soon as James had come to work at the studio, he had been introduced to Laurence and to a simpering Miriam. Then Sid had taken him up  three storeys to the top floor, rapping on an arched wooden door and winking at his grandson.

‘Come in!’ came a high-pitched cry. Sid ushered James into an attic room which was crammed with sewing machines, material and women. In the centre of this mêlée, a tiny figure bobbed up, screwdriver in one hand and oil can in the other. He wore a brown leather patch over his left eye. ‘Sid!’ he said delightedly. ‘And the grandson!’

‘James, this is Mr Mort Ruben.’

‘Oh, call me Mort,’ the diminutive figure replied, putting down the oil can and wringing James’s hand, his one eye fixed on the visitor. ‘So you’re the lad? You’re the lad. Nice boy, nice boy. He’ll do well here.’

Around them several women laughed. Mort wiggled his fingers good-naturedly at them and hurried Sid and his grandson into a back room. Throwing several bales of material off an old horsehair sofa, he gestured for them to sit down, then poured them a glass of sherry each.

‘I don’t drink—’

Mort silenced James immediately. ‘Everyone drinks to good fortune. You make money, you hear? Make money and help your grandparents.’ He turned back to Sid. ‘Handsome boy, is he courting?’

As James flushed, Sid laughed. ‘He’s only fifteen, Mort! Only a boy.’

‘Maybe, but a good-looking boy like that could find a nice girl. What with his grandfather’s business to inherit.’

Sipping his sherry, Mort studied James, beaming at him. The little man’s hands were small, almost as delicate as a child’s, his feet minute in spats.

‘I suppose your grandfather told you all about me?’

James hesitated. ‘Well . . .’

‘I once made a dress for Princess Alice.’

‘You did?’

Mort nodded. ‘I keep it quiet, of course, but it’s true. My rivals . . . I have a lot of rivals around here. Manchester seethes with rivals.’ He paused, his tone dark. ‘Jealousy is what does it, jealous people who can’t bear to see someone with real talent.’ His anger evaporated in an instant. ‘It was pale georgette.’

‘Sorry, what was?’ asked James, frowning.

‘Princess Alice’s dress,’ Mort replied, downing his sherry. ‘People tried to steal the pattern. I had to keep a dog on guard in here, day and night. And the animal wouldn’t go in the lift. Oh no, I had to take it down three flights of stairs - and up again - when it went for a walk.’ He smiled, putting his head on one side. ‘You’ll do well, I can feel it. He’ll do well, Sidney, as sure as I’m sitting here, the boy will do well.’

As they walked back downstairs, Sid was trying not to laugh, a bemused James looking at his grandfather in bewilderment.

‘Is Mr Ruben a bit . . . crazy?’

Sid laughed again. ‘No! He’s eccentric, that’s all. Everyone knows Mort. A more kindly man you’ll  never meet. He might not be the most successful trader around here, but he’s popular. And he has a good business sense. Doesn’t do too much tailoring for men any more, but he’s a dab hand with women’s clothes. And crafty too, if he needs to be. If one of his seamstresses slips up, or her work isn’t quite up to par, Mort doesn’t get rid of the dress, he sells it on cheaply. You go down to Tommyfields Market on a Thursday night and you’ll see the rejects - high fashion in the middle of Oldham! And they’re snapped up by women who pretend they paid Manchester showroom prices.’ He laughed again. ‘Mind you, you see a lot around here - but you say nothing, you understand, James? My father knew the value of keeping his mouth shut, even when he was three sheets to the wind. It’s a very close community. Most of the merchants are Jewish, but I’ve been welcomed into their homes for years - as you will be. I’ve even gone to break bread with them on the Sabbath, and that’s Friday night for them.’

James ran this piece of information over in his mind carefully. ‘Does Gran know about that?’

‘Would I still be breathing if she did?’

Smiling, James studied his grandfather. ‘What happened to Mr Ruben’s eye?’

‘It was an accident. Apparently he caught it on a thorn bush on one of his jaunts to the country. Said he was trying to watch a lark through his binoculars and tripped. The scratch went septic and he lost the sight in his eye.’ Sid paused, opening the  door to the basement studio. ‘Mind you, he can still see more with one eye than most can with two.’ He winked. ‘Not a word about taking Sabbath with Mort, OK?’

James nodded conspiratorially, walking into the studio behind his grandfather. Beryl was in the front room, talking to a customer, and beckoned impatiently for her husband to come in. A moment later she joined James in the back room, clutching her grandson’s arm and signalling for him to be quiet as they eavesdropped on the conversation.

‘What kind of portrait were you looking for?’ Sid asked, his figure visible through a narrow gap in the door. His figure, and the portly stomach of his customer.

‘Well now,’ the client began, ‘I’m celebrating the opening of my new draper’s shop in Moss Side and need some kind of marker. My wife says a picture’s the thing, so a picture I’ve come for. Something classy.’

‘I can do something very classy.’

‘How much?’

‘The prices vary . . .’

‘How much for a good-sized print I can hang on the wall of the shop?’

‘Two shillings and ninepence.’

‘By hell, that’s steep!’

Still watching through the crack in the door, Beryl hissed through her teeth to James, ‘I’d have asked three shillings. You can tell from his coat he’s got a bob or two.’

Squinting through the doorway, James could just make out the Abercrombie coat and bowler the customer was wearing - and see his grandfather smile winningly.

‘We charge a little extra because the customer gets a little extra.’ Sid moved to the door and pointed up the steps to the sign above. ‘Did you read what it said?’

‘City Photographic Studio . . .’

‘Portraits Are Our Speciality,’ Sid added. ‘I can guarantee you won’t be disappointed. And we can offer an exceptional background.’

The client frowned, caught off guard. ‘What’s that when it’s at home?’

‘The background,’ Sid said, his tone charming and persuasive, ‘makes the photograph live.’

On cue, Beryl left her hiding place and moved into the front room of the studio. In contrast to her husband, she was professional, offering the client a seat and then setting an album in front of him. Curious, the stout man leaned forward as Beryl turned the pages.

‘My husband’s reference to the background refers to the quality of our painted scenes. This,’ she said, pointing to one study, ‘represents Rome.’

‘My shop’s in Moss Side.’

Beryl never missed a beat as she turned the page. ‘This represents a boating scene. But this . . .’ she turned the next page over with a flourish, ‘is for you, Mr . . . ?’

‘Shawcross.’

‘Mr Shawcross.’

Still watching through the crack in the door, James studied the scene, noticing how his grandparents worked together. How Sid provided the easy charm, and Beryl the professional touch. Interested, he continued to watch as Mr Shawcross leaned closer to the photographic album and peered at the plate.

‘I’ve not got my glasses with me.’

‘Sidney!’ Beryl ordered. ‘The magnifying glass, if you would.’

Obediently, her husband passed the lens to Mr Shawcross, his eye suddenly huge behind the glass as he bent towards the photograph and studied it. The image was of a handsome man leaning against a pillar, an illusion of a grand room behind. The fact that Mr Shawcross was twenty years older and fifty pounds heavier escaped him; he was seduced by the image of prosperity on offer. At once he could see his customers coming to the draper’s shop and gazing, rapt, at his image. What a successful man, they would say. And he lives in a house with pillars.

‘Oh, I like this.’

‘Indeed you would. I knew you would,’ Beryl went on. ‘It is natural for you.’

‘And it’s two shillings and ninepence?’

‘Three shillings.’

Mr Shawcross huffed in his seat. ‘Three shillings! ’

‘Isn’t it worth the difference for a background of  this quality? To prove to everyone that you are a man of quality?’

Beguiled, Mr Shawcross made his appointment there and then. When he left, Beryl turned to Sid and beckoned for James to join them.

‘You see that?’

Her grandson nodded.

‘That was salesmanship,’ Beryl concluded. ‘The photograph will cost us one shilling and ninepence to take and develop, so we’ll make a nice profit there. And unless I miss my guess, Mr Shawcross is the type to want a silver frame to go with his portrait.’

Kissing his wife on the cheek, Sid winked at James. ‘See why I love her, lad? With a wife like this, a man can only prosper.’

She brushed him off impatiently. ‘Ah well, be that as it may, there’s no time to stand around chatting. James, come with me now and I’ll show you how to clean out the darkroom and explain about the chemicals. As for you, Sid, you could do worse than pop down to Sullivan’s and get us a meat pie for dinner. Oh, and get some extra gravy this time. That Mary Sullivan short-changed me last week.’

 



Hanging back under the shadow of the staircase, Lennie Hellier watched Faith as she entered the front door of the David Street premises. She was hurrying, slightly out of breath, and he was entranced. All his life Lennie had avoided intimacy. He had never been shown kindness until he came to  David Street, and by that time he had grown used to living without it. In fact it embarrassed him, made him sweat with unease. He didn’t know how to accept concern, or how to respond to a compassionate word. Instead he had closed down inside - until he had first caught sight of Faith.

Her brother’s unexpected arrival at the photographic studio and Lennie’s sudden move to Laurence Goldbladt’s had unnerved him. He had been used to Sidney and Beryl, but then he had realised that along with James came Faith - and that was worth any unsettling changes. Fascinated, he had watched her. And when she had spoken to him he had been caught off balance. A few days later she had given him a sweet - which he put under his pillow. Every night from then onwards, he had dreamed of her. In his dreams he wasn’t crippled or withdrawn; he talked to Faith freely and even offered her his arm when they walked down David Street. People who had never given him the time of day suddenly watched him and realised that he was someone - because otherwise how could he be out walking with Sidney Bentley’s granddaughter?

When Lennie woke up he was flushed with embarrassment, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Faith. He knew that she was only eleven, but there was something safe about her. Even though she was not yet grown, she had a powerful character and a promise of good looks that had not yet fully blossomed and taken her out of his reach. In fact, Lennie had thought at first that Faith was more like  fourteen, she seemed so mature. The growth spurt James had anticipated had seemed to happen overnight, putting inches on Faith’s height and beginning the slow curving of her previously boyish frame. James had noticed the difference in his sister - and so had Lennie. For the former, Faith’s transformation was welcome. For the latter, it was exciting and depressing at the same time. Soon Lennie Hellier knew she would be grown up; but just as soon, she would be as distant as a winter comet.

Unless he could impress her in some way. Unless he could tell her how he felt . . . He had been given some decent clothes and had always kept himself tidy and clean, but he could see only too easily how Faith saw him - an outcast, someone to be pitied. Shrinking further into the shadow of the staircase, Lennie could hear Faith’s feet running quickly down the basement stairs. And in that instant he imagined that one day she would be hurrying not to see her grandparents, but to see him.

 



As gregarious as her grandfather, Faith had always found it easy to make friends. But her closest ally was Ellie Walker, a pale-skinned redhead with freckles she hated and a widowed mother who was convinced that her daughter would end up on the stage. The fact that Ellie had no talent for acting, singing or dancing did not deter her besotted mother in any way. Everyone else was blind and deaf, unable to appreciate a talent Mrs Walker was convinced would take them from Hardcastle Street,  Oldham, to Paris. Even at eight, Ellie had known her mother was wrong. By the time she had reached ten, she was getting sick of being trailed around Manchester theatrical agencies and told that she didn’t have the necessary requirements. But, undeterred, Mrs Walker went out to work extra hours at Riley’s Milliner’s to pay for singing and dancing lessons that - she was certain - would lead to their later financial abundance.
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