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  1  



‘No point being eighty, is there?’ said Liza. ‘If you can’t be a bit outrageous?’


And certainly she looked it, Stephen thought, with her scarlet headsquare tilted crazily over one eye, giving her the look of a senile pirate.


‘I’m sorry I didn’t let you in when you come before. Thought you were some bloody do-gooding cow from the social.’


That – give or take an udder – was exactly what he was, but he didn’t want to risk rejection now by saying so. Instead he handed her the letter he’d brought with him.


‘Oh, I can’t manage that,’ she said, and tapped the corner of one eye. ‘Cataract.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘You will be.’ She cackled merrily. ‘Well, we’ve all got it to come, haven’t we?’


But he couldn’t imagine ever coming to this. To be the sole remaining inhabitant of a street scheduled for demolition. Isolated, helpless, threatened with eviction if you didn’t agree to conform and get out.


‘How long have you lived here?’


‘Since 1922.’


That didn’t sound like senility. Of course they were hoping she was senile: it would be so much easier to get her out.


‘But it must be lonely living here now. No neighbours.’


‘I’m never lonely,’ she said. ‘I’ve got Nelson. And there’s Mrs Jubb.’


Mrs Jubb was the home help, but who the hell was Nelson?


Liza pointed to a corner of the room, where Stephen could just see, half-hidden under a grubby nightdress, the bars of a cage.


‘That’s Nelson?’ he asked.


‘That’s Nelson. Would you like to see him?’ Without waiting for an answer, she whipped the nightdress off the cage. In the dark and dingy room, there was a flash of scarlet as Nelson stretched his wings.


The cage looked cramped for such a big bird, but then the bedhead was caked with parrot shit, so evidently he wasn’t always caged. Perhaps the old woman was confused. She was certainly odd.


He looked around for coal to put on the fire, because the room was cold as well as dark, but remembered that she probably couldn’t afford to burn much. All the more reason to get her into sheltered accommodation, quickly.


‘Does Mrs Jubb come in every day?’


‘Have a heart, they’ve just cut her hours again. She comes in more often than she’s paid for as it is.’


‘But not every day?’


‘No.’


‘What about your family?’


‘I’ve got a married daughter, but she lives down London. Anyway, she’s crippled with arthritis, she’d be no good if she was here. I can shin up the stairs faster than she can.’


‘Anybody else?’


‘Only grandchildren.’


Stephen went back to the parrot, since this might be a real barrier to moving her. Pets were not allowed on the Parkhouse development.


‘Have you had him long?’ he asked, indicating the parrot’s cage.


‘Seventeen years.’


‘That’s a long time.’


‘It is. I got him out of a pub – the King Billy. You won’t remember it, it was pulled down in . . .’ She hesitated, but only for a second. ‘Nineteen-sixty-seven. Nelson was well known, he used to drink, sing songs, do all sorts, the men used to vie with each other, you know, who could teach him the worst words. When it got pulled down the old bloke in charge was more or less put out, and the woman he went to lodge with wouldn’t have Nelson. And I used to go along and see George now and then, he had no family, you know, never got married, but he was a real nice lad, and when she said he had to get rid of Nelson oh, he very near broke his heart, he says, “Liza, whatever am I gunna do?” So, I says, “Oh, cheer up, give him me, I’ll look after him.” That way, you see, he could come and see him whenever he wanted. But he didn’t live long after. Wicked old cow killed him. I said it then and I say it now.’


‘What sort is he?’


‘Oh, I couldn’t tell you that. George got him off a sailor.’


Stephen got up and walked over to the cage.


‘He’s a bit nervous with strangers.’


But Nelson didn’t seem particularly nervous. He sidled towards Stephen along the perch, ruffling his neck feathers coyly.


‘And you can’t half tell he’s off a sailor, ’n’ all,’ Liza said. ‘He comes out with some funny expressions.’


Stephen bent closer to the cage, but though Nelson peered at him closely – even stretched one feathered thigh towards him, cautiously, like an aging stripper – he did not speak.


‘He’s shy,’ Liza said.


He didn’t give that impression. Stephen went back to his chair and sat down. Liza peered at him, rather suspiciously, he thought. She had remarkable eyes: the pupils, starved of light, were so wide that the irises had vanished. No matter how closely you looked at them they seemed to have no colour but darkness. He wondered how much she could see.


‘It depends on the angle,’ she said.


He dismissed the idea that she had read his thoughts. He began to talk, as persuasively as he knew how, of the advantages of centrally heated maisonettes. On the ground floor, too. No stairs. She’d broken her hip a year ago, the doctor said. Wouldn’t it be nice to have no stairs?


‘I broke it in the yard,’ she said.


Then there’d be other old people for company. When she wanted company. Nobody was forced to join in, but they usually got together a couple of afternoons a week, to play . . .


‘Bingo.’


‘Whatever they want to play.’


She pulled a face. ‘Why do they always think you want to play bingo? I’ve never played bingo before. Why should I want to start now? And as for other old people, they think because you’re over eighty you’ve got to be friends. But people my age don’t make friends – we’re too old. You look at each other and you think, “Oh, she can still see all right,” or, “He gets around,” but you don’t make friends. How can you? To make friends you have to tell people about yourself. If I started telling some poor old bugger about meself now he’d be dead by the time I’d finished. No, young man, you bugger off back where you come from and tell ’em I don’t want it.’


‘You ought to think a bit more carefully before you say that.’


She lowered her head, like a sulky bird, and turned away from him.


He hesitated, not knowing how blunt he dare be. ‘They can put you out, you know. They’re not bluffing.’ He talked about redevelopment areas, planning blight, compulsory purchase orders, bailiffs, eviction. Most of it meant nothing, he thought, though he saw her flinch at the word ‘bailiff’. He went on, ‘And by that time, you see, the offer of a maisonette mightn’t still be open. They’re very popular. And then it would have to be . . .’


‘I know what you’re going to say. The workhouse.’


‘I was going to say: St Hilda’s.’


‘The workhouse.’


‘It’s not like that now.’


‘Do you know, I’ve heard my father say he’d gas the lot of us before he’d see us end in there?’


It was a chasm, he thought, a chasm that no amount of rational argument could bridge. He tried once more, ‘The important thing for you to realize is: they can put you out.’


‘I won’t be here when they come.’


‘Oh.’ He smiled, to humour her. ‘Where will you be?’


But she just shook her head.


He looked at his watch – discreetly, he thought – but she caught the movement.


‘Aye, go on, you’re wasting your time.’


‘Could I just check a few facts?’ he said. ‘Before I go?’


‘Yes, go on.’


She watched him get out his notebook and pen.


‘Your name’s Liza Wright?’


‘Yes,’ Liza agreed, ‘née Jarrett.’


It was such a perfect imitation of his own official voice that he might have suspected parody, had he believed her capable of it.


‘And you’re eighty years old.’


‘Eighty-four.’


‘But you said . . .’


‘I meant eighty was the turning point. After that there’s no sense bothering what people think.’


‘So you’re the same age as the century?’


‘To the minute,’ she said.


He stared.


‘Oh, yes. Almost to the second. Me Mam’d got herself reckoned up to the end of January, and she was never far wrong, she was the local midwife, you know. She could put her hands on a woman’s stomach and very near tell the hour. When they used to go and fetch the doctor to a woman in labour it was always, “Who’s with her?” “Mrs Jarrett.” “That’s all right, then.” But she was never registered ’cause she couldn’t read. Anyway, as I say, she wasn’t expecting me till the end of January. She hadn’t even given up work. In fact she’d just got her hat on to go out to a woman when whoosh! – all over the oilcloth. Well, she got herself off to bed and sent for her midwife – mucky old bugger she was, you could’ve planted a row of taties in her neck – and settled down to wait. Then just before midnight, she says, “Hey up, it’s coming.” “Never in this world,” said the old wife. Didn’t like me mother. Took too much of her trade. “You’ll still be here this time tomorrow night.” Then the clock started to strike midnight and, my God, did she have to stir her pins, because there I was, very near fighting me way out. Water everywhere, bloody great pool of it in the middle of the bed. And if me Mam hadn’t had the presence of mind to pick me up and wallop me I’d’ve drowned there and then because all the midwife did was gawp. But there was a piece in the paper about it, on the front page, and it said: “The Century’s Daughter.” Me Dad treasured that bit of paper, and then after he died it come to me.’


Telling the story of her birth had animated her: her cheeks had flushed to the same hectic colour as her shawl; and suddenly, in Stephen’s eyes, she ceased to be a case, a social problem, a stubborn, possibly senile old lady, and became instead what she had called herself: the century’s daughter.


He saw how time had moulded, almost gouged out, the sockets of her eyes, how two deep lines of force had been cut into the skin between nose and lip, how the hand that came up to grasp the scarlet shawl was brown-speckled, claw-like, but finely made. He saw, too, that her neck was grained with dirt, that there was dirt in the lines of her face, that the scarlet shawl was stained with parrot shit. None of this mattered. Like a rock that wind and sea have worked on since the beginning of time, she needed to apologize for nothing, explain nothing.


Stephen went out into the yard to get some coal. Evidently in wet weather the yard flooded, for the ice, thinly coated with snow, creaked and gave way beneath his feet.


There wasn’t much coal left: he had to grope with his bare hands under the sludge to find any. When, finally, he had managed to fill half a bucket, he stood for a while assessing the condition of the house. There was a broad streak of green down one part of the wall, where the guttering had sagged. The bedrooms must be cold and damp: no wonder she’d brought her bed downstairs close to the fire. When there was a fire.


He turned to look at the other houses in the row. All their windows were boarded up, but here and there he could see a board hanging loose, where somebody had succeeded in breaking in. Some of the houses were used by drunks, others by teenage gangs sniffing glue. He wondered whether Liza knew and hoped she didn’t. Surely to God they could get her out of here without having to frighten her.


A few specks of snow drifted down on the wind.


When he went back into the living-room, Liza was on her knees by the bed, dragging a heavy box from underneath it.


‘Here, let me do that,’ he said.


She paused then, leaning on her stick. ‘If you could just lift it for me,’ she said.


He bent down and lifted it onto the bed. It was an old metal box, not as heavy as her weakness had made it seem, painted on the lid and sides with dancing figures, women holding their clasped hands high, dancing in a ring. Behind the women, almost in the shadow of the trees, were two other figures. One was so shrouded in a long robe that neither age nor sex was visible; the other was a young man. The draped figure held something in its hands, but the box-lid was so filmed with dirt that Stephen couldn’t see what it was.


‘That’s very beautiful,’ he said. ‘Have you any idea how old it is?’


She climbed slowly onto the bed and waited to get her breath back. ‘No idea,’ she said, at last. ‘It used to be me Mam’s. I used to play with it when I was a lass. But how old it is I couldn’t tell you. Me Mam got it off her grandmother, so it must be old.’ She started to rummage around inside the box. ‘I’ve got that newspaper cutting somewhere. I thought you might like to see it.’


Stephen got down on his knees and started to place tiny nuggets of coal here and there on the almost-dead fire. Each one hissed and spat, and, as the glowing embers disappeared beneath them, his face darkened. Then he began to fan the fire with the cardboard top of a Weetabix packet he’d found propped up by the hearth and, as the flames took hold, his shadow began to grow on the wall behind him and his face reemerged into the light.


It was a blunt-nosed, high-cheek-boned face, the face of a man who is nearing thirty and therefore no longer thinks of himself as young. A tired, self-disciplined, lonely face, though he would not have described himself as lonely. Rather as if at some time in the past loneliness had bitten in so deeply that he carried the scar long after the wound had healed. He knelt with his hands clasped loosely between his knees until he was sure the fire had caught, then put the piece of cardboard back and wiped the coal-dust off his hands. There,’ he said. ‘I think that should go all right.’


‘I’ve found it,’ said Liza.


While he’d been busy with the fire she’d been emptying virtually the entire contents of her box onto the bed. ‘Loads of old rubbish,’ she said. ‘I keep telling meself I should chuck some of it out, but I never seem to get round to it. Anyway, here it is.’


He took the scrap of paper she held out to him. It was a dark gingery-brown, so discoloured by time that it looked burnt; and the creases, from long folding and unfolding, had become cuts. Gently, he disentangled it, and started to read.


‘Your mother must’ve been very proud,’ he said, when he’d finished.


‘We-ell, she was and she wasn’t. She liked the newspaper bit all right – it was me she wasn’t keen on. I was the seventh and she’d lost four. Three of them in one week. Took more than a bit of paper to make her jump for joy. Especially over a girl.’


‘She didn’t like girls?’


‘No, she was all for the lads. And yet out of fifteen kids, ten were girls, and out of the nine that lived, seven were girls. Poor old Mam, she must’ve thought she was cursed.’


‘What about your father?’


‘Oh, he was tickled pink. He used to take that to the pub and show it round. Then when I got a bit older he used to take me to the pub and show me round. He used to get dressed up, and he had a lovely watch-chain, me father, gold but a very reddish-gold, and he used to hold this gold watch up to me hair, and it was the same colour. Oh, he thought that was marvellous.’


Stephen handed the scrap of newspaper back, and she smoothed it out against the counterpane.


‘He was a grand man, me father. Never kept me mother short of money, if he had it she got it. And if he wanted money for a pint, rather than just take it, which a lot of the men did, he used to race for it. He used to say, “Come on, you silly buggers, you’d put the money on a hoss, back yourselves instead.” And out they’d all go and put their jackets on the ground for the starting post and he’d race them. Sometimes he’d come straight from work and they used to say, “You’re never gunna race like that, are you?” and he used to say, “Hey, don’t you worry about me. I can beat you buggers wi’ me boots on.” And he could’n’all.’


Her face kindled and glowed in the light of the fire. She was not so much recalling the past as reliving it.


‘They used to call him Ginger-black, because he had this bright red hair and a black beard, and I think meself that was why he made such a favourite of me, I was the only one that’d got his hair, the others were all dark like me Mam.’


She started to pile papers back into the box. Stephen wondered whether he should offer to help, but guessed that the contents were too private for that. A thought struck him.


‘You don’t keep money in there, do you?’


‘Why, no!’ She gave him a scornful look. ‘I haven’t got any to keep.’


But he wasn’t altogether convinced.


‘You’re almost out of coal, you know.’


‘That’s all right. He comes tomorrow.’ She looked at him. ‘It’s bound to be a bit low, look at the weather we’ve been having.’


Even allowing for the weather, the house was cold and damp. It had the feel of a place that has not been adequately heated for years.


‘May I come and see you again?’


‘So you can soft-soap me into a home? No, thank you.’


‘I won’t soft-soap you. I won’t put any pressure on. I promise.’


She looked at him and evidently liked what she saw. ‘All right then,’ she said, grudgingly, ‘you can come.’ A long pause. ‘I’ll trust you.’


It was early morning when he went to see Liza again. Mrs Jubb, Liza’s home help, answered the door, holding it half closed against the wind and peering round it, suspiciously. Even when he said who he was, she was in no hurry to let him in.


‘She’s not good in the mornings,’ Mrs Jubb said. ‘It takes her a while to pull herself together. As I dare say it will us at her age.’


The look she turned on Stephen was frankly hostile. There was no way of telling whether she’d taken an instant personal dislike to him, or whether this was her attitude to everybody who represented ‘authority’.


‘I won’t stay long. I just came to see how she was.’


Liza was huddled deep under the bedcovers. The shawl had slipped from her head and, for the first time, he could see her hair, what was left of it. She was very nearly bald: her scalp showed pink through a thin covering of white, like the down on an owlet’s back.


She was old, grey, drained of life.


Above her on the bedhead was Nelson, free of his cage at last, stretching out the emerald green and scarlet of his wings.


‘Hello,’ Stephen said, gently, bending down towards her.


From the bed came the musty smell of old woman and not-quite-clean sheets.


‘I’ve just come to see how you are.’


He waited, but it was clear she couldn’t speak.


As he straightened up, aware of Mrs Jubb behind him, watching, willing him to go, he was struck by the contrast between the greyness of the woman and the splendour of the bird, as though her life had somehow gone to feed the brilliance of his plumage.


‘The parrot must be a problem when you’re cleaning,’ he said to Mrs Jubb, as she opened the front door to let him out.


‘If it is I’m not complaining.’


He looked back, as his car turned out of the street. She was still there, on the doorstep, watching him go.


‘I’ll never get used to this place,’ Jan said. ‘Before I came here I didn’t know places like this existed.’


The Clagg Lane estate was trapped between two motorways. On his first visit it had taken Stephen an hour to find his way into it: every entrance seemed to be blocked by concrete bollards built to protect small children from the constant stream of lorries on the main roads. This was his fourth visit, but he still wasn’t entirely sure of the route and he had to drive slowly, trying to recognize landmarks. It was no use looking at road signs: they’d all been uprooted or turned back to front, as if the inhabitants of Clagg Lane expected an invasion.


‘That’s the turning there,’ Jan said, pointing.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes. I remember the dog.’


The dog, a big, almost black Alsatian, was tied to a stake in the front garden of a house whose every window had been broken. It had run round so many times at the end of its tether there was a circle of bare earth in the grass.


‘You’re right. I remember him, too.’


A few minutes later they were there. Stephen turned the car slowly into the drive.


‘Looks quiet,’ he said.


‘Don’t you believe it,’ said Jan.


Just as they got to the bottom of the drive Tony, a boy of about eight, leapt onto the bonnet and hitched a lift, grinning and jabbing two fingers in the air when Stephen rapped on the windscreen and shouted at him to get off.


Stephen got out of the car. Immediately, Tony squared up to fight him, grinned from behind clenched fists, and then jabbed at his shoulders and chest. Stephen reached up and lifted him off the car, swinging him round a couple of times before setting him down on his feet. ‘Now go on, scarper! You know you’re not supposed to be here.’


‘Our Sean’ll thump you.’


‘Last time you were here he thumped you.’


Tony shrugged. He pulled himself away from Stephen, aimed a parting kick at his ankle and ran off round the corner of the building.


Stephen and Jan looked at each other and took a deep breath.


Red paint daubed the walls of the building: ‘Mac is a wanker’, ‘Stew is a puff’, ‘I have a ten-inch prick’. Congratulations, Stephen thought sourly, and walked in.


A smell of blocked drains from the girls’ toilets: evidently his appeal to the caretaker had gone unheard.


‘Do you think you could try this time?’ he asked Jan. ‘I don’t think he likes me.’


‘I don’t think he likes anybody.’


At this time of the evening the hall was never crowded. Two or three of the older boys had gathered round the video and were watching, or sleeping through, a film. A larger group of fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds were playing pool, watched by one of the girls. And the other girls, four or five of them, had gathered round the kitchen door, and were threatening the trainee worker, Colin, with gang rape.


Jan was trying to interest that lot in the formation of a gymnastics team, God help her. But she had a way with them: she got the doorway unblocked at least.


Colin looked slightly embarrassed. ‘I just popped in to make a cup of tea.’


He was very young, and the scattering of freckles on his white skin gave him a perpetually surprised look. Or perhaps that was the girls.


‘I think we should get out there,’ Stephen said, though the attractions of hiding in the kitchen were apparent to him too. ‘You have a go at the pool lot, I’ll go and talk to Whitey.’


‘You’ll be lucky. He hasn’t woken up all afternoon.’


‘Does he ever wake up?’


Colin nodded, gloomily. ‘Yes.’


The two young men by the video were asleep. It still amazed Stephen how much time they spent in sleep, though he knew this turning of day into night was a conscious and deliberate decision, a way of filling in the endless hours when other people were at work.


One of the young men, Whitey, was an albino, and the other kids told a story to explain why. His father had kept ferrets in a council flat where no animals were allowed. One day, seeing a man from the housing department on his doorstep, he’d panicked and pushed the ferret he was holding up his wife’s skirt, where it bit deep into her thigh. (Twat, somebody always put in here, in case you’d missed the point.) Nine months later she gave birth to a son with white hair like a ferret’s, and pink eyes. In their constant telling and retelling of this story there was something of the magic of fairy tales.


Though there was nothing magical about Whitey. On the screen, a car crashed and burst into flames. He woke up long enough to watch the people inside it burn.


‘Bloodthirsty little sod, isn’t he?’ the other boy said.


His name was Brian Jackson. He stood out, in Stephen’s mind, because he was angry and the others weren’t. Most of them just accepted the situation and tried to find ways of passing the time pleasantly, until things ‘looked up’ – something they never seemed to doubt was going to happen. Not one of them, Stephen thought, had begun to suspect that the absence of work might be permanent. But Brian was different – sceptical, intelligent, and bitter. Therefore, to Stephen, more interesting.


‘You were awake all the time.’


‘Yeah. Just didn’t fancy watching that.’


‘What do you fancy doing?’


Brian looked startled. ‘Here, you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Nothing much seems to be happening. I wondered if you had any ideas.’


‘What do you want to happen?’


‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking you. Workshops? Discos?’


‘Money?’


‘That’s my problem.’


‘It was Maurice’s problem, too. Look what it did to him.’


‘That’s not what I heard.’


No response.


‘I heard some of the kids smashed the place up. Deliberately.’


‘Yeah. Well, perhaps that’s what they want to do. Smash things up. Have you thought of that?’


‘Yes. But I can’t run the place on that basis, can I?’


‘That’s your problem. Nobody’s paying me to worry about it.’


So much for enlisting Brian’s help. They watched the film in silence from then on.


Whitey’s legs twitched once or twice, he muttered something and tried to swallow. The effort brought him awake and he began watching the screen as if he’d never left it.


‘Boring,’ he said, when it was over.


Stephen got up to rewind the tape. Whitey wandered off to watch the pool game and Stephen expected Brian to follow, but he hung around instead.


‘I’ll help you with that,’ he said. ‘It’s too far on your own.’


The video recorder had to be returned to the caretaker’s house at the end of every session. Anything left in the building was stolen or smashed.


‘There’s no need to bother. I’ve got the car.’


‘I’ll help you outside with it.’


Silly to go on refusing. ‘Thanks.’


‘You don’t want to pay too much attention to me,’ Brian said, as they heaved the video recorder onto the back seat. ‘I get pissed off with people helping the unemployed and getting paid for it. It’s the only growth industry there is.’ He grinned. ‘Time we had our cut.’


‘Get paid for being helped?’


‘Why not? It’s bloody hard work sometimes.’


He stood there laughing. For the first time Stephen noticed that there were purple love bites on the side of his neck. ‘Are you going back in?’ he asked.


‘Aye, for a minute. I’m gunna ask Whitey if he fancies a trip down-town.’


Benefit day. The fortnightly piss-up.


‘I’ll see you around,’ Stephen said, as he got into the car.


‘Yes.’ Brian bent down to the window. ‘And don’t park your car there, you’re asking for trouble.’


When Stephen got back to the club, six or seven of the younger kids had gathered round the front door and were pounding on it with their fists. ‘Let us in, you mean bastards!’ Tony had shinned up a drainpipe and was screaming defiance from the roof.


Colin appeared at the door. ‘Piss off home, will you?’ he shouted.


Not a fortunate suggestion. Tony walked to the edge of the roof, pulled out his cock, and aimed a jet of piss straight at Colin. Even as Stephen thought, You little bastard, he saw how beautiful Tony was, with his tiny clenched buttocks and the great golden arc of piss glinting in the sun.


‘You filthy little sod, I’ll murder you,’ Colin shouted, as the jet hit him full in the face.


Stephen waited until Tony’s bladder was empty. Then he pushed through the crowd and tried to persuade Colin to go back into the hall, but Colin was furious and only interested in getting his hands round Tony’s neck. Behind him the door swung open, undefended, and the kids swept in, jumping about and cheering.


There were now about twenty people crammed into the room. The pool game was abandoned. The cues came in handy as spears, as the teenagers chased the younger kids around the room and tried to put them out. Tony appeared from nowhere and climbed onto the table where he jumped up and down, shouting and waving his arms like a miniature Lord of Misrule.


‘What do we do?’ Jan asked.


‘Close. I don’t see what else we can do.’


‘If they’ll go.’


A fight had broken out in the far corner of the room between two girls, Vinnie and Teresa. They rolled over and over on the floor tearing each other’s hair and scratching. Gradually, as they attracted more attention, a circle formed, and even the younger kids stopped running about and stayed to watch. Teresa was a big girl. As Stephen reached the front of the circle, he saw a trickle of blood on Vinnie’s neck. Immediately, without thinking, he went into the circle and pulled Teresa off her.


They stared at him blankly for a second, then, jointly, screamed. Stephen was too bewildered to know what to say.


‘Hitting lasses?’ Whitey said. ‘I dinnaw.’


‘I haven’t hit anybody.’


‘Yes, you did,’ said Vinnie.


‘And he grabbed me tits,’ said Teresa, with a glance at the boys.


‘Now you know that’s not true, don’t you, Teresa?’ Jan said.


‘He did, miss,’ said Teresa, looking not at Jan but at Stephen – a look of such blatant invitation that he blushed.


‘Whatever possessed you?’ Jan whispered.


‘I didn’t do anything!’


‘You should’ve left it to me.’


Stephen took a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Whitey and Scrubber were watching him, shaking their heads.


“Mucky bugger,’ he heard one of them say, as he walked past.


Stephen went to see Liza again the following day and she was refreshed.


‘Sorry about last time,’ she said. ‘You get like that when you’re old. Up one day, down the next.’


‘I’ve brought you some flowers,’ he said, putting a bunch of daffodils down on the bed.


‘Flowers in a sick room,’ said Mrs Jubb, coming in from the kitchen, ‘take every bit of oxygen out of the air.’


‘I’m not sick,’ said Liza. ‘I’m old, and no amount of oxygen’ll cure that. Put them in a vase for us, will you, pet?’


Mrs Jubb took the flowers and retreated to the kitchen.


‘A cup of tea would be nice,’ Liza called after her. ‘I have to be careful what I say, you know,’ she whispered to Stephen. ‘She could be very awkward about me bird.’


‘I’ve brought Nelson something, as well,’ he said. ‘Sunflower seeds. That’s what they like, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, yes, he’ll eat any amount.’


Stephen pushed one of the small, striped seeds through the bars of the cage. Nelson transferred it from beak to foot before he began, very delicately, to nibble.


‘I saw a programme about them on the telly,’ said Mrs Jubb, coming in with the tea. ‘“Nationwide”. There was this bloke, he was trying to breed them and it said anybody that had a lonely parrot they had to send it in.’


‘Do you think he’s lonely?’ Stephen asked.


‘Why, no!’ said Liza.


‘You never know,’ said Mrs Jubb, ‘he might be fancying a bit.’


‘Gerraway,’ said Liza, ‘he’s long past.’


‘Not according to this bloke. He says they can still be fancying at seventy.’


‘My God,’ said Liza, ‘just like a fella.’


‘That’s what I said to me husband. He says I hope they get more chance than I get.’ She put her cup of tea down on the hearth. ‘Have I to let him out?’ She looked at Stephen. ‘We generally let him have a fly round in the mornings.’


‘That’s all right by me.’


Nelson needed no urging. With a flash of scarlet he swooped across the room and landed, beak open, on the back of Mrs Jubb’s chair.


‘Ooh, this is the bit I can’t stand,’ she said. The bird edged closer to her, stretched out its neck and began to nibble her earrings. ‘He loves doing this and it goes right through me.’ She hunched her shoulders and threw her head back. ‘In any case,’ she added, pushing Nelson away, ‘I’m not sure about you now. You could be a randy old git.’


After they’d drunk the tea and Mrs Jubb had taken the cups away, Stephen got up to go. Liza waved him to sit down. ‘She’ll be off in a minute,’ she said.


Sure enough, a few minutes later Mrs Jubb came back into the room, knotting her headsquare.


‘You know what you could do, don’t you?’ she said, looking at Stephen. ‘Instead of harassing her? You could clear that lot out.’ She jerked her thumb at the wall. ‘I was coming down the back arch with her pension the other day and I bumped into Whitey and all that lot pushing a wheelbarrow full of floorboards. I says, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” They says, “Aw, we’re from the Gas Board.” I says, “Don’t come that with me, son. Gas Board.” It was that bloody Peter Taylor, what do they call him – Zit. That lot. You want them out of there. They’re burning them bloody floorboards and it’s not safe. They’ll have the whole bloody row on fire before they’re through.’ She checked the set of her scarf in the mirror. ‘He’s a right little waster, him. His Mam had him to a lion-tamer.’


‘Now you know that’s only a rumour,’ said Liza.


‘Is it heck. She hung round that bloody circus till she looked like a tent pole. Six months later she was out here.’


After Mrs Jubb had gone, Liza said, ‘Bring your flowers in, pet. I won’t get the pleasure of them out there.’


When Stephen came back into the room with the vase, he said, ‘She doesn’t like men much, does she?’


‘Oh, you’d be surprised! It’s social workers she doesn’t like. Had too much to do with them.’


‘Where do you want me to put these?’


‘On the table there where I can see ’em. You shouldn’t go wasting your money on flowers for me.’


‘I don’t think it’s wasted.’


Neither did she, he thought. She patted the shawl into place around her head like a young girl. Then, straightening her pillows, she said, ‘So what did they say, then?’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know who, do I? Whoever sent you to get me out of here.’


He hesitated, but respected her too much to offer less than the truth. ‘They asked me whether I thought you were confused . . .’


‘Gaga!’


‘. . . and I said you weren’t. But there’s a doctor been to see you, hasn’t there? A specialist?’


‘Yes,’ she admitted.


‘And I’m afraid . . .’


‘Nelson shat on him.’


‘I’m afraid his report wasn’t very favourable.’


‘He asked such bloody stupid questions: who was the prime minister. I told him I was trying to forget.’


‘Well.’


He watched her huddle down in the bed and face the prospect of losing her home.


‘Nothing’s going to happen overnight, you know.’ The truth was they didn’t have the money to knock the houses down. ‘And I’ll do anything I can to help.’


‘Yes, I know you will.’ She looked round the room. ‘But I’ve been here such a long time.’


He patted the cover near her feet. ‘Would you like another cup of tea?’


‘I’ll be awash. Aye, go on.’


Stephen looked round the kitchen. It had been dark when he passed through it to get the coal, and he hadn’t seen, then, how inadequate it was. One tap. Cold water. And when he turned it on there was such a juddering and shaking of ancient pipes that lumps of plaster fell off the wall and landed in the sink.


‘Don’t touch the wall!’ Liza called.


Her hearing must be fantastic. ‘It’s in a bad state, isn’t it?’


‘No point doing anything about it now.’


But there would have been a point, earlier. For the first time in many years, Stephen allowed himself to know that he was angry.


When he came back into the room, she’d got out of bed and was sitting in her chair by the fire. So small a space, he thought. A few steps encompassed her entire world.


‘It’s like being told you’re going to die,’ she said. ‘I mean, you always know you are but, somehow, to be told, to know that’s it’s weeks and days, not years . . .’ She held up her hands with the fingers spread, as if time were streaming through them. ‘You have to try and make sense of it, don’t you? If it’s ever going to make sense, it’s got to be now.’


She was leading Stephen down a path he’d never expected to walk, with her or anyone. He said, carefully, ‘I don’t know what sense you want it to make. I’ve given up trying to make sense of mine.’


‘Already?’


‘Yes,’ he said, and felt frightened because he hadn’t known till now that it was true.
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After Stephen had gone, Liza sat for a while staring into the fire. He’d built it up for her before he left and so it was not in the state she liked best: there was a bank of black coal smoking and smelling of wet dust, rather than the glowing caverns and bleak, shadowy, overhanging cliffs that stimulated her imagination to enter again and explore the long country of the past. She tried to poke life into the fire, but it sputtered, sullenly, releasing trapped gas, and burned, if anything, darker than before.


It would have to be the box. She pulled it out from its hiding-place and knelt beside it, not wanting to open it but simply to touch the lid. She could hardly, now, see the pictured dancers, or the figures in the background exchanging their mysterious gift, and yet they came to life beneath her hands, and their movements flowed through her.


Monday. Wash-day. The fire hidden by a clothes-horse draped with Dad’s long johns. Monday was the worst day to be ill, because of the smell of wet wool, and cabbage, and the cold, dank, cheerless room. Mam was in the scullery, heaving buckets of water onto the boiler, grunting with the effort, and whenever she reached or stretched you could see the swelling she kept hidden the rest of the time. She was getting fat again and when that happened you knew to keep out of her way.


‘Can I help, Mam?’


‘You go and lie down. Best way you can help is keep quiet.’ Liza went back to the sofa, feeling small and weak and useless, but was drawn back to the scullery again. Her Mam’s hands were bleached white, the fingertips pleated from their long soaking. When she sensed you standing there she turned and tried to brush her hair back with her elbow.


‘Can I get the box down, Mam?’


Louise didn’t answer, she was too taken up with wringing the last drop of water from a shirt. But probably she wouldn’t have answered anyway. She often ignored Liza, simply pretended she wasn’t there.


Liza went back into the living-room and watched the grey drops of water gather on the leg of her Dad’s long johns and drip, one by one, onto the floor. When he came in from work, he would lift her up and swing her round and though that made her headache worse she didn’t mind. She just wanted to nestle up close to him and feel his prickly black beard and breathe in the heavy smell of iron dust on his clothes. The iron dust was what made the work, but once, when her Mam complained, her Dad said, ‘Don’t argue with your bread and butter,’ and Liza had wanted to laugh, it was so funny, her Mam arguing with a piece of bread and butter.


Perhaps when she didn’t say anything it meant Liza could go and get the box? The more Liza thought about it the more probable that seemed.


She crept upstairs, past the clock that had chimed midnight at the moment of her birth. She knew if she ever heard this clock chime midnight again something wonderful or terrible would happen, everything would be changed. Night after night she lay in bed, crammed between Harriet and Sarah, and tried to stay awake, but her bedtime was at eight, and by midnight she was always asleep.


The clock, by day, was different, ordinary, though she always stopped at the turn of the stair and had a word with it, since its presiding so dramatically over her birth made it seem like a friend. But at night, as Liza went reluctantly to bed, it changed again. It knew about midnight and magic. It knew Liza was special, not just anybody, like the kids at school or even her own sisters thought, but different. ‘The Century’s Daughter.’


The century was ten years old now, and so was she.


The box was kept inside a much bigger box, underneath the spare blankets and the winter coats. A smell of mothballs, and there they were, in the corner, purple and crumbly, like big sweets. Once, when she was little, she’d tried to suck one and got smacked. Carefully, she pushed the blankets aside and lifted out the box.


She’d seen everything there was in the box, and knew all the stories about them, too, because she’d pestered and pestered until she did, but that only made it more interesting. There were papers, certificates and things, that weren’t interesting, but she didn’t pay any attention to them. Only to the newspaper cutting that announced her birth. She handled that gently, because it was beginning to yellow with age.


What she liked best were the photographs. One of her grandmother, a tall, straight-backed woman, standing by a chair.


‘When did she die?’ Liza would ask, though she knew the answer perfectly well.


‘Nine months before you was born. I thought, “My God, it’s never her coming back, is it?” But as soon as I saw you, I knew it was.’


‘Did you love your Mam?’ Liza asked, timidly.


‘Course I loved her,’ Louise said. ‘She was me Mam, wasn’t she?’


‘Am I like her?’


‘The spitting image.’


Liza looked at the photograph and could see that yes, she was like this fierce, hard woman, so perhaps that was why her Mam didn’t like her. Except her grandmother’s hair was scraped back into a bun, whereas Liza had hair all over the place, hair you could do nothing with, her Mam said, tugging on the comb.


She picked up a locket and opened it to see the hair, the hair of her great-grandmother, who’d gone off to war with her husband, a drummer, and had once washed the Duke of Wellington’s breeches, while he played cards on the drum with his officers. That was a long time ago, almost a century, though the hair in its twist of black ribbon was still bright.


Liza got up and carried the locket over to the mirror. She didn’t dare put it on because she’d got into trouble once for doing that, but she held it up against her chest, and turned from side to side.


But then she heard the front door creak, and her Mam say, ‘Eeh, it’s never that time already, is it?’ and there was a stamping and trampling of feet as Harriet, Sarah, Winifred, Esther and Beatrice pounded upstairs to take their school pinafores off. Liza put the box away and slipped downstairs again, unobserved.


A minute later Edward came in, whom she loved best of all the family, except her Dad, and he made her laugh, asking if she’d had vinegar and brown paper put on her head.


‘Yes, she has,’ said Louise. ‘You can laugh. You’d be glad enough of it if your head ached.’


‘Be goose-grease as well tonight,’ Edward said, but Liza didn’t think that was funny. When she had goose-grease on her chest Harriet and Sarah complained of the smell and made her sleep at the bottom of the bed where their feet poked into her all night.


Tea was ready in minutes. Louise cut seven doorsteps of bread, fried them in dripping, and gave one to each child. For Edward there was a small piece of bacon because he was a boy and had left school. Liza looked at the dripping, then round the room at the smeary mouths of her sisters, and her stomach heaved. ‘Here,’ she whispered to Harriet. ‘Can you eat mine?’


Harriet jumped at the chance.


‘I didn’t think you’d manage that,’ Louise said. ‘Now can you lot make yourselves scarce? I can’t be doing with you under me feet.’


Sarah said, ‘Howay, Liza, let’s play gluepots.’


‘You might be playing it,’ said Louise. ‘But she certainly isn’t.’


‘Aw, Mam . . .’


‘Never mind “Aw, Mam”. If you’re too ill to go to school, you’re too ill to play.’


The girls went out. Edward went upstairs to read. Liza knew she’d get into trouble if she disturbed him, and it wasn’t fair. Her Dad could read, Edward could read, but as soon as her Mam saw a book in her hand it was ‘Liza, run round the shop for me will you, pet?’ or ‘Liza, if you’ve got nothing to do, them socks need darning.’ The only place she could read was the midden, and if she stayed there too long it was syrup of figs, or castor oil if her Mam’s leg was giving her gyp. She knew Liza wasn’t constipated. It was just because she couldn’t read herself.


It would’ve been nice to have one of the books now, though probably she wouldn’t’ve been able to read it, because her headache was really bad. She lay down on the sofa and closed her eyes.


The room was warm now, full of the smell of hot linen, and the clothes-horse had been pulled back so you could see the fire. Great flame shadows climbed up the walls and fought each other, an endless battle that wove itself into Liza’s dreams, so that she cried out and turned restlessly. She heard the thump, thump of the iron on the board, the faint clatter as Louise put it back on its stand. Once she opened her eyes and saw her mother take another iron from the fire. Louise held it close to her cheek, then licked her finger and tapped the hot metal. Her spit sizzled as it dried. Satisfied, she ran the iron over a piece of old cloth and carried it back to the table. She looked tired. But she always looked tired, except for sometimes right at the end of the day when she took her hair down and brushed it in the firelight, and the children, watching, knew she’d gone away and left them, and then they would pester and pull at her until she came back and was her old snappy, exhausted self again.


Liza tried to sit up and the attempt brought on a coughing fit. Immediately, the iron went back onto its stand and Louise came across to feel Liza’s forehead.


‘I thought so,’ she said, ‘I thought you looked a bit hot.’ There was no sympathy in her voice, only impatience. ‘Well, you’d better go on up to bed. Go on. I’ll be up in a minute.’


Liza trudged upstairs to bed and crawled between the sheets in her underwear. Her thick woollen stockings itched, but it was cold in the bed without Harriet and Sarah, and she had to have warmth from somewhere. For a long time, she lay and shivered. Then, suddenly, she was too hot. She stuck her arms and legs out of the hot tunnel her body had made, but soon there were no cool places in the bed.


From outside came the voices of children playing. She listened hard and thought she could hear Winnie’s voice. They were playing skips under the lamp three doors down, and quarrelling over whose turn it was to hold the rope. For a moment Liza thought she would get out of bed and wave to them, but it seemed such a long way across the bare floor to the window.


Instead she closed her eyes and listened. She could hear the rope whistling as it turned, the scrape of boots on the cobbles, a cry as somebody was out. Then voices chanting, steadily.




Mary Ann Cotton,


She’s dead and she’s rotten.


She lies in the grave with her eyes wide oppen.


Sing! Sing!


Oh what shall I sing?


Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with string.


Where? Where?


Up in the air!


Selling black puddings a penny a pair!





It was terrible about the open eyes in the grave, Liza never liked singing that bit, but it was worse lying alone in the dark listening to it. Mary Ann Cotton had murdered her children, all twelve of them, and her step-children, too, nobody really knew how many, and she did it by making them drink arsenic from a teapot. She pretended it was medicine and made them drink it, but the more they drank the worse they got. They were in awful pain, but she didn’t care, she just wanted them out of the way, she didn’t love them.


Liza screwed her eyes up tight. She could hear Mary Ann Cotton climbing the stairs, the rustle of her skirt, then the creak of the banisters as she leant on them. She was turning the corner, past the clock, coming up the last few stairs. You could hear her breathing . . .


Liza forced herself to open her eyes. A woman’s shadow was growing on the wall. She came into the room, holding her hand up to shield the candle. You could see the dark shadows of bones in the red skin. Her face was candle-gold and smooth, but the black eyes stared.


Liza whimpered and tried to wriggle away.


‘Why, Liza, what on earth’s the matter?’


A hand, grave cold, came down and felt her head.


‘Well, there’s one sure thing, no school for you tomorrow. I’ll just have to send Harriet round and say I can’t go to work.’


Louise set to work straightening pillows and sheets. Then got the goose-grease out of her pocket and started to rub it on Liza’s chest. Her hands were big and rough and Liza wanted to cry out with pain, but she kept quiet. At last it was over.


‘There. That should do it,’ she said. ‘Now don’t push the covers off. I know you’re hot but I don’t want you getting chilled.’


Liza’s Dad came up to see her as soon as he came in from work, bringing with him into the room the smell of iron. The backs of his hands were covered with red scars, like tattoos, where the iron dust had got in through cuts or burns on his skin. But these hands were very gentle as he smoothed back Liza’s hair.


‘Are you asleep, flower?’


‘No. Where’s Harriet and Sarah?’


‘Oh, never you mind about them. They’ll be up in a minute. Do you want anything?’


‘No, I’m all right. You won’t go away, will you?’


‘No, I’ll stop here a bit. You go to sleep now.’


A few hours later, in the middle of the night, she threw up. She lay there, half-conscious, crying from the misery of wet on her neck, and then her mother came. She pushed Harriet and Sarah out of bed onto the cold oilcloth and they complained bitterly. Then she started to wipe the sick off the bed. Like raw egg, it slid about and wouldn’t be picked up. Louise chased it across the pillow, only to see it slither down onto the sheet.


‘You stupid little bugger,’ she said to Liza. ‘Why couldn’t you be sick on the floor?’


Her voice sawed on. She stripped the bed and put a clean sheet on. You could see the swollen belly quite clearly as she bent and stretched.


The younger children, asleep in the other two beds, began to wake up.


‘There,’ said Louise with a catch in her voice. ‘Now look what you’ve done.’


Liza climbed back into bed. She felt useless, humiliated by her mother’s anger, by the contempt that was always directed at her, never at any of the others.


Later, just before dawn, when Liza’s cough was bad again, bare feet padded into the room.


‘Mam?’ she said.


‘Yes.’ A hand rested, briefly, on her forehead. ‘You’re nice and cool again now. You’ll be all right.’


The following Friday, Louise decided she couldn’t afford to miss any more work. For the past few months she’d been going to Mrs Wynyard’s to do rough cleaning, front door steps, scullery floor. Since Liza wasn’t well enough for school, she would have to go too.


That morning Liza’s sisters lined up to get ready for school, one behind the other, each brushing the hair of the girl in front. Today, Liza’s hair was done by her mother, who pulled at the tatters and cotters as if her life depended on it. ‘Ouch!’ said Liza, and jerked her head away.


‘You be a good girl, Liza. I don’t want you showing me up down there.’


Liza didn’t say anything. She was wearing her Sunday dress and pinafore, and hardly dared sit down.


Louise took her by the hand and they walked down Newport Road together, quickly at first, then more slowly, as Louise’s leg began to hurt. They passed the shops they knew, the tripe shop, the boiled-boot shop, the second-hand-clothes shop, Dennison’s, the butcher’s, whose bloody aprons sometimes came into the house to be washed.


‘You’re better going out to work,’ Louise said, as she passed this shop. ‘It’s all very well your Dad saying, Take work in, but it doesn’t do you any good, that. It’s still the same four walls.’
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