

[image: image]





 
 
 

 
The Tailor's Wife

 

 
ALEXANDRA CONNOR

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2005 Alexandra Connor

 
The right of Alexandra Connor to be identified as the Author of 
the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with 
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, 
this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, 
in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing 
of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, 
in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the
Copyright Licensing Agency.

 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 
eISBN : 978 0 7553 7385 7

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette Livre UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





Born in Lancashire and educated in Yorkshire, Alexandra Connor has had a rich variety of careers, including photographic model, cinema manager and PA to a world famous heart surgeon, but it is as a novelist that she has found her real forte. As well as writing over twenty bestselling sagas she has also written thrillers and non-fiction art books. When she isn’t busy writing, Alexandra is a highly accomplished painter and presents programmes on television and BBC radio. She is also a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts.




Also by Alexandra Connor

The Moon Is My Witness 
Midnight’s Rising 
Green Baize Road 
An Angel Passing Over 
Hunter’s Moon 
The Sixpenny Winner 
The Face In The Locket 
The Turn Of The Tide




Acknowledgements must go to Susan Lee, Visitor Services Officer, Salford Tourist Information Centre, who was very patient and helpful - even when I kept changing my mind!




Teach me to feel another’s woe
 To mind that hurt I see.
 That mercy I to others show
 That mercy show to me.


 



Alexander Pope





PROLOGUE

I’ll tell you about the tailor’s wife. How I remember her.

It was dark: a late summer night on a grim Salford street. We all stood there, in silence, waiting for her. At any moment she would walk around the corner into Hankerton Street. She would not have heard us, because we were silent; she would not expect us, because for all she knew the news hadn’t got out yet. She would just walk around the corner and see us.

Waiting for her.

It was drizzling, hardly noticeable, apart from the fact that it made the street look greasy under the lamplight. A man next to me coughed, then spat into his handkerchief, a child solemn in another man’s arms.

Finally we heard what we had all been waiting for: her footsteps. People exchanged glances. Alerted, venal looks traded between neighbours. It was so easy to hate. The steps came closer, growing in volume, Hankerton Street echoing with the sound of one woman’s feet.

Then she saw us. Her face flickered with fear for only one instant - and then, incredibly, she walked towards us.


That was the tailor’s wife.




PART ONE

Please let my parting move you
 And my ending grieve;
 But only sometimes: only sometimes,
 And let the pain be brief, and in the dark.


 


Anon




ONE

1910

Mention Hanky Park to anyone and they would cringe. The worst slums in Salford, named by some joker with a nice line in irony. There were no trees in Hanky Park. Only terraces, sordid pubs and industrial businesses: abattoirs, glueworks or the myriad other sweatshops which lined the narrow, airless streets.

In summer you could smell Hanky Park before you saw it. A line of mean shops plied a poor trade, whilst behind them houses crouched, steaming, under the sun. It wasn’t the district for summer. Let the rich enjoy the heat up on Eccles Old Road, but not Hanky Park. Not when the flies walked all over the meat offcuts in the butcher’s window, and the back toilets flooded every July.

There were no young women. They might have entered Hanky Park young and hopeful, but within a few years, work and childbearing meant their looks had coarsened. Washing filthy work clothes in cold water, giving birth with the local nag in attendance - because no one could afford the shilling for the doctor - aged a woman fast. If she had a man - and many didn’t - she often ended up supporting him. Sometimes even going on the game to put food on the table.

And the most terrifying thing about the place wasn’t the poverty, the cramped, dirty conditions or the danger. Or even the frequent outbreaks of sickness. It was just one, irrefutable fact. If you were born in Hanky Park, you didn’t get out.

Jacob Clark knew that only too well. He was the only child of Sara and Elijah Clark, his father a local carter. Not that anyone needed to be told that fact: one look at Elijah was enough to mark out his trade. Years of humping coal had left his hands blackened, the back of his neck pitted, coal dust in his very pores. Out in all weathers, Elijah wore a leather-shouldered coat, but if it rained he got wet. And stayed wet. In summer, the clothes dried on him. In winter, they never got the chance. They would dry partially - from the heat his exertions were throwing off - but never completely. And then it would rain again, water dripping off the rim of his cap, the sacks hard to lift, slimy to the touch. Gradually, over the years, Elijah got used to feeling his skin chilled, his hands so numb that driving the coal horses was done by rote, not feeling. That was when a carter needed a good horse.

‘If I didn’t have Sam,’ he’d tell Jacob at the stables on Hardy Street, ‘I’d have my work cut out. Understands every word I say, that horse does. And a soft mouth, hardly have to twitch on the rein and he knows.’ He reached up lovingly to pet the great shire. ‘When your turn comes, lad, you make sure to get a good horse and treat it well. It’ll repay you for your kindness.’

Jacob watched his father but felt that he would rather throw himself under Sam’s hoofs than be a carter. His whole world had echoed to the sound of horses whinnying, and the monotonous, dead rumble of the coal carts going up and down the street, from seven in the morning until six at night. Another pungent memory was of the coal dust. Even on the hottest days in summer the doors and windows of the house were closed to keep out the filth from the siding. If you opened them - even briefly - the dust covered every surface.

Rain and coal dust. Cold and poverty. Those were the memories of Jacob’s childhood, and when he was sent to school, nothing really changed. The building faced another siding, the coal dust sneaking in through the windows and  marking the few grimy school books. And outside - always, day after day, week after week - the sound of the wagons chugging and shunting. No place to make learning easy.

But then people didn’t expect kids from Hanky Park to do much with their lives. They were to be the future coal workers, dockers, mill hands: slum fodder to keep the great city of Manchester afloat. No one had ambition in Hanky Park. No one had anything much in Hanky Park. Other kids - wealthy kids up on Eccles Old Road - had presents bought for them. But the slum kids made their own. The streets were their toys, half a brick a make-believe gun, a ruined wall the hull of an ocean liner. And there were other diversions: the sight of the rent man coming for his money making them run home over the backs, in time to tip off their mothers.

‘Gerry Fitt’s coming, Mam!’

Sara Clark spun round, closed the back door and pulled her son behind the battered curtain of the lobby. Jacob could smell the bleach on her hands as they both peered through the hole in the door curtain.

Gerry Fitt was knocking loudly on the door. Once, twice, three times. Each time louder. Then he moved to the window and looked in. Both of them automatically held their breath.

‘Mrs Clark? Are you in there, Mrs Clark?’

Silence. Jacob could hear the tap dripping and noticed a fly hovering round the slop bucket under the sink.

‘Mrs Clark, I need the rent money. I’ll be back tomorrow; make sure you have it then. I’ll treat you fair because you’ve not been late before. But only this once.’

He paused, took off his bowler hat and wiped the coal soot off his forehead. Gerry Fitt had one leg and used a crutch; no money for an artificial limb. It slowed him down and people could always hear him coming, clack-clacking on the cobbles. Mothers used him as a warning to their kids: If yer cheeky, yer leg’ll drop off. Just like Gerry Fitt’s . . .

Suddenly Fitt pushed his face up to the window, his nose squashed to one side. Without thinking, Jacob sniggered, Sara pinching his ear to make him stop. Finally the disgruntled man moved away. For another minute they waited in the back lobby, both peering through the curtain. Often the rent man doubled back. You could get caught that way unless you were careful.

When she was sure the coast was clear, Sara moved back into the kitchen, her expression anxious, her narrow face drawn, her gnarled fingers folding and refolding the laundry on the kitchen table.

‘I should have had that money for him. But with your dad being ill last week . . .’ She paused, moved to the table and began to spread some bread with dripping. ‘Here now, get your tea. Your father will want a bath when he gets home and he won’t want you under his feet.’

She hadn’t the time to be kind. Not when the squalid kitchen walls were peeling with damp, water from a burst pipe trickling through a break in the windowledge. One armchair, rescued from a skip, Sara had covered with some cotton from the Flat Iron Market, but the curtain at the narrow window was already soiled at the bottom from the water leak, and everywhere smelt of mould. Thank God they had had no other children, she thought with relief. She had taken good care not to get pregnant again. One child was enough to support. God only knew how the big families managed.

‘Things will be easier when you’re working, Jacob,’ she said brusquely. ‘When we’ve got two wages coming in, we’ll be able to have a bit of luxury.’ Her son wasn’t sure what luxury was, but he was certain there wasn’t much of it in Hanky Park. ‘We might get you a proper bed.’

Jacob wasn’t too bothered about the cast-off cot he was using, even though the end had been removed and a chair put there to accommodate his growth. He was grateful that he didn’t have to share his bed - however hotchpotch - with brothers and sisters.

His closest friend, Bert Gallager, had five sisters and two brothers, and not enough clothes to go round. It was common knowledge that in the winter a couple of the children would be kept off school in bed to keep warm. The next day, they would go out and another pair would stay home.

‘You finished now?’

Nodding at his mother, Jacob gulped down his watery tea and made for the door with half a piece of bread in his fist.

‘Go and play,’ Sara said absent-mindedly. ‘Your father needs some space when he gets in. And be back before dark. You hear me?’

Jacob had just finished his bread and dripping when Bert Gallager came up to him on the corner. With a knowing look he leaned against the wall, his thin legs weedy in shorts.

‘That Gerry Fitt . . .’ He left the name hanging in the air. ‘That Gerry Fitt . . .’

‘We couldn’t pay him this week,’ Jacob confided, digging his hands into his pockets and leaning against the wall next to his friend. ‘Old Fitt wasn’t best pleased.’

Bert clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

‘It’s no one’s fault! My dad were ill last week,’ Jacob replied, jumping to his father’s defence. Besides, he wanted to add, at least he’s honest. Not like your father, who’d thieve the eyes out of a potato to sell to a blind man.

‘Hey, yer’ll not guess what I’eard?’

Jacob’s curiosity was immediately aroused. The Gallagers knew all the scandal.

‘What?

‘Yer an only child—’

Some news. ‘I know that!’

‘Yeah, but did yer know that yer’ll always be the only one?’

‘How d’you know?’

‘M’mam told me. Said yer mam told ’er that she couldn’t have any more babies.’

Jacob screwed up his face. ‘Why?’

‘Something wrong down there,’ Bert replied dramatically, pointing to his crotch. ‘All closed up, like that vault at the bank.’

‘You what?’

‘Yer mam, she’s shut up tight.’

‘She never!’

Bert nodded, sagely, rapidly thinking up another lurid embellishment to the story. ‘In fact, she told m’mam - and no one else knows - that she had ’erself sewed up.’

Jacob’s eyes were glassy. ‘Sewed up?’

‘Like a dress hem,’ Bert replied, adding darkly, ‘Even if she had a baby in ’er, it couldn’t get out.’

‘If it couldn’t get out,’ Jacob asked, not unreasonably, ‘how could it get in?’

Shrugging, Bert jumped off the wall. ‘M’ mam says that it’s a right shame about yer mam. Her having only one kid. But then she said yer’ll be having kids of yer own one day.’

This was an unwelcome thought. ‘I don’t want kids!’

‘Sure yer do! Lots of ’em, like us.’

‘I hate kids!’

‘Yer’ll have dozens,’ Bert went on, provoking him mercilessly. ‘Daddy Clark,’ he snorted. ‘Daddy Clark . . .’

Which was when Jacob belted him.




TWO

At the time Jacob Clark was growing up in Hanky Park, Gloria Siddons was living half a mile away, in Rivaldi Street. A notorious area, Rivaldi Street was a stamping ground for prostitutes, drunkards and thieves. It was also full of cheap doss houses, a pub on each corner. Pubs that opened one month and closed the next. Pubs that any respectable woman would skirt.

And Gloria’s mother was respectable. No part-time whore, just a stupid girl who had married young and been widowed a year later. An accident down at the docks, she would tell everyone, never mentioning that Derek had been almost gutted by a grappling hook. Instead she made a martyr out of him; a saint out of a brutish backward who had left her with a child to support.

No one would have raised an eyebrow if she had gone on the game. She was in the right area, after all. But that wasn’t going to be the way for Betty Siddons. She had no family, apart from Gloria, no money, no education and no prospects. But she was blessed with optimism. Optimism which came at a halfpenny a pint. Stout optimism.

In her cups, Betty believed the far-fetched stories in the penny dreadful romances and saved up to go and see the singers and dancers at the music hall. Afterwards she walked through Salford imagining a prince on every corner. Her late husband had been a great lifter: taught Betty how to drink. And quickly she’d developed a hard head. Better than a hard heart, she’d have said. So, with a bottle or two of beer inside her, Betty Siddons could be insane with  optimism, crazy with hope; the sordid sleaze of her surroundings temporarily transformed into something bearable, even cosy.

Dreamy Betty they called her. Drunken cow, they added, whores calling out from the ginnels where they were being humped up against a wall for the price of a pint. Even drunk, couldn’t she see how bloody awful the place was? How it stank? How there were drunks sicking up outside the Black Horse on a Friday night? And what about the prossies with crusted sores around their mouths? The prison lags? The petty crooks? The pub landlords who gave the ‘long pull’ - five gills for the price of a pint? Didn’t she see the slime around the blocked drains? The rats running down the ginnels after dark? And the abortionist on the corner of Gorland Street, plying his trade for the working girls?

Christ, didn’t she see it?

Not when she was drunk. And that was how Betty Siddons kept going. She was never obviously drunk, never loud, never sick in public. The booze put a skin between her and life - but it never made a fool out of her. Betty could function and hold down a job as a cleaner at the timber works. She was a fair mother too. Times will get better, she told her daughter repeatedly. Things will change. And so Gloria grew up with the one advantage no amount of luck or money could buy. Hope.

Looking out of her front window, Betty’s attention was suddenly caught by the sound of brawling in the street outside. Wincing, she turned up the radio. Quite a luxury, one she had indirectly worked for long and hard, scrubbing for the likes of Denny Cathcart up at the timber works. He had taken a shine to her, had Denny, but not in a sexual way. More protective. He might slide his hand up all the other women’s skirts, but not Betty’s. She was too plain.

Plain, but not slow.

‘Mr Cathcart,’ she’d said that morning, ‘I wonder if  you’d mind me asking you if you’re going to get rid of that radio?’

He’d bent down, all his six foot to her five foot two. ‘How’s that, Betty? You want it?’

‘I’d like it for Gloria,’ she’d replied, flushing. ‘I mean, only if you’re throwing it away . . .’

‘Bad reception.’

‘Pardon?’ Betty had replied, her head on one side.

‘It’s not that clear. You can get music sometimes. But then again, Betty, you could get music down at the end of your street any night, in the Brewer’s Arms.’

Flushing again, she had shifted her feet. ‘I don’t go in there. And not with Gloria.’

Denny Cathcart was feeling magnanimous, willing to give. Carefully he looked Betty Siddons up and down. He knew only too well that she finished off the beer slops he left behind - and why the hell not? She’d little enough, living on Rivaldi Street. He thought of her child suddenly. Raising a daughter decent in that rented hellhole would be almost impossible. Especially a pretty girl like Gloria. A pretty girl who was developing fast.

‘You take the radio, Betty. And you can have this too.’ He passed her a pack of cigarettes, Betty staring at him blankly.

‘I don’t smoke.’

‘You can sell them! Force yourself into the Brewer’s Arms or the Black Horse and you’ll get plenty of takers, believe me. Good tobacco in those, Betty, you should get more than a bit of change for them.’

He paused, unexpectedly moved by her. Denny Cathcart, touched by some plain-faced little runt? Giving away radios and fags for nothing? Jesus, he was getting soft in the head, he must be.

‘No mention of this to anyone, Betty, all right? We don’t want people getting ideas, do we?’

Smiling, she lifted the radio and looked up at Denny Cathcart. ‘You’re very kind to me. And Gloria,’ she said  sincerely. ‘I don’t know what we’ve done to deserve such consideration from an important man like you.’

Flattered, Denny smiled back at her. ‘We’re friends, you and me, Betty. Friends don’t measure favours. Anyway, one day you might be able to help me.’

‘Anything!’ she said eagerly. ‘Just ask.’

Denny tapped her paternally on the shoulder, moved by his own kindness.

And people called him a bastard. There was no justice.




THREE

Jacob didn’t understand what was happening; only that everything was getting furred round the edges. He thought at first that it might be due to the fight he had had with several of his classmates. After all, his head had hit the wall of Hope Street a few times and for an hour afterwards his ears had been ringing. But as the weeks passed and the blurriness didn’t get any better, he began to worry.

If he was honest, Jacob hadn’t been seeing too clearly for a while. Playing ball was getting hopeless, he missed every catch, and when he’d been trying to catapult tin cans off the wall with Bert, he’d missed the whole row of them and caught Mrs Arnold next door on the back of the head.

She - moving impressively fast for a fat woman - had grabbed him by the collar and marched him home.

‘What the hell d’you call this!’ she barked as Sara opened the back door.

‘Jacob?’

‘Damn near took my bleeding ear off, yer little bugger did. There I were, making for the privy, and he shoots me in the head.’ She felt through her thin hair. ‘If there’s blood—’

‘Jacob, is this true?’

He stared up at his mother, the collar digging deeper into his throat as Mrs Arnold twisted it.

‘It were a mistake—’

Sara winced. ‘It was a mistake—’

‘It were that all right!’ Mrs Arnold bellowed, letting go of Jacob’s collar and allowing him to fall heavily on to the  stone floor. ‘Yer want to mind this lad, Mrs Clark. This is how it starts. A bloody hooligan today and up Strangeways tomorrow.’

‘Well, you would know all about that,’ Sara replied coolly. Three of the Arnold boys either had been or were at present in jail.

Mrs Arnold was red-faced with fury. ‘He hit me!’

‘Not on purpose.’

‘How would yer know? Mothers can never see the badness in their own brats. He took aim and fired at me—’

‘I never did! I never did! I never even saw you!’ Jacob said suddenly, his voice raised.

Surprised, both women looked at him, Sara’s voice questioning. ‘What d’you mean, Jacob, you never even saw her?’

‘I can’t see anything clear. Things are all blurred,’ he explained. ‘Close to, I can see fine, but things a bit away are all furry, like.’

A memory of her father came back to Sara in that instant. Hadn’t he been short-sighted? Worn glasses all his life? Broken several pairs too, when he was the worse for wear. Damn it! she thought. Why did Jacob have to take after him? And glasses were so expensive. Another cost to find, and not even the rent paid.

Foolishly, Mrs Arnold chose that moment to push her luck. ‘If yer lad can’t see, how come he managed to hit me?’

‘I don’t want to be cruel, Mrs Arnold,’ Sara replied caustically, ‘but let’s face it, he had a big enough target.’

 



 



The following Saturday, Jacob was walking along Rossall Street, rattling a stick against the iron railings. Feeling a complete ass, he kept his head down. Bloody glasses! he thought angrily. Why did he have to wear them? Ugly, round things that made him look like a right idiot. Ruined his reputation as a scrapper, they had. Who the hell could  be thought of as a hard man wearing glasses? You didn’t see Pa Gallager wearing glasses. And you didn’t see Douglas Fairbanks playing a pirate in bloody glasses. Only the creepy, clever kids like Lionel Almond wore them. Book-worms who the teachers liked and the lads hated. Kicking a tin can viciously, Jacob stopped walking. Everyone had had a good laugh at his expense. Bert too. In fact, all the sodding Gallager bunch had been braying like jackasses when they’d seen him.

‘Yer look like the bleeding rent man!’ Bert had said, collapsing with mirth and pointing to Jacob’s thick lenses. ‘Hey, Speccy! Yer must have bloody good eyes to see out of those.’

And even though Jacob knew how expensive they were, even though he knew they had cost a shilling, he hated them. Because they made him look soft. Jesus, he thought despairingly, taking off the spectacles. The street was immediately blurred. A clammy memory came back to him. Hadn’t the lad in the class above them refused to wear his glasses? And hadn’t he fallen off the canal bridge? And hadn’t the headmaster made a right spectacle out of him at assembly?

Grimacing, Jacob put his glasses back on.

 



 



She felt like Alice in Wonderland. Only this was no wonderland to get lost in. Pausing on the street corner, Gloria Siddons looked around her anxiously. The Hanky Park sky was becoming overcast, her beautiful white dress with its ivory ribbons standing out like a piece of lace on a midden. Don’t panic, she told herself. She couldn’t be that  far away from Rivaldi Street. Perhaps if she just kept walking? Or asked someone the way?

At once, her mother’s warning sounded in her head like a clock chiming. Don’t talk to strangers. Don’t talk to strangers. OK, Gloria thought, but if she didn’t ask someone for help, she might never get home.

Straightening the ivory ribbon in her hair, Gloria crossed over the street, ignoring a couple of lads wolf-whistling at her. Not that she wasn’t secretly delighted, of course. But she wouldn’t tell her mother about it. Not even when Betty was mellow after her second evening pint. Better to let her mother think she was still her little girl, still her baby.

After all, it was no hardship to be the focus of Betty’s world. Gloria liked being the only child, petted and adored by her mother. Their closeness suited them both - or had done, until lately. Now Gloria was growing up fast, developing and getting curious - if not a little apprehensive - of the world beyond the Rivaldi Street flat. So although she was patently lost, she was also a little excited. It was nice to be off the leash for once. After all, no one could stay a baby for ever, could they?

 



 



Head down, Jacob hurried on, the stick making a satisfying clanking on the railings. Then suddenly he found himself face to face with a young girl. He could see - very well, actually, with his glasses on - that she was unusually pretty. And clean, not like the usual kids in the neighbourhood. Even standing within fifty feet of the coal sidings, she was unmarked. Which, in Jacob’s eyes, made her an angel.

‘Hey, watch where you’re going!’ Gloria said imperiously.

Flushing, Jacob stood up to her. She was only a girl, after all. And a rude one, at that. ‘It’s not your street.’

‘It’s not yours either,’ she replied, the ivory bow in her hair fluttering like a summer kite. ‘Anyway, I want to pass.’

‘Lady Muck, hey?’ Jacob replied, glad to have someone to mock himself. ‘Where you come from?’

‘Nearby,’ Gloria replied, not letting on that she was hopelessly lost and desperate to get back to Rivaldi Street.

‘Where nearby?’

‘Rivaldi Street.’

Jacob blew out his cheeks. He was glad that she came from the slums. No better than him, for all her washing and ribbons.

‘That’s a bit of a way away.’

‘I know!’ she snapped.

‘So what you doing here?’

‘Walking.’

‘You’ll be black from head to toe in another few minutes if you don’t move,’ Jacob told her, jerking his head towards a passing coal cart. ‘Wind’s coming up.’

Looking round her, Gloria could see a line of horses approaching, driven by the carters. Overhead the sky was darkening, the thick smog of coal smoke bringing in the rain.

‘Are you lost?’

Embarrassed, Gloria turned on him. ‘No, I’m not! I know exactly where I am.’

He laughed, infuriating her further. ‘Yeah, right. Well, you look lost to me.’

‘I’m not lost!’

‘There’s no shame in it.’

‘I’m not lost!’ she snapped again, as rain began to fall. ‘Anyway, what would you know, you four-eyed runt?’

Rocked by the insult, Jacob flushed scarlet and then, without thinking, picked up a handful of soot from the gutter. He had had enough. Enough of people laughing at him because he had to wear the bloody idiot glasses. As Gloria walked away from him, he threw the dirt at her. His aim was good, the dirt hitting her full on, marking her dress and smearing the ribbon in her hair.

She turned round, stunned, staring at him.

And because she seemed so staggered, Jacob was mortified by what he’d done.

‘God—’

‘You pig!’ she snapped. ‘You rotten pig!’ And then she began crying, her hands uselessly trying to rub off the soot.

‘I didn’t mean . . .’ Jacob began, running up to her and staring, shamefaced, at the shambles of her outfit.

‘You’ve spoilt it! Mum will be so angry with me . . .’

‘I can fix it . . .’

‘I don’t want you to fix it! I don’t want you to touch me!’ Her face was red with fury and outrage. ‘You’ve ruined my dress! Look at me!’

Jacob was almost pleading now. ‘Oh please, let me help. Come home with me and m’ mother’ll sort it out. She’ll sort it out good and proper.’

The rain was falling heavily on the two of them, Jacob’s glasses smeared with rain, Gloria’s hair ribbon wet and dangling down over her forehead. Behind them the grim terrace emptied of people, a woman scurrying indoors with a bucket, a man standing motionless in the sheltered doorway of the corner pub.

‘Come on!’ Jacob urged her, taking her hand and pulling her along. ‘Come on! We’ll clean you up and then take you home. Your mam’ll be none the wiser.’

The rain came down in sheets as Jacob almost dragged Gloria through the ginnel to the back door of his home on Ellor Street. Once there, he pushed her in first. Sara was in the middle of peeling a bag of potatoes.

‘Who’s this?’ she asked her son, startled by the sight of a dishevelled, bedraggled girl trying hopelessly to wipe the soot stains off her dress.

‘This is . . .’ Jacob paused, turning to his companion. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Gloria. Gloria Siddons,’ she said, glancing over to Sara and adding vehemently, ‘And I hate your son!’




FOUR

By the time Jacob was fifteen, his future was set. He would - short-sighted or not - work as a coal carter with his father. The firm needed some new blood, and it was a job, Elijah told him. Yes, but what a God-awful job, thought Jacob gloomily. But then what could he expect? Weren’t all his peers going into carting, or working at the various mills or other, less salubrious places? Jacob thought of Bert. His friend had left school early and was now ensconced at the slaughterhouses off Unwin Street, where his brothers worked.

The Gallager brothers, in their bloodied aprons and caps, would swagger home with a pig’s head and hold it up at their mother’s window to scare her. Which it never did. Dora Gallager had seen it all before: the pig’s trotters peeping out from under the door curtain, the pig’s ears in the sink. It was, she told her daughters, the sort of bloody daft stuff men thought funny.

Some men. But not Jacob. He’d changed. Having previously enjoyed a good fight, he had been quickly weaned off aggression by breaking his first pair of glasses. The look on Sara’s face had been enough. As for his father, Elijah didn’t have to tell his son how hard it was to buy one pair of glasses, let alone two. So Jacob had gone back to school with only one lens in his spectacles, reading the blackboard with his hand over the blank side.

By the time he got his new pair, his old pals had moved on and no one wanted some four-eyed cretin hanging around them. What good was Jacob in a fight any more?  He’d tried taking off his glasses before a scrap, but then he couldn’t see who he was trying to hit, and so, gradually, his friends shunned him. Ironically, the studious look was all a sham. Jacob Clark might have street sense, but he wasn’t academically bright. He wasn’t anything much at all. Not especially tough, talented or driven. He was just Jacob - just one more Hanky Park brat.

Only one of his peers admired Jacob, and that was Gloria Siddons. It had taken her almost a month to forgive him for throwing the soot at her, and another month before she had let him walk her home. A week after that, Jacob had told her he thought she was pretty, and the following night he’d kissed her on the cheek.

In return, she had slapped him. Hard. But he had been smitten - and could tell she liked him more than a little. After all, didn’t she always laugh at his jokes? When he took off his glasses and put them on the back of his head so he could see who was coming up behind them? He worried about her too: like the time she fell off the gasworks wall and scraped her knee. He’d laughed at first - he was a boy, after all - but then he’d taken her back to Sara and got her knee bandaged up nicely, reassuring Gloria that the cut wouldn’t leave a scar. Nothing to spoil her pert perfection.

And so gradually Jacob had begun to spend more and more time occupied with Gloria. And grew more and more adrift when she wasn’t around. Regarded as a bespectacled runt by most, he felt oddly grown-up with her, and had even begun to daydream of a future with Gloria Siddons. He knew that his choice of wife would be limited to Hanky Park, but if he could land Gloria - the prettiest and pertest of the bunch - he would be triumphant. So much for wearing glasses; it hadn’t held him back where it really mattered.

‘I’ve got to go to the washhouse, lad,’ Sara said suddenly, breaking into Jacob’s thoughts. ‘Can you give me a lift down with the laundry?’

Picking up a loaded basket, he followed her out on to the street. It was mortifying, trailing behind his mother with a load of dirty washing and passing the end of Earl Street just as Bert Gallager was crossing over. Bert saw Jacob. Then his mother. Then the washing. Then he sniggered and moved off.

This was too much for Jacob. ‘I’ve had enough!’

Sara looked at her son in amazement. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘All this!’ he snapped, dropping the washing on to the cobbles. ‘Trailing round after you like a flaming kid—’

‘You are a kid.’

‘I’m not! I’m grown-up - nearly.’

‘That Gloria Siddons is turning your head,’ Sara replied, looking down at the washing. ‘Pick it up!’

‘Why should I?’

Her voice rose. ‘Because I say so!’

‘You’re always telling me what to do. Do this, do that. You treat me like a bloody girl. I shouldn’t be hanging around with my mam - all the lads think I’m soft.’ He snatched off his glasses, waving them at her. ‘These ruined everything! They make me look a right berk.’

Without saying another word, Sara bent down and picked up the washing herself. She was well aware that Jacob had been shunned by his old mates and was sorry for it, but there was nothing she could do. Maybe, if he was lucky, he would marry Gloria; they were obviously fond of each other. But then again, maybe not. After all, what did her son have to offer the pretty, lively Gloria Siddons?

Wearily, Sara tightened her grip on the washing and walked away, leaving Jacob standing. Amazed, he put his glasses back on, watching his mother. For the first time he realised how much she’d aged, slope-shouldered with work and disappointment, her skin dull as chammy leather. Struggling to carry the load of laundry, Sara moved forward relentlessly, her regretful son running after her. But before  he had time to apologise, a small, dark-complexioned man accosted his mother on the corner.

‘Mrs Clark,’ he said, fussing around her, ‘let me help you with that.’

At once Jacob was at his mother’s side. He had never really taken to the tailor. As everyone in Hanky Park knew only too well, Stanley Tobarski was a foreigner.

‘Thank you,’ Jacob said sniffily, ‘but I’m helping my mother.’

Tobarski looked him up and down, then turned back to Sara. ‘It would be no trouble to help. No trouble at all.’

For over two years Sara had worked as a cleaner for the tailor; usually when Elijah was laid off, or sick. And for all of Stanley Tobarski’s eccentric ways, she had found him a fair employer. You did right by him, she told everyone, and he did right by you.

‘You look exhausted, Mr Tobarski.’

‘I have a problem, Mrs Clark.’ He paused, moving a fraction closer. She could smell his cologne; a luxury for Hanky Park. But then Mr Tobarski was a foreigner, and they did things differently. ‘My apprentice . . . I had to let him go.’

‘Where?’ Jacob chimed in suddenly, his eyes fixed beadily on the tailor.

Surprised, the two adults glanced at him, Stanley Tobarski taking a moment to recover. ‘I had to let him . . . leave.’

‘Why?’

Sara turned on her son. ‘Stop asking questions!’

‘I was just being curious.’

‘And you know what curiosity did,’ Sara replied darkly, turning back to Stanley Tobarski. ‘You mean you had to let him go because . . .’

Jacob was feeling guilty for the way he had spoken to his mother earlier and was now being ultra-protective.

‘Because of what?’

In one smooth gesture, Sara clipped her son on the left ear, Jacob yelping and falling back behind the two adults.

‘He was stealing,’ Stanley admitted finally, Jacob listening avidly although his ear was on fire. ‘Took half my takings last week, that young villain did. Half my takings.’ The tailor’s voice fell. ‘I gave him a good apprenticeship. He could have had a trade. But no, that wasn’t enough. Not when he could steal money from me and get rich that way.’

‘How much?’

Sara’s expression should have melted Jacob into a pile of ash.

But Stanley Tobarski was in full flow and not stopping for anyone. ‘Stole from me! Me, who put a roof over his head. Me, who fed him, paid him. Not much of a salary - but what’s an apprentice worth, Mrs Clark?’

‘I’m sure you gave him a fair wage,’ Sara replied, turning to Jacob. ‘And if you ask how much, I’ll kick you all the way home!’

‘And me,’ the tailor went on, ‘all alone in this world. Without a family, my wife dead. All alone, and not even an apprentice to carry on the trade when I’m gone and buried.’ He paused, taking out a spotted handkerchief and blowing his nose loudly, his voice wavering. ‘Betrayed by one of my own—’

‘You said you had no family,’ Jacob said, without thinking.

‘I must apologise for my son, Mr Tobarski!’ Sara said furiously. ‘I can’t think what’s got into him lately. Why, only just now I was having an argument with him! My own son, arguing with me in the street . . .’

But Mr Tobarski wasn’t listening; he was thinking instead. Thinking that Sara Clark was short of money. After all, hadn’t the appalling Gerry Fitt told him she couldn’t make the rent? And as for Elijah, his health was bad again . . . Stanley Tobarski’s gaze moved to Jacob.  The lad was an odd one, all right. With those glasses and that small, jockey-like build. Too small to be of much good working at the abattoir. Too small to make a carter. Or a miner. In fact, too small to do anything particularly strenuous. Stanley’s gaze moved to Jacob’s hands; neat, delicate hands. Maybe clever hands?

‘Jacob, my boy, come here,’ he said suddenly, beckoning for the lad to approach. ‘Let me see your hands.’

‘What for?’

Another clip from Sara had Jacob put out his hands. The palms were mostly soft, smooth.

‘A girl’s hands—’

‘I’m no bloody girl!’

‘Jacob!’ Sara snapped, aghast. ‘How could you show me up like this!’

‘Hush now, Mrs Clark, I offended the boy. Not meant, lad, not meant.’ Tobarski smiled, putting his large head on one side. ‘Mrs Clark, I would like to offer your son a chance.’

Suspicious, Sara looked hard at the tailor. ‘A chance? What kind of chance?’

‘I’ve a mind to try and make a tailor out of him.’

She flushed, embarrassed, looking down. ‘We can’t afford an apprenticeship, Mr Tobarski.’

He waved away her objection. ‘Oh, I want no fee. We’ll sort something out a different way. I’ll teach your son for free, Mrs Clark, if you’ll keep house for me. For a small wage, of course,’ he paused, sugaring the offer. ‘If Jacob is half good, in time I can give him a skill, a proper profession. He would be a tailor. Think of that. A better job than all the other lads, hey? And for what? You looking after me and my house.’

‘Sewing is girls’ work!’ Jacob said suddenly.

‘Do I look like a girl?’ Stanley Tobarski asked, his eyebrows raised. ‘Or do,’ he jingled the change in his pockets, ‘I sound like I have money?’ He sniffed his wrist. ‘Enough money to buy cologne from Germany. Enough  money to never get my hands dirty stacking coal. You are a very stupid boy.’

It was Jacob’s turn to be stunned. ‘You what!’

‘You heard me,’ the tailor repeated, turning to go. ‘I give you one hour to make up your mind.’

‘He’ll do it,’ Sara said urgently.

The chance was too good to miss. Her son would have a respectable, clean job, a profession. Some standing. And a way to keep hold of Gloria Siddons - or any Hanky Park woman he might chose.

‘But Mam—’

She silenced him with a look. Later she would explain, spell it out for him - now she just had to secure the offer.

‘I’ll be frank, Mr Tobarski. I don’t want to see my son flogging himself to death, working for next to nothing. I’ve seen too many good men ground down that way.’ She put out her hand; Stanley Tobarski took it and shook it warmly. ‘I’ll agree to your offer.’

‘Your lad will have to work hard.’

‘Oh, he’ll work, all right. But you’re taking a chance. What if he’s no talent for tailoring?’

Tobarski put his head on one side again, his expression quizzical. ‘Talent, hah! A good teacher makes talent.’

‘If you’re sure, Mr Tobarski. It’s a fair offer.’

‘The best you’ll get in Hanky Park.’

She nodded. ‘If you can give Jacob a life with hope, I’ll clean for you till I drop.’ She glanced at her son. ‘You make this work out, you hear me?’

Jacob could tell that his mother wasn’t going to take any more cheek. She had that look she only wore occasionally. That cross me and I’ll kill you look.

So, wisely, he agreed.




FIVE

‘Go on, you can kiss me,’ Gloria said, putting back her head and waiting patiently. A second later she opened her eyes, staring at Jacob in astonishment. ‘I said you could kiss me!’

‘Oh yeah—’

‘Oh yeah!’ she repeated, sitting upright and staring at him furiously. ‘There’s many a boy round these parts who’d just die to kiss me.’

‘Oh, I can believe it. Only the other day I was tripping over a pile of bodies on Hull Street.’ He nudged her affectionately, sliding his arm around her shoulder. ‘I’ve got my mind on something else.’

‘Better than kissing me?’ she asked pertly, resting her head on his shoulder. He smelt of soap, not cheap cigarettes, and definitely not beer. Jacob didn’t like drinking much, only now and then. And she admired that. After all, didn’t she see enough drinking with her mother? In fact, it was just one more thing she liked about Jacob Clark - in amongst all the other traits she had grown to love.

It had been very easy to love Jacob. It was true that he might not be the tallest of lads, or the best-looking. He might wear glasses too, but he was special. He was kind, protective, loving. And she felt safe with him. Something about Jacob told Gloria - not in words, but instinctively - that he would die for her.

‘So what were you thinking about?’

Jacob took a deep breath. ‘I’ve news for you.’

‘That why you brought me to the park?’

‘I didn’t want anyone overhearing.’

‘Like Mam, you mean?’

He nodded. ‘It’s like this, Gloria - I’ve got a job.’

‘I know, love, carting,’ she said, sitting up on the park bench.

‘Nah, I’m going to be apprenticed to Mr Tobarski. The tailor.’

‘But you don’t like him!’

Jacob shifted his feet. ‘Well, it’s true I didn’t like him much before - but I do now. He’s a bit weird - he’s foreign, after all - but he’s given me a real chance to make something of myself. A leg up in life.’ Jacob remembered what Sara had said and hurried on. ‘Stanley Tobarski’s given me an opening. Offered me an apprenticeship. I’m going to be a tailor! Think of it, Gloria. Me, Jacob Clark, a tailor. Why, I might even inherit the shop in time.’

Her eyes were fixed on him in open astonishment. And people thought he’d amount to nothing - what did they know?

‘Jacob, you’ll be a real somebody.’

He was luminous with pleasure. She was proud of him! Now he would be able to keep her. Not have to watch some other lad come and steal her away. Because Jacob Clark was going to be a tailor. A somebody. A man worthy of the glorious Gloria.

‘Oh, Jacob,’ she said simply, kissing him. ‘You’re so clever.’

He was dizzy with triumph. No point worrying about whether he could sew, or even cut out a pattern. No point lying awake thinking about all the weird things he had heard about Stanley Tobarski. So what if he kept a stuffed reptile in his kitchen? So what if you had to listen very hard to understand half of what he said? Stanley Tobarski was going to make him into a tailor. A tailor who would naturally have a tailor’s wife. And in Jacob’s eyes, that made him little short of a god.

‘Gloria?’

She stared at him adoringly. ‘What is it, love?’

‘You and me - we’re going to get on. We are, you know. I’ll make you right proud of me. Work hard and give you a nice home. Good clothes.’ He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. ‘I’ll be Jacob Clark, the tailor. And you . . .’

She held her breath.

‘You’ll be Mrs Jacob Clark. The tailor’s wife.’

Flushing, Gloria flung her arms around his neck. ‘Oh, Jacob, I love you so much. So much.’

She smothered him in kisses, hardly caring if anyone saw them. So what if they did? They were in love, and they were going to be married. The future was theirs for the taking.

‘But we can’t marry yet,’ Jacob said seriously.

‘What!’

‘We have to wait. Until I’m qualified, earning money. Until we’re both eighteen.’ He paused, suddenly anxious again. ‘You’ll wait for me, Gloria, won’t you?’

She thought her heart was going to burst. Would she wait? Of course she would! She could imagine people’s faces when they heard about this. Her fella was going up in the world. She wouldn’t be stuck working at Tyson’s milliner’s shop all her life. Oh no, she was going to be a wife and mother. Gloria sighed to herself. It was all she had ever wanted, and now this bonus. Now not only did she get Jacob; she got a lad who was on the up. A lad with a clean job, a bit of standing in life. Dear God, Gloria thought, light-headed, their life would be charmed.

‘Gloria, you will wait for me?’ Jacob repeated anxiously. ‘You will, won’t you?’

Pulling off his glasses, she kissed every inch of Jacob’s face. ‘Oh yes, yes, yes! Of course I’ll wait for you!’

Laughing, he drew back. ‘It might take a while. But it’ll be worth it in the end.’

She nodded, thinking of the tailor’s shop on Hankerton Street. Cramped between a tobacconist’s and a pub, the  Golden Fleece, Stanley Tobarski’s shop stood out like a lamb amongst pigs. His windows were always clean; his blinds - yellow-tinted to stop the sun harming the suiting - pulled down in summer. And his dummies - mannequins, as Stanley insisted on calling them - were the talk of the town.

They were old, but still regal, their faces painted a quaint flesh colour. A colour more suited to Devon than Salford. And all three of them were different. One was bearded, the mature dummy; another was often seen sporting a boater, the juvenile lead; and the smallest was a boy mannequin with a rakish grin. Once, before Stanley Tobarski bought his guard dog, Ralph, someone had broken into the shop. Not only had they taken a quantity of good cloth, but all the dummies’ wigs. Which was bad enough, but they had also rearranged the window dressing.

The following morning a small crowd had gathered outside the tailor’s shop, laughing. In the window the mature dummy was standing with his bald head tucked under his arm, red paint smeared over his neck and chest. The juvenile lead’s arms had been raised above his head, a bloody hatchet in his hands. And as for the boy dummy - he too was bald, slumped on the floor with an empty glass in his hand and several beer bottles scattered around him.

‘Do tailors make a lot of money?’ Gloria asked, dragging her thoughts back to the present.

‘A tailor can make a very respectable wage,’ Jacob assured her. ‘If he’s a good tailor.’

‘And you’ll be the best,’ Gloria said firmly, ‘the best tailor in Salford. You might even end up with a string of shops across the north-west. People will point you out in your flash car as you pass by and say, “That’s Mr Jacob Clark, the tycoon.” ’

He laughed, hugging her to him. ‘All I want is you.’

‘Well, I want more!’ she teased him. ‘I want you, at least six children, and maybe two or even three tailor’s shops.’

He was flushed with pleasure. ‘I can do anything -  anything - if you love me. If you’re by my side I can take on the whole world.’

‘And we’ll win!’ Gloria said, laughing. ‘We’ll win, hands down.’




SIX

His short arms folded across his chest, Stanley Tobarski regarded his apprentice. His nose itched and he scratched it absent-mindedly, staring at the seam Jacob was stitching. Then a small harrumphing sound echoed in his throat. A sound Jacob knew only too well.

‘What is it?’

‘You’re going off the chalk mark. Sorry, I’m too critical. Not meant, not meant.’

Surprised, Jacob looked at his handiwork. ‘I thought I was straight—’

‘You need new glasses?’

‘I got stronger glasses six months ago.’

‘Maybe they’re not so good,’ Stanley replied, moving over to the fireplace and taking down an elaborate carved pipe. ‘Maybe we get stronger. So you see the seams.’

‘I’m just tired, that’s all,’ Jacob admitted, leaning back.

He had been with the tailor for a year. Twelve months in which Stanley Tobarski had coughed, sighed, nudged and cajoled Jacob through the first stages of his apprenticeship. He hadn’t been a good teacher; he had been a great one. And in the misfit Jacob Clark he had found a lad desperate to excel at something. So desperate that he thought of nothing but being a tailor. Oh, and Gloria, of course, though even she came temporarily second when Jacob was working. And work he did. Because he was overwhelmingly grateful to Stanley Tobarski; the man who had given him  purpose. And purpose in Hanky Park was more valuable than platinum.

The routine at the tailor’s shop seldom varied. Around six every morning Jacob would hear his mother come in and set the breakfast on. Lighting a winter fire in the gloomy back kitchen, Sara would clean any dirty dishes, empty the ash can and then go shopping. Spending every penny of Stanley Tobarski’s money as wisely as she did her own, she would then make something for the evening meal: a potato pie, a bit of stew. Then she would come into the shop.

If Stanley was there, Sara would leave. If not, she would have a quick word with Jacob. Always encouraging, her bony hands touching his work reverentially. But she never said much, only told Jacob how his father was, or reassured him that she was coping well. And if the week had been a good one, Jacob gave her what little cash he could spare. Because by now Jacob’s father was a semi-invalid. In summer Elijah could work a little, but when the first chills and fogs came in, he was crippled with chest infections. He puked up blood that was black specked with soot, and sat huddled up by the kitchen fire, racked with coughing bouts until he was exhausted, spittle flecking his lips.

‘You take a little rest now,’ Stanley said, breaking into Jacob’s thoughts. ‘Then we sew more. You rest. Then we sew again.’

And sew and sew . . . The second year came and passed. Gloria was still working at Tyson’s and patiently putting aside a little money in her bottom drawer. And Betty - in her cups - repeatedly told everyone in Hanky Park about how Jacob was going to be a tailor. Even though they had all heard the story a hundred times before . . .

Tailoring hadn’t come easily to Jacob. His shortsightedness was useful for close work, but his eyes became strained at times and he would fall asleep at the work table, his head resting on his pattern. But still Stanley continued to push him, both of them often working late into the night. It took a lot of effort, but as the second summer passed and the second winter came in, Jacob finally  got the hang of tailoring. In fact, he turned out to be a real find, with a feel for cloth. He was a canny haggler too. Send him over to Davies Street, Manchester, or Shude Hill, and he’d get a fine length for less than most men could. And no one ever cheated him. Jacob knew cloth like other men knew beer.

And as he got the hang of tailoring, he got the hang of his employer too. Stanley Tobarski might be a foreigner and an oddball, but his heart was as big as a tram. So big that by the end of the second year’s apprenticeship, Stanley was like a father to Jacob. And to Gloria.

‘You come in now, come in,’ he fussed her, opening the kitchen door and hustling Gloria towards the fire. ‘You cold? You look cold, little dove.’ He held her hands between his own, warming them. Odd behaviour, but that was Stanley. ‘Here, sit by the fire, sit closer. I build it up for you. More coal.’

She smiled at him. ‘How’s Jacob doing?’

‘Made his first suit,’ Stanley said, winking. ‘I say it’s no good, but it’s very good. Very good.’ He looked back to his visitor. Prettier by the day, Stanley thought, and bright. Make a good wife. ‘What’s matter?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You tell me, you tell Uncle Stanley,’ he encouraged her, pulling a chair up to hers.

‘I just wondered . . .’

‘What?’

‘Time seems to go so slowly,’ Gloria admitted, taking the shawl from around her head and draping it over her shoulders. ‘I mean, I don’t want to complain, you’ve been so good to Jacob . . .’

‘He unhappy? I make him unhappy? Not meant, not meant,’ Stanley said, mortified.

‘No, Jacob’s very happy here!’ Gloria reassured him quickly. ‘It’s just that I hardly see him any more and he’s got another year to go before he’ll finish his apprenticeship.’ She smiled, trying to sound light-hearted. ‘I miss him.’

‘I keep him too busy?’

‘Forget what I said!’ Gloria replied hurriedly. ‘I had no right . . .’

‘It will be worthwhile, in the end,’ Stanley said, then leaned towards her. ‘I had a wife once. She was very sweet. But she died. Long time ago now, and maybe I’m too old to remember what it feels like to be in love.’ He got to his feet and moved to the door. There he paused, studying Jacob working in the room beyond.

Stanley had no doubts that Jacob would make a fine tailor, so fine that he would be a credit to the little shop in Hankerton Street. So fine that someone from Manchester might well come along and offer him a good wage to go elsewhere . . . Stanley shuddered at the thought of losing his protégé. He had grown fond of the lad; and of Gloria. Life without their comings and goings would be dull for an old man.

Taking a deep breath, he walked into the workshop. ‘Jacob, I want a word with you.’

Jacob looked up at his employer. ‘Is everything OK?’

‘No, not at all.’

Paling, Jacob stammered, ‘I thought you were pleased with my work—’

‘No, you’ve disappointed me, Jacob,’ Stanley went on, his tone serious. ‘You’ve neglected your duties.’

‘What!’

‘I think you need more help.’

‘I can do it!’ Jacob replied, outraged. ‘I’m just a bit tired, that’s all. You can’t criticise me for being tired.’

‘You don’t laugh.’

‘What!’

‘Or smile. No smiles,’ Stanley went on. ‘I need a happy shop. A shop where people come to feel good and get good clothes.’

Jacob was incredulous.

‘But—’

‘It has to stop.’

‘But—’

‘You have to get married.’

Jacob’s mouth fell open. ‘What are you talking about, Stanley?’

Stanley was laughing, pointing to the back room. ‘Next door is your woman. She misses you. She would make a good home for you, Jacob - for all of us.’ He leaned towards his apprentice. ‘You eighteen in a month, right?’

Jacob nodded.

‘We have wedding!’

‘But I can’t afford to keep a wife!’

‘And I can’t afford to lose the best tailor in Salford. Or my stand-in son.’ Stanley paused. ‘I give you little rise, OK? Not much, but enough. You live here with Gloria. Too much room for just one old man. I like company.’

Shaking, Jacob sat down, dropping the suiting in his hands. ‘We could live here?’

‘On one condition.’

‘Name it.’

‘That you stay here, work here always.’ Stanley paused. ‘Not so much to ask, I think. This shop will be yours one day, Jacob. I’ve no son of my own, and you’re like family to me. The only family I want to know.’

Surprised by the hardness in his tone, Jacob’s natural curiosity got the better of him. ‘You’ve got family?’

As though hit by lightning, Stanley flinched. Involuntarily, he grasped some striped suiting in his hands and twisted it. ‘My brother. A pawnbroker,’ he said coldly. ‘Lionel Taylor. Changed his name, ashamed of his family. Lives over in Moss Side, Manchester.’

Surprised, Jacob stood with the cutting scissors in his hands, staring at his employer. Over their heads a pigeon was pecking half-heartedly at the glass skylight; the outside tap dripping slowly, hypnotically.

‘He’s immoral,’ Stanley went on. ‘Bad. He’s thieved and made a living out of thieving. A face like a bulldog, and a heart like black marble.’ He paused. ‘I made a promise to  our parents. I promised them I would look out for Lionel. And I’ve kept my word. But he’s not having any of this.’ Stanley looked around him at the workroom. It was cramped: two trestle tables; patterns; chalked-out cloth on a headless dummy; the walls stacked with rolls of material. ‘This is my place!’

‘Stanley, calm down!’ Jacob said soothingly.

But Stanley was beside himself. His hated brother, Lionel, Moss Side Lionel, had suddenly materialised in the safe haven of the tailor’s shop: as welcome as a demon at a children’s tea party.

‘He’s not to know about this place,’ he said, dropping his voice as though his brother might somehow be able to overhear him from miles away. ‘He never must. He always thought he was the clever one. Never gave me credit for anything. Too stupid to come in out of the rain, he used to say.’ Stanley smiled craftily. ‘I’ve never told Lionel about my shop. He thinks I’m penniless, a council clerk. Lets me alone because of it. Worried I might ask him for money, for help.’

‘But surely he must have heard about you?’

‘Why? He runs with thieves and cheats. I’ve kept myself clean. All my life, clean. There’s not one person knows me, knows him. And we have different name, remember?’ Stanley stared into Jacob’s face anxiously. ‘What connection could there be between the comical little tailor in Hanky Park and a thug pawnbroker in Manchester?’ He caught hold of Jacob’s hand. ‘You never tell Lionel about this place, you hear? You tell no one. You never even think  about Lionel Taylor again. You’ve never heard of him . . . I’m going to get this place tied up tight. Like a knot.’ Stanley waved his clenched fist in front of Jacob’s face. ‘Get a will made. Put with the legal lads. Nothing overlooked, no keyhole for greedy Lionel to slide through. You do right by me now, Jacob, and you’ve a shop when I’ve gone. No conditions - only that you keep it a respectable business. And away from the likes of my brother.’
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‘I don’t bloody believe it!’ Bert Gallager said, coming in and throwing off his coat. ‘Jacob Clark’s married!’

‘Yer what?’ his mother said, putting down a plate of corned beef.

‘How the hell did he land a girl like Gloria Siddons?’ Bert went on, incredulous. ‘I’m much better-looking.’

‘Well, you’ve got a bigger head and that’s a fact,’ Dora Gallager said, slapping Bert round the back of the neck. ‘Where yer been till now?’

‘I were—’

‘Messing about. Like always.’ She glanced over to four of her other children, all squashed in around the kitchen table. ‘They got in for dinner . . .’

‘Aw, Mam, give it a rest. I’m not a kid.’

‘Don’t cheek me! Or I’ll tell yer father.’

The threat was enough. Not even Bert stood up to Pa Gallager. They all knew only too well that their father had been jailed for theft repeatedly. Just as they knew he’d once beaten a man half to death round Tatter’s Corner. What for, no one asked. Everyone was just grateful it wasn’t them.

Sullenly Bert sat down next to his sisters, budging them along the bench to make room for him. At once a plateful of grey boiled potatoes was slammed down in front of him.

‘Nah, Mam, not tatas again—’

‘When we’ve money for kippers, yer’ll ’ave ’em. But until then, it’s spuds.’

The front door slamming closed made everyone flinch. At once the atmosphere was strained, Dora watching as her husband walked in. Silently, Pa Gallager glanced at his family, then sat down, his newspaper opened to the racing pages. His wide, almost Asian face was turned away, his sleeves rolled up, the tattoo of a snake on his left forearm glowing sinister in the firelight.

Dora had thought about saying grace, but now thought better of it and turned to Bert.

‘So, what about Jacob Clark?’

Pushing a potato grudgingly around his plate, Bert answered her. ‘ ’E’s married Gloria Siddons.’

‘That’s no surprise; they’ve been courting for years,’ Dora replied. ‘Yer just jealous—’

‘Of Jacob Clark? Do me a favour!’

‘Yer’ve always been right put out that Gloria didn’t go for yer.’

‘I’ve got m’ own girl!’

‘Oh aye, Minnie Goodland,’ his sister said, laughing. ‘What a catch!’

‘She’s a looker,’ Bert replied, shooting her a mean glance. ‘There’s loads of blokes would like to be with Minnie—’

‘There’s loads that have been,’ his sister replied drily.

Irritated, Bert fell into silence, his mother watching him. He’d made up a good-looking lad, and for all his tough talk, soft-hearted. Not that Bert would let anyone see that. Especially his father. Best not to let Pa Gallager suss out any weak spots. You got picked on that way.

‘Jacob and Gloria’ll make a good couple,’ Dora said finally.

‘Hah!’ Bert replied, his tone curt. ‘Who in their right mind marries at eighteen?’

‘The kind of lad who’s got his head screwed on, that’s who,’ his mother retorted. ‘The kind of lad others used to poke fun at. But Jacob Clark’s not so pathetic now, is he? Wed and tailoring for a living.’ Dora sighed, then ruffled  her handsome son’s hair. ‘Aye, come on, cheer up! Yer not ready to settle, lad. The right girl’s not come along yet.’

He shook off her touch.

‘Who wants to be married anyway! I’m free and footloose, I’ll not marry. Not me,’ Bert replied, glancing over to his father and puffing out his chest. ‘Oh no, I’m not making an ass of myself. There’s not a lass in Hanky Park could get me up the aisle.’

 



 



For the fourth time in an hour, Gloria buffed the wedding ring on her left hand and then admired it. Smiling, Jacob watched her.

‘It won’t make your finger go green.’

‘Oh you!’ she said, laughing and falling back on the bed. Below them they could hear Stanley moving around. ‘He did us proud, didn’t he? Laying on that little feast. We should offer to clear up.’

They had decided not to go on honeymoon, even a weekend in Blackpool. The money - both Jacob and Gloria agreed - could be put to better use, like bedlinen, a few bits of china from the market and a new clothes horse Gloria had been saving up for. Who needed a honeymoon, when they had work, a roof over their heads and each other?

Resting his head on her chest, Jacob listened to his wife’s heart beating. ‘Mam’s downstairs, she said she wanted to clear up for us.’

‘She insisted,’ Gloria said, grinning. ‘And no one argues with your mother. I’m sorry your dad didn’t live to see us married, though. What’ll your mam do now?’

‘She’s talking about moving to Hull to live with her sister.’

‘Hull!’

‘She’d have company there,’ Jacob replied. ‘She never liked Hanky Park.’

Thoughtful, Gloria stared up at the ceiling, the lettering  from the old lamp outside reflected above their heads - GENTLEMAN’S OUTFITTERS.

‘You know something?’

‘I know everything.’

She laughed. ‘One day we’ll be lying here and we’ll read “Jacob Clark, Tailor—” ’

‘ “And Sons”.’

‘Hey?’

‘ “Jacob Clark and Sons, Tailors”.’

‘What if we only have girls?’

‘Then we’ll keep trying until we get a boy.’ Laughing, Jacob rolled over, wrapping his arms around his wife. ‘I love you, Mrs Jacob Clark.’

‘Mrs Jacob Clark,’ Gloria repeated dreamily. ‘Fancy that, I’m a married woman. With my own man and my own home.’

‘And your own job.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Because now,’ he said, kissing her gently on the lips, ‘you’re somebody special. You’re the tailor’s wife, Gloria. That’s who you are. And who you’ll always be.’




EIGHT

‘Dear God,’ Stanley said, wincing, ‘I love your wife. I love dear Gloria, but her voice! It’s cruel. Tell her, please, stop singing.’

Nodding, Jacob glanced upwards. Apart from his wife being tone deaf, he had no complaints, and was, in fact, indecently happy. Gloria had continued to be as loving, sweet and amusing as she had always been. She was tolerant of Stanley’s pernickety eating habits and stuffed reptiles, and always welcoming to the customers. By the time she had been the tailor’s wife for a year, she knew everyone and everything involved in Hankerton Street.

She had made it her business. People came to Gloria to talk, and even though she was little more than a child, her good nature made her irresistible. Gloria didn’t need beer to be elated; she was giddy with life. What she had wanted, she had achieved, and when their first child was born a year later, she was ecstatic.

The pregnancy had been relatively easy, the delivery uncomplicated.

‘Like shelling peas,’ she told Jacob.

‘Some pea,’ he said, gazing proudly at the newborn.

Eighteen months later, Jacob was made a partner. A partner at twenty! people said, astonished and not a little jealous. And another kid on the way. And then another. It’s always the quiet ones you want to watch . . . Always the dark horse . . . Up and up went the Clark bubble. Bert became reconciled with Jacob now that he was no longer  jealous. Of a bloke landed with a wife and three kids before twenty-three?

‘No way! I’m not getting stitched up like that.’

Gloria was holding the new baby, Helen, and smiled up at her visitor. ‘Big talk, Bert Gallager, but the toughest fall the hardest in the end.’

He stared at the baby, blank-faced. ‘They don’t look like anything, do they? Just blobs.’

‘Some grow up like blobs too,’ Gloria replied, winking.

Rumour had it that Bert was a womaniser; couldn’t be faithful to any one girl. Gloria didn’t doubt it. After all, now he had filled out, he was a good-looking man, his blue eyes wicked, inviting. Irresistible - but not to her. No, Gloria had only ever wanted her Jacob. Let the other girls go for the flash types; she knew where her happiness lay.

‘How yer coping with the shop work as well as all these kids?’

‘Stanley’s helping out,’ Gloria said, smiling. ‘He encourages us to have more and more children so he can work in the shop more.’

‘He’s getting on.’

‘Seventy-nine next.’

Bert blew out his cheeks, looking round. His own father had been involved in another vicious attack, splitting open a man’s head with a crowbar. As for his brothers, they were already set to follow Pa Gallager’s route. Worn to the bone, Dora had died the previous winter. The Hanky Park cough, people said, as if it was amusing when a person puked their guts up and died from pneumonia, or got sectioned off up at the TB sanatorium on the moors.
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