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Preface

The waters of the canals in the Black Country are still, for the most part. There are no currents, hardly any movement except for the wind flicking at the surface, little eddies around the locks, the wash of the passing boats.

These are not natural waterways. Where they can, they follow the contours of the land. Otherwise there are tunnels and aqueducts and, as a last resort, locks, sometimes dozens of them in a long flight, climbing from a valley like a black and white staircase. The canals lie in the folds of the hills, curving with the hills, across the plains in flat, straight lines, and through the cities. Here, they are often forgotten, sometimes never known, even by those who have lived there all their lives. Under the streets, behind the walls, below the wharves, black water, and sometimes a boat.

Early in the mornings the narrowboats left their moorings, slipping out into the canals while the dark mist lifted. Black cinders crunched on the paths under the horses’ hoofs, under the boots of the men. Where grass grew, the hoofbeats were muffled. A mile from the black centre of the city the paths were grassy, the water  birds called, and the reed beds grew against the banks. A mile from the city, and fifty years on, the grass was deep and rank on the paths, the reeds had crept into the waterways, and the birds were gone: the waters were choked with filth, poisoned, and there were only the ghosts.

There are ghosts on the canals. A red-haired woman on a flight of locks plagued any boatman with a grey horse. Her lover had had a grey horse. When he abandoned her she drowned herself, but she never forgave him, even after death. Take a grey horse up that flight of locks, and the gates will swing open, the paddle gear will jam, a windlass will fly from your hands and be lost. When at last you lead the grey horse on down the path you will hear laughter behind you.

Don’t look back. It’s only a ghost.

A headless man walked a tunnel towpath, gone when a light was shone at him, but many swore they had seen him. Part of the wall of that tunnel fell in, and they found a skeleton. There was no skull. They buried the skeleton in the churchyard, and no one has seen him since. It was only a ghost, and never there, when you shone a light.

Travel the canals now, when the waters are cleaner and the boats are quick and light, and you will have to half close your eyes and use your mind and the memories of your ancestors to see the ghosts, but if you can do that they will crowd around you, on these canals. Men, women, children, horses, donkeys and mules, and with them the narrowboats, built for the canals, long and strange, and graceful in this, their own country, their own element.

Look behind the boats, and the men and women, look behind the horses and see those who dug the canals,  digging and levelling, clearing and building. Behind them stand the dreamers, those who wondered, and calculated and planned, walked the contours of the hills, and said it could be done.

Yes, it can be done.

A pack-horse could carry two bushels of coal on the muddy tracks they called roads then, a narrowboat, pulled by that horse, thirty tons.

It’s never been done. It never will be done. It’s crazy.

His Grace the Duke of Bridgewater found a mill-wright’s apprentice, Brindley he was called. James Brindley. His Grace wanted a canal to carry the coal from his collieries into the centre of Manchester, so Brindley walked the route, measured, and calculated, then said he could do it.

Impossible.

Brindley built the canal, His Grace grew rich beyond his dreams, and then they believed. The canals grew out from the industrial heartlands, down into the south, across the land, from the collieries and the mines to the mills and the factories, the rivers and the ports, the great cities.

Can you see them, on the still waters? Can you see the ghosts?

They grew cloudy, dim and scarce, hidden behind the swirls of smoke from the massive black railway engines. The iron rails followed the contours of the hills too: they dived into tunnels, they soared over viaducts, and they could drag hundreds of tons behind them where the horse had pulled thirty. The boats had carried the steel rails and the broken stone on which they lay, the baulks of timber.

But you can still see the ghosts on the water.

You can hear some of them. Not the horses, they are silent, hoofbeats muffled by grass and time, but the song of the engines. Listen carefully.

It’s a slow song, a heavy rhythm, a little like a beating heart, not quite a chime, not the harsh thud of the roads. Like a muffled bell. Can you hear?

She’s coming now, through the mist. You can see her, that long hull tarred black to keep out the water, and the black cloths she carries to cover the cargo. No, she’s not a ghost. You can see her, you can hear her. You could reach out and touch her as she passes, and the man at the tiller will smile at you, and nod.

Look, there’s her name, painted white on the grey.


Grey Lady.

She’s gone now. Round the bend in the canal that follows the contour of the hill, where the big hawthorn dips over the black water.


Grey Lady.




1

Ben Jacardi built Grey Lady almost single-handed, as it turned out, and he did as good a job as he could, which meant not far off perfection. It was as if he knew the boat would be his. By then he wasn’t being paid, but Josiah Armstrong was a fair man, and hated debt.

Josiah wasn’t well. There was nothing you could put your finger on, apart from old age, but he’d told Ben about it one evening. Told him why Sammy and Jed had left, and soon Dave would have to go too, because there wasn’t enough money to pay their wages.

Ben had been startled. ‘Thought we were doing all right,’ he’d said.

‘We were. More than all right. Had a bit of bad luck.’

‘Josiah Armstrong and Son, Boatbuilders,’ proclaimed a red and gold sign over the gateway, and beyond it, behind the half-built boats on the hard standings, there were piles of timber and iron, because nothing was ever thrown away. The name ‘Josiah’ on the sign was a little different, the red not quite the same colour: it had been painted later, over ‘Patrick’. Patrick had died, and left the business to his only son Josiah, who had painted out his father’s name and put his own in its place. He’d  named his own boy after the old man, but always called him Paddy.

Paddy had been the bit of bad luck.

‘Gone off with the money,’ said Josiah, and buried his face in his mug of beer.

Ben had been twenty at the time, but Josiah had taken him in when he was ten. He’d caught the boy in the shed, stealing coal, dragged him outside and beaten him with his leather belt.

‘You’ll earn that coal,’ he’d said.

Ben had spat and fought and sworn.

‘Hold your tongue,’ Josiah had ordered, raising the belt again, and the boy had shrunk away from him, hands raised to protect himself but teeth still bared in defiance.

‘What’s the matter with you, then?’ Josiah had demanded. He’d never heard breathing like that.

He called his wife, who came to the kitchen door and stared at the child, her face twisting in concern.

‘Oh, my Lord. Bring him into the warm. Oh, my Lord, that’s bad.’

It was bad, and Ben nearly died that night, lying in the corner of the kitchen on the bed they’d made him. It sounded as if every gasp would be his last, deep, slow and rasping, as if the air was being dragged over shingle.

Josiah and Kathy sat beside him all through the night. Some of the time he slept, but when he woke his teeth were bared again. He was frightened, but defiant too.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ said Kathy, and she reached out to touch him, but he jerked away from her, so she drew back her hand and smiled at him, told him to sleep again. She didn’t think he would last the night.

He lasted that night, and the morning, and she gave him soup. She stayed with him that all that day in the kitchen, feeling him watching her except when he slept, and every time he woke she heard him hiss with the pain in his chest.

Every sudden move made him flinch. Each time she approached him he drew away from her, baring his teeth.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ she said.

She wished Josiah hadn’t beaten him. What were a few lumps of coal to them? And the boy was half starved. Might not last this next night. He was filthy, too. She wanted to wash him, but thought he was too ill to take the water. And he might fight her and exhaust himself.

‘Soup?’ she asked, smiling at him. He nodded.

He had fleas and lice, but that didn’t worry Kathy. There were ways of dealing with that, after the boy had gone.

He lived through the next night too, and Kathy and Josiah moved back to their own room. They left the door open, so they could hear him if he needed them. Kathy lay awake, listening to him. Sometimes she thought he’d died, that he’d stopped breathing, but then there’d be another breath, long and hard.

‘He won’t last the winter, though,’ she told Josiah, and there was a warning note in her voice, as though it was he who had set his heart on the boy.

Paddy was in the army by then, and Kathy needed someone to mother. Ben was better than a puppy. Dirty little thing, and that language. But he was dying. Must be, a chest like that. Can’t turn a dying child out into the cold.

‘Where’s your mam, then?’ she asked one day, and Ben bared his teeth again.

‘Not much better than a puppy,’ Josiah had agreed.

No one knew where he’d come from, and he wouldn’t say. There were too many orphans that winter. It had been cold and wet, with bitter frosts. What was one more thin, dirty boy with ruined lungs?

‘What’s your name, then?’

‘Ben Jacardi.’

He hadn’t hesitated in giving it, and he could write it, too. That was a surprise: not many boat children could read and write, and there was nowhere else he could have come from. He must have been turned off a boat.

Josiah and Kathy fed him, found him some of Paddy’s old clothes, and waited for him to die. Just a few days of kindness before the end, they’d thought.

‘Does your chest hurt?’ asked Kathy, and Ben shook his head.

‘If you’re in pain,’ she persisted, ‘you only have to say. There’s medicine.’

They stopped listening in the night for the terrible breathing to end. They grew used to it. In the spring, Josiah took Ben to the doctor.

‘My nephew,’ he said, because he wasn’t a man for long explanations, and didn’t mind telling a lie. ‘My sister’s son. Mam and dad both dead. Going to live with us now.’

Who would argue with that? At least this child had a family to care for him.

‘What happened?’ the doctor asked Ben, but Ben stared him in the eye, and wouldn’t answer.

‘How long has your chest been like this?’

He wouldn’t speak at all to a stranger.

‘What can we do for him?’ Josiah asked, but the doctor didn’t know, although he wouldn’t admit it. He told Josiah the boy had bronchitis, as bad a case as he’d ever heard. They were to keep him warm, out of draughts, and Josiah was not to let Kathy get too fond of him.

‘Shall we send him to school?’

‘If you like.’

Would he last until the spring?

The weather grew warmer, and Ben’s breathing was quieter in the night. Kathy fed him well, kept him warm, and was kind to him, but she guarded against growing to love him. How could a boy live with lungs like that?

Josiah wasn’t so sure. Ben was growing, and he could run; he wasn’t weak. You’d think he’d be thin and pale, but good food and a warm bed had put some flesh on those bones.

‘There’s nothing catching,’ Kathy assured the schoolmistress when she took Ben down to the village. ‘Doctor says he can come to school. He can write his name and read a bit.’

For the first few days Ben sat suspiciously at the desk he’d been given, watching through narrowed eyes, speaking, if he had to speak at all, in a sullen whisper. The other children kept away from him, frightened by the noise of his breathing.

Mrs Hart gave him a slate, and told him to write his name. When she next looked he was crouched over it, one arm crooked around it as if to shield it from the eyes of his neighbours. His tongue protruded from the corner of his mouth. His pencil was moving slowly over the surface.

An hour later she looked up to find Ben standing in front of her, holding out his slate. In laborious, careful letters he had printed his name: BENJAMIN SAMUEL JACARDI.

‘Very good, Ben. Very good indeed.’

He blinked, and frowned.

‘That’s very neat writing, Ben. You’ve done well.’

As if the muscles of his face were stiff, as if he was not sure he could remember how to do it, Ben smiled at her.

At first the schoolmistress thought he was slow, but then she realised he was a perfectionist. If the writing on his slate was not good enough, he would wipe it off and start again, and if necessary again, and again.

‘Let me see, Ben.’

‘Not ready yet, Mrs Hart.’

At least he had become polite.

The other children lost their fear of his harsh breathing. Two of the girls taunted him in the playground, mimicking the sounds he made, telling each other he was diseased.

‘Should be in isolation. We might all catch what he’s got.’

Sometimes when he came home from school his clothes were torn, and there were bruises and cuts. Kathy mended his clothes, bathed the cuts, and said nothing.

He had chores of his own in the yard. He was to sweep it, and sort out the bits of iron and wood. Anything big enough to re-use was to be put into the bins, wood stacked out of the rain, the smaller pieces chopped for kindling. Scrap metal was to be sorted, iron in this bin, brass in that. Any tools left lying around were to be put in the shed on the bench.

One evening in autumn he came home from school with his shirt torn and his lip split. Kathy watched from the kitchen window as he threw something into the scrap-iron bin. When he came into the kitchen he peeled off the shirt and handed it to her, but this time with a nod and the beginnings of a smile.

‘Last time,’ he said.

A policeman called. A boy had been stabbed in a fight. Not badly hurt, not even in hospital, but still, a stabbing. Got to ask, because the boy said it had been Ben.

Ben looked him straight in the face and shook his head.

‘Not me,’ he said.

‘Witnesses?’ Kathy demanded. ‘His word against the other boy, then. Ben’s no liar, and the others don’t like him. Trying to get him into trouble, that’s all there is to that.’

Ben began to help in the boatyard after school. He told Josiah he was going to earn that coal, and Josiah stared at him, trying to remember where he’d heard the words before. Ben looked at Josiah’s belt with its big brass buckle, and then it came back.

‘I shouldn’t have given you such a thrashing,’ said Josiah. ‘My Lord, boy, it’s not even a year. You must have doubled in size.’

Big for his age, whatever that might be, and strong. He said he was ten, and he’d been born in the winter. Kathy decided he was eleven now, and gave him a birthday, the same as her mother’s, so she’d remember. ‘January the sixth, we’ll call it, 1881.’ She promised she’d bake him a cake next year.

Josiah took on another workman, Jed, because there was a demand for boats, and he told Ben he’d pay him a  wage when he was twelve. Ben could earn two shillings a week, and his keep.

‘Don’t have to,’ said Ben, but he was pleased. Money of his own, earned by right, not just given when Kathy felt like it.

By the time he was twelve he was nearly as tall as Kathy, strong, too, and the sullen defiance was a thing of the past. He was never what you could call sunny-natured, but he could smile at you, and even laugh, although that wasn’t a sound you’d want to hear too often. With lungs like that, how could he grow so well? You’d think he’d be sickly.

‘Was your dad a big man?’ Kathy asked him one day, and Ben said he’d never known him.

Must have died before the boy was born, Kathy reasoned.

Ben was sawing the elm planks by then, and sawing them straight. He took a pride in what he did. No one at the boatyard noticed his breathing any more: they were used to it.

The boatyard was thriving. Josiah took Kathy into town and she bought herself new clothes. At Christmas Josiah gave her a gold bracelet, and told Ben he’d be earning proper wages in the spring, now that he could do the riveting. He was doing a man’s work and it was only fair he should earn a man’s wage.

Ben could read and write, and his arithmetic was good enough to draw up the bills for the customers, and to check the ones that came in.

‘Done with school now,’ he said, and neither Josiah nor Kathy argued with him. The boy was big enough to know his own mind, and they were glad to have him around. They were both feeling their age.

‘That Alan,’ Ben told Josiah. ‘Lazy. Get rid of him?’

‘Ah. Right, then. Right.’

Josiah was old, and Alan wasn’t a patient man, so it was Ben who told him to go, counted out his money, then sat up in the yard for the next two nights in case Alan made good his threats to burn the place down.

‘You’re a good lad,’ said Kathy. ‘I reckon Jesus knew what he was about when he sent you here.’

‘Good day for me, that was.’

‘In spite of the beating?’

Neither of them could forgive themselves for that.

‘My mam used a carter’s whip,’ said Ben. Kathy laid down her work and sat with her hands in her lap.

Ben’s father had been wounded in the Zulu wars in South Africa, speared in the chest. It killed him in the end, six months before Ben was born. No, they’d not been married. She was a lock-keeper’s daughter, up in Cheshire, and Ben had run away from her. He was sick of being whipped. He wasn’t hungry, because the boatwomen used to give him bits to eat. But his mother had whipped him raw, and enjoyed it. He’d been running for three, four months before he got down here. By then the marks had all gone.

‘You call that a beating?’ said Ben. ‘Love taps.’

‘But your lungs?’ Kathy asked. ‘You can’t inherit being wounded.’

He didn’t know. Only what his mam had said, that his father had been speared, and when Ben got the bronchitis, as he seemed to do every winter, he sounded just like his father. His father had come home breathing like that, and died a few months later. Sometimes Ben breathed hard all the time, and sometimes it went away in the spring but came back with the bronchitis in the winter.

‘Was your mam’s name Jacardi?’

No, she’d named him after his father. His father had been called Samuel Benjamin Jacardi, and she’d named him Benjamin Samuel.

It was the only time he’d talked about it to Kathy, and she suspected he’d never do so again. She told Josiah, but he never mentioned it either. They could stop feeling guilty about the beating he’d given a starving child, because it was nothing to what he’d had before, and he hadn’t even thought there was anything to forgive.

‘A carter’s whip,’ mused Josiah. ‘Maybe they’re different, in Cheshire. You’d kill a child, with one of those things.’

At Christmas Kathy would give Ben a hug and a kiss, but only then. Josiah would shake him by the hand. There was never anything more. They were both shy, Ben afraid of presuming, Josiah of being rebuffed. But at work, they relied on each other. Workers came and went, and sometimes it was Ben who told them to go as Josiah became timid and Ben grew in strength and confidence. He had to protect the old man. There should have been a son around to do that, but Paddy had come out of the army, married and moved to London, where his wife had fancy friends. Ben could do any of the work now, most of it as well as craftsmen who had taken half a lifetime to learn. The boats were built to a pattern, to a time, to a routine that he guarded carefully, watching to see that it was done properly, as Josiah had, and as Josiah had learned from his own father.

Then Paddy came for a visit, and Kathy cooked a special meal. Ben stayed out in the yard that evening.  The old people had been looking forward to Paddy coming, and they’d expected his wife too, but she’d stayed behind. No reason given, she simply hadn’t come with her husband to meet his parents. She hadn’t bothered.

Paddy had talked grandly about his business opportunities in London. London was where everything happened. Everyone went to London. There were canals in London, so there’d be a market for boats there; Josiah should move with the times, and bring the business to London or, failing that, Paddy could be his agent.

‘You’ll have to buck your ideas up a bit. If I can sell six boats a month you’ll have to produce them.’

‘Six?’ Josiah had sounded bewildered. ‘Six a month?’

Ben was planing a rudder, and listening. Six boats a month? Takes three months to build a boat, that means space for eighteen, and there was only room for seven. Eight, perhaps, if you got them in the water early and did more of the fitting out while they were afloat, but that made no sense because it was slower work that way. Who’d make the extra fenders? Mr Hollinshead couldn’t make many more, and he wouldn’t be rushed. Even if you worked faster, where you would find the extra men?

He wanted to tell Josiah, ‘We can’t do it.’ But Paddy was Josiah’s son, his only child, and Ben couldn’t interfere.

‘Didn’t he look grand?’ exclaimed Kathy, after Paddy had gone, and Ben agreed, Paddy had indeed looked grand. And yes, he’d spoken like a London gentleman, and no doubt his wife was a lady and soon there’d be a family. Paddy was doing so well in business down in London.

Josiah had looked doubtful. Paddy had said he’d have to buck his ideas up, and he wasn’t even sure what it meant, let alone how to do it.

The next day when he went to get the money for the wages, he found the cash box was empty.

Kathy had hardly stopped crying for a week, and even though Josiah was dry-eyed, it had hit him even harder. He’d been so proud of his son, with his grand London-born wife, doing well in business down south, and Paddy was nothing more than a thief.

The day after Josiah told Ben what had happened Ben took Kathy’s gold bracelet into Birmingham and sold it, so that they could pay the wages. Then he’d gone to the timber mill and asked for time to pay for the elm, and the manager had looked at him as if he’d never heard the word.

‘Time?’

‘Mr Armstrong’s had a bit of bad luck.’

Bad luck loves company, and the man who’d ordered the boat that was finished had no money either, and asked for time to pay.

Josiah took the train to London to find Paddy, and came back the next day. Paddy and his fancy wife had left the flat in Hurlingham Court Mansions with two months’ rent owing. Nobody knew where they’d gone, and no one cared either, except to send on the bills.

Ben told Dave he’d have to leave, and that left only him. Josiah wasn’t strong enough for the heavy work, and some of it needed two strong men, better with three.

‘I wish we’d been able to keep Sammy and Jed,’ said Josiah. ‘I know Dave was the better worker, but I liked Sammy and Jed.’ They were the ones who had stayed on  in the evenings and sat with the old man by the fire, talking about boats over a mug of tea, or beer on pay days.

Ben went to the bank and asked for a loan to tide them over.

‘Tide you over what?’ asked the manager, but all Ben would say was, ‘Bit of bad luck.’ He couldn’t betray Josiah and Kathy by telling this stranger that Paddy had raided the cash box. The money should have been in the bank, but Josiah hadn’t believed in banks. His money was safe in his strongbox under the hearthstone, and no one knew it was there, except family.

Even Ben hadn’t known.

‘I can’t pay your wages, Ben,’ said Josiah.

‘I know that. You think you’re big enough to throw me off the yard, then? Because I don’t.’

Josiah had smiled up at him. ‘You’re a good lad.’

Ben launched the last boat and looked at Kathy in her grey dress and said he thought he’d better take the boat and work it, send money back as soon as he could. He’d call the boat Kathy, so he wouldn’t forget where to send it.

‘You’ll need a wife,’ said Kathy, ever practical, and Ben nodded. It took more than one to work a boat unless you’d all the time in the world to spare, and no boatman had that, not with a living to earn. He might have hired a man, had he any money, or a boy, who would have been cheaper, but he couldn’t afford a man, and he didn’t trust boys: they could be careless. Most of the boys working on the canals worked for their fathers, part of a family business, and had been born on the boats. Ben knew some of the families, and he went  through them in his mind, looking for a lad who might be suitable, but none he knew well enough to ask would have suited him.

So, a wife it must be, if he could find a woman who’d have him, and he was under no illusions. Few women would put up with a man who breathed as he did, no matter how he might protest that he was healthy. The girls he’d met at school had shown him no more than indifference, and some had professed revulsion.

In the end he asked the daughter of a farm labourer, a woman nearly fifteen years his senior. She was the oldest of seven children, small and sharp-faced, with a twisted shoulder. She had worked on the farm since she had left school, so was no stranger to a hard life. Her youngest brother had been at school with Ben.

Ben called at the cottage one evening and asked if Faith was at home. Her mother looked surprised, but went indoors and called. Faith came to the door and looked at Ben enquiringly. She hardly knew him. Sometimes they’d seen each other in town, but they’d only exchanged formal greetings. Now he was at the kitchen door of the cottage, his cap in his hand, asking for her. Behind her, the young children gathered, her brothers and sisters. The cottage was crowded, and not very clean.

He asked if she had time to come for a walk with him. She blinked in surprise, then went to fetch her shawl, trying to push the giggling children out of the way. Ben waited, ignoring them, wondering what he could say to her.

They walked through the woods, and he told her he was leaving the yard, taking a boat and working it on the  canals. Josiah was not going to do much more in the way of boat-building now.

He did not tell her why.

He did say the boat was his, so he would be what was known on the canals as a Number One, which was the best: a man who owned his own boat. He told her he was strong and healthy, and the noise he made meant nothing. Did it disturb her too much?

‘Too much for what?’ she asked, cautiously.

It was spring, quite warm, but Ben’s breathing was just as it had been in the winter. It had come back with the cold frosts, even though he hadn’t had bronchitis for three years. It didn’t worry him, or those who knew him, but it took a while to get used to a noise like that.

He looked down at Faith, a little sharp-faced woman with one shoulder higher than the other, twisted too, so it tilted forward. She had bright brown eyes and a suspicious look about her. She would have had few, if any, prospects of marriage, and would have been scorned because of that too. He knew how that felt, and could understand the caution with which she responded to his questions.

For her part, looking at him, she saw a young man, tall and strong, very much the sort of young man the girls would have liked, if it hadn’t been for the noise he made. That slow, roaring sound. Why had he asked her opinion? Why were they walking through the woods together?

‘Could you get used to it?’ he asked.

‘I expect I could. If I was to hear it often.’

They walked on, and Ben felt shy and uncomfortable. He’d meant to ask her to marry him. He’d thought, There’s a woman no man would have, but she’s a hard  worker. That’s what I need on a boat. She’d be glad of any man, so she’ll put up with the noise.

But the little woman in the shabby clothes had been quiet, and had listened to him with some interest, courtesy, and something he could only call dignity. Ben felt clumsy beside her. He was too big. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. He didn’t know what to say.

‘Takes more than one to work a boat,’ he said. ‘Needs two. At least. One leads the horse, works the locks. Other steers the boat. It’s usual, on the boats, the man leads the horse and does the locks. And his wife, well, she steers the boat. You see?’

She nodded. She took nearly two paces to his one, keeping up with him, and listening.

‘I need a wife,’ he said, and she nodded again.

‘If you think you could get used to the noise,’ he said, and it was only then that she stopped, and stared up into his face. Still she said nothing, but her eyes were wide, and there was a flush of colour in her cheeks. But she was silent, so he drew in his breath and asked her: ‘Will you marry me?’

The wide eyes narrowed, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. ‘Are you making fun of me?’

‘Oh, no,’ he protested. ‘No, I’m not. No, Miss Carter. Faith. I wouldn’t do that. But not many women would look at me, and I thought, I need a hard-working wife, and you’re a hard-working woman, and I thought you might be glad to have a man of your own. Get away, maybe. A home of your own. Well, a boat’s maybe not much of a home, but I thought. Maybe.’

She wasn’t looking at him any more. She was looking down at the ground, and he couldn’t see her face. He  wondered what she was thinking. He tried to imagine. It was becoming quite important to him to know what she was thinking, and to have her answer, and he wanted it to be yes. Funny twisted little thing that she was. What was she thinking? She was shy, and perhaps still afraid he might be making fun of her, but she was a woman. He knew there were questions she couldn’t ask, but she needed the answers.

‘This noise,’ he said. ‘I know it sounds bad, but I’m not ill. I don’t think our children would breathe like this.’

She didn’t move, she didn’t look at him, but he knew he had said the right thing, and after a few moments she spoke. ‘I was born with a crooked shoulder. The nurse said it was a birth accident. I don’t think . . .’

What was he supposed to say now? She wasn’t going to finish that sentence. She was standing there, looking at the ground, waiting for him. Waiting for a great burst of cruel laughter? It seemed as if she half expected it. He reached out and touched her, on her crooked shoulder, not as if to see what it felt like, but naturally, just a touch on her shoulder, happened to be the one that was a little higher and bent forward, and she looked at his hand, and then looked up into his face, and he asked her again:

‘Will you marry me, Faith?’

‘Yes, Ben.’

He knew he was supposed to kiss her, but he didn’t want to. He wanted to hold her instead, so he put his arms around her shoulders and drew her close to him and stood there, feeling her so little and thin against him, and her heart beating so fast. She was standing still, and quiet, almost as if she was frightened to say anything in case he should change his mind.

‘It’s hard work on the boats,’ he said at last, ‘but you’re used to hard work, and I’ll try to be good to you.’

He felt her nod. ‘I will work hard for you,’ she said.

He stood quietly for a few moments, holding her, thinking that it felt right, the two of them close together. The top of her head only came up to his shoulder, and he could rest his chin on it, feeling her hair, soft and smooth. It did feel right. He hoped she thought it was right, too. Her heart wasn’t beating so fast now. She just stood still against him, not too tense now, but as if she was waiting, and then he felt her hands, little hands, just touching, just brushing, moving slowly until they slipped gently around his waist, so she was holding him, too. She was hesitant, shy, as if she was not sure she had done the right thing, as if she was wondering if it had been forward of her to hold him like that.

‘We’ll need a horse,’ said Ben, and he felt her relax. It was all right, for her to have her arms around him, then. All right, because he was talking to her. He hadn’t said anything about her holding him.

‘Can you buy one?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘No.’ There wasn’t any money. But there were companies needing boats and boatmen and some had their own horses. He hoped they’d hire him a horse until he had enough money to buy his own.

He told Faith about the company horses as they walked back to the cottage, and she listened, nodding. Usually the horses went with the boats. Companies owned the boats and the horses, and they paid the captains, who hired their own crews. But there was plenty  of work on the canals, and Ben thought the companies would hire them a horse. Why not? If they had the work to do, and there was a boat, and a crew, why not hire them a horse?

And if they wouldn’t he’d find some other way, he thought. He’d found himself a wife; finding a horse had to be easy, compared to that.

Kathy was incredulous when he told her. ‘Faith?’ she asked, staring at him. ‘Faith Carter? From the farm cottages?’

‘Yes.’

Kathy could think of nothing to say, but questions and objections were flashing through her mind. Must be fifteen years older than you. Hardly know her. And she’s not right, she’s deformed.

But as Ben talked to Kathy, Faith was thinking the same thing. Faith told her mother, and her mother stared at her, in the way that Kathy had stared at Ben.

‘He wants to marry you?’

‘He needs a wife to work the boat.’

‘He did say marry, didn’t he? You’re sure of that?’

Faith was sure of that, but of little else. Faith Carter, eldest daughter of the head ploughman at Fletcher’s Farm, was going to marry after all. No more scornful, pitying looks from the other women, the ones she’d grown up with. No more knowing what her mother was thinking and not saying. Eldest daughter never going to be off my hands. What am I going to do with her?

All through her childhood she’d heard her mother correcting her sisters, ‘You stand up straight now, don’t you talk so loud, you brush your hair and keep yourself neat. How do you think you’ll get a husband, looking  like a hoyden?’ Never said it to Faith. Never told Faith to keep herself tidy, or she’d never get a husband. Poor Faith, not much better than a hunchback, it would be unkind to raise her hopes.

‘He did say marry?’ her mother insisted. ‘I’m not having a daughter of mine living in sin.’

‘No, Mother. He asked me to marry him.’

They stood in the kitchen, Faith watching her mother, wondering what she was thinking now.

‘Well,’ said Mrs Carter slowly, staring across at her. ‘Well, then. Well I never.’

The same words echoed through Kathy’s mind, but she didn’t say them. All she could say was his name. ‘Oh, Ben. Ben.’

‘She’s a hard-working woman,’ said Ben, and that was, after all, the main reason he had asked her. That, and the belief that few women would have taken him for a husband.

Kathy managed to smile, at first a tight little twist of her lips that tried to mask her disappointment. Ben was not her son, but she loved him, and she’d had higher hopes for him than Faith Carter.

Ben loved Kathy too, and he’d planned to name his boat after her, but she said that wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t be fair to Faith, to name the boat after another woman. It would be near enough to an insult. It was Josiah who came up with the name Grey Lady. Kathy always wore grey, but Faith, too, had only grey dresses. So Ben painted the name Grey Lady on the cabin of the boat, and thought as he did so that it was just as well Josiah had chosen this name because there were hardly any colours but grey and white in the paint store now.

Ben and Faith were married in the church, and two days later they set off, Ben pulling the boat and Faith steering. They planned to go to Birmingham, where there were companies with their own boats and the horses to pull them. It would take them three days, with Ben bow-hauling Grey Lady, and Faith standing on the narrow deck, steering a boat for the first time in her life.
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Faith had never been to Birmingham. She’d never been further from her home than Stourbridge, and that had seemed big. There were blast furnaces there, too, and she’d seen and heard them, the sudden huge noise that sounded as if the air was being sucked away, and the flare of red light searing up into the sky. It had fascinated her, but she hadn’t liked it. It had made her nervous.

That first time Birmingham seemed like a scene from hell.

It might have been better if they had arrived during the day, not late in the evening, not in the dark, if it ever could be called dark in that city. As they came through the long cutting, the new line of the canal, she looked wonderingly at the sky, wanting to call out to Ben to stop.

It’s on fire, she thought. The town’s burning.

Red light glowed on the clouds, and black smoke billowed up from the high chimneys. As she watched she saw the flare, the white light, the red, and the huge noise.  WHOMP! WHOMP! She cried out in fright, but Ben didn’t hear her. He was too far away, bowed forward  under the rope that lay over his shoulders. It seemed he, too, was burning, red light and black shadows all around him.

He was exhausted. The boat, unladen, swam easily and high in the water, but it had been miles that day, and he thought that the sore place on his shoulder where the rope had chafed was bleeding.

Better not stop. Not much further now. If he stopped he might not be able to start again. They needed to find work within a day or so, work from a company that would lend them a horse. There wasn’t much money.

What is that? thought Faith. What is it? Blast furnaces, iron foundries, she knew, but she’d never thought there could be so many. She clung tightly to the long tiller, fingers gripping the wood, felt herself panting with fright.

WHOMP!

‘Ah, God, no! No!’

That was so close. And they were drawing nearer all the time.

‘Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come.’

But this was the kingdom of hell, this great city under the burning sky, with all the black smoke and the flames and the sparks, and that terrible noise. Can people live here?

‘Deliver us from evil. Deliver us from evil. Deliver us from evil.’

She closed her eyes, and thought of the green fields in spring, thought of skies that were blue, or grey, not that hellish black and red. Thought of the sounds of birds singing.

WHOMP!

‘Oh, Ben, please, stop now. Please, no further.’

He stopped. He stood ahead of her on the path, silhouetted black against the red glow, and the rope dropped from his shoulders, on to the path at his feet. The big boat slid on through the black water, and Faith leaned against the tiller to bring her in close to the bank, trying to judge it right this time, so that she was close enough for Ben to take a rope and pull her in tight, but not so near that she scraped against the side.

It was new work, this, and harder than she’d thought it would be. What would it be like, trying to steer Grey Lady when she was loaded?

WHOMP! WHOMP!

‘I’m not strong enough. Oh, Jesus, what am I going to do? I’m not strong enough. I can’t go on.’

But when she saw Ben, he looked so weary she couldn’t tell him how she felt. She managed to smile at him. She hoped he hadn’t seen the tearstains on her cheeks. Silly, to be frightened of a blast furnace. Heard them before, hadn’t she? And don’t look at the sky. Get used to it.

There was so much to get used to.

The tiny cabin was no problem to Faith, as it might have been to other women. She was used to being cramped, to making herself small, taking up as little room as possible, and here there were no children running around her, getting in the way. This was her home, and she was proud of it. She liked cleaning it, rubbing the smooth wood with her rags, washing into the corners and wiping dry, polishing the iron range with black lead. Cooking on the little stove, just for her and Ben. At first that had seemed like a game, playing house.

But that night it was filthy. They weren’t even in Birmingham, and a film of sooty dust lay on everything.

‘Clean it, then,’ she told herself fiercely. ‘Make it all clean again. Dirt can come off, can’t it?’

But first there was Ben, so weary now he could hardly stand. A big mug of tea, and food for her man, and then her own work, to make her home clean again.

He took off his jacket, and there was blood on his shirt.

‘Oh, my Lord.’

There was some pork fat in the cupboard. Goose grease would have been better, but she had none. And then she must make a pad to put on his shoulder. So don’t stand there gawping, say something.

‘Take a horse back to the stable like that, you’d feel the stableman’s fist.’

That’s good. Made him smile.

‘Sit down, then. You made this cabin, you know there’s places to sit.’

It wasn’t too deep, the wound on Ben’s shoulder, and both of them were used to small injuries. Faith remembered her mother’s words, spoken so often throughout her childhood: what you can’t poultice you put up with. Ben would have heard them too. A raw patch on a shoulder, well, that wasn’t too bad. But it would bleed again the next day.

All through that night she jumped awake as the blast furnaces roared, belching the flames and smoke up into the sky. She knew Ben lay awake beside her, although he was still. By the time they had eaten, and she’d cleaned the cabin and made everything tidy and ready for the morning he’d been asleep, sitting on the bed with his head dropped on to his chest.

It was the first night he hadn’t wanted her.

He’d fallen asleep straight away, and she lay beside him, wondering what would happen to them, if it turned out she wasn’t strong enough to manage the boat. Wondering, too, if it was only tiredness that had made him turn his back to her as she got into the bed. She knew she was no beauty, and she knew too that some would think she was lucky to have a man at all. He was so much younger than her, and even though his breathing was wrong, as it nearly always was, summer and winter, he was a fine-looking man.

When she was little her mother had made her stay in the dairy out of the way when the cows were taken in to the bull, but no child could grow up on a farm and not know what happened. That night before the wedding her mother had talked to her and said it was all much the same, it was the man’s pleasure and his right, and not too bad when you got used to it. Best just to think of something else.

That made sense to Faith. The first time it had been painful, and there’d been blood, as her mother had warned her, so when Ben had fallen asleep she’d crept out of bed to the washstand and cleaned herself, and changed her nightgown, then sat quietly on the chest in the corner of his room with rags pushed up between her legs until the bleeding stopped.

Only four days ago, and now he’d turned his back on her and fallen asleep. And even when he wasn’t asleep, and she was sure he wasn’t, he was still lying with his back to her, not speaking, not wanting his pleasure and his right.

She had never been so tired before, and still she couldn’t sleep. She lay quietly, not moving, fearing to  disturb Ben, until grey light was beginning to show in the chinks around the cabin doors. Then she slipped out of bed, and dressed herself, and began her day’s work.

On into Birmingham before it was light, and Faith was too tired to be startled by the blast furnaces, too tired to think of her fear as the big warehouses loomed over the canal, and the noise poured over her until she couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, thought she would be deaf and blind and, dear God, please let me go back to the farm, I can’t do this.

 
Ben trudged on down the path, the rope over his shoulder, feeling the blood running warm again despite the pad Faith had sewn into his jacket the night before. The men and women on the other boats turned to stare: a new boat, new people, who were they, then? What was that boat? What was that name?

‘Grey Lady,’ said a man standing by the loading bay, and the word ran down the waiting boats, passed on to the men and the women who couldn’t read the white-painted letters. Grey Lady, Grey Lady, Grey Lady.

‘Who are they, then?’

New boat. New people.

‘Come from Armstrong’s yard. That’s the lad from Armstrong’s yard, down Stourbridge way.’

‘What’s he doing here, then? Lost his place at the yard?’

Coal dust, soot and grit, and it was bright morning somewhere up there, but around Grey Lady the smoky fumes clouded the air, and Faith clung to the tiller and tried not to notice the men and the women staring as they passed. She looked instead at the horses standing waiting while the boats were loaded. Small, most of  them, smaller than the farm horses, and the harness was different.

Ben had stopped walking, he was talking to a man on the path, and Grey Lady was drifting on the water. Somebody shouted at her, angrily, loud words telling her to mind her boat.

She looked round, frightened, saw a horse coming up behind pulling a boat, and didn’t know what to do. Ben had told her but she’d forgotten, and now she was in the way, causing trouble, and there was another boat coming the other way.

‘Mind your boat, woman! Mind your boat!’

What was she to do?

‘Help me, God, please. Help me, Jesus.’

She pushed at the tiller, not knowing if that was what she should be doing, and she couldn’t remember what Ben had told her, but the man stopped shouting and the horse came past, stepping over the line from Grey Lady as it lay on the path, and then the boat with the woman at the tiller, and she nodded at Faith, not unfriendly, just a nod between neighbours, and the boat went on, straight and clear, following the horse.

But that woman had been huge. Faith didn’t think she’d seen a bigger woman. Her arms were like tree branches.

Was that how a boatwoman should be?

Ben had stopped talking to the man: he’d watched her, and the boat coming towards them. He smiled at her, and Faith tried to lift her hand to wave at him, but she was gripping the tiller so tightly she couldn’t let go in time, and when she did, he was looking away again.

It was better, though. She could remember now what he’d said, about letting the line go slack and leaving  room between the bank and the boat so the other boat could get between them, the horse stepping over, as it had, and the boat not getting fouled in their towing line as it rode over, the heavy rope dropping down through the water and lying on the bottom out of the way.

It wasn’t so hard to remember, now she’d seen it. If the man hadn’t shouted at her, she’d have been all right.

Ben moored Grey Lady where she was. There was no point in dragging her through the city while he looked for work. He would go on without her, find a job, then come back. The man on the path had told him where he could ask. The office at the Gas Street Basin would be the best place. They were always busy there.

But it wasn’t so easy.

They weren’t rude to him, but they wouldn’t listen.

‘With lungs like that, lad, the canals are no place for you. No, you find yourself work out in the country somewhere.’

At the next place he tried to breathe quietly, like anybody else, but it was a strain. And there was no work. Next week, maybe, the man said, and Ben nodded, and left, thinking of the few shillings in his pocket.

Next week. Not today. Not without your own horse. Something wrong with your lungs, lad? This is no work for you. There might be work in Stafford, if you can get there. Maybe in a few days.

It was dark by the time he got back to the boat, and Faith met him with a tight, anxious smile. The cabin was warm and clean, but it was bare, too. They had what they needed, or most of it. Other boats, though, had lace plates on the cabin walls, pictures, ornaments; they had white crocheted lace all around the cabin, and  the woodwork was painted in bright colours, with the roses and castles that everyone loved.

Faith had made a meal, and there was tea, and the cabin was clean and tidy, ready for an early start in the morning.

‘Nothing today,’ said Ben, and he tried not to let the worry show in his voice. What if no one would give him work? What would they do? He had married her because he needed a wife to help him on the boat, but that meant two mouths to feed, and if there was no work, that was two people going hungry, and him responsible.

‘There’ll be something tomorrow,’ she said, but there were tears just behind her eyes, and he looked at her, looked a question.

‘We shouldn’t have moored here,’ she said. ‘We were in everyone’s way. They turn the boats here, and there wasn’t room.’

They’d sworn at her, she told him, the men, and the women had been rude, and said there was nothing worse than people like her, knowing nothing and coming on the boats. Getting in the way. After it had happened a few times she’d stayed down in the cabin and not come out when the men had banged on the hatches and the angry voices had been shouting. She’d hoped they’d think there was no one in the cabin, but they could see the smoke, they knew she was there. It had made them shout even louder.

‘I should have known that,’ said Ben. ‘I’ll move her on a bit first thing tomorrow.’

 
He did move her, and he asked one of the boatmen where he could moor out of everyone’s way. The man  pointed on down the canal. Faith couldn’t hear what they said, but they talked for a moment or two, and when the man went on he called something back over his shoulder, and he was smiling.

Faith looked at them both, and her spirits lifted a little. One of the boatmen had smiled at Ben and been friendly. Maybe it would be all right. Maybe they’d manage. It might even be that somebody would smile at her that day, too.

There were factories everywhere she looked, and they all belched their black smoke into the sky. Behind them there were always those furnaces, turning the clouds red. Black dirt lay on the top of the cabin. The ropes she’d scrubbed white had grit lying between the strands. How could she keep her boat clean in a place like this?

Well, she could only try.

She began to wash the cabin sides, and when the next boat went past the woman nodded to her. She didn’t smile, but she did nod, and there were no shouts, nothing nasty.

Faith nodded back, and watched the boat as it went on, the man leading the horse. It had surprised her the first time she saw it, how far ahead the horse went. She was used to the farm horses, pulling the carts and the ploughs, harnessed between the shafts, but these horses, on the long, long rope, were so far ahead the man couldn’t hear even if the woman shouted.

There were children too, living on the boats, and then one went past with a young girl steering. Faith stopped washing the paintwork, and stared.

I’m bigger than her, she thought.

At the bend in the canal the girl leaned against the  long tiller, pushing it with her whole body, not just her arms, the way the big woman had done.

Ah, thought Faith. I can do that.

There was a smile on her face as she watched the boat turn under the bridge. A woman on the path on the other side of the canal saw the smile, and called out something Faith couldn’t catch, but when she looked across the woman was smiling too and a hand was raised in a greeting.

 
At about the same time that Faith was watching the young girl steering the loaded boat Ben stood in the doorway of the shipping-company office and asked for a load for his boat. The man at the desk looked at him long and hard, then said there was copper pipe to go to Warwick. He was short of a boat that week, but only for that week, mind. Take the dun horse, and watch out for him. Don’t approach him face on, he’ll turn.

Ben had learned a bit about boat horses from the boatmen who’d stopped for repairs. A horse that turned away from you and went back down the towpath was dangerous. If the steerer couldn’t get the line free in time, the horse might pull the boat round, and there’d be damage.

Ben didn’t know a lot about horses, but Faith saw they’d been given a bad one, the horse no one else would take.

It was an easy load, not too heavy, but they only managed by working late into the nights and starting early in the mornings. Ben couldn’t leave the horse at all. He had to lead him every step of the way, and couldn’t even walk ahead to set the locks. The dun  gelding was nervous and stubborn, and shied at shadows. At the locks Ben had to tie him, because he couldn’t be trusted to stand. Faith might have handled him better, but that was not the way things were done on the boats. The man took the horse, the woman steered the boat.

They had a bit of luck at Warwick: a load of furniture to take back to Birmingham for a family moving house. Ben had never heard of a boat carrying furniture, but he loaded it without question, glad of the few pounds he’d been offered.

Just before they reached the yard in Birmingham Faith hit the horse on the hock with a mallet.

‘Put his foot in a hole,’ she told Ben. ‘Won’t be fit to go out next week, lame like that.’

The horseman had been annoyed and suspicious, but didn’t go so far as to call Ben a liar, and the manager had been impressed at the time they’d made, even with a bad horse.

‘London,’ he said. ‘Load of iron.’

London? thought Faith. Only three days ago, I was thinking I’d never been further than Stourbridge, and now I’ve been through Birmingham, and I’ve been to Warwick, and I’m going to London. I never dreamed I’d go to London.

It made her nervous, but she was excited, too, and the noise of the blast furnaces didn’t frighten her so much now.

Maybe we’ll manage, she thought.

Then Ben sent money back to Josiah and Kathy, and Faith protested: she’d had plans for the money, a list of items they needed to buy. Why was Ben sending money back to the boatyard?

‘I owe them,’ Ben replied, and for the first time Faith was angry enough to raise her voice at him. She understood his words only in terms of money.

‘You said you owned the boat. You lied to me, Ben Jacardi. You lied to me.’

Ben made no attempt to explain: his wife would have to accept what her husband did, as women must. It was too late now. They were married.

She did accept it. She was, as he had known she would be, hard-working, and she adapted quickly to her new life, although there were aspects of it she found hard. They were delayed in a village outside Birmingham, waiting for a lock to be repaired, and Faith went out for a walk in the countryside. On her way back, she made the mistake of going into the village shop to buy bread.

As she walked through the door the talk stopped, and the people turned to look at her suspiciously. She waited behind them, puzzled and a little afraid, until it was her turn.

‘Are you off the boats?’ the man demanded, and when she said she was he pointed at the door. ‘Be off with you, then. We don’t want your sort here. Go on, take yourself off. This is a shop for respectable people.’

And as she left, the tears starting to her eyes, she heard him again.

‘No better than dirty gypsies, the lot of them.’

But if she was excluded from the outside world, gradually she became accepted by the boat people. Almost everywhere the boaters went they were regarded as strangers, suspicious ones at that, so they had formed, over the years, their own sort of community, a tight, protective one. Very few land-based people found their way  into it, and not all who worked the boats were welcomed. But Faith liked living on the boat, and she made friends with other boatwomen, who showed her how to manage and treated her kindly. Despised as they so often were, it made a change for them, to find somebody to pity. That poor young man with the bad chest, married to an older woman half-way to being a hunchback, and the pair of them new to the canals, although Ben was a boater by virtue of having built them. But kindness cost nothing, and Faith always offered a cup of tea to a woman on a boat moored beside them at night.

So, this is how you keep the toll tickets in the ticket drawer up by the doors so’s they’s always handy, and under that’s the soap hole for your polishing rags, and when you’re settled you’ll be making your lace for the cabin. And a few bits of brass, and a lace plate or two on the wall behind the range, and soon you’ll be as homely and snug as the rest of us, Mrs Jacardi. And when the babies start coming, there’s the side bed for the first, and the cradle goes under here. And these are the shops where they won’t turn you away. Stay out of the little village stores, my dear. We only go to the shops by the cut, where they know us, or in the big towns where they don’t take notice. Not the village stores, Mrs Jacardi.

Faith learned quickly, and learned first that the best boats were the ones that reached their destinations fastest. Up early in the mornings, and get away to be first in the line at the locks, not held up by other boats waiting in front of you. Learn the ways of the canals, learn that some of those bridge holes silt up, and on which side, so you can steer the boat away, and not drag on the sandbars. Learn how to steer the boat so she runs straight, because that makes less work for the animals.

Get there first, and be first in line for the next orders. Learn how to load the boat properly and quickly, and get stronger if you’re not strong enough. Loading coal, using those heavy wooden barrows with the iron-shod wheels, pushing them along the gangplanks if you can’t get the boat in close, and they’re heavy, those barrows. Those iron rims on the wheels can slip if you’re not careful. Watch where Ben wants that coal put, not in the middle, not at first: you have to load in a way that keeps the bottom of the boat straight and flat. If you load something heavy in the middle first, those bottom planks will flex, and that’s bad.

Learn fast, and don’t forget.

Learn to keep your balance on those top planks that run the length of the hold, high up over the water it seems when you look down. Keep your balance even in a strong wind. The top planks are only a few inches wide, and they spring under your feet between the stands on which they rest. Sometimes the men run races on those planks, when there’s a rally. They run along them, jumping from boat to boat.

If she had to walk on them, Faith was timid on the planks, although Ben found them easy.

Learn how to sheet up your boat, with the side cloths up first, the strings passed over the top planks, the top cloths over that, and a strip of canvas over them all to protect them. Learn the words, so you know. Side cloths and top cloths, all tied down neat and tidy, and the ropes scrubbed white.

That’s the work you do when you’re waiting to unload, or load: scrub your ropes and wash down the boat. There’s water in the cut, and it costs nothing, and there’s always rags, so there’s no reason for a dirty boat.  And the best place to do your washing is at the foundries, because there’s always hot water and the men let you use it. We all do our washing when we’re at the foundries.


Grey Lady had been well made, and Faith never told anyone there was money owing on her, so Ben was a Number One, and more deserving of respect than many who had been on the canals since they were born.

The boatman’s cabin, which was all the home they had, was a piece of craftsmanship, with cupboards and doors of solid oak, fitting snug and close. It was only plain wood, but one day it would be painted, and when Faith saw the other boats, she made her plans for painting her own home, so the cabin would be bright with colour and shining brass. Where the table folded up to make the door of the food cupboard she would have a castle painted, with a bridge and maybe a swan on the water. And on the bed hole too, when the bedding was packed away and the board folded up flat, she’d have that painted, and soon she’d make curtains to draw across for the nights.

In the meantime, everything in its own place, everything spotless and shining, the range gleaming black and the brass near white with polishing, and the clothes and the sheets to be washed in the iron tub that was up in the cockpit, boiled until they were spotless. And the clothes to be made, too; this pattern for a man’s shirt, and that for a woman’s, with room enough to move.

Faith listened carefully, and asked for advice, and help if she didn’t understand, so the women relaxed in her company and came to like her. That nice Faith Jacardi, not too full of herself to ask how things should be done. And her cabin, always clean, and that last shirt  she made for her man, nearly as good as I could have done it myself.

Shame about her shoulder, poor soul. And being so much older than her man. But you couldn’t wish for a nicer woman.

Faith had always had to be nice, to keep her place in her own home. She’d had to work harder than any of her brothers or sisters, and hadn’t dared complain. Her mother said the oldest had to work hardest, that was the way of the world, but there was more to it than that, and they both knew it. The ugly and the infirm have to work harder to keep their places, because that’s their apology for being there at all.

When Faith was small it had seemed there was always a new baby in the cradle, and another to come soon. The nearer the time came for the next baby, the harder Faith had to work, because her mother was slow and heavy, and it was as if she had drawn away into herself, saving all her strength for the child that was coming. Most of them died.
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