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      A little happiness, a little sorrow,




      May be awaiting you tomorrow –




      That’s what life is made of anyhow.




      A little tearfulness a little laughter




      And not a care for what comes after




      There’s nothing to be afraid of anyhow.




      For the world rolls on the same old way




      Just as night comes after day




      And none of us can have a say about it,




      So make the most of every minute




      And get your sixty seconds in it,




      ’Cos that’s what life is made of anyhow.




      Ray Noble




      (That’s What Life is Made of)
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  August 1939




  ‘Mom?’




  Silence.




  ‘MOM!’




  ‘What?’ That was her ‘what the hell do you want now?’ voice.




  ‘Come up quick. It’s Lola. She’s dead.’




  A pause from downstairs. We never usually called her Lola. Granny, Nan, filthy-old-cow, depending on who was talking, who listening. I couldn’t call her Granny today somehow, not now

  she’d gone.




  ‘Hang on a tick – let me put this on the gas. Genie? Sure she’s not having you on?’




  God Almighty. ‘I’ll ask her shall I? Lola? You dead, or what?’




  ‘Don’t be so cheeky.’ I heard her footsteps across the back room. Then nothing. Above the mantel there was an oval mirror with a green frame, faded pink flowers stencilled

  round it. I realized she’d stopped, actually stopped to look at her reflection, her pale face which looked gaunt and scooped out under the high cheekbones, thin brown hair twisted in a knot

  at the back, wisps of it always working out of the pins.




  She dragged herself up the stairs eventually, muttering, the martyr as usual. ‘She would go on a Sat’dy morning when no one’s around and your dad’s off playing soldiers.

  As if I haven’t got enough on my plate. What’re we going to do? Oh!’ She clapped her hand over her nose at the door.




  ‘She must’ve messed herself,’ I said.




  ‘As if I couldn’t tell. In this heat too!’




  She hadn’t messed like that before as a rule. Not the full works. Just wet the bed, my bed where I’d had to sleep with her every night for three years, pressed up against the bugs on

  the wall waiting for it, the wet and stink and it seeping across, warm first, then cold.




  Not taking her eyes off Lola, Mom backed over and flung open the window with one hand. We could hear kids playing out the back next door. Then she crept forward, face all screwed up, on tiptoe

  as if she thought Lola was going to explode or jump up and dance a polka. She bent over the bed, keeping her hand on her nose. Long, pointy nose like a pixie, my mom.




  Lola’s hands were lying outside the covers. They’d barely looked like hands for a long while. Had a hard life. They were red like mutton chops, the knuckles tight and swollen, and

  she used to nurse them in her lap when they throbbed. Mom picked one up like she would a dead rat (except she never would pick up a dead rat, she’d get me to do it), her face still looking as

  if someone’d forced a cup of castor oil down her.




  ‘She’s not breathing.’ One hand was still pegged to her nose, the other groping about round Lola’s wrist. ‘She’s gone.’ Dropped the hand and let it fall

  back on the bed. Finally she loosed her nose, staring at Lola’s grey old face. ‘Shame. Looks quite peaceful now, don’t she? You’ll have to clean her up, Genie,

  before we get her laid out. Can’t let her be seen in that state, can we?’ She was over at the door by now. ‘I couldn’t do it. It’d make me bad.’




  So I washed my dead granny that baking hot afternoon. You have to do your duty to the dead, even though she was smelly and vicious and I hated her. She had disgusting habits.

  Taking snuff was one of them and she only had two hankies which I always got the job of washing out. They looked as if a dog had sicked on them and I could never get them any cleaner. She sniffed

  louder than water going down the plughole and gobbed into the fireplace, she soaked me in urine nearly every night and talked a load of gibberish. I’d kneel down in front of her to roll her

  stockings up her sickly white legs with the bacon-burn marks up them from sitting close to the fire all her life, the smell of wee rising off her. Sometimes she’d slap me, hard as she could

  round the face. Brought tears to my eyes. She’d squawk, ‘Bitch! Common little bitch!’ and I knew she meant Mom because she always reckoned Mom wasn’t good enough for her

  darling babby Victor, her youngest and best. Mom wouldn’t lift a finger for her so long as I was around to do it.




  She was still wearing her corset, the colour of old cement, with bits of whalebone sticking out all over the place. I pushed her over on one side which was an effort because I wasn’t much

  of a size, and skinny with it, and she was heavy for such a scrawny old bird. Shoving my shoulder against her, I managed to get her unlaced. She was trying to roll back on me all the time, with me

  gagging at the stink. I took off her lisle stockings, the interlock vest and bloomers and saw all the brown mess between her legs and up her back and in her scraggy little mound of hair down

  there.




  While I was going over her with a rag and a pail of water (cold – Mom said, ‘What’s the use in wasting gas, she’s dead, isn’t she?’) I thought, what would she

  have looked like when she was fifteen? And how with a name like Lola Mavis she ought to have been in a circus act instead of working factories the length and breadth of Birmingham.




  I bent down to squeeze out the rag in the water that looked like stewed tea but didn’t smell at all like it, trying not to drip any on my frock.




  ‘Oh my God!’ I said, straightening up. My heart was pounding like a mad thing and sweat pricked under my arms because I’d have sworn on my own life she moved and I was out of

  that room and down the stairs as if my bloomers were on fire.




  ‘Mom – she moved. She’s not dead. I saw her titties going up and down!’




  ‘No.’ Her hand halted a wooden spoon in the air. ‘You’re seeing things!’




  But we both tiptoed up the stairs and peeped into that room, not knowing what we were scared of except we’d both have screamed like billy-o if there’d been one tiny flicker of

  movement from her. All we could see were the grimy old soles of Lola’s feet and the soiled sheet in a heap on the floor and the enamel bucket and there wasn’t a sound as we moved

  closer. She lay quite, quite still.




  We stood by the bed and suddenly Mom was tittering away like the Laughing Policeman and set me off. I thought this was a bit of all right, Mom being nice to me, us laughing as if we

  couldn’t stop. But we did stop, very sudden, because we saw Lola’s eyes had slid half open and she was watching the pair of us like an old parrot.




  ‘For God’s sake get her eyes closed,’ Mom said, disgusted. ‘I’ll fetch you a couple of pennies.’




  I pushed Lola’s eyes closed and laid a penny and a ha’penny on top, which was all she could find. I covered her, pulling an old sheet up over her twisted feet, the wasted belly which

  had turned out twelve children, three dead, nine living, her papery old bosoms and her mean, crumpled face. I thought how a dead body isn’t just the person who’s left it a few minutes

  ago but a shrine to everyone they’ve ever been. And I also thought thank God I can have the bed to myself instead of perching on the edge waiting for the deluge.




  There was a deluge then, because outside it started to rain like hell and the sky was so low it nearly scraped the rooftops. It felt like a promise of something, like God saying yes, I’ll

  give you a chance, kid. Now you can make things right in your family. Now you can be happy.




  Mom chose to name me Eugenie Victoria Josephine Mary Watkins (I don’t suppose Dad had any say in the matter). At my christening at St Paul’s Church in 1924, he

  leaned over my pram, a father for the first time, and I imagine his round face pink with pride.




  ‘Look at her,’ he said, chucking my cheek. ‘She’ll go far.’




  Nanny Rawson, my other grandmother, stood just behind him, commented, ‘With a gobful of names like that she’ll need to.’




  I don’t know how far he thought I was going, but by 1939 none of us had got further than Brunswick Road, Balsall Heath, where we had a back door as well as a front and our very own flush

  toilet in the garden. I lived with my mom, my dad who was a bus driver, my little brother Eric, seven years younger (Mom’s ‘other mistake’ as she kindly called him), and

  Mom’s brother, Uncle Len. And Lola of course, up until now.




  Nanny Rawson lived nearly half a mile away in Highgate, and Len stopped at home with her up until Mom’s sister, my auntie Lil, had to move back in there with her kids and Len came to live

  with us. He wasn’t quite the full shilling, Uncle Len. No one’d say why, so I took it for granted he must’ve been born that way. He was an enormous bloke. Didn’t just come

  into a room, he took up half of it. He was all right. Sweet natured, and loved to hear people laugh. Not that living with Mom and Dad was ideal on that score.




  He came to us a few months after Lola’d arrived, so our terraced house started to get crowded. Lola and I had had a room each. Mine was the little one at the end and Eric slept in with Mom

  and Dad at the front. But when Len arrived everything had to be juggled round.




  ‘Eric’ll stay in with us,’ Mom decreed. She didn’t object to Eric down at the foot of their bed on his mattress. I suppose someone else in the room helped keep Dad off

  her. ‘And you’ll have to bunk up with Lola at the end.’




  ‘With Lola! But Mom – there’s no room for another bed in there.’




  ‘You won’t need another bed. The one you’ve got now’s three-quarter size. You’ll have to share. It’ll only be for a bit. She can’t last much

  longer.’




  This was appalling news. Lola was revolting enough round the house, but to have to share my bed with her! Being an innocent twelve-year-old, I protested, ‘Well, why can’t I share

  with Len?’




  Mom glowered at me. ‘Don’t talk so silly. Len’s a grown man and he needs a decent room to himself. And besides,’ as she was turning away, ‘he’s not without a

  few funny habits.’




  Typical of her, that was. Never explained things. ‘Don’t run backwards!’ she’d shout at me when I was younger and capering along the pavement. ‘I know someone who

  died doing that.’




  I found out about Len’s funny habits all too quickly. I barged into his room one day and there he was, kneeling on the floor in front of the chamber pot, unbuttoned, with his willy

  clenched in his hand, except it wasn’t like a willy any more. More like a policeman’s truncheon. He didn’t even notice me, he had this grin on his moon face and whatever he was

  doing I could see he was enjoying it. I knew I’d best not say anything to Mom. I carried on sharing with Lola and kept out of Len’s bedroom.




  Len was no trouble though. I was puzzled to notice Mom’d do anything for him, because she certainly didn’t display that attitude to anyone else, not even her pal Stella, and you can

  at least choose your friends. Len just sat about or went for little walks round the local streets. He played tip-cat and football with Eric and me. He looked through Eric’s comics,

  Desperate Dan and Hotspur. He sat in the pub and laughed if someone else was laughing, and people were mostly kind to him. He never had a job in those days. Jobs were hard enough

  to come by for anyone. I grew ever so fond of him. He was more like a big, soft brother to me than a grown up man.




  Dad couldn’t make a fuss about him moving in because he had Lola there already, transforming Mom into one of the saints and martyrs even though I did most of the skivvying. He liked Len.

  Besides, he wasn’t the sort to make a fuss. Quiet man, my dad. He didn’t get up and bang on about anything much. Mom could’ve got away with murder, and often did. Emotional

  murder. Poison darts kept flying his way – ‘Victor, you’re useless, hopeless, no good to anyone . . .’




  She made it quite clear to Eric and me that pregnancy and birth had been the greatest trials of her life and that to compensate her for the ordeal of bringing us into existence we had to bother

  her as little as we could manage. We’d been through the ploys of trying to get her attention by loudness, naughtiness and breaking things, and nothing had worked for long, so we had to learn

  to put up with it and shift for ourselves.




  Mom had days sometimes when she couldn’t even seem to move herself, just sat in a chair staring at the walls. Life weighted her to the floor. She was literally bored stiff. Bored with my

  dad, my solid, reliable dad, who had not an ounce of lightness or fun in him but was all a husband and father should be – except whatever it was she wanted him to be. I know she never loved

  him – not even when they first got married. Lil always said Mom married him to keep up with her pal Stella.




  When I used to hear them talking, Stella and Mom, about their lives, Mom’d say, ‘And then of course I went and married Victor.’ The way she said it it might as well have been,

  ‘And then I died.’




  A lot of women didn’t expect more than they got, but she did. She was romantic and full of dreams. I reckon on those bad days, when her face was strung tight and her hair never came out of

  a scarf and she smoked and snapped and sighed all day, she was looking at her life those last twelve, thirteen, fourteen years and thinking, ‘What a waste.’




  For Eric and me there was Nanny Rawson. She was always there and always, after a fashion, pleased to see us. When Mom sat listless in her chair and said, ‘Oh go out and do summat with

  yourselves,’ we’d often as not shoot up the Moseley Road to our nan’s, me holding Eric’s little hand to keep him off the horse road. Nanny Rawson’d give us a piece

  with jam if she had any and let us play out in the yard with the neighbour’s kids. We’d stay until it was nearly time for bed. When we got home, sometimes Mom had cooked for us.

  Sometimes she was still sitting in her chair, the same cup of cold tea balanced on the arm.




  Course, all the family were at Lola’s funeral in their glory. Dad got back from his camp with the Territorials two days earlier. He joined the TA a year before, after the

  Munich crisis, which I suppose made him feel useful and got him out of the house one evening a week after a shift on the buses, and some weekends. Must have been restful for him. They were training

  him up as a signalman.




  Life was barely worth living in our house the morning we buried Lola. Mom had given Dad hell ever since Lola passed on because he hadn’t been there.




  ‘I couldn’t help it, Doreen,’ he snapped at her finally. He must have been feeling guilty enough already. ‘But I had to go. The way things are there’s going to be a

  war – soon.’




  ‘There’s not going to be a war,’ Mom sneered. ‘They won’t let it happen.’ She looked suddenly frightened. ‘They won’t, will they?’




  She’d been up since crack of dawn, a scarf round her curlers, cutting bread for sandwiches, eggs bobbling noisily in a pan of water. Good job it was only sandwiches because she

  wasn’t the world’s greatest cook. She got everything too dry or too wet and finished it off by burning it. Her rock cakes spread out into black coins of sponge, charred sultanas bulging

  out.




  ‘Who’s coming then?’ I asked.




  Mom sniffed. ‘Don’t know for sure. But some of them’ll most likely turn up.’




  ‘Them’ were some of Dad’s long lost relatives, and she was going to show them what was what. Dad’s brothers and sisters were all scattered about, some in Birmingham, some

  wider still. We weren’t sure where and we never saw any of them. But Mom was determined that she was a cut above whoever might turn up so it was out with a tin of salmon and the house had to

  be spotless.




  The coffin was in the front room taking up most of the space between the whatnot in the window with an aspidistra on the top in a brass pot, leaves snagging on the window nets, and the little

  china cabinet at the back end of the room. The chairs had been pushed to one side, and dead flies dusted out of the vases. Mom liked to keep the front room a bit special so we spent most of our

  time in the back round the table.




  Thing about my mom was, she had dreams of everything all kippers and curtains out on one of the new estates. She’d say names like ‘Glebe Farm, Weoley Castle, Fox Hollies’ with

  a special look in her eye, sort of tasting them on her tongue. New houses with bathrooms and neat little gardens front and back. But she wouldn’t go. It wasn’t Dad stopping her. And we

  weren’t half as hard up as some of the neighbours. Balsall Heath, just a couple of miles south of the middle of Birmingham, may not have been her first choice, but she could at least feel

  she’d gone up in the world because she had a back and a front room and a patch of garden, and she had a set of willow pattern china off the Bull Ring when many a household in the street were

  still drinking out of jam jars. And in the end she needed another kind of security – she’d never move too far from her mom, Nanny Rawson, in her back-house in Highgate.




  It was Nan who’d arranged everything for Lola: the plot in Lodge Hill Cemetery, registering the death, the hearse. Mom had one of her times of deciding she couldn’t cope. But she was

  the one in charge today, pinner over her nightdress, dispensing orders. The house filled up with shouting.




  ‘Doreen – I need a shirt collar . . .’ Dad didn’t tend to move when he needed anything, just sat tight and hoped it would appear.




  ‘Here!’ she hollered up the stairs from the back room. Could bawl like a fishwife she could, when she forgot she was trying to be respectable. She had a collar in one hand, loaf

  under the other arm, the top half buttered. ‘It’s starched.’ Course it was. I’m surprised she didn’t starch his underpants.




  ‘Genie – I want you out scrubbing the front step before you think about getting dressed up. Eric—’ thwack—‘get your hands off. Look – the table’s

  all smears now!’




  ‘I daint mean to,’ Eric snivelled, clutching his smarting ear.




  ‘Genie – just get him out of here. Keep out of my way. And Lenny, sit down, will you? You’re getting me all mithered. At least you’re ready – even if it is hours

  before time.’




  Len launched himself backwards into a chair so the cushion would’ve groaned if it were capable. His clothes were too tight and none of us had had any breakfast, but Len still had the grin

  stuck on his face that had been there since Monday when he got his first ever job, aged twenty-nine. He was going to pack shells at the Austin works, travel out on the bus, the lot, and he was so

  pleased with himself he’d hardly been able to sit still since.




  ‘You’d best go in the garden for a bit,’ I advised Eric. ‘I’ve got to scrub the step.’




  ‘Can’t I come and watch you, Genie?’




  ‘All right. If you have to.’




  I completed my chore in the morning sunlight, made hazier by all the smoke from the factory chimneys. The smell of manure rose from the horse road and there was a whiff in the air of something

  chemical. Eric stood leaning against the front wall, sniffing and idly scuffing his shoes against the brickwork.




  ‘You’d better pack that in,’ I said, ‘or you won’t half get it.’




  Then I was allowed to get changed. I had one decent dress which Mom had knocked up on her old Vesta machine. First time she’d made me anything. It was a pale blue shirtwaister, and I wore

  it with a pair of white button-up shoes which were scuffed grey round the toe-tips and pinched at the sides, but I could at least still get them on. I felt awkward in that dress. That was partly

  because Mom had managed to get the waist too high. And I suppose I didn’t think of myself as a girl – not a proper one, like my friend Teresa, and other girls who liked to dress up. I

  was so skinny, Dad used to say, ‘We could use you as a pull-through for a rifle’ – elbows and knees sticking out and my socks would never stay up. I was supposed to be a woman by

  now, getting ‘bosoms’ and acting grown up. After all, I was out at work. But it was all a flaming nuisance, to my mind. Your monthly coming on, rags chafing in your knickers. I

  didn’t half wish I was a boy sometimes.




  Downstairs in the back room I peeped in the oval mirror. My face looked back at me from the yellow glass, big grey eyes almost too big as my face was so thin and delicate, pointy nose, though

  not sticking out as far as Mom’s. My straight, straight brown hair was parted in the middle and hung thick over my shoulders. Auntie Lil used to say I was prettier than my mom. She

  may’ve said that just to rile Mom of course. I gave myself a smile which brought out my dimple, like a little pool by the right side of my mouth.




  Dad emerged from the stairs and said, ‘You look a picture, Genie. Be nice to see you doll yourself up more often.’ I went pink. Dad seemed to be having trouble turning his head.

  Must’ve been the starch in that collar.




  Mom’d been fussing on the way. ‘Victor, your tie’s not straight. Genie, you take Len into church and make sure he behaves himself. Eric, for pity’s sake

  stop sniffing.’ Poor Eric. Very snotty, my little brother. Whatever the time of year there was always a reservoir of green up his nose.




  They were all waiting outside St Paul’s Church in their Sunday best, a line of desperately polished shoes, and coats even though it was the middle of summer, giving off a smell of

  mothballs. Nanny Rawson had on a navy straw hat and her mud-coloured coat which she’d bought off a lady second-hand, saying you could get away with brown on any occasion. She was a wide lady,

  walked rocking from foot to foot the way you might shift a full barrel of beer. She had an ulcer on her right leg so it was thickly bandaged, and round, muscular calves as if someone had dropped a

  couple of cricket balls down inside her legs. To match her hair she had a bit of a black moustache, which is more than my grandad had. Bald as a pig’s bladder he was. But of course he’d

  been dead ten years by 1939.




  There were a group of four people in shabby clothes and down-at-heel shoes who I thought looked ever so old, and when Dad went to them, red in the face, sweat on his forehead, I realized these

  were some of the uncles and an auntie we never saw. He shook each of their hands or slapped their shoulders, said, ‘Awright are you?’ and couldn’t seem to think of anything else

  to say. Mom was looking down her nose at them, and they shifted about on their feet and looked embarrassed. I went and shook hands too, and one of the men looked nice and kissed me, and they said,

  ‘Hello Eugenie,’ the woman with a sarky note in her voice. I don’t think she was my proper auntie. She just married someone.




  Lil was there with her kids. She had a wide black hat on with a brim which we’d never seen before. Mom sidled up to her nodding her head like a chicken at the hat. ‘Cashed in your

  pawn ticket in time, did you?’




  Dad was saying, ‘Doreen,’ pulling her arm. ‘Remember who we’re burying today, please.’




  ‘I’m hardly likely to forget, Victor,’ brushing his hand off. ‘Since I was the one left to deal with it all while you were off playing soldiers.’




  Dad’s cherub face was all pink now, his voice trembling. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, the Territorial Army does not play soldiers. Don’t you realize just how serious

  . . .’




  Lil started putting her threepence ha’penny in too, her lovely face puckered with annoyance. In a stage whisper she started off, ‘Don’t forget, you stuck up cow, that some of

  us do a job of – Patsy!’ She broke into a yell, catching sight of him leaping gravestones like a goat. ‘Get here – now!’ That was our Lil for you. Scarcely ever got

  through a whole sentence without having to bawl out one of the kids.




  ‘Pack it in, the lot of you,’ Nan hissed at them. ‘They’re staring at us.’ She tilted the straw hat towards the aunt and uncles whose eyes were fixed on us.

  ‘Doreen – go in,’ Nan commanded, still through her teeth. ‘And see if you can keep your gob shut.’




  ‘Come along, Eric.’ Mom flounced off in her mauve and white frock, yanking Eric along in his huge short trousers which reached well below his knobbly knees.




  Dad seemed flustered, not knowing who to sit with, and ended up following me in with Len. I took Len’s hand. ‘Come on – I’ll look after you.’




  He came with me like a little kid. No one wanted to sit in the actual front row so we filed into the second lot of pews. Len’s knees were touching the back of the pew in front, his

  enormous thighs pressed against mine. It wasn’t that he was a fat man, he was just built on a huge scale. He kept looking round at me, pulling faces and grinning.




  ‘S’nice this, Genie, in’t it?’ I think he liked the candles and the coloured glass. He pointed to his fly buttons and said loudly, ‘What if I need to go?’




  ‘You just tell me,’ I whispered. ‘I’ll take you out. Try and keep your voice down, Len.’




  He heard Cathleen, Lil’s three-year-old, laughing behind us, so he started laughing too – hor hor hor – hell of a noise, shoulders going up and down.




  ‘Len.’ I gripped his arm, nervously. ‘You’re not s’posed to be laughing. Lola’s in that coffin up there.’ I pointed at it, flowers on top, the lot.




  ‘In there?’ He pointed a massive finger.




  I nodded. ‘She’s dead – remember?’




  But that set him off even worse and I had to start getting cross and say, ‘Now Len, stop it. You mustn’t.’




  Along our pew Mom was frowning across at Eric for pulling snot up his nose too loudly. Then there was a bawl from behind. Cathleen must’ve pulled Tom’s hair and made him whimper and

  Lil had smacked him one low down on the leg hoping no one’d see. He blarted even louder and Cathleen was grinning away to herself under those angelic blond curls, the mardy little cow. Nanny

  Rawson, next to the aisle in our pew, swivelled round and gave them all the eye from under that hat.




  A train rattled past at the back of the church. At last the Reverend started in on his prayers. ‘We brought nothing into this world and it is certain we carry nothing out . . .’




  I started to feel sorry for old Lola now I couldn’t smell her. Dad was a bit upset and blew his nose a lot. He’d tried to do his best for her. After all, she was his mom, even if she

  was a miserable old bitch. He was forever telling us it was just her age. She wasn’t always like that. Mom’d say, ‘Oh yes she flaming well was.’




  But I sat there and thought what a rotten life she must’ve had. Terrible poverty they lived in when her kids were small. A slum house, not even attic-high, two up, one down on the yard,

  with nine children in the house and never enough to go round. Didn’t make her a kind person. Her husband did his best, from what Dad said, but he was a bit of a waster. My father was her

  little ray of sunshine. Bright at school and had always held down a job. The other kids drifted away and mostly stayed away.




  I looked across at the coffin as we stood up and started in on ‘Abide With Me’. I thought about her old wasted body in there. How she’d climb out of bed very quick and pull her

  clothes up to sit on the chamber pot. Sometimes I’d get a glimpse of something hanging down there, like an egg, white and glistening. She’d sit for an age, grunting and cursing, willing

  urine to flow the way you will a late train to come. Sometimes she’d put her hand up her, try and push it back and relieve herself, and she’d give a moan. Soon as she lay down again

  it’d all come in a rush and I’d be clinging to the edge of the mattress trying to keep as far from her as I could, almost crying at the smell.




  Poor old Lola. Thank God she’d gone.




  ‘I hope they don’t notice I’ve eked the salmon out with milk,’ Mom whispered, stirring the teapot in the kitchen at the back. ‘Here, take these

  through, will you Genie?’




  I carried the sandwiches to the front room, Mom’s willing slave as ever. Willing because I’d have done anything for her if only she’d be glad I existed. She was being quite

  pally-pally with me today because she needed my help.




  Everyone was crushed into the front room except Lil, who’d taken the kids out to let off steam in the garden. Eric and Little Patsy, a year his junior, were brawling on the grass like

  puppies.




  It went all right, just about. Dad’s brothers and sister were either silent or very very jolly and the uncles loosened their threadbare ties, asked each other for a light and stood about

  smoking and sweating. There wasn’t the room to sit down. The auntie spent a lot of time peering in Mom’s china cabinet. They ate all they could and went out saying, ‘We’ll

  have to do this again,’ but all knowing the truth was that it’d be at the next funeral, and departed even more awkward than when they arrived.




  So that left our family with the curling egg sandwiches and nubs of Madeira cake to get on in our usual affectionate way. I stuck with Len and brought him more helpings of food because he could

  eat for ever, his mouth churning away like a mincer.




  Lil had brought the kids back in. She was a stunner, our Lil, and like a flypaper to men. Like Nanny Rawson she looked as though she had a touch of the tar-brush: she had tresses of black hair,

  almond-shaped brown eyes and olive skin, and today she’d got a dab of colour on her lips. Before she had the kids she sometimes used to put curl papers in her hair, and it hung in shiny black

  snakes down her back. Wild as the wind she was then, all high heels and make up. She worked as a french polisher in a toy factory, on gun handles and little carpet sweepers.




  Mom’d always been jealous of her. Lil’s looks of course, for a start, even though she was worn to the bone nowadays with the kids. Lil was chosen as the May Queen when they were kids

  at school and Mom’s never forgiven her for that. But I think another part of her jealousy was Lil moving back in with our nan after her husband died. Well, I say died. Patrick Heaney was his

  name. Cheerful Big Patsy. Mom never liked him. Doesn’t like the Irish full stop, and his other crime was to make Lil happy. Patsy got into a fight one night – more of a friendly by all

  accounts – but the other bloke knocked him over on the kerb and he had a nasty bang on the head. He was never the same after. Turned to the booze, had fits, couldn’t get out of bed of a

  morning. Next thing was they were dragging him out of the canal. It was a shame. Lil was in pieces. But at least while he was alive she really had something with Big Patsy that Mom’d never

  had. You could see it in their eyes. She’d sit in his lap, even after Little Patsy was born. Popped out a couple of kids in as many years.




  But she couldn’t cope on her own, what with holding down a job and the kids and their third child Cathleen being only a titty-babby. Poor Lil.




  Cathleen sat on Lil’s lap and started pulling at her waves of black hair.




  ‘Leave off, will you?’ Lil snapped. ‘Never get a second to yourself with kids, do you? Can’t even fart in peace.’




  ‘Give ’er ’ere,’ Nan said. She took the little girl on to her enormous lap and bounced her until she squealed.




  Lil sat back, tired as usual. Her mouth turned down more nowadays. ‘How about another cuppa tea, Dor, now that lot’ve gone?’




  ‘You know where the kettle is,’ Mom said with her usual charm.




  ‘I’ll get it.’ I went to the kitchen and made tea, not that I expected any thanks for it, and when I got back they were arguing. Mom and Lil that is. Len was shuffling a pack

  of cards. He never played anything, just shuffled. He and Dad usually just sat waiting for the wenches to burn themselves out.




  Our nan had a look in her eye I didn’t quite like. She was sat forward. Cathleen had got down and was on the floor waving her legs in the air, showing off her bloomers.




  ‘Because,’ Nan was saying, ‘it’s the practice run Sat’dy, ain’t it?’




  ‘I’m not sending my kids nowhere,’ Lil said, scraping at egg on Tom’s face with her nails. ‘Whatever Adolf bloody Hitler’s planning.’




  Hitler this, Hitler that, all we ever heard nowadays. I put the tray down, pushing plates aside. Everyone was keyed up about the thought of war war war.




  ‘Your mom’ll need you at ’ome,’ Nanny Rawson said to me. ‘You can look after your dad.’




  ‘Why?’ Lil looked at Mom. In a nasty tone she demanded, ‘Where’re you off to then?’




  ‘With Eric.’




  Eric looked from one to the other of them, mouth full of cake and a hopeless expression on his face. He knew he wasn’t going to get a say.




  ‘You mean you’re sending him? To live with complete strangers?’ Lil was on her high horse. She caught hold of Cathleen and cuddled her tight, doing her best impression of the

  Virgin Mary.




  ‘That’s what we’re supposed to be doing, isn’t it? Or d’you want your kids bombed and gassed like they say they will be?’




  ‘But just sending him off . . . Poor little thing.’ Eric looked about as depressed as anyone would be faced with the choice of bombing and gassing or being sent away to live heaven

  only knew where. ‘Anyhow,’ Lil said. ‘You don’t need to go to the practice. Not as if you’re going with him, is it?’




  Mom was silent for a split second. Everyone stared at her. She stuck her chin out. ‘I thought I’d go.’




  Dad sat up then. News to him, obviously. ‘But Doreen . . .’




  Nan was scandalized. ‘You mean go off – leave Victor and Genie?’




  ‘Not for good. I thought I could just deliver him. Have a look over where he’s going.’




  ‘But you’re not allowed,’ Lil argued. ‘I’d be allowed to go, with Cathleen so young, but you’re not – not unless you’re a helper or you’re .

  . .’ Lil looked ever so suspicious all of a sudden.




  Mom stared back at her, brazen, nose in the air.




  ‘You’re never going to tell them . . .’ Lil started laughing a real nasty laugh. ‘Oh I get it. Well it wouldn’t be the first time, would it? After all, you were

  “expecting” when you got Victor to marry you, weren’t you? Longest pregnancy on record that one. What was it? Fifteen months?’




  Dad had gone nearly purple in the face, to the roots of his hair. Mom stabbed her knife into the last piece of Madeira cake as if she wanted to kill something. ‘You bloody little

  bitch.’ I thought she was going to slap Lil but Nanny Rawson was on her feet pushing them apart.




  ‘That’s enough from the pair of you.’ She stood with her arms outstretched between them.




  ‘She only said she was pregnant so she could beat Stella to the altar!’




  ‘Well at least I’ve still got a husband – I’m not dragging my kids up in the slums.’




  ‘But you don’t give a monkey’s about sending Eric off to live with Christ only knows who . . .’




  ‘That’s why I’m saying I’m expecting you silly cow – so I can get on the train with him . . .’




  I went and sat by Eric, who no one seemed to have given a moment’s thought to.




  ‘Take no notice,’ I said, putting my arm round him.




  ‘Is she going to send me away?’ He had tears in his eyes. ‘Where am I going?’




  ‘Somewhere nice I expect. In the country. See the cows and sheep. It’ll be all right,’ I told him, though I hadn’t the foggiest whether it would or not. ‘Here

  – want a game of snap?’




  Eric nodded, picture of misery.




  ‘Right, now sit yourselves down,’ our Nan was saying. ‘As a mark of respect to Lola, since we ’aven’t seen much of that yet, we’ll ’ave a

  song.’




  ‘I’m not singing with her,’ Mom said.




  ‘That’s what you think.’ Nan got her squeeze box out from the corner and sat with it on her lap, legs apart, skirt pulling tight across her knees.




  ‘She’s wearing red bloomers,’ Eric whispered to me, distracted for a moment.




  ‘Doreen, Lil, stand up. You sing along too, Len,’ Nan urged him.




  I got the cards off Len and played with Eric, and Dad sighed with relief that they’d all stopped carrying on and the two loving sisters started on a song. Nan was fantastic on the

  accordion. She’d picked it up off her dad and she could play the piano too. Just about anything you asked in the way of songs. A gift that, that ran in the family until it got to me,

  apparently. Mom could have a go too, given the chance. She, Lil and Nanny Rawson all had good strong voices. People called them the Andrews Sisters, and they did a turn in the pub now and again.

  Times when they sang were mostly the only occasions when they weren’t arguing.




  So they stood in our front room with the sunlight fading outside and Dad lighting one fag after another to calm his nerves. They sang ‘The Rose of Picardy’ and

  ‘Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay’, blending their voices, and then that new song, ‘The Lambeth Walk’ everyone was mad about. Lil looked so pretty and not tired suddenly, Nan’s

  face was softer than usual and Len was swaying from side to side in his chair, face split by a smile, in heaven.




  Mom looked almost happy while the music was going on. I saw Dad watching her and there were tears in his eyes. Shook me a bit, that. I wondered whether he was thinking about Lola, or about the

  fact that he might soon have to go away, or whether he was wondering the same as I was: why Mom couldn’t find it in her to be happier with him – with all of us.




  Come the end of that week we were in for a surprise. I was working in a pawn shop in Highgate, which disgusted Mom, but it was one of the best jobs I’d had so far. That

  week, as we stood in the little shop on the Moseley Road, we watched a crowd filling sandbags to shore up the factories opposite. Every day there were changes. That Friday I walked home after work

  and saw the last evening rays catching the bloated shape of a barrage balloon, a silky light coming from it. Some people, Mom among them, were still saying, ‘Oh there’s not going to be

  a war.’ But if there was to be no war, what was all this for? Digging trenches in the parks, blackout curtains downstairs, and sending the kids away.




  We’d had the gas masks months. One day when I got home Mom’d said in a grim voice, ‘Look what’s arrived.’ There was a pile of boxes by the door. The masks were most

  off-putting. They looked a bit of a joke with their mouse faces until you put one on. When I pulled it over my face it was so tight, and the smell of rubber made you heave. The leaflets told us

  there’d be wardens round with rattles if we had a gas attack.




  ‘I couldn’t wear that,’ Mom said, shuddering. ‘Make me sick that would.’




  Dad, standing in shirtsleeves at the door, remarked, ‘I don’t s’pose being gassed’d make you feel all that marvellous neither.’




  I didn’t really understand about war. Everyone was forever on about ‘the Last One’ but I wasn’t born till nearly six years after it finished. All I knew was that everyone

  was living on their nerves. Mom was on at Dad because he might have to go away. ‘What did you have to go and join the TA for? Other men of your age aren’t being called up. How

  d’you think I’m going to manage without you here?’ she’d wail. Tears turned on as well. There was a feeling about, excited and deadly serious at the same time, building up

  like the tension in a dog waiting to spring.




  When I walked through the front door that evening I knew something was different. It was quiet, much more so than usual, but I could hear a voice in the back room. A man’s voice. Posh. I

  didn’t know who it was. I pushed the door open and before I’d had a chance even to open my mouth they all said, ‘Ssssh!’ without even looking at me. There they were, all sat

  round the table: Mom, Dad, Eric, Len. And in the middle of the table, shiny and new and absolutely gorgeous, there she was.




  ‘Blimey! Whose—? What—? Whose is it?’




  ‘Sssssh,’ they said again. Len was making gleeful sounds, bouncing up and down in his seat.




  The man’s voice went on for a moment longer, then music started to trickle out into the room. I tiptoed closer and stared. It was a beautiful thing, almost a couple of feet long, encased

  in veneered wood with a dark grain across it as if it had been washed by the sea. On one half of the front was the speaker, the overlaid wood cut into a sunburst. On the other half, set into a

  metal surround, was the dial, with little ebony knobs underneath it. Out from it, louder now, were coming the sounds of violins and trumpets and other instruments all pitching in together, and it

  gave me a queer feeling. Made me want to cry suddenly though I didn’t know why. Even Len went quiet.




  I didn’t get any sense out of anyone until Mom got up to put the kettle on.




  ‘So – whose is it?’




  ‘Len’s. He bought it. First wage packet.’ She moved her mouth close to my ear. ‘We made up the extra for him – saw he had enough.’ Her little brother. The one

  person in the world she’d kill to protect.




  ‘Is that yours then, Len?’ He looked as if he was going to burst, head nodding up and down like crazy.




  ‘Pleased as punch he is,’ Dad said. As if he needed to.




  I squeezed Len’s shoulder. ‘Aren’t you lucky? It’s really smashing.’




  Next day, Mom dragged Eric off to school for his evacuation rehearsal. The schools opened specially, even though it was the summer holidays. Mom had put away her ideas of being

  able to wangle a passage with him now it had dawned on her that Dad might have to go sooner than she’d realized. Eric had to go off with a small holdall for his clothes and a little bag for

  his ‘iron rations’ and his gas mask.




  It was a peaceful morning in one way. Dad sat and read the Sports Argus and we didn’t clear away breakfast for a good hour. Len settled himself down by his wireless and kept

  twiddling the dial, catching torn up bits of sound until he heard something he fancied.




  I was supposed to be cooking lunch, but I sat down for a bit too, feeling that without Mom around I could leave my hair loose and straggly and no one would tick me off for the grubby stains on

  my frock. I stretched my legs out in front of me, seeing how skinny and pale they looked, and wished I didn’t have a figure like a clothes-horse. But all the time worries about Eric kept

  flickering through my mind and I had a queasy ball of tension inside me. I thought about my family all being split up and suddenly they didn’t seem so bad any more and I wanted things to stay

  as they were.




  ‘Dad?’




  ‘Mm?’




  ‘If there’s a war will you have to go straight away?’




  He laid the paper down in his lap and looked ahead. Outside someone was having a fire and rags of smoke kept drifting past the window. ‘Could be any time now, love.’




  ‘Oh.’ The music carried on quietly behind us.




  Dad turned his head to look at me. ‘I know I’m not all your mother would want . . .’ He couldn’t seem to finish that bit. ‘You will look after her for me,

  won’t you?’




  I nodded and he looked away again. ‘You’re a good wench.’




  That morning, while we were waiting and wondering, I heard a singer who was to become one of my favourites. Her voice came from the wireless strong and dark as gravy browning. We sat quite still

  while she was singing. The second she’d finished, Len pointed at the wireless and said, ‘Gloria.’




  ‘What you on about, Len? They said her name was Anne Shelton.’




  He shook his head hard and pointed again. ‘Gloria.’




  I realized he meant the wireless itself, and I saw how much it suited her. Glorious Gloria. From then on she was never known as anything but Gloria.




  One Wednesday night we were all listening to Band Waggon, all in stitches at Arthur Askey, Len laughing at us laughing – hor hor hor – out of his belly. We

  had Gloria turned up high and I thought she was the best thing that had ever happened because before that I never ever remember us all sitting laughing together. Even Mom looked happy, and I saw

  Dad watching her, all hopeful.




  And then she stopped. Right in the middle of it, no more Gloria. Len was out of his chair, wild at the knobs. ‘Gloria . . . Gloria . . .’ Not listening to Mom, who was trying to say,

  ‘Lenny, it’s OK, it’s just the accumulator . . .’




  Len sank back on his chair and blubbed, fat slugs of tears rolling from his eyes and his shoulders shaking as if there was an earthquake. ‘Gloria . . . Gloria!’




  ‘LEN!’ Mom bawled down his ear. ‘GLORIA WILL BE ALL RIGHT. WE NEED TO TOP UP HER ACCUMULATOR!’ To the rest of us, she said, ‘Listen to me. Gloria. Getting

  as bad as he is.’




  She got through to him in the end and he stopped crying, but his face was dismal. He spent the rest of the evening with Gloria in his lap, lying across his thighs as if she was an injured

  cat.




  I took the accumulator in on my way to work the next day. There was a cycle shop on Stoney Lane would top them up for you. I’d never given much thought to what was in them before, but I

  soon found out because the aroma of spilt acid in that shop made my eyes water. It was eating into the floor.




  ‘You got a spare?’ the bloke asked.




  We hadn’t, though I thought we’d better get one so’s not to have this performance every time.




  ‘I’ll be back for it after work,’ I told him.




  So, come the evening I handed over threepence, and it would have been worth a shilling just to see Len’s face when I walked in with it. Gloria was on again straight away in time for

  The Six O’Clock News.




  Those last days of August we still waited and waited. It was like being held under water.




  The groups of people gossiping in Nan’s shop were saying, ‘Let’s get it over with if it’s coming. Just let us know one way or the other.’




  It was a time full of instructions. Leaflets through the door, the papers, and of course Gloria, who took our hands and led us into the war, giving out advice and information as we went. Hearing

  the voices which came from her was like someone sat right there in the back room with you. And she gave us relief from it, letting our minds slip away into plays and stories and songs.




  The newspapers were different. On 31 August Dad brought home the Birmingham Mail. There was the banner across the front, stark in black and white:




  EVACUATION TOMORROW . . . BRITAIN AWAITS HITLER’S REPLY.




  





  September 1939




  ‘Genie? can I come in with you?’




  It was before dawn. I could just see Eric’s outline in the doorway of my room.




  ‘What’s up?’




  He came silently up to my bed. ‘She’s sending me away, ain’t she?’




  I pulled the bed open. ‘Here – hop in.’




  ‘Ain’t she?’ His toes were chilly against my leg.




  ‘She thinks it’s for the best. You don’t want that nasty man Hitler dropping bombs on you, do you, Eric?’




  His tousled head moved from side to side against my chest. I put my arms round him, scrawny little bit that he was, and pulled the sheet close round us.




  ‘Little Patsy’s not going.’




  ‘But the Spinis are – Francesca and Giovanna and Tony – even Luke.’ My friend Teresa’s brothers and sisters.




  ‘They’ll all be together . . . I’ll be all on my own.’




  ‘You never know – you might be able to go with them.’




  But he was already crying, snuffling like a kitten, a hand pressing on one of my titties, such as I had.




  ‘Don’t wanna go. I don’t wanna.’




  ‘Now Eric – it won’t be for long,’ I kept telling him. ‘It’ll be for the best. Mom only wants the best for you.’




  I lay holding him, hoping that was the truth.




  Mom stood by the open back door with a packet of Players, blowing smoke across our thin strip of garden. I went out to use the privy. There were cobwebs under the roof, cut out

  squares of the Gazette on a string, and no seat. I sat on the cold white enamel feeling a breeze under the door. When I came out, a bird was singing. A thin mesh of cloud covered the sky

  but the air was growing warm. It was about six-thirty.




  Mom stood with one arm wrapped round the waist of her cotton nightdress, her bit of stomach pushing out from under it, other hand holding the cigarette in front of her face. Her skin looked

  pasty, nose shiny with night sweat. She was often like that, miles away, but this time her expression was drawn and frightened. I didn’t even think she’d seen me, until she said,

  ‘What’re we going to do?’




  I stared at her. I was angry at her for sending Eric away, and angrier because I knew she was right: there was going to be a war and none of us knew what would happen, and we were all confused

  and frightened.




  ‘How d’you mean?’




  ‘I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.’




  You’re the mom, I thought, not me. What you asking me for?




  ‘Mrs Spini’s got four to send,’ I said, stepping past her.




  ‘Thought she wasn’t going to.’




  ‘Changed her mind.’




  ‘Typical.’ Tutting. ‘Italians.’




  I filled the teapot. Mom turned, slit-eyed, smoke unfurling from her nose. ‘I’m only doing what I’m told, you know Genie.’ She pointed in, towards Gloria. ‘She

  – I mean they – say that’s what we’ve got to do. This is an evacuation area. So we’re s’posed to evacuate.’




  ‘Well that’s all right then, isn’ it?’




  ‘What are you looking at me like that for then?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ I could feel the tears coming on. I turned away.




  We heard my dad coming down. The stair door pushed open into the back room.




  ‘It’s right, in’t it Victor?’




  ‘What is?’ He was stood there in his shirt and underpants.




  ‘Sending Eric out of harm’s way.’




  Dad looked in some amazement into Mom’s pinched, foxy face and saw that for the first time any of us could remember she was actually asking his advice. He pulled his shoulders back and

  stroked the reddish stubble on his chin. ‘I should say so. If that’s what they’re saying.’




  ‘Where is he, anyhow?’




  ‘In my bed. Still asleep. He came in in the night, crying.’




  ‘Shame.’ Mom stubbed out her cigarette, grey ash dirtying a white saucer. ‘Better get him up. It’s an early start.’ She went to the bread bin and fished out the

  stub end of a loaf. ‘I’ll make him a piece. He’ll need summat on his stomach.’




  Eric had to leave as soon as he’d had breakfast. His little bag and his gas mask stood forlornly in the hall. He clung to me, bawling his eyes out, and I was in tears

  myself. Hadn’t thought how much I’d miss him, even though he’d been stuck to me like my shadow all his life. There’d be no more Eric sneaking out after school with jam jars

  to sell for a ha’penny each, or driving us mad with that clattering go-cart of his with the back wheel falling off. No more walks to Cannon Hill Park to ‘get him from under my

  feet’ with a stale crust for the ducks. He suddenly seemed the most precious person I knew, my baby brother.




  ‘Can’t you come with me, sis?’ he sobbed, already in his little gaberdine coat.




  ‘I’ve got to get to work, Eric. Mom’ll look after you. We’ll see you soon.’ Someone had their hands round my throat. ‘Won’t be for long.’




  Mom didn’t say much, couldn’t. I did my best to hide most of my tears until they were away down the road. I stood waving him off, him turning, cap on his head, silver streaks of

  dried tears on his cheeks and new ones coming. He was twisting round, trying to wave, right the way to the corner. Then they were gone.




  I had a proper cry then, upstairs. Dad had gone out the back. I suppose he was upset too. After, I blew my nose, pulled myself together and hurried to work. I thought of Eric all the way there,

  wondering where he’d end up, what it was like outside Birmingham, and what an unknown family somewhere would make of the arrival of my snotty-nosed brother, Eric Rudolph Valentino

  Watkins.




  Palmer’s was on the Moseley Road, its golden balls hanging outside. It was a dark little shop and stank a bit inside of course, of frowsty clothes and camphor, of the gas

  lamp that was kept burning most of the time so we could see to write out the tickets, and of Mr Palmer’s fags.




  He was already in when I got there. He was ever so old – seemed it to me – fifty-something at least, with half-moon glasses, a paunchy stomach and grey hair greased flat to his head.

  The whites of his eyes had gone yellow, maybe from smoking, like his fingers. He was a shrewd operator, Mr Palmer, but well capable of kindness.




  ‘Ready for the Friday rush, Genie?’ he said as I walked in, shivering in the dank shop in my cotton dress.




  I liked Fridays. Payday – everyone coming to redeem the Sunday outfits they’d pawned on Monday for a bit of extra to see them through the week, and many would stop for a chat.

  We’d see them all back in the next Monday.




  ‘ ’Ere I am again,’ one lady used to say. ‘In out, in out, quick as me old man on a Sat’dy night.’ Took me a minute or two to work out what she was on

  about.




  ‘You get busy then,’ Mr Palmer said. He was half way through a fag and didn’t seem to be planning on shifting himself. I started tidying bits and bobs, dusting the crocks.

  He’d told me he’d never seen the place so organized before I came along.




  That was my trouble with jobs. If I wasn’t kept on the run I got bored. And not just a bit yawning bored, but screaming and running round the room sort of bored. I’d done all sorts:

  sticking Bo-Peep stickers on babies’ cots, taking calls for a taxi firm where I got so fed up I gave the windows a going over in my spare time . . . Soon as it got too slow my head filled

  with fog and my legs went heavy as brass weights. That was when it was time to look for something else.




  As I was tidying I heard a click, and a voice said, ‘. . . we’re on number twelve platform at Waterloo Station . . .’




  My head jerked up. ‘A wireless!’




  Mr Palmer nodded, pleased with himself. It was at the end of the counter, a little box with a curved top and nothing like as grand as Gloria, but the reception was quite clear.




  ‘Thought I’d bring it in,’ he said, through a cloud of blue smoke. ‘Didn’t want to miss anything. Funny times these.’




  ‘. . . the train’s in,’ the voice was saying, ‘and the children are just arriving . . . the tiny tots in front . . . they’re all merry and bright, we haven’t

  had a single child crying and I think they’re all looking forward to this little adventure . . . The whistle goes, the children are looking out . . . and in a moment this train moves out to

  an unknown destination . . .’ We heard the sound of the train chugging hard and loud, finally dying away. I thought of Eric sobbing his little heart out. Was he the only child in England not

  ‘merry and bright’?




  ‘You all right?’ Mr Palmer asked. He twizzled the knob and the wireless went off.




  I started to fill up a bit then. ‘It’s my brother Eric. He’s eight. He’s gone today.’




  Mr Palmer tutted and shook his head. ‘Terrible,’ he said. ‘They said they had it all sorted out the last time. Mind you, wench, it’s for the best. They say this

  one’ll start with bombing. If my kids were young I’d want ’em right out of it. Anyhow—’ he winked at me— ‘they reckon if anything happens it’ll be

  finished by Christmas.’




  The rush started, with all the Sunday best going out again, as if it was going to be just any old normal weekend. Then we heard Mrs Wiles coming. She lived round the corner on Balsall Heath Road

  and she’d bring in bundles for the neighbours. You could hear her coming from half way up the road, pushing the rottenest old wheelbarrow you’ve ever seen.




  Mr Palmer turned to give me a wink. ‘Oh – ’ere we go.’




  The first we saw of her was her behind because she turned and shoved the door with it, too hard, so it flew open and the bell almost turned itself over ringing. She pulled the barrow down over

  the step with a loud ‘thunk’ so I wondered if that would be its last time, and stood blinking for a second or two, in her old man’s cloth cap, a sacking apron and man’s

  boots tied with string. She can’t have been much different in age from my nan, but her face looked like an old potato.




  ‘Mrs Johnson wants two shilling for this,’ she said, picking up Mrs Johnson’s bundle of washing.




  Mr Palmer looked her in the eye over his glasses. ‘One and nine.’




  ‘Two shilling. She wants two shilling.’




  ‘One and nine.’




  Every week it was the same, and the look she gave him, I was laughing that much bent over the counter that I could barely write out the tickets.




  ‘Oh you bloody fool,’ she said, screwing up her leathery face. ‘Oh, you old miser.’




  They went through this with every bundle on the barrow. She counted and recounted the coins Mr Palmer gave her, and pushed them into a little pouch which she had tucked into her waistband.




  This was all part of the normal performance. But what wasn’t part of it was that this week she looked a lot more agitated than usual, couldn’t seem to find her waist at all and was

  pulling at her long skirt as if she thought something might drop out of it. Then she started making funny noises like a guinea pig. Mr Palmer glanced anxiously at me.




  ‘You all right, Mrs Wiles?’ He pulled up the flap in the counter to get through and then just stood there while Mrs Wiles suddenly clutched at her chest, fingers clenched and head

  back pulling the chicken skin under her chin tight, and then dropped to the floor, pawn tickets fluttering from her.




  ‘Oh Lor’,’ Mr Palmer said, looking down at her. ‘Genie – what do we do?’




  ‘Her pulse.’ I ducked under too and knelt by Mrs Wiles’s slumped body. ‘I’ll feel for her pulse. You go and get help.’




  Mr Palmer charged out of the shop, probably faster than he’d moved in thirty years, and I found myself alone once again with a dead old lady. Because she was dead. I felt the faint pulse

  flicker, then disappear in her wrist. I folded her hands together over her chest, except one of them kept dropping off. Other customers started coming in.




  ‘What’s Mrs Wiles doing down there?’ the first woman asked.




  ‘She’s dead.’ My knees were shaking.




  ‘Oh you poor kid! Did she just . . .? Where’s Reg Palmer?’




  I shrugged. ‘Gone to get help.’




  By the time Mr Palmer came back with Mrs Palmer, who was fat and usually jolly but not at the moment as someone’d just died, there was quite a crowd in the shop, waiting with their tickets

  and standing round the walls because Mrs Wiles was taking up such a lot of the floor.




  ‘Her son’s coming,’ Mrs Palmer said after tutting. ‘He’s arranging transport. In the meantime . . .’




  Since we couldn’t leave Mrs Wiles where she was, the Palmers and I stowed her behind the counter. Mrs P found an old sheet on a shelf.




  ‘No one’ll be wanting that back now,’ someone remarked.




  Course, there was barely room to move behind there, and I had to work with one foot on either side of her legs.




  When things had settled down a bit Mr Palmer said, ‘Oi – it’s news time.’ It was ten-thirty. He switched on the wireless.




  The customers in the shop stood stock still as we heard it. Afterwards, everyone was coming in with their lips all in position as they got through the door to say, ‘Have you heard? I

  suppose you’ll have heard by now?’ It was on everyone’s face. ‘They’ve gone into Poland. The Germans have invaded Poland. We’re for it now.’ One lady was

  crying. Her son was twenty and she hadn’t forgotten the last war, lost two brothers.




  What about my dad? I wondered. The air crackled with goings on, with nerves. I knew everything was changing and everyone thought it was very serious, that the kerbstones on the Moseley Road had

  been painted black and white for the blackout, that my brother had been taken from us.




  It wasn’t until the afternoon that Carl Wiles turned up to pick up his mom, and then not with very good grace. I saw Mrs Wiles carted out to his van like a sack of onions. I wondered if

  anyone had ever really loved her. And I thought, surely, surely there’s got to be more to existence than slaving your fingers to the bone all your life and then dropping dead in a pawn shop

  and no one really caring whether you do or not?




  The thought of Mom in a soggy heap was too much for me straight after work so I went to my nan’s, which felt just as much like home. I knew I could tell her about Mrs

  Wiles passing on in front of me and she’d listen.




  Belgrave Road was a wide, main street sloping down from the Moseley Road to the Bristol Road. Nan lived almost at the top, had done for years, in one of the yards down an entry behind the shops.

  As you went down the hill the houses gradually got bigger and bigger and at the bottom end there were some really posh ones. Nanny Rawson started her working life in one of those, in service to a

  family called the Spiegels, soon after the turn of the century. She didn’t get paid in money, they gave her bits of clothes and food instead. She’d lived in three different houses in

  Belgrave Road, and, as Mom was forever reminding us, Nan brought up her three surviving children at about the same level of poverty as everyone else in the back-to-back courts of houses. Poor as

  grinding poor back then, after the Great War, not knowing from one day to the next if my grandad would be in work or out of it, drunk or sober. Their clothes shop was the heap tipped out in the

  yard by the rag and bone man.




  ‘We couldn’t shop three days ahead in them days,’ Mom’d say (oh, here we go). ‘It was hand to mouth. Your grandad was out of work and your nan in the factory, until

  she got that shop . . . You got an ounce of jam at a time in a cup, if you was lucky. Your nan was up in the brew’us at five in the morning doing other people’s washing to make ends

  meet.’ Mom’d never forget it, scrubbing at the top of shoes with barely any soles on them, never knowing a full stomach, coats on the bed and the house lousy and falling down round

  their ears. Nan had struggled to give her kids better and Mom knew to hold on tight to what she’d got.




  The road was full of the smell of hops from Dare’s Brewery and the whiff of sawn wood from the timber merchant’s down opposite Hick Street. On the corner stood the Belgrave Hotel,

  and Nan’s huckster’s shop was across the road with a cobbled entry running along the side of it which ran into the yard. The shop’s windows had advertisements stuck to them for

  Brasso, Cadbury’s, Vimto and such a collection of others that you could hardly see in or out. Her house, which backed on to the shop, was attic-high – three floors, one room on each,

  and in the downstairs you could walk through the scullery, lift up a little wooden counter and you were in the shop.




  I was almost there when Nan’s shop door flew open, bell jangling like mad, and two girls tumbled out shrieking and spitting like cats. One had a heap of blond hair and long, spindly legs

  pushed into a pair of ankle-wobbling high black patent heels. The other had crimpy red hair and a skin-tight skirt, scarlet with big white polka dots, and showing a mass of mottled leg.




  ‘You mardy old bitch!’ the blonde yelled into the shop at the top of her lungs. As she did so, she caught her heel in the brick pavement and fell over backwards, white legs waving.

  ‘Now look what you’ve made me do, you fucking cow!’




  The redhead was helping her up. ‘You wanna watch it – we can have you seen to, grandma . . .’




  Nanny Rawson loomed in the doorway, enormous in her flowery pinner crossed over at the back, face grimmer than a storm at sea. Bandaged leg or no, she was out of that door in a jiffy, giving the

  redhead a whopping clout round the face that nearly floored her. The girl set up a train-whistle shriek, as much from wounded pride as from pain, which brought people out of the shops to stare and

  grin.




  ‘All right, Edith?’ someone shouted. ‘That’s right – you give ’em one!’ Nanny Rawson ignored them.




  ‘Get this straight,’ she barked at the girls. ‘You may be Morgan’s latest tarts but while you’re in my shop you behave like proper ’uman beings and keep a

  civil tongue in your ’eads. Don’t come in ’ere showing off to me. And if you want to come through and up my stairs—’




  ‘They ain’t your stairs, they’re Morgan’s,’ the redhead retorted, hand pressed to her cheek. ‘And there’s bugger all you can do about it. ’Cept

  move of course, and do everyone a favour.’




  Nan bunched her hand into a fist and the redhead quailed. ‘Don’t hit me again!’ she pleaded, backing off.




  The blonde had got to her feet by this time. Now I was closer I saw she had pale, pitted skin, thickly caked in powder, and can’t have been that much older than me. If she’d been

  thinking of having another go at Nan she changed her mind, knowing she’d more than met her match, and turned on me instead. ‘And what d’you think you’re gawping at, you nosy

  little bitch?’




  Nanny Rawson suddenly saw me too, and she didn’t like her family getting involved with Morgan and his women. She rounded on the girls. ‘Get inside there quick. For my own state of

  health I’m going to forget I ever saw you.’ As they teetered back in through the door she shouted after them, ‘Coming to him two at a time. It’s disgusting!’ There was

  a cheer from the bystanders which Nanny Rawson, on her dignity, completely ignored.




  Her run-ins with the landlord Morgan and his endless parade of ‘young trollops’ had been going on since she started renting the place nigh on sixteen years ago, and she and Morgan, a

  scrawny, over-sexed weasel of a man, were growing old together. When Nan first got the shop she was desperate to keep the lease and was beholden to Morgan for keeping the rent low. Now she’d

  been here this long she wasn’t going anywhere for anyone and Morgan knew he’d never get a better tenant. It had developed into a contest – who could hold out there the longest.

  But the fact that the only way to get to the upstairs was through the shop meant that Nan had had her nose rubbed in his preoccupations week in, week out, and even after all this time there was no

  chance of her accepting it.




  As soon as the girls disappeared it was as if nothing had happened. Suddenly her face was full of doom. Hitler. Poland.




  ‘What you doing ’ere?’ she demanded.




  ‘Come to see you, what else?’




  ‘You don’t look too good – seen your mother, ’ave you?’




  ‘No. Why?’




  She jerked her head towards the door. ‘You’d best come in.’




  Nan’s shop had seemed like a magic palace to me when I was a kid. You couldn’t see across the room much better than you could through the windows, there was that much stuff in there.

  She sold everything you could think of: sweets, kids’ corduroy trousers, balls of string, gas mantles, mendits for pots and pans, paraffin, safety pins, scrubbing brushes. There were

  glass-fronted wooden cabinets where I used to bend down and breathe on the glass, see my ghostly eyes disappear into mist. Inside, rows of little wooden drawers held all sorts of bits and bobs,

  spools of cotton, hooks and eyes, ribbons. There were flypapers, brushes and paraffin lamps from the ceiling, and shelves round the sides and across the middle.




  Nan folded her arms and stared at me. ‘You’d best get home. Doreen’ll need you. It’s your dad. Soon as the news came out this morning they started calling up the

  territorials – ’e’s already gone.’




  ‘Gone?’ I couldn’t understand her for a minute. ‘Where?’




  ‘Into the army, Genie.’ She softened, seeing the shock on my face. It was all too much in one day. Eric, Mrs Wiles, and now this. ‘He’s not far away. He’ll be back

  to see you. Come on—’ She led me by the shoulder, through the back into the house. ‘Your mother’ll cope while you have a cup of tea. It’s just as much of a shock for

  you as for ’er, though no doubt she won’t see it that way.’




  I sat by the kitchen table which was scrubbed almost white. Nan’s house was always immaculate, even with Lil’s kids living there. She still prepared all her food on the old

  blackleaded range which gleamed with Zebo polish. She rocked round the table from foot to foot, rattling spoons, taking the teapot to empty the dregs in the drain outside. I looked at her handsome,

  tired face. Always here, Nan was. Always had been, with her hair, still good and dark now, pinned up at the back. She’d always been the one who looked after everyone: Doreen this, Len that,

  Lil the other. Slow old Len always here, round her, until he came to us. And now she was half bringing up the next generation.
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