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  One




  ‘Aggie? Come ’ere and peg these out for me!’




  Though her mother’s shrill call could not have failed to reach her ears, Aggie didn’t move from the front window where she stood peering out at the street, her little sister May

  balanced on her right hip, clinging to her like a monkey.




  Aggie was a slender but sturdy twelve-year-old, her solemn face sprinkled with freckles and flyaway red hair cut severely at jaw length. May, who was three, looked quite different, her hair dark

  and curly, eyes a gravy brown.




  Upstairs, Dad was coughing.




  Though barefoot, Aggie was too caught up in her own thoughts to notice the cold or anything else, like her grandmother’s tutting from behind her. Aggie moved even closer to the window, the

  ragged net curtain bunched in her left hand. There was a long singe mark at the bottom edge where Dad had fallen asleep with his Woodbine too close to it. Nanna said they’d been lucky the

  whole house hadn’t gone up.




  ‘Aggie Green,’ she whispered, ‘took a stand by the window, where her enemies could not see her. They had no idea that Aggie was on their trail . . .’ That’s how

  spies talked, she thought, though she didn’t really know.




  Outside, passers-by were like blurred ghosts in the murk. A feeble winter sun was just beginning to strain through a fog that was so thick you could hardly see the houses on the other side. The

  terraces faced each other like a resigned old married couple across Lilac Street, in an ordinary Birmingham neighbourhood.




  ‘Aggie!’ It was a furious shriek now.




  ‘Coming, Mom!’




  But still she didn’t obey.




  ‘Better shift yerself, wench.’ Nanna’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Or there’ll be trouble.’




  Nanna was perched on the edge of the sagging horsehair sofa, ‘keeping out of the road’ – which meant out from under the feet of her daughter Jen, Aggie’s mother, who was

  not in the most reasonable of moods.




  Aggie’s grandmother, Freda Adams, was dressed, as usual, in black from head to foot. She sat ramrod straight, her right arm holding up her walking stick, the other massaging her sore hip,

  wincing now and again. The cold in the room didn’t help. Some people had nice front parlours, kept for best. Theirs was an overspill room with only the old sofa in it. The fireplace held no

  comfort, just a pile of cold ash. But Nanna seemed to be able to sit endlessly waiting, as if her whole life had been made of patience.




  It was Saturday. Aggie’s two brothers and her other sister had all been sent out to play, out of the way, but May, the youngest, had a cold and Mom had kept Aggie, the eldest, in to

  help.




  As well as spying, Aggie was waiting for Mrs Southgate to come out of her house two doors down, to go to the shops, and she never went anywhere without Lily. Lily was four, a year older than

  May, and sometimes at the weekend, Mrs Southgate would let Aggie bring May into her house, or for a special treat they’d go out for a little walk to Small Heath Park where the girls could

  play and listen to the band.




  But instead of Rose Southgate, something else caught her eye. Two little lads, about seven and eight, were sneaking down the road with some string and a look of mischief on their faces.




  ‘Look at them two,’ Aggie said to May. She hoicked May further up on her hip, then rested one of her feet on the other, trying to warm them. ‘Ooh, they’d better not be

  going to Mrs Taylor’s – bet they are!’




  Aggie could see what the boys were up to. They were going to tie string to someone’s knocker and probably the one next door as well and sneak round into the entry to pull the string.




  ‘What’s going on out there?’ Nanna asked.




  Pointing for May, Aggie said, ‘Look, see – the knocker’ll go bang and there won’t be no one there.’ May watched with wide eyes. ‘They’re going to Mrs

  Taylor’s,’ she told her grandmother.




  ‘Ooh,’ Nanna said, sucking air in through her remaining teeth with a look of mischief. ‘There’ll be fireworks.’ She looked at Aggie, po-faced, then winked.




  Aggie wished they lived over the other side, so that she could see Mrs Taylor come cursing to her door. Even though Phyllis Taylor was an upright, religious woman who sailed around with an air

  of being above everyone else, when provoked enough she would drop her lah-di-dah voice and swear like a trooper and that was all part of the fun.




  A moment later though, before there was any hope of the knock-knock trick, Aggie saw Mrs Taylor herself come storming along the street in one of her hats.




  ‘Aggie!’ Jen Green erupted into the room, sleeves rolled, apron on. ‘Why d’you ’ave to make me call you a dozen times? As if I haven’t got enough on my plate

  with him,’ she jerked her head towards the floor above, ‘in bed again.’ She shot her mother a look which implied without much doubt that she was part of what was on her

  plate as well.




  ‘What’s got into you, wench? What’re you gawping at?’




  She came over, about to administer a slap, but seeing Aggie’s intent gaze, she was drawn to the window.




  ‘Ooh, my – look at that! What’s up with Her Majesty?’




  Jen Green was a short, plump woman with the vivid red hair which her mother, Freda Adams, had once had and which had been inherited by some of her children. She wore it scraped back into a

  half-made bun from which bits were escaping. Today her face had an especially sallow, sickly look. Though she was in her mid-thirties she looked older, worn out by hard work and poverty. But her

  permanent air of being put upon was counteracted by the girlish, upturned angle of her nose, which made her appear more cheerful than she felt a lot of the time, with a sick husband, a mother and

  five children to look after.




  Aggie could smell her mother’s sweat mixed with rough washing soap as she leaned over her. Jen absent-mindedly reached round and stroked May’s head and Aggie watched with jealous

  hunger. When was Mom ever nice to her like that? All she got was being ordered around.




  ‘What’s going on then?’ Nanna asked again, never one to be left out.




  ‘Ooh – that one looks as if she’s lost a pound and found threepence!’ Jen’s breath steamed the glass. ‘And oh, my –’ She giggled. ‘Look at

  that hat!’




  Mrs Taylor was striding away along the street. She was a huge, swarthy-faced, handsome woman, built altogether on a grand scale and today seeming to hold herself even more loomingly than usual.

  She was given to extravagant dress. She had on her usual bottle-green coat and a wide-brimmed hat, its brim positively bristling with fruit and feathers all round. And there was a bursting,

  storm-cloud look to her.




  Jen leaned closer to the window as Mrs Taylor receded along the street.




  ‘Don’t pull that curtain out too far, Aggie – she’ll see us. Blimey, she looks like one of them tanks. No one’d better get in her way – she’ll

  flatten ’em!’




  Craning their necks, they watched until Phyllis Taylor’s fearsome figure had disappeared past the Mission Hall at the end and out of sight.




  ‘I wonder what’s eating her?’ Jen said, moving back from the window. ‘Anyway, miss – the washing . . .’




  ‘P’r’aps it’s ’cause Dolly’s come home,’ Aggie interrupted.




  Jen turned, frowning. ‘What – Dolly Taylor? How d’you know?’




  ‘I saw her, this morning, in the road with her hat on and a bundle. She never saw me – she was all sort of bent over.’




  ‘I s’pect it was the next one up you saw – Rachel,’ Nanna said. ‘You’d be hard pushed to tell ’em apart.’




  ‘No,’ Aggie insisted. ‘It were Dolly, I know it was.’




  ‘Well, there you are,’ Jen said, digesting this gossip with relish. ‘She’s supposedly in service with some Mrs Lah-di-Dah or other – out Sutton way I think it was.

  I wonder what that one’s doing back so soon.’




  ‘She might be paying a visit, mightn’t she?’ Aggie suggested, lowering May to the floor, despite her squeaks of protest. ‘No, get down, May – you’re doing my

  back in.’




  ‘She might,’ her mother said with the tart air of someone who knows better. ‘And she might not. Now come and get these bits of clothes out for me before it flaming well

  rains.’




  The Terraces were the better end of the street. They were cramped two-up two-down little houses, but most of them had attics and since a couple of years back, they also had a

  tap inside. After the back-to-back houses Jen had grown up in, with only one room on the ground floor and a shared tap out in the yard, they seemed like luxury. Many of them housed business

  workshops as well as domestic life: a silver-mirror maker, a brush manufacturer, a barber and a coal merchant just to name a few, as well as Price’s fried fish shop next to the Mission Hall,

  sending its mouth-watering fishy, vinegary smells along the street. Opposite Price’s was the all-purpose huckster’s shop run by Dorrie Davis, the queen of gossip. At the other end,

  towards Larches Street, the buildings came out in a rash of back-to-back houses arranged around courts, like the Mansions at the very bottom, where Aggie’s friend Babs Skinner lived.




  Lilac Street was a crowded, sooty-faced, workaday place, the houses full and the streets teeming with children. One thing it was, without a doubt, was full of life.




  







  Two




  Phyllis Taylor had to get out of the house.




  Had to, or she’d have knocked Dolly’s block off. Knocked her from here into next week.




  The girl had turned up before they’d even finished breakfast, the four of them round the table, her older three children, all of them neatly dressed and heading off to their jobs: Charles

  at a successful printer’s works, which among other things printed Christian tracts, Susanna to the draper’s in town and Rachel to Mrs Dunne for whom she worked as an assistant milliner.

  In struts Dolly, no hint of a warning, carrying a bundle and with that look on her. So damn pretty, her Dolly, with her sultry eyes – and that figure. Of all her girls she reminded Phyllis

  most of herself at the same age – reminded her far too much, in fact. But today Dolly’s face was pale and sweaty as a summer cheese. As soon as she’d staggered through to the back

  room she fell on to a chair and pushed her head down between her knees.




  ‘What in heaven’s name’re you doing here?’ Susanna demanded. She’d been about to get up and ready herself for work.




  Charles had had his Bible open at the table and he closed it with a thud, as if to protect it from infection. Rachel, eighteen and the next up in age from Dolly, just stared, horrified.




  ‘Oh, Mom!’ Dolly burst out. ‘Oh – I don’t feel well!’ And she fled out to the privy.




  They all gaped at the empty chair.




  ‘Go on, all of you – out,’ Phyllis commanded the others ominously. ‘I’ll get to the bottom of this.’




  And the others, as they normally did – even Rachel – obeyed without question.




  Dolly came back in, wincing at the sour taste in her mouth. She poured herself a cup of tea and sat cradling it in front of her, her hands mauve with cold. She had dried her

  tears now but she kept her eyes cast down.




  A dangerous silence stretched across the table. Rage flickered in Phyllis like a pilot light about to erupt into flames. There were her three good-looking, respectable children and here was

  Dolly, the little bint. After all the chances she’d had of a decent start, she had flown in the face of all her mother’s wishes and advice and gone into service. Service of all

  things! Jobs were terribly hard to come by, it was true. The men who’d come back from the war wanted their jobs back and there weren’t enough to go round. Some of them were reduced to

  begging on the street. The trick, she had advised the girls, was to take on women’s work – hats and clothes – the sort of thing a man wouldn’t want.




  But when had her youngest ever listened to her advice? Thought she knew everything, that one. ‘What I want is to get away from you,’ Dolly had raged. But she’d stopped

  raging now, the stupid, wicked girl – oh, yes! Phyllis knew what was coming. Just at that moment she wanted to reach over and slap Dolly’s pert little face.




  At last, in a strangled voice she said, ‘Well, madam – what’ve you got to say for yourself?’




  Dolly raised her dark eyes. ‘She told on me – that mean, spiteful little bitch!’ she burst out, more tears running down her cheeks. ‘I hate her!’




  Phyllis was thrown by this. ‘What d’you mean?’




  Dolly gave a sharp, angry sigh, dashing away the tears with the back of her hand. ‘That Lizzie, the tweeny who slept in the same room as me. She was spying on me! She heard me

  being—’




  ‘You’re expecting, aren’t you? You’ve got a bun in the oven, a bastard baby, you filthy little hussy!’




  The words roared out of Phyllis’s mouth before Dolly could even finish.




  The two of them stared at each other then, their eyes stretched wide by the terrible truth that had been spoken. For a few seconds Dolly met her mother’s gaze defiantly, then she crumpled,

  head in her hands.




  ‘What’m I going to do? She’s given me my notice and no references. Oh, Lord, I’m sorry, Mom – it wasn’t my fault . . . What’s going to become of

  me?’




  It was then, looking at her daughter’s thin, heaving shoulders, that Phyllis knew she had to leave the house. She seized her coat and hat and yanked the door open, storming along the road,

  before she had even managed to master her expression or the enraged pounding of her feet on the pavement. She tried to slow down. Stop making an exhibition of yourself. All the nosey

  parkers round here would be prying, asking questions, out to drag her down . . .




  But it was almost impossible to contain her bursting fury. Here they were, getting somewhere in the world, with Susanna promised to that nice David boy and Charles training to be a lay preacher.

  And here was Dolly, about to disgrace them all. She had to do anything, anything at this moment except be in the same room as that reckless, wayward, stupid girl of hers.

  Otherwise she’d most likely take the poker to her and give her the hiding of her life.




  Jen Green, Aggie’s mother, dragged herself up the stairs, pulling on the rail Tommy had fixed to the wall. She stopped halfway up, feeling sick and faint. Reaching the

  top at last, she could already hear her husband’s coughing from behind their bedroom door.




  When she went in, he was curled up on his side, as if trying to get warm. She felt her innards clutch at the sight of him. All she could see was a tuft of his dark hair which was getting quite

  long, and this tiny, almost childlike figure under the blanket. She kept trying to tell herself he had a dose of his bronchitis, that he was not getting thinner by the day, that this was nothing

  unusual. He’d always been sickly, boy and man, but he’d always bounced back. She kept telling him they ought to get the doctor, but he was adamant – no doctors.




  Hearing her, he turned his head, then painfully rolled over. He gathered his face into a grin. In a rasping whisper he said, ‘Hello, kid.’




  ‘D’you want a cuppa tea?’ she asked, sounding irritable when she meant to be tender but somehow it came out wrong. She felt so anyhow herself today and she knew, with terrible

  foreboding, just why she was feeling sick.




  ‘Ar – that’d be nice,’ he said.




  ‘You’d better eat summat.’ For a moment she perched wearily on the side of the bed.




  Tommy moved his hand dismissively. He had no appetite.




  ‘Just a piece of bread – just summat,’ she argued. ‘You’ve got to get yourself stronger.’




  Tommy sighed. ‘All right, wench. If you say so.’




  ‘I do,’ she said, more softly now. She wanted to crawl into bed with him, to hold him tight, to sleep. But there was far too much to be done.




  ‘Feeling any better?’ she asked.




  Tommy swallowed. ‘Course – course I am. I was just thinking about old Bob Stevens. Dunno why.’




  Jen smiled. Bob had been a childhood friend of theirs. His family lived next to Tommy’s in one of the back-to-back courts in Balsall Heath. Jen had grown up in an almost identical house

  further along the street. Both of them were full of pride that they had managed to move up into a proper terrace. They worked hard to pay the rent, but it was worth it for not just a front door but

  a back as well and more rooms to call their own.




  ‘He was a mad sod,’ Jen said. ‘What made you think of him?’




  Tommy began to smile, but he caught his breath and started coughing, jerked to a sitting position by his need to breathe. His lungs seemed to foam and rattle and he coughed up a load of stuff

  into his piece of rag. Jen went to sit by him, horrified by the sound. As the fit passed she ran her hand down his back. His ribs were like piano keys. Oh, God, she thought, horrified

  again. Her mind swam away from the implications of this, of just how ill he was and how stubborn.




  ‘I’ll go and get you your tea,’ she said.




  He lay back, too exhausted to answer.




  Jen went downstairs with a cold, frightened feeling wrapping itself round her heart.




  







  Three




  Rose Southgate had woken early that morning.




  It was dark, save for a faint blur of light seeping round the curtains.




  She knew she had woken because of Lily, though at that moment she could hear nothing except Harry’s breathing beside her, his quiet, almost surreptitious breaths. She called this his

  ‘sleep of the dead’ when he went quiet like that and she could barely tell he was there beside her. At other times, in the small hours he would let out yells, sometimes jerk up to sit

  panting, in what seemed terrible anguish. This had gone on all through the six years of their marriage, but if she offered comfort – he seemed so frightened and distraught – or asked

  him about it once daylight had returned, he pushed her away furiously, refusing to talk about it. So she had given up asking.




  Lily was out there, she knew. Despite the silence, Rose could sense her through the door. She could picture her, in her little white nightshirt, her long, ghostly hair in a plait down her back

  – without the plait there were such tangles and tears in the morning – sitting waiting on the top step in the cold. She imagined the chill of her soft little feet.




  Rose lifted up her head to listen. Yes, there it was – a tiny creak of the floorboard at the top of the stairs. Lily was waiting. She knew never to knock or come into their bedroom. Harry

  wouldn’t have it. He was so touchy about everything.




  Hardly breathing, Rose shifted the bedclothes off her and in a smooth, almost melting motion, removed herself from the bed. Snatching up her long cardigan she crept to the door, which was

  unlatched in readiness. It opened with a squeak and she looked back at Harry, but he slept on. She crept out, drawing the door closed again and in the gloom, smiled down at the person most beloved

  to her in all the world.




  ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ she whispered. Even being away from Harry’s sleeping presence made her feel light-hearted. Lily was looking up at her. ‘Shall we go and light the

  fire? Find our shoes?’




  The two of them linked hands and slid silently downstairs, each with their long fair hair in a braid. They looked as if they could have been sisters just as well as mother and daughter, a

  twenty-one-year gap between them.




  The clock in the back room said six-fifteen. Lily curled up in a chair and Rose put a blanket over her while she, mousey quiet out of habit, dealt with the coal bucket and lit the range to warm

  the house and boil water. While they waited for the water, Rose did a few little jobs tidying up and folding some dry washing. She made tea, and warm milk for Lily.




  ‘Can I have a story, Mom?’




  Rose pushed the chair as close to the range as possible and sat Lily on her lap, both of them under the blanket, and they cuddled up and read Lily’s favourite story. It was called

  Ameliaranne and the Green Umbrella. A kind lady at the church called Mrs Muriel Wood had given it to her, along with some other little tales which had belonged to her daughter. Poor Mrs

  Wood had lost her husband and daughter Elizabeth to the Spanish influenza and was left with just her little boy, Oliver, who did not like girls’ books. Lily loved the stories and could not

  hear the adventures of Ameliaranne Stiggins enough times.




  Her daughter’s head on her shoulder, her warm, sweet weight in her lap, Rose read softly and sipped her tea. With the story finished she put the book down and wrapped her arms around Lily,

  looking out over her head.




  ‘’Nother one, Mom?’ Lily said hopefully.




  ‘In a minute, dear.’




  Rose let out a long sigh. If only it could always be like this: just her and Lily, snug and warm together. The fact that the books had belonged to poor Muriel Wood’s little girl made

  Lily’s sweet, warm existence even more precious.




  ‘Make sure you always read, won’t you?’ she said suddenly. Lily looked round at her. ‘Once you get to school – you read and learn all you can and make the best of

  things, won’t you?’




  Lily, barely understanding her but aware that this seemed important, nodded solemnly.




  ‘Good girl,’ Rose said.




  Silently, she thought, So you don’t have to end up like me.




  She had a pot of porridge ready for when Harry came down. He went silently out to the privy to relieve himself, then stood shaving in the scullery in his shirtsleeves. Rose

  watched him, standing at an angle to him where she knew he could not see her in the little rectangular mirror.




  Harry was just a year older than her. He was a strong, stocky man with bristly black hair, swarthy skin and very dark brown eyes. By trade he was a painter and decorator, a job in which the

  summer was the best time, so in the winter he tried to make up his earnings by doing odd jobs. Yesterday he had been out fixing someone’s back door. He was strong and competent. He had once

  also been lively and humorous, in those early days, and now and again his old self popped out. Increasingly, he was a mystery to Rose and a hostile one at that. She knew it was partly her fault

  – but not all, surely? The war had made strangers of some men.




  Patting the damp from his newly shaved cheeks, Harry sat at the table and when she served his porridge, he gave a low grunt which she knew was a thank-you of a kind. She poured tea. Lily sat

  watching him, warily. Rose also sat down, trying to gauge his mood.




  ‘What will you do today?’ she asked finally. His Saturday afternoons were either football or fishing.




  Harry finished his mouthful and looked up, peering out of the window. The sight of the brightness outside seemed to cheer him.




  ‘We’re gonna finish that little job from yesterday.’ He chewed, swallowed. ‘Then I’ll take my rod out.’ There was a time they’d have laughed at him

  saying that, but not now.




  So he’d be out all afternoon. Harry was a keen fisherman, even just in the cut – but he liked to go further afield to do it, often cycling right out of town with the rod strapped to

  his bike.




  ‘That’s nice,’ she said. ‘Looks a good day for it.’ A weight lifted from her at the thought of him being out all that time. She’d be able to sew. That set of

  place linen was almost finished.




  ‘Ar – it does.’ Harry looked up then and gave her almost a smile. Rose smiled back and Lily beamed in delight.




  ‘You going fishing, Dad?’




  ‘Shame you’re not a lad – you could come with me.’




  It rankled with him all the time that he had no son. That she was so unwilling to give him more children.




  ‘You could teach her,’ Rose said pleasantly, knowing he never would.




  He seemed in a good mood. She’d try asking now, she thought.




  ‘The thing is, Harry – love – I was thinking . . . It’s time we had someone in to tune the piano.’




  ‘What? That old thing? Nah –’ He scraped his bowl out and flung the spoon down. ‘What d’yer think you’re going to use for money then, eh? Middle of the

  winter? Forget it – the damn thing’s no use anyway.’




  ‘But I want Lily to have a few lessons soon.’ Rose tried to speak sweetly, persuasively. She could see Harry’s chin jutting already in opposition. She quelled her own anger.

  Why was he so mean and stubborn about everything? ‘She’s nearly old enough and I only know a little bit, hardly anything. Mrs Wood’d teach her for next to nothing, I’m sure.

  She’s said so. And playing my mother’s piano – it’d be nice to hear her . . .’




  ‘Piano lessons!’ He pushed his chair back scornfully. ‘What bloody use is any of that? You can forget that idea – all your airs and graces and frills. I’m not

  wasting good money on your fancy ideas. If I had my way I’d sell the rotten thing, taking up half the room . . .’




  He went out to the back again and Rose knew he had gone to sort out his fishing tackle.




  ‘But you’re not going to get your way,’ she whispered to herself. She had been stowing away the money for it. Harry didn’t know she still sewed, how good she was at

  embroidery or about Mrs Lacey over in Moseley, who was eager to buy the things she made . . . One day, when it was safe, she would get the piano tuned.




  ‘Is Daddy cross?’ Lily asked. She was an anxious child. His moods moved across them like clouds in the wind.




  ‘Oh, no!’ Rose said brightly. ‘Your dad’s all right. He’s going out fishing. Tell you what, if it stays sunny, shall we see if Aggie and May want to come to the

  park with us?’




  Lily brightened up immediately.




  ‘Ooh, yes – can I take my hoop?’




  ‘Of course you can,’ Rose said. She caught sight of her husband through the back window, doing something intricate to his line, his eyes narrowed, intent. She thought how odd it was

  that she lived with this man and tried to find in herself a grain of tenderness for him, but it slid away from her grasp.




  







  Four




  ‘Can we come in and see yer?’




  Rose opened the door that Saturday afternoon to find the two little girls hand in hand, shivering, gazing up at her pleadingly. The brief burst of sunshine was over and a bitter wind was blowing

  the smoke from all the chimneys horizontally along the rooftops. Aggie’s teeth were chattering and May’s face was stained with a crusty mixture of tears and snot.




  ‘Only,’ Aggie told her, ‘our mom says I’m to take May out from under her feet, but it’s cold out here and it’s making May bad.’




  ‘Didn’t you think to put a coat on?’ Rose scolded gently, before realizing she had been tactless.




  ‘I ain’t got a coat,’ Aggie said, in a voice which implied that the thought of having such a thing had never occurred to her. She was wearing a brown skirt cut down to fit,

  after a fashion, the hem rucked up in a thick ridge round her shins. Her shoes were clumpy charity boots like so many of the children wore. May at least had an extra jumper on which came down

  almost to her knees, but the child seemed to be full of cold.




  Poor little mites, Rose thought. She smiled. She was glad of company, even if it was that of a couple of snotty children.




  ‘Come in then,’ she said. ‘I was thinking of going to the park today, but the wind’s turned so bitter. I think we’ll have to blow the cobwebs away another day.

  We’ll settle by the fire instead, shall we?’




  Aggie could think of nothing more blissful than to spend a cosy afternoon with Mrs Southgate and Lily. She knew that lately she’d been rather neglecting her friend Babs.

  But Aggie adored Rose Southgate: she was pretty and kind. Mom was forever keeping on at her, do this, do that but Rose had a soft, musical voice and she didn’t shout. Aggie wanted to be

  exactly like her when she grew up and to have a little girl with long flaxen hair and no other children, just one to dress up like a princess and buy her the prettiest shoes she could find instead

  of charity boots from the Mail newspaper like the ones Aggie had to clump about in, blistering her feet.




  And she loved the house as well. There was a calmness and order in Mrs Southgate’s house. She thought it was beautiful and found it soothing.




  She looked around cautiously as they went inside. Sometimes a lady called Mrs Wood was there too. And was Mr Southgate in? He was a big, gloomy, mostly bad-tempered man and Aggie was scared of

  him. Mom said he was like the other men who’d ‘come back’.




  ‘Even the ones with all their arms and legs are no use to anyone half the time,’ she’d say sorrowfully. Her own husband, Tommy, had stayed, having failed every medical for the

  army.




  ‘No one else is here,’ Rose said, seeing Aggie’s unease. ‘Just Lily – she’s having a little sleep. I expect she’ll wake up soon. Come and get

  warm.’




  It was such a relief to be in out of the gritty wind. There was a fire in the iron grate in the front room – oh, so nice compared with their house! – and Aggie and May settled

  shivering on the soft little rug by the hearth. In the Greens’ front room the only thing on the floor was a peg rug, ancient and worn to a brown, grimy colour from all the traffic of feet

  passing over it mixed with soot. There was nothing rich or fine about the Southgates’ front parlour. Nearly everything they had was old and worn, but Rose kept it very nice and she was good

  with her hands. There was a modest-sized table and chairs near the window and the little wool rug was woven in lively patterns of crimson, white, blue and black. The sight of the colours made Aggie

  happy. The curtains were dark red, patterned with white and grey flowers, and Rose kept everything well polished and dusted. On the mantel there were china animals and jugs and a picture of Lily.

  There were a few brasses at the side of the grate and a gleaming copper coal scuttle. Most special of all was the piano, standing against the back wall, also polished to a sheen. Sometimes Rose

  would open it and show Aggie middle C and how to pick out an octave.




  ‘What’s up with you, little May?’ Rose knelt beside her.




  ‘Oh, our mom wanted us out from under her feet. Mom’s feeling a bit any’ow – and our nanna,’ Aggie said, stroking the soft rug under her as if it was a dog and

  basking in the fire’s heat. It was making one side of her face hot and prickly.




  ‘Oh, I see,’ Rose said. ‘But May seems a bit poorly too.’




  Aggie nodded absently. One or other of them was forever streaming with snot – this didn’t seem anything worth remarking on.




  ‘And how’s your poor father?’




  Aggie shrugged. She didn’t want to think about it. ‘Can I see the book?’ she asked eagerly.




  One of the treasures Aggie loved at Mrs Southgate’s house was something she called a commonplace book. She wrote things inside which caught her fancy: snippets from the newspaper, poems,

  sayings, even recipes and all sorts. And she had the most beautiful curling handwriting that Aggie had ever seen. She had told Aggie she’d been in service once to some nice people who had

  taught her a lot of things. Aggie thought Mrs Southgate was a magical person being able to write like that and embroider so beautifully as well.




  ‘All right – if you like.’ There was a sigh in her voice as Rose got up, though Aggie didn’t notice it and it had nothing to do with her.




  The precious notebook was bound in dark red leather. Rose handed it to her and May came and craned over Aggie’s shoulder as she turned the pages, the blue-black ink looping graciously

  along the lines.




  ‘Stop that sniffing, May,’ Aggie said irritably, covering her ear for a moment. May was like her shadow, forever there. She just wanted a few moments to herself. But May leaned

  against her shoulder, wriggling. Aggie, tensed against her sister’s weight, tried to ignore her. She read from the first page, immediately caught up in the words,




  

    

      



      There is no place where Earth’s Sorrows




      are more felt than up in Heaven,




      There is no place where Earth’s failings




      Have such Kindly Judgement Given . . .


    


  




  Then further down:




  

    

      The Kiss of the Sun for Pardon,




      The Song of the Birds for Mirth,




      One is nearer God’s Heart in a Garden




      Than anywhere else on Earth.


    


  




  At the bottom of the page it said:




  

    

      Cure for Chilblains:




      ½ oz sulphur of zinc




      ½ oz sugar of lead




      ½ pint of Water, hot or cold – Not to be Taken.




      

        

          Bathed.—OR Turnip Poultice.


        


      


    


  




  Leafing through she saw page after page of long poems, all very neatly copied, and all, Aggie knew, containing sentiments of love and hope which had the power to make her heart feel like a bird

  fluttering about in her chest. But she skipped over them to the page she was really looking for, at the back where Rose kept her clippings.




  It was where she had first heard about Mata Hari. There was a picture postcard of her stuck into the book and Aggie drank in the sight. Mata Hari was dressed in a luxurious gold gown, low-cut at

  the front and sweeping the ground. The outfit was topped by a headdress which made her appear to have jewelled gold horns. She was half turned towards the camera with her arm across her body,

  bowing slightly, a purple sash draping from her waist. Aggie stared back at her dark, teasing eyes. Dancer, circus performer, spy – all the things Aggie thought the most exciting in the world

  and this woman had done them all! But beside the picture postcard was a clipping, headed: Mata Hari Put to Death by Firing Squad in Paris.




  The first time she had found the picture she had stared entranced. She had never seen anyone in her life who looked in the least like Mata Hari, and her name made her sound so foreign and

  mysterious!




  ‘What’s a spy?’ she had asked Mrs Southgate.




  ‘It’s someone who finds out other people’s business,’ Rose said. ‘Who goes poking their nose in, I suppose you’d say. The French thought she was trying to

  find out their secrets for the Germans and that because of her, a lot of French soldiers died.’




  Aggie could barely imagine such big actions with their terrible consequences. She just knew that she felt very small and rough in her cut-down clothes and boots, and Mata Hari looked like

  something out of heaven.




  ‘That’s bad,’ she said finally. ‘Ain’t it?’




  ‘If it was true, it is, yes.’




  ‘But . . .’ Aggie had stared and stared. How could anyone so gorgeous have done anything bad? ‘Is there good spying – as well as bad?’




  Rose laughed. ‘Well, I suppose there must be – it depends whose side you’re on and what you’re finding out.’




  ‘What d’you have to do – to be a spy?’




  Rose shrugged, seeming amused by her agog interest. ‘I don’t know. I think you have to keep your eyes open, find out things. A bit like one of those detectives – Sherlock

  Holmes. You have to look for clues.’




  Aggie’s eyes widened. This was the most exciting thing she had ever heard! And if there was one thing Aggie longed for in her life apart from a pair of pretty shoes, and for Dad to be

  better, it was excitement.




  Now, every time she came to Rose Southgate’s house she asked to see the picture of Mata Hari and wondered how you started out if you wanted to be a spy. Rose said you had to find out

  things. So Aggie spent a lot of time peering out of windows (listening at doors being almost unnecessary in her house as you could hear most things through the floorboards without much special

  effort). She told her friend Babs about Mata Hari so that they could spy together, though Babs wasn’t as keen as her.




  There were a few details she had already found out. Watching the street, the first things she noticed were the movements of Mary Crewe. She was called Mad Mary because she was mad. She

  smoked like a chimney and went about with a shawl swaddled up in her arms and rocked it as if it was a real baby. She lived in one of the two courts at the Mansions at the end of the road, opposite

  the Eagle, Dad’s favourite watering hole. Babs lived in one of the six houses in Number One Court, at 4/1 The Mansions, and Mary Crewe in the next yard, at 6/2 with her elder sister Eliza, a

  thin, worn-out-looking woman. Aggie had started to notice that quite regularly, early in the mornings, Mad Mary left Eliza’s and her humble house in her grubby clothes, her hair a greasy mat

  as usual, and came lurching and puffing and muttering hurriedly along the road, carrying the ‘babby’.




  She had seen day-to-day things: all the little businesses opening up along the street, and the way Dorrie Davis, a matron in her forties with her shop at number one, who was always ‘so

  mithered it wears me down’, seemed to be out in the street an awful lot, spreading gossip, even though she was forever complaining she was ‘chained to that shop’.




  And she had seen other things. Sad things. Across the road at number six was a lady called Irene Best. Mr Best had been gassed in the war and hardly ever came out of the house, only just now and

  then, to be pushed along to church. Mom went over to call on Irene sometimes. When she came back she’d be shaking her head. It would make her gentler with everyone for a while and she’d

  say it all made you know when you were well off. A few days ago Aggie had seen Irene Best, a tall, painfully thin lady, come out of her house to go shopping. She closed the front door and, just for

  a moment, leaned her head against it. Aggie, young as she was and ignorant of adult feeling, could sense the despair and exhaustion in every line of her and almost wished she hadn’t witnessed

  this moment.




  And this morning, Dolly Taylor had come sneaking home early in the morning, her head down, hurrying along as if she didn’t want to be seen . . .




  What good any of this information was to her, Aggie had no idea. But everything she saw, every action, had taken on a heightened importance, as if everyone in the street was on a mission or

  scheme and it was up to her to find out what it was.




  That afternoon though, all she wanted to do was revel in the loveliness of being in Mrs Southgate’s house. She and May settled in for a cosy afternoon playing with Lily and eating bread

  which Rose cooked on the fire to make delicious toast, and for the first time that day, she was warm.




  







  Five




  Phyllis spent the rest of the morning doing battle.




  She stormed down to the shops, and somehow managed to get round and gather up fish and bread, spuds and fruit and veg, returning with a big leafy cabbage sticking out of her bag. All the while

  in her head thumped a livid refrain: She wants a damn good hiding, that girl, that she does . . .




  Her rage was almost uncontainable. All that she’d done to raise herself and bring up a decent family; all that she’d put behind her never to see the light of day again. And this

  little bit, little hussy flouncing in, threatening to tear it apart, to throw her mother’s struggles and efforts down the drain like so much slop! The way she felt she could have

  ranted and shrieked in the street fit to be dragged off to the asylum.




  But that wasn’t all she’d been thinking – not by a long chalk. In between selecting apples and carrots and greens, all the time another part of her mind had been in a fury of

  activity, surging this way and that, forming plans, discarding them, making calculations. No one must know . . . Ever. They would not be disgraced. Not Phyllis Taylor or her

  family. Not after all she had won for herself. Gossip and sniggering and pointing fingers; she’d do anything to avoid that.




  It came to her halfway along the Ladypool Road. The sounds died around her, the other shoppers, shoulders hunched against the weather, were all invisible to her. She stopped dead, oblivious to

  the cold, the smells of smoke and dung and butcher’s offal. Even the woman who cursed when she all but slammed into the back of her, Phyllis barely noticed.




  She didn’t remember the walk home and arrived at her front door surprised to see it suddenly before her. Steeling herself, she pushed it open, preparing for the sight of that girl . .

  .




  Dolly was slumped on the table, asleep, head resting on her arms next to the willow pattern milk jug. She had very dark chestnut hair which was plaited and coiled up in a loose bun. Phyllis

  could see everything very clearly, every hair of her daughter’s strong, dark eyebrows, where they burrowed into her pale skin, the dull gleam of kirby grips in her hair. Dolly was wearing a

  cream blouse with a cardigan over the top and against the black wool her face looked very pale and young.




  Dolly seemed to sense, rather than hear, her mother standing over her and opened her eyes. She sat up slowly, pulling a face at the feel of her queasy innards.




  ‘Mom!’ she said, alarmed, seeing the expression on Phyllis’s face and trying to lean away from her as if expecting a blow.




  Phyllis set her bags down and with a menacing air, pulled out another chair and sat down.




  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Now you’re going to tell me whose it is.’




  Dolly hugged herself miserably. She kept her gaze fixed on the table. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’




  Phyllis slammed her hand down, grabbing Dolly’s.




  ‘You come with me.’




  ‘Mom, don’t! I don’t feel well!’




  She dragged Dolly into the front parlour, her pride and joy with its solid, elegant chairs, its deep rust-coloured curtains and all the ornaments Phyllis had collected over the years, saving any

  spare penny for them and, heaven knew, there’d been precious few at times. She pulled Dolly over to the fireplace with its shining coal scuttle, tongs and poker, the china ornaments –

  animals and little children – the clock and the pretty bowl at one end. At the other, lavishly framed, stood the photograph of her and James Taylor on their wedding day.




  ‘See this? That was the best day of my life, that was. And everything that came after.’




  There they stood, arm in arm outside the Methodist church, both dark haired and tall, smart and magnificent looking, she in cream tulle; oh, yes, they had had a good wedding. James lived very

  carefully, but his family were not poor. Her husband was a tall man, striking to look at with his prominent cheekbones and that blade-like nose which Susanna had inherited. People noticed James.

  And she had entered into all that, into his kind of life. Meeting him had changed everything about her, and she had risen fiercely to the change, all of which she wanted. She had learned to speak

  differently, to lead the most upright of lives; to try and be all that he required. She had won his mother over, the way she had fitted in and become so devout. And James Taylor had gained the

  woman he needed to satisfy the vigorous, hungrily passionate side of him, the side for which God was not enough.




  ‘You looked nice, Mom,’ Dolly said carefully.




  Phyllis put the picture back and turned on her daughter. ‘I’m not having a little bit like you drive a cart and horses through everything we built – I’ve built,

  since he was taken from me. You’ve no idea, that’s your trouble! Don’t you want your father to look down and be proud of you?’




  Dolly nodded miserably.




  ‘Now – you tell me. It didn’t get there by itself, did it? Who spawned the little bastard?’




  Dolly bit her lip, tears welling. ‘Don’t talk like that, Mom!’




  ‘Answer me, wench!’




  There was a long silence, then Dolly half whispered, ‘I’m not saying.’




  ‘Not saying!’ Phyllis roared, before remembering to lower her voice. She pushed Dolly through to the kitchen again and she sank down at the table. ‘Don’t give me that.

  You spit it out, Dolly Taylor, this minute, or I’ll—’




  Dolly’s eyes turned up to her, shining with angry defiance. ‘You’ll what?’




  ‘I’ll put you out on the streets like the little whore you are, that’s what!’ Phyllis hissed at her. ‘You can fend for yourself – it’s no more than what

  you deserve. Tell me who it was – was it the son? Is there a son?’




  She realized she had very little idea who Dolly had been working for. A Mrs Lewis, that’s all she knew. She could have had ten sons or none.




  ‘Or was it someone who called at the house? Some lad off a delivery dray?’




  ‘I’m not saying who it was.’ Tears rose again in Dolly’s eyes. ‘One thing’s for sure – I’m never going to see him again anyway so what use is

  there?’




  She put her hands over her face and began to sob. Phyllis was taken aback by this. Don’t say the silly girl had fallen for someone and entered into it willingly – oh, dear God!




  ‘I only came back here ’cause Mrs Lewis told me to go straight away – I had nowhere else to go. I didn’t want to bring this to your door, Mom. I’m sorry. Only I

  dain’t know what else to do!’




  Phyllis could feel herself softening just a fraction as the whole sorry state of things began to sink in. She sat back and let out a long sigh.




  ‘God in heaven, Dolly, how can you have been so stupid?’




  ‘I never meant – I dain’t know what was . . .’ Dolly had gone a queer colour again and a few seconds later she ran out to the privy.




  When she came back in, Phyllis had been upstairs. She had something in her hand; a tiny bottle.




  ‘Here – take this. Do you good.’




  Phyllis had the lid off and was thrusting the bottle of smelling salts at her. Dolly’s head jerked back.




  ‘Aagh – no!’ she cried as the pungent fumes knifed agonizingly up her nose. She gasped and moaned, grasping her nose, her eyes streaming. ‘Oh, that hurts so bad –

  it’s horrible!’




  With an air of satisfaction, Phyllis replaced the stopper in the little bottle.




  ‘Who was he, Dolly?’




  ‘I can’t . . .’ Dolly hung her head.




  ‘Why are you protecting him – the bloke’s not standing by you, is he? I don’t see him at my door begging to marry you . . .’




  ‘I can’t tell,’ Dolly sobbed. ‘I can’t, because I don’t know who he was – he just jumped on me.’ She got up tragically. ‘Just let

  me go to bed, Mom – I want to sleep. I feel so rotten and my life’s ruined. I want to sleep and never wake up!’




  Her feet thumped up the wooden staircase and Phyllis heard her fling herself on to a bed, crying her heart out. Eventually it went quiet.




  They were all gathered round the table, the curtains shut at the front even though no one was in the room. Phyllis felt as if she was sealing them all in against the world.

  They sat in the light of an oil lamp, in front of plates of boiled fish with cabbage and spuds, her son and her three dark-eyed beauties of daughters. Their father, James Taylor, who had been both

  an engineer and a lay preacher, had taken sick and died of pneumonia in 1914, leaving their mother in straitened circumstances.




  Susanna, nineteen, was the quietest of the three sisters, the most biddable and responsible, as the eldest girl. Of the three, looks-wise, she had the most of her father in her. She had James

  Taylor’s tall, slender build and strong, distinctive nose and, like her brother Charles, his dark brown hair and grey eyes. Rachel, eighteen, and Dolly, sixteen, were swarthier, like Phyllis,

  more curvaceous and very alike, though Rachel had a dark mole on her left cheek. They had plenty of spirit, yet along with Charles, who was twenty-one and training to be a lay preacher like their

  father, they had always been in awe of their mother, wanting to help and please her. The older three children had also seen more of her struggles to keep them all after she was widowed, the way

  she’d worked, two, even three jobs at a time to give them the best life she could, not to lose ground.




  It was Dolly who had always been the rebel, who had had to be almost dragged to church – ‘It’s so boring, Mom!’ – who refused to be moulded exactly as

  Phyllis demanded, into material for an upright, Methodist wife who would climb the social ladder. She had constantly fallen out with Charles over the years.




  ‘Why d’you have to say those things to him?’ Susanna would scold her, in defence of her pious brother.




  ‘He’s such a stuffed shirt,’ Dolly complained. ‘The minister this, the Bible that . . . Always quoting chapter and verse at me . . . He’s so stiff and

  starchy!’




  ‘He’s just trying to take after our dad, that’s all,’ Susanna told her. ‘It’s his way of honouring his memory – and he is the man of the house

  now.’




  ‘I know – but he’s nothing like our dad. At least Dad smiled now and again,’ Dolly argued. They both knew that it had been more than now and again. James Taylor had been

  a lively, fulfilled man and they missed him dreadfully. ‘With Charles it’s like living with Scrooge . . .’




  ‘Just try and see things from his point of view,’ Susanna said. She knew her brother was a boring fellow, but that he also had a tender side. ‘He’s doing his best –

  you know that really, don’t you? And he’s fond of you.’




  ‘I s’pose so,’ Dolly conceded sulkily. It was true – however much she goaded Charles, he had always had a soft spot for his youngest sister.




  At this moment, it was obvious that he was having difficulty staying in the room. There was no hiding the situation.




  ‘So,’ Phyllis told them. ‘That’s the long and short of it.’




  The Facts sat in the middle of the table like some grotesque creature that had crawled in. Charles had put down his knife and fork and was staring, stunned, into his lap. Phyllis could see that

  he was close to tears. Dolly couldn’t look up from her plate.




  It was Rachel who said, ‘But Dolly – what happened?’




  At this Charles pushed his chair back with a cry of distress and ran from the room and out of the house.




  The women sat silently for a long while.




  ‘If I don’t tell you, you’ll keep on at me till I do,’ Dolly said at last. She raised her head. ‘All right, then. If you must know. Mrs Lewis gave me an afternoon

  off a fortnight. She was a mean old witch – she didn’t need me all the time but she just liked stopping us going anywhere. Lizzie was no company – I used to have to wait till she

  was asleep.’




  Rachel gasped. ‘That must have been late at night!’




  ‘It was quite late sometimes. We used to sneak out – me and Viley, one of the maids from up Maney Hill – just now and again. There was nowhere much to go – it was just

  for the fun of it, doing something they didn’t know about. It made me feel really happy seeing Mrs Lewis in the morning when I was “yes, madam, no, madam,” and thinking,

  There’s things you don’t know about me, Mrs. You don’t own me.’




  Rachel and Susanna were both looking shocked. Phyllis tried to keep her face neutral. Dolly’s story sparked memories that she didn’t want to go into.




  ‘One night I was just going back to Mrs Lewis’s . . .’ Dolly’s face crumpled. ‘I swear I never really saw him. He was just there all of a sudden and he grabbed me.

  He was quite big and his breath stank of drink . . . He pulled me down to the railway, behind a wall there . . . It was so dark – there was no one about, not that I could see. I

  couldn’t stop him – it was horrible! I didn’t know what he was trying to do. I thought he was mad, like a mad dog . . . I never knew . . . And he tore my clothes, my bloomers . .

  . He hurt me . . . And then he’d done it and it was too late . . . I never knew that’s how you got a babby! Even when I was being sick I never knew . . .’




  Susanna leaned across and put her arm round her little sister’s shoulder, her face full of pity and horror.




  ‘Oh, Dolly – you poor, silly girl!’




  This made Dolly sob even harder.




  ‘It wasn’t my fault – I never asked for it. And he ran off straight after – I never even saw his face. He was just a big, stinking shadow!’ She looked up, her face

  distraught. ‘I don’t want a babby, do I? Can’t I do away with it – somehow?’




  ‘No!’ Phyllis snapped, then recovered herself. ‘No,’ she said more quietly. ‘Not that. You’re not going to do anything of the sort.’




  There was a silence.




  ‘Mom,’ Rachel said eventually. ‘Whatever are we going to do?’




  Phyllis leaned forwards. Very solemnly she said, ‘I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. And you’re going to have to obey it to the letter. All of you. So you listen to

  me, and you listen very carefully.’




  Dolly lay awake that night. Her body felt limp and wrung out from being sick, but though she was exhausted, she could not sleep. She lay staring up into the darkness, hearing

  her two older sisters breathing. She was sharing the bed with Susanna; Rachel was across the room by the window.




  She laid her hands on her stomach: it was flat as a board. Could it be true – was she really expecting? But she knew she was now. The sickness, day after day. It was not so bad at night,

  and this left room for all the other feelings to rush in, all the anger and fear and resentment.




  Curling up on her side she let the tears come, quietly, so as not to wake the others. Here she was, back here, to be bossed around by Mom, when she thought she had been so grown up, leaving home

  and going into service. Showing them all she’d do as she liked – even though it was nothing but drudgery when she got there. Even that seemed all right now compared with this. What

  she’d give to be back in Mrs Lewis’s drab house, with all this just a bad dream! Her lips moved silently.




  ‘I don’t want this! I don’t want a babby! Please God, please take it away. It wasn’t my fault – not really. I’ll do anything you want – you can do

  anything, God . . . I’m so scared! Just make it not be happening, please.’




  She hugged her arms round her thin body and sobs shook her. Soon the pillow was wet with tears. For the first time in her young life she knew, really knew, what it was to be a woman. He

  wasn’t having to suffer any of this. He had gone off without a care. His life would go on just the same. None of what happened with Jack Draper had been quite what she told Mom. The

  way she had flirted with him, sneaking out to meet him while he wooed her with his charm. Oh, she’d enjoyed her power as a woman then, all right, had been drunk on it. Until that night. She

  hadn’t lied to Mom, not exactly. Jack had turned into someone else, someone terrifying and cruel who came at her out of the darkness, dragging her down near the railway, forcing and hurting

  her. Even after she’d staggered home in her torn clothes, she hadn’t stopped shaking for hours. She’d asked for it, he said. ‘You want it – you’ve made me do

  it,’ he kept saying and it hurt so much, this thing she had imagined was being in love.




  She hadn’t known that was how babies were started. At first she thought something she’d eaten had disagreed with her. And now the idea of the baby was terrifying, yet she still

  didn’t know what was to happen. Something involving muffled screams behind doors, blood, pain. None of it seemed real. It was something much older ladies did, nothing to do with her . . .




  She saw her life stretching ahead of her, chained to this screaming brat, her young life snatched from her. There’d be no fun, no anything. She’d never be able to get

  married now or have a normal life.




  ‘It’s all your fault, Jack Draper,’ she raged. ‘No one’ll want me,’ she sobbed. ‘Why can’t I get rid of it – this thing? I just

  want everything back how it was before!’




  Seeing her mother’s fearsome face in her mind, Dolly curled up even tighter, pulling the covers almost over her head. Mom was adamant – she had to have the baby, there was to be no

  arguing. She boiled with rage and resentment. I hate her, she mouthed. Hate her, hate her . . . Her face contorted at the thought of those terrible smelling salts, like daggers up

  her nose. That was Mom – you never knew with her. One minute she was harsh and cruel, the next, soft, sentimental, comforting. Dolly knew Phyllis would always fight for all of them and what

  they needed, like a tiger. And though she raged against it, the hardest thing for Dolly to admit was that she couldn’t manage now without her mother – or her sisters. She was back here

  whether she liked it or not.




  ‘I don’t want to be a woman!’ she cried to herself wretchedly. ‘I don’t want any of it! Just let it all stop!’




  







  Six




  Sunday. Lie-in morning. Downstairs, Dad was coughing again.




  Aggie could hear the rain being blown in rattling gusts against the attic window. A dripping sound had started in the corner near the window as well. Aggie thought all the others were asleep,

  but then there came movements from behind the curtain followed by the sound of a jet of another kind of liquid streaming into the bucket. She rolled her eyes in the darkness, trying to guess which

  of her brothers it was. Silas, by the clumsy sound of things. At least now he was six he didn’t kick the bucket over all the time. A whiff of it reached her. Soon it went quiet again.




  All the Green children slept in the attic, the girls in a three-quarter-sized bed at the window end, the boys on a straw-stuffed mattress at the other with a curtain between. Until recently

  Aggie and Ann, who was now eight, had luxuriated, just two of them in the bed, until Mom decided it was high time May stopped sleeping down with them and she had arrived in the attic as well.




  At this moment, May’s warm head was nuzzled into Aggie’s left armpit and Ann, a funny, twitchy little thing, was arranged in her usual fashion on her front with her knees bent under

  her and her bottom sticking up. Which was all very well but she thumped about and let a lot of cold air under the bedclothes and Aggie had to cling to them to keep them over her.




  Lily Southgate didn’t have anyone else crashing about in her bed, Aggie thought. Lily had a neat little bed with white sheets and a pink counterpane that Rose had made, not the ragbag of

  bits of blanket and coats that had somehow to be patchworked into one piece to cover them all. And she had such nice brown leather shoes and pretty clothes. Aggie felt no rancour towards Lily,

  although she envied her. She was a sweet child and looked up to Aggie as a ‘big girl’.




  Behind the dark blue curtain were the two boys: John, ten and still small for his age, and Silas.




  There were two kinds of child in the Green family: ‘gingers’ and ‘brownies’ as they called them, each taking unambiguously after one or other parent. As a family they

  looked like two contrasting packs of cards shuffled together. The gingers – ‘like Mom’ – had all come in a run – Aggie, John and Ann – until Silas and May

  arrived, all dark curls and liquid brown eyes, looking as if they were quite unrelated to the others and, Aggie often thought, able to get away with murder because of those pleading eyes.




  She was just drifting back to sleep when the coughing started again. Mom said Dad was down with bronchitis and it was taking him a long time to get better.




  Then came another sound, more coughing, retching. After a time, her mother’s voice, riding on a groan, came distinctly through the floor.




  ‘Oh – what’ve you gone and done to me, Tommy Green? I might as well go and throw myself in the cut.’




  Aggie’s heart started to pound at Mom’s terrible words. She remembered before May was born – a long time before, it had seemed at the time – Mom had been sick day after

  day. And after, she’d declared, ‘If I have to go through that again I’ll do away with myself!’ She didn’t mean the children to hear, but sometimes they did.




  What did this mean? If Mom had ‘caught’ as she called it, what might happen? Dad said something back but she couldn’t hear what and it set him off coughing again.




  Aggie lay suddenly cold and full of dread.




  May started squirming. Her eyes opened. Aggie’s heart sank. There’d be no peace now, but at least it took her mind off her grim thoughts.




  Tommy Green, even when in good health, was a small, wiry man who had the melting brown eyes inherited by his two youngest children and a winning, face-crinkling grin. This grin

  and his kind heart had won Jenny Adams’s affection as they grew up together in Balsall Heath – only a few streets away. They had fallen in love in their teens.




  Tommy had always suffered with his health. By the time war was declared in 1914, Tommy and Jen had Aggie, a year old, and Tommy had tried to do his bit and take the King’s shilling. He was

  turned down – on grounds of being a family man, but even more on being too small of stature, weak chested and unfit for service.




  In one way he was in luck. Tommy’s father had been a ‘white’ cooper, who ran his own business, with a barrow, mending barrels and maiding tubs for washing by replacing the iron

  hoops holding them together. Although Tommy was his third son, Ollie Green, having seen that with his weak chest he would be the one least able to hold down a job for another employer, trained him

  up in his own line of work. When he was fit, Tommy went out with his barrow and tools, and worked hard. But the work was patchy. He couldn’t be sure of earning every day. To make ends meet,

  most days Jen cooked dinners for the workers in local factories and workshops which were too small to have a canteen. They could come and collect a plateful to stoke them up for the day. Most

  mornings saw the house full of the steam of cabbage and potatoes cooking, and pots of stew. When there was no school – and sometimes when there was – Aggie was expected to pitch in and

  help. Now Nanna had come to live with them, she helped most of the time instead and the two of them chatted and squabbled their way through the work.




  Later the rain stopped, but the road was dotted with shiny puddles. Jen sent the boys outside.




  ‘And don’t go getting soaked!’ she shouted after them.




  Jen was hand washing more clothes – Aggie’s and Ann’s this time – and issuing orders: ‘Take yer father up a cuppa tea – and yer nan!’




  Aggie was wearing Mom’s scratchy old grey coat that trailed on the floor and Ann was wrapped in a blanket, to keep warm until their clothes were dry again. The coat only had two buttons

  left and Aggie did them up to cover her modesty, but as she went upstairs in her bare feet, she had to try very hard not to trip over the coat’s hem and spill the two cups of tea she was

  carrying. She put them down on the top step to open her grandmother’s door and took one cup to put on the chair by Freda Adams’s bed. The room was bracingly cold. Nanna always slept

  with the window open. It kept the germs at bay, she said.




  The old lady’s eyes snapped open, then narrowed humorously. ‘Oi, oi,’ she said. ‘I can see yer.’




  ‘Brought you some tea, Nanna,’ Aggie said, smiling.




  ‘What it is to have servants.’ Freda winced with pain as she moved to sit up. ‘Ooh, my blasted rotten old joints. Just leave it there, bab – I’ll take my time

  getting up.’




  Aggie went out and took the other cup to her father. The door squeaked as she opened it and she went into the sour-smelling room. She didn’t know if he had heard. His body looked so thin

  and small under the blankets, his old coat on the top. Aggie was full of dread. It made her feel bad seeing him like this. She wanted him to get up and be the lively, humorous dad he’d always

  been. She’d always been close to her dad – she found him easier and funnier than Mom.




  He stirred as she put the tea down on the chair by him and started to raise himself on one arm. First his matted hair appeared, then his ravaged face.




  ‘’Ello, Aggs,’ he said, but then got stuck with coughing. He spat up into a bit of rag then laid it aside, looking exhausted. But he managed to force a smile on to his

  face.




  ‘Cough it up, kid,’ he rasped. ‘It might be a gold watch.’




  Aggie smiled. She felt shy of Dad now he was so sick. It put him at a distance from them.




  ‘I brung yer some tea,’ she said.




  ‘Thanks, our kid.’ He reached for it and she hurried round to hand it to him. Every time she moved a cold draught wafted over her bare body under the coat. She gave him the tea but

  after a couple of sips he had to lie down again, exhausted.




  ‘Can I sit with you, Dad?’ Aggie asked.




  She wanted to snuggle up beside him and keep him warm, but she felt a bit too old to do that and she also felt funny without her clothes on.




  Dad was shaking his head. ‘Best go down, bab, and keep away from me. You don’t want what yer old man’s got, that you don’t.’




  Reluctantly she turned to go. At the door she looked back at him, hoping he would change his mind, but his sallow face was already sunken into blankness again and his eyes were closed. Sadly,

  she shut the door.




  Jen was sitting at the table, the bits of clothes drying by the range, and Ann was on the chair across from her. Ann had bobbed red hair, a little paler than Aggie’s, and

  a freckly face. She was often in a world of her own and now she sat, her face twitching every now and then, and tapping a teaspoon on a saucer to make ‘music’.




  ‘You can pack that in for a start,’ Jen said. ‘It’s going right through me.’ This was followed by a sharp sigh.




  Aggie looked at her mother’s pasty face and wondered how she’d know if Mom was about to ‘do herself in’. What did that mean exactly? Was it like Mrs Pate down the road,

  who’d drunk something bad and never recovered? They said it burned all her insides. Aggie had pictured them smouldering, like the fire. But she knew what the cut was, all right, the murky

  canal water, and the thought of it made her shudder. She wanted to ask Mom – ‘You won’t, will yer? Don’t leave us. Promise me?’ – but didn’t dare.




  ‘Ooo-hoo!’ There was a tap at the back door. ‘Jen – it’s me!’




  ‘Come in, Dulce – it’s open,’ Mom said listlessly.




  Dulcie Skinner, Babs’s mom and Jen’s best friend, popped her head round the back door. Babs looked very like her; both were skinny, long faced, brown haired and toothy, so that they

  looked forever cheerful. Babs was the only girl among seven children and Dulcie was run ragged, but she always seemed to ride it all.




  ‘I’ve sent ’em out to play in the road,’ she said with a grin. Her lanky figure came into the room and she plonked herself down at the table. ‘They’ll all be

  soaked to the skin but at least it’s got ’em out from under my feet. Thought I’d pop in and see you, bab. How’re you keeping? Oooh, dear!’ She laughed. ‘I only

  ’ave to look at yer!’




  ‘Don’t flaming ask,’ Jen said with a groan. ‘I’ve been heaving my guts up all morning.’




  ‘Oooh,’ Dulcie said again, but still smiling. She put her mouth closer to Jen’s ear. ‘So . . . When’s it due, d’yer think?’




  Jen looked at her daughters all round with their ears flapping.




  ‘Go on, you lot – leave us in peace for a bit.’




  As Aggie left the room, she heard Dulcie say in a low voice, ‘So have you had the doctor in for him yet?’ She heard her mother give a troubled sigh before saying anything.




  Aggie took May’s hand and led her into the cold front room. Ann followed in her dreamy way, still playing some game of her own with a teaspoon that she was talking to

  earnestly. All of them were barefoot and soon they were shivering.




  ‘Come on, May – we’re going to have a look out.’ She didn’t say anything to May about actual spying. May was too little. She went to her post behind the nets,

  picking May up so she could see. Peering out, she was soon rewarded by the sight of Mrs Southgate and Lily crossing over the road on their way to St Paul’s Church. Lily had on her lovely

  brown shoes. May pointed.




  ‘Yes – it’s Lily, May. I wish we could go to her house again, don’t you? But Mom’ll want us to go to Sunday school so she and our dad can have a nap.’




  Aggie’s breath steamed the window. She drew a face to keep May happy and May started blowing and scribbling on the glass as well.




  Soon after, the door directly across the road opened. Aggie watched carefully, forgetting May’s weight dragging on her hip. She saw Mrs Best pushing Mr Best out in his wheelchair. Her thin

  frame had to lean hard on the chair to manoeuvre it over the step. The sight made Aggie’s heart clench, then thump fast with the horror of it. Mr Best’s face was a deadly white and his

  head was thrown back at an odd angle, as if he was struggling to breathe. His eyes were half open. He was well wrapped up with a blanket tucked round his knees. He looked very poorly. Aggie hated

  to think he was inside that house, day after day. Mrs Best leaned on the chair and they made their way slowly along the road. For a moment Aggie felt like crying. It would almost be better not to

  see him at all.




  







  Seven




  Aggie wanted to like Sunday school but, in truth, she didn’t, even though Babs and her brothers went and it might have been fun. But fun it was not. She didn’t like

  the musty smell of the church hall and they were always on about the Bible and Jesus. She found herself bored to squirming point and the only good thing about it was the drink of milk and the

  biscuit they were given in the middle. Ann quite liked it because you could win prizes and, with her good memory, she had done so once or twice. Babs was good at drawing pictures and could manage

  shepherds and camels when she put her mind to it. Aggie never won anything because her attention drifted. She desperately wanted to escape it. She had much more exciting plans.




  Before dinner, she managed to get John on his own. They sat on the stairs, whispering.




  ‘I don’t want to go – do you?’




  John, a skinny wraith, with pale skin and knobbly knees, was as red headed as Aggie, and he was made especially striking by having thick blond eyelashes. He looked up at her from under them.




  ‘But Mom’ll make us.’ He slumped down with a sigh of one beyond his years at the thought of the crushing boredom of the afternoon to follow.




  ‘But if we promised,’ Aggie persuaded, ‘just you and me. If we stay upstairs and we promise to be really quiet, our mom might let us. My clothes ain’t dry, any

  road.’ Jen had sent her out to the backyard to mangle the clothes and they were hanging by the range but Aggie’s brown skirt was thick and took a long time to dry.




  John looked doubtfully at her. ‘Nah – bet she won’t.’




  ‘I’ll beg her,’ Aggie said passionately. She would really have preferred to carry out her plans with Babs, but Babs would never be let off taking her younger brothers

  to Sunday school, so John would have to do.




  At first Mom was up in arms. ‘I’m not having you all under my feet all afternoon. I need a lie-down and your dad needs some peace . . .’




  ‘But the others can go – Ann likes it there, and May ’cause they let her do a picture but me and John don’t like it – and you said when you were little you

  never liked it neither . . .’




  ‘I’m not having Ann taking May by herself—’




  ‘I’ll take ’em!’ Aggie had a sudden inspiration. ‘And I’ll go and get them but just let me and John stay in. You won’t know we’re here.

  We’ll stay up the top and we’ll be as quiet as mice – please, Mom!’




  Jen Green, who was only just getting over her morning queasiness and trying to cook the family’s dinner, was bowled over by the force of her daughter. She wiped steam and sweat from her

  forehead with the back of her arm, then made a dismissive gesture.




  ‘All right – just this once. Just so long as we don’t know you’re there!’




  ‘Yer little heathen,’ Nanny Adams observed teasingly, as Aggie panted up the stairs.




  She had walked Ann, Silas and May to St Agatha’s on the Stratford Road and having safely ushered them inside, she tore home again in the cold as fast as her legs would carry her.




  Aggie stood in the doorway of her grandmother’s room. Freda Adams had only come to live with the family a couple of years back, to save on rent and help out, and it was the first time in

  her life that she was not living off a yard. The children had all been put in the attic together to accommodate her in this tiny upstairs room. There was only just space for a bed and a wooden

  chair, and in the corner, by the window, was a small wooden chest in which Nanna kept her few possessions. On the wall hung her wedding photograph to Granddad Sid, who’d been dead a good

  while now. Aggie liked Nanna’s room. It smelt of lavender and mothballs and of what Nanna called her ‘mother’s ruin’ – the warming liquor she made sure of having in

  her little hip flask that she liked to take sips from.




  Nanna was having her Sunday lie-down, and so were Mom and Dad, in their room opposite, with the door closed. Nanna had on the old black dress she always wore: she would mourn her beloved Sidney

  for the rest of her days. He was taken from her young and tragically. He had suffered a blow to the head at work in a foundry, from the end of an iron girder. After it, as Nanna would say,

  ‘he was never the same again’. At the age of thirty-eight he had taken his own life, leaving Freda Adams with Jen and three boys to bring up, two of whom the Great War had taken from

  her as well. The only remaining brother, Uncle Bill, lived not too far away.




  Nanna had a head of thick yellowish white hair that in her youth had been a fierce red like her daughter’s. In the morning she would lean over and brush it out, sweeping it all up to the

  top of her head where she fixed it with pins into an elaborate pile so that she always looked rather grand. Her face had the pale, papery look of someone who was once pink and freckled. She was

  leaning back now, her hair still up, but she had taken off her little black lace-up boots and they were standing by the bed as if about to perform a dance, though with her sore hip joints, she

  wouldn’t be doing any dancing herself.




  There was a twinkle in the old lady’s eye.




  ‘Well, you ain’t going to get to heaven, are yer?’ she said softly as Aggie stood at her door, wiggling her bare toes against the cold.




  Aggie grinned back at her. ‘Have a nice sleep, Nanna.’




  Nanna raised the hip flask jovially from where it had been tucked under her skirt. She had inherited it from her husband Sidney’s father and it was a classy-looking thing with a silver

  top. It was Nanna’s most prized possession. Every so often she limped off to the Outdoor at the bottom of the street and had it topped up with something strong and cockle-warming, ‘to

  keep me going’.




  ‘You behave yourselves. I know you’re up to sum-mat, you two. I don’t know if I want to know what it is.’




  ‘We’re not, Nanna – honest!’ Aggie said in a tone of hurt innocence. ‘We just felt like staying in, that’s all.’




  ‘Hmmph,’ Nanna said. ‘Well, you’d better close up my door as you go.’ She tucked the flask back alongside her. ‘Then I shan’t be any the wiser, shall

  I?’




  Aggie pulled the door to and tiptoed up to the attic, where John was waiting. The curtain separating boys from girls was pulled back to let in a grey light from the window.

  John’s skinny form, dressed in baggy shorts, was lying face down on the boys’ mattress looking at a dog-eared copy of The Champion comic. But he sat up as soon as Aggie

  appeared. He was all knees. Like a lot of little boys, his shorts were concertinaed up at the right side because instead of unbuttoning when they needed to pee, to save time they rucked up the leg

  of their shorts and did it like that, leaving distinctive folds. Silas was starting to have the same cock-eyed look.
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