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I would like to dedicate this book to every reader who picks it up, starts to read and enjoys getting caught up in this story, which is the beginning of a journey into other stories . . .










‘Workshop of the World’



A Birmingham poem


Nails, harnesses, taps, saddles, bridles, army accoutrements, lamps, chandeliers, candelabra, bronze inkstands, engravers, vases, cut glass, china, earthenware, tripods, lamps, ormolu, silver plate, hinges, coffee mills, pullies, castors, latches, Italian irons, man traps, shoe scrapers, garden labels, sad irons, three-legged pots, lath nails, shoe bills, heel and toe tips, wrought-iron hurdles, plain and ornamental gates, pilasters, palisading, park fencing, tree guards, stable racks, mangers, garden chairs, wagon arms, chains, screws, cables, wire, ale, cabinetmakers, musical instruments, printers, silveroid, boots, trivets, hydraulic machinery, spectacles, shoes, case makers, nuts, bolts, screws, bedsteads, umbrellas, false legs, plugs, ceramics, sewing machines, oil lamps, buckles, washers, buttons, paint, varnish, gas fittings, toys, glass, electroplaters, rings, necklaces, decanters, bells, bottle jacks, clasps, parkesine, coach lamps, compasses, lamps, fenders, ecclesiastical ornaments, ships’ lamps, mathematical instruments, weighing machines, coffin furniture, saddle furniture, argentite, stair rods, watches, pewter, thimbles, pharmaceuticals, sheet-glass, dioptic apparatus, astragals, tubes, lacquers, Vesta and lucifer boxes, jewellery cases, pins, kirby grips, tinder boxes, spittoons, bells, snuff lasso rings, gasaliers, pen nibs, standard lamp posts, gas railways, carriages, potosi silver, candlesticks, snuffers, trays, weights, brass cocks, door handles, vinegar kettles, knobs, bolts, locks, escutcheons, tin-plate, carriage lamps, lacquers, mother of pearl, enamellers, pokers, weighing scales, coal scuttles, Archimedes drills, rivets, wire rope, hemp and twine rope, bicycles, gears, umbrella ribs, pens, alloys, japanners, spelter, repoussé, badges, spinners, burnishers, chains, anchors, lithographers, sauces, plumbing, casting moulders, finishers, polishers, ships’ berths, chasers, window blinds, fire screens, carriage wheel ribs, window sashes, measuring rules, fire screens, chimney pieces, door frames, picture frames, pier glasses, balustrades, cornice poles, lamps, curtain rods, sword handles, gun furniture, packing cases, railway signals, flint-glass, whips, photographic chemicals, electric dynamos, lighting accessories, brackets, doorplates, finger plates, looking glasses, annealers, brushes, glass eyes, ashtrays, butter dishes, beads, pumps, safes, cots, gas meters, stoves, boilers, retorts, varnishes, chocolate, paints, signs, coaches, toys, chemicals, photographic assayers, plates, drop stampers, soap, surgical dressings, gauges, custard engines, chemical appliances, drug grinders, tankards, inkstands, syringes, beer makers, lift die sinkers, pumps, water closets, ale and wine measures, bar fittings, corkscrews, picklers, garden syringes, portable shower baths, pewterers, paper boxes, cards, pasteboards, papier mâché, belts, bricks, balloons, airships, sheep-shearing equipment, guns, boot blacking, flat irons, sugar sifters, mangles, beer kettles, saucepans, sporting trophies, tankards, nutcrackers, metal rollers, walking sticks, parasols, cigarette cases, grates, milk churns, cisterns, buckets, stampers, watering cans, baths, pipes, basins, flock mattresses, salt cellars, coffin furniture, shirt studs, saws, nipples, braces, bits, brooch pins, lockets, files, rasps, clasps, hatchets, matchets, shrouds, horseboxes, doormats, steam whistles, toasting forks, emery paper, metal hothouses, tea services, pumps, watches, tea urns, cotters, straw bonnets, hats, butter knives, pickle forks, boxes, trunks, grinders, soap, washing powder, paperweights, vases, chalices, fish hooks, piano wire, trouser straps, bellows, gates, fencing, caddies, card cases, pistols, blunderbusses, anvils, sugar crushers, pocketbooks, pianos, birdcages . . .










I










One


August 1851


‘I don’t believe you, Richie.’


Ada pressed her nose against the train window as Mom started up again, her sharp, nagging whispers as she held Mabs, the baby, on her lap, trying to quiet her.


‘All your carry-on makes me feel bad, that it does.’


She had been on at Pa like that all week.


The thundering locomotive started to get up speed, hauling the rocking carriages between miles and miles of fields and crouching villages which slid past Ada’s gaze. Until just a few days ago she had had no idea how much countryside there was away from home, how big it all was. And now they were travelling north to Birmingham. Home: they had only been away just inside of a week, but now going back felt so exciting!


‘Give it a rest, May,’ Pa hissed, his lips close to his wife, May Fletcher’s, ear. Of course, with the other passengers in the carriage he wasn’t going to sock her one the way he might at home. Not often – just if she really kept on. ‘Ain’t we just had the best week of our lives?’


Then Ada saw him whisper something else, still right up close, and Mom softened, darting a quick, intimate smile at her husband before looking down into her lap, her face hot with blushes.


Ada watched as her father turned his thin, leathery face, lit with a smile, towards the other gentlemen and ladies sharing the compartment. Compartment! Oh yes, the Fletcher family was travelling in style, not sitting in open trucks under any old weather like the poor passengers. Women, eh? Pa’s look seemed to say to the other men. Don’t take any notice of my wife. And with Pa’s charm and cheeky expression, the couple sitting beside him even gave an uncertain smile.


Poor Pa, Ada thought, on her father’s side, as ever. Why did Mom keep having to go and spoil things? But the smile she saw between her parents warmed her heart. For all she adored her pa, she knew he always did things his way and Mom had to follow along – it wasn’t always easy for her.


Mabs, the baby, not quite a year old, started grizzling out of hunger and in protest at the angry rash on her bottom, and all May Fletcher’s attention was taken up with pacifying her, as she had had to do the whole time they were away.


‘Here, lad –’ Pa moved up close to Ada and craned round to see out – ‘look at all that. There’s a wide world out there! Haven’t we had the time of our lives, eh?’


Ada leaned in to him, nodding happily. They had! What a week, when they had seen and heard so many extraordinary things that she felt as if she would be digesting it for the rest of her life. And Pa, her wonderful pa who was like a god to her, had made all of it happen.


She was always Pa’s lad. May had produced a run of girls: Ada, then Elsie, tiny and premature. They had been afraid she would die as soon as she was born and Mom always said that Elsie had had a good-luck charm: the dark mole at the corner of her left eye, shaped like a tiny heart. After her came Dora, a lispy, dreamy little girl who now sat silently squeezed in next to Mom.


So Ada had become Pa’s lad and at ten years old, that’s what he still called her. She also looked like Pa, both of them small – ‘A short-arse, I am,’ he’d say, ‘but no one’s gunna keep me down.’ They were both lightly and strongly built with straight, honey-brown hair, brown eyes and faces rippling with liveliness.


For want of an actual son, Richie Fletcher had encouraged his daughter to do things he would have done with a boy. Run fast, climb, fist-fight and tear about, even if Mom insisted she wear a frock. Not to mention manage a hammer and nails and any other skill he might pass on.


Little John, the son Richie had craved, arrived when Ada was six. But so far he had turned out a gentle mummy’s boy, soft, plump and blond with his mother’s stone-grey eyes. He stood close to May now, four years old, a hand clutching at the skirt of her new lawn frock with pink roses on, as if he was constantly afraid she might disappear.


John was still a baby and as Pa said, a milksop at that, so having a brother had not evicted Ada as firstborn son.


Ada closed her ears to Mab’s blarting. Pa had his arm round her back which made her feel happy and like a queen. She could sense the throb of his heart in that energetic, wiry body.


‘Look.’ He pointed as smuts drifted in through the little open window above them, black grit and weightless grey ash a pale scatter on Ada’s brown sleeve. ‘There’s Birmingham.’


In the distance, dark slabs of the city had begun to appear, solid flanks of buildings rising out of the green Warwickshire countryside. Above them stretched factory chimney stacks and the slender reach of church spires. High above it all loomed a thick pall of grey, a brooding storm belonging entirely to this town crammed full of industry, snorting smoke and cloud up to the heavens.


From here there was nothing to be heard of the sounds that were normal as breathing to all of them – the turmoil of the streets, the screech and spark of metal, thump of presses and hammer clashing on anvil.


But within a short time, they could smell it. The midden stench that hung over the place, ordure mixed with acid, with metal dust and coal smoke from the churn and clang of industry. The stink seeping sharp into Ada’s nostrils had surrounded her since her birth, was familiar as her own body. But today it felt like something new. Only now she truly noticed it.


They were nearly home. Already the past week seemed like the strangest and most wonderful dream Ada had ever had. A dream which people were saying had changed everything. The Great Exhibition, a triumph of Great Britain in the world: nothing would ever be quite the same again.


‘Never forget, this, will we, eh?’ her father murmured close to her ear. ‘And on top of it all, you saw the Queen!’


Ada turned, the brim of her straw bonnet scratching his cheek so that Pa jerked back for a moment. They both grinned, skinny faces mirroring each other’s.


She wouldn’t forget, ever. This week that Pa had given them.


He moved close again to whisper in her ear. ‘You’ll always be my lad, eh? No matter what. Don’t you ever forget that.’


Only later she heard those words echo again in her mind and realized how sad he had sounded, frightened almost. At the time she barely noticed. Only after what happened did they come back to her, and the way he squeezed her hand and pulled her close to him. Thinking about it, her heart would come close to breaking.










Two


Everyone else was going, Pa had said. All right, not everyone – as Mom niggled at him – but crowds in their thousands, pouring in and from all over the world! Rich and poor, the humblest Britons scrimped and saved for months. They squirrelled away pennies in special jars or in didlum clubs, paying in a small sum each week to save up for tickets to travel all the way to London, on a train – for this biggest and grandest event the world had ever seen. An event in which their lively and inventive city, and all the things pouring out from its factories and workshops, would have prominent place.


The Great Exhibition was to be the first international exhibition in the history of the world, a giant wonderland, boasting the creative genius of this nation and others round the world, all created at the behest of Prince Albert.


‘You’re off your head, Richie Fletcher,’ Mom protested. ‘We can’t afford that, not for all of us, all the way down there – for a week.’


Pa sat on his chair by the range, hunched forward as if he was about to spring to his feet and rush off somewhere. He looked directly at his wife, a once pretty woman with black hair, a softly rounded face and grey eyes. Childbearing and rearing had shrunk the flesh tighter over her features. Though only thirty-seven years of age with five living children, she was thin and shrewish-looking and had lost several teeth which now made her smile a rare thing.


‘May,’ Pa quickly lost patience. ‘I’ve told you – business is booming. And Jem says . . .’


‘Jem,’ Mom tutted. ‘What do I care what Jem Atherton has to say?’


Jem was Pa’s pal and workmate, a stocky, jolly man, his hair always having a green tinge from the copper in the foundry. Pa worked in the manufacturing side, not in the foundry, so it didn’t happen to him. The two of them were thick as thieves except when their ding-dongs ended in bawling and yelling and knocking lumps off each other. Ada never did understand what they were scrapping about and they always made it up so in the long run, it didn’t really matter.


‘Stop mithering, May,’ Pa went on. ‘Everyone wants our stuff the world over. Arkle and Lilley’re gunna be in the exhibition!’


Ada, stirring the stew pot over the fire as Mom had instructed, was all ears.


Arkle & Lilley, where Pa and Jem worked, was a brass foundry and manufacturer, where the alloy of copper and zinc for which the city was famous was converted into wondrous articles, shiny and useful. They made frames for pictures and looking glasses, coffin furniture and every handy thing from drawer knobs and keyhole escutcheons to finger plates. Not to mention the ends of cornices for curtains, all stamped with intricate designs like the one holding up the curtains in their front window, with fancy brass and crystal flowers dangling from the ends.


And Pa, her pa, fashioned many of the dies or moulds in which the designs would be stamped into the metal.


He was an expert, Pa was, an artist at his trade like his own father before him. Old Man Seth Fletcher had been a die sinker at Yates, Harper & Co. That was why they had such a stylish, well-made item for holding up the front curtains. And it was how come Pa came bouncing into the house after work one day and said they were going to knock out the front window and put a bow one in instead to make it nice. And it was why he was talking about putting down carpet . . .


So why wasn’t Mom content? Ada thought irritably.


In any event, what Richie Fletcher said was law in their house whether May liked it or not, so to the Great Exhibition they would go. And all their travel and accommodation was to be organized by a firm run by a Mr Thomas Cooke.


The Fletcher family, all seven of them, went piling on to a train at Curzon Street station in the middle of Birmingham. All sitting pretty in a proper compartment. And at all the country stations on the way during that thrilling ride, they waved at the throngs of people on the platforms, catching smuts from the passing train in the folds of their clothing, who had come to stare at these adventurers as they passed. How important they felt, waving back at these wondering faces!


Then London, and the exhibition’s home in the Crystal Palace – most of it made down the road from where they lived in Birmingham, the glass from Chance & Co. Ltd in Smethwick and the ironwork from Cochrane & Co. in Dudley – 1,851 yards long, a yard for each year. The glass palace was so vast that in some places trees growing in Hyde Park had had to be included inside, making the place look like a magical heavenly garden.


‘It’s only a shilling each to go in now,’ Pa said, the first day. Once the bigwigs had had their turn at a pound a day, a price had been set for everyone else.


And go in they did – three days in a row, gaping at more and more sights. It was exhausting and overwhelming, and their mother kept complaining about how very hot it was in this giant greenhouse of a building. And all that week Ada felt her eyes were not big enough to take it all in, the vast array of things from every corner of the world, including theirs, especially theirs.


So many astonishing creations from factories all over the country. The magnificent wooden display case with Arkle & Lilley’s brass products shining like gold treasures which Pa proudly showed them. So many things, a seemingly endless display of manufacture and creative brilliance, and they walked, gazing at everything – huge machines and tools, textiles and looms, stained glass and the biggest diamond in the world – until they had blisters and their legs ached.


Best of all, Ada loved the crystal fountain, the centrepiece of the palace, with scented water cascading endlessly from it, catching the light that poured through the overarching glass. And the display from India with a stuffed elephant. The animal towered above them, draped in the finest golden robes, its little glassy eyes seeming to twinkle down at them.


Walking and walking and drinking it all in. Feasting off sandwiches and Bath buns washed down with Schweppes ginger beer in one of the refreshment areas with its trees and statues. Falling into bed each night in the lodging house where they stayed, worn out and drunk with amazement at all they had seen.


And one afternoon, they almost could not believe their eyes. A murmur passed through the crowd. The exhibition was as packed as ever and Ada heard the sudden excited murmur that passed along the huge building, almost like the sound of wind in the trees. ‘She’s here. Her Majesty – she’s come back again!’


They heard later that the Queen visited the exhibition over and over again, so thrilled and fascinated was she by this phenomenon conjured up by her husband.


The crowds were herded back to each side of the walkway down the middle of the long hall and Ada, standing between Pa and Elsie, heard the cheers and clapping break like a wave along the crush of people as their sovereign, Queen Victoria, was ushered into the building.


‘I can’t see,’ Elsie complained, frantically jumping up on to her tiptoes, then falling back down.


The cheers rose around them as the Queen made a gradual progress towards them and Elsie was almost in tears. Ada could not see either.


‘Come on you two.’ Pa reached down and hoicked them up, one in each arm, staggering a little with the effort. Ada saw her mother gather Dora up with Mabs on her other arm. John was so young he would hardly know what was happening and he clung on to Mom’s skirts as usual.


And along she came, the applause and cheers reaching a crescendo as she walked slowly past, giving a sedate wave. Ada saw a small, fresh-faced little woman, looking about her in seeming wonder, a tall, black-haired man in military dress walking at her side. Ada could hear her parents cheering and moments later, it was all over. She had gone. Pa lowered the two of them to the ground.


‘Well, there you are. It’s not everyone’s seen the Queen, is it? And Prince Albert with her.’


‘My oh my,’ Mom said, sounding quite bowled over and flustered.


It was the happiest moment of the whole week. Because much of the time Mom had been nervy, having to keep Mabs and the others happy, and nagging all the time: ‘Richie, don’t spend any more . . . We can’t manage this . . . How’re we ever going to get home . . .?’


Until Ada was disgusted with her and thought how much better it was to be a man and do all the interesting things and be in charge of everything instead of traipsing along moaning the whole time.


Pa was in his element. He had triumphed, bringing them all here. There was only one moment in the week when he was unsteady and things seemed to go wrong. And this gave Ada a sick, shocked feeling, like when she once sliced her finger with a knife and saw her own flesh gape open and seep.


Her father was full of energy that week, wanting to see everything, drink it all in. London itself, not just the exhibition. Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London. The best day was when Mom said she was too tired for any more traipsing and would stay behind with Mabs and John. Then Dora, who was five, and overwhelmed by all the activity, said she would stay as well.


So it was just Ada and Elsie, who was seven then, a pretty, pink-cheeked, big-eyed child, with the heart-shaped mole at the corner of her eye. And all day long, she carried her beloved rag doll Lucy.


‘Promise you won’t keep blarting?’ Ada hissed to her as they set off with Pa, because Elsie was always emotional. But she promised and kept the promise. And held Ada’s hand for most of the way, Lucy clutched in the other. They went to Leicester Square to see a mysterious miracle creation called Cantelo’s Hydro-Incubator. Through the glass fronting this long low box in which rows of eggs were kept warm, you could watch chicks hatching one after another – hundreds a day, they claimed.


‘Oh, I want to hold one!’ Elsie cried, enchanted.


Ada watched, fascinated, as a tiny, damp, yellow head emerged from another shell.


‘You could make a fortune with that,’ Pa commented.


There was a gigantic globe showing the whole round, blue world, this ball on which they all apparently lived. They stared and stared. They followed Pa round the city like ‘troupers’, he said. His two piano keys, Ada fair like him, and Elsie raven-haired like Mom and determined to keep walking however tired and hot she was. Because Elsie, though tiny, and a quiet child with a faraway look, had a steely side to her when she was determined.


Ada, even though her feet were stinging with blisters in her old shoes, gazed up at the buildings which seemed bigger even than those at home and would not have stopped walking for anything.


But what happened was one evening when they were all together, on the way back to their lodgings. Amid all the swirling crowds of Londoners and visitors, Pa took them down into the special tunnel which went under the Thames.


Ada carried Mabs for a bit because Mom said her arms were going to drop off.


‘Come on, chickie.’ She held out her arms and Mabs gave a chuckle. Out of her brother and sisters, Ada loved Mabs the most. At not far off a year old, Mabs had black curly hair and huge brown eyes. She gurgled as Ada rubbed her nose against hers and clenched her chubby knees on Ada’s body.


‘You’re a lump,’ Ada said. ‘My arms’re going to drop off an’ all.’


‘Oh, I’m not sure about this, Richie,’ Mom said as they entered the tunnel.


It seemed gloomy, and so loud with the echo of voices.


‘Is the river over our heads?’ Elsie asked, worried.


‘It’s not the river we need to worry about – it’s those thieving cockneys.’ Their father bent down, speaking quietly. After all, they might be surrounded by these same thieving cockneys. ‘Pickpockets and swindlers the lot of them.’ He pressed his hands on his own pockets as if protecting them from an onslaught of marauding Londoners. Elsie tried to grin at him while looking more frightened than before.


‘Come on – stop mithering, you lot.’ Pa looked around at the seething, lively crowds. ‘Cor, summat smells good down ’ere.’


Mom and Elsie both forgot to be scared when they caught sight of the array of stalls lining the tunnel, lit with flares and selling snacks and trinkets. There was a rich smell of hot meat mixed with roasting, sweetened nuts. Ada was busy with Mabs, the little lights reflecting back in the child’s wondering eyes as she took everything in.


Pa went to buy them all some roasted nuts. The woman on the stall, a voluptuous person with black hair piled high on her head and vivid red lips, measured out nuts for all of them into twists of paper. They were all walking away, popping hot nuts into eager mouths – Elsie carried Ada’s and fed her – and all seemed rosy until the woman yelled after them.


‘Oi, you! Get back over ’ere . . .’


Everyone in the crowd was suddenly staring at Pa as if he had done something wrong. Ada felt a horrible chill inside at the sight of all the hostile faces. Whatever was going on? It was as if everything had suddenly gone bad. They all scuttled back to the stall.


‘This is a wrong’un.’ The woman handed back one of the coins Dad had handed over. ‘You pay up proper or I’ll ’ave the Peelers on you!’


Ada thought Pa might lose his temper. But to her surprise he looked suddenly stricken and small, as if he had shrunk into himself in the face of this accusation. After all, he was far from home and there was no one here who could come to his aid.


‘Ever so sorry, missus,’ he said humbly, as the woman loomed in front of him, hand on one hip, the other holding out the shilling accusingly. Pa was rifling through his pocket, bringing out pennies and tuppenny bits to exchange. ‘I can’t think how that’s happened. Someone must’ve slipped it me. Here –’


Almost cringing, in a way Ada hated to see, he handed coins into the woman’s pudgy palm and took back the offending one. He stared at it, bewildered. ‘Sorry, missus – no harm intended.’


Ada felt bad seeing Pa like that, with that big woman glaring at him as if he was some sort of criminal and counting suspiciously through the substitute coins. She tossed her head and walked off, chucking them in the tin behind her counter and subsiding on to her stool again.


‘Flaming cockneys,’ Pa murmured to Mom who was staring at him, horrified. ‘Handing out fakes.’


He was getting his spirit back now things were sorted out and they were not about to clap him in irons which is what Ada had thought, with all those cockneys staring and muttering, ready to jump on him. Show over, they all turned away, and Ada felt as if she could breathe again.


‘Let’s go home, Richie,’ Mom begged, tears in her eyes. ‘Please – we don’t belong here.’










Three


Three months later – November 1851


Summer Row, Birmingham


‘I know you’re in there. Come on – open up.’


Ada saw her mother freeze and shrink into herself as they heard the woman’s fist pounding on their door.


The five of them were at the table in their cramped backyard home of only a few weeks. This comedown. This new frightening life which had been thrust upon them.


It was a dark, stifling place compared with the cleaner, more spacious brick cottage they had been used to. Here, the walls seemed to sweat and seep all by themselves and the stench from the earth midden, close by at the end of the yard, filled their nostrils day and night.


May, Ada, Elsie, Dora and even little John were working at the table, sorting bristles for the brush factory. There were seemingly endless heaps of them which had to be separated black from white, a slow, delicate operation, made even harder in poor light.


Mabs sat on a mat on the rough brick floor or toddled about, snot trickling endlessly from her nose. Hour after hour they worked, trying to scrape the rent together and make enough to feed them all.


‘You’ll have to open up, Ada,’ May whispered, cowed as the banging at the door went on. ‘She won’t take no for an answer.’


Liza Jenks, or Fat Liza as she was referred to with no affection at all, had been known to kick doors in with a blow of her hefty leg while on her rounds.


Ada, her hands shaking, jiggled the bolt back and opened the door as far as she dared.


‘About flaming time.’


Liza Jenks was the most terrifying person Ada had ever met. A mound of pasty flesh tightly encased in a long skirt of heavy black cloth. Her wide shoulders and mountainous breasts strained at the seams of her black blouse, across the chest of which there always rested a chinking, rattling necklace of silver medallions. The hem of her skirt was an inch or so too long so that despite her girth, she seemed to move along silently as if on wheels – unless she had to hoick the already filthy hem up out of the mire to expose her fancy black button boots. Over her shoulders she wore an ancient black shawl of shiny stuff with a scalloped edge, crossed over at the front and tucked into her waist, leaving her hands usefully free for carrying her clinking cloth bag and thumping on people’s doors. Her curranty eyes peered out from the pillowy flesh of her face and her oily brown hair, parted straight down the middle, was yanked back into two plaited coils pinned above her ears like handles.


‘’Ere – give this to yer mother.’


Liza brought out a little brown bottle and shoved it at Ada, who shook her head.


‘No, thanks. She don’t want it.’ She managed to get the words out, though her throat was strangled with fear. Because she knew what was coming next.


‘’Er’s on my list,’ Liza Jenks said. ‘So ’er’s ’aving it.’


Ada heard the chair scrape as her mother got up from the table.


‘That’ll be a tanner,’ Liza insisted.


May had already twice handed over sixpence for Liza’s bottles of hooch. God alone knew what was in her potions. Ada knew Mom was a fool to have ever started this, but Liza was like a boulder falling on you. You couldn’t refuse.


‘Goo on, wench – warm yer cockles.’ Liza held out her grubby hand, palm up, waiting to grasp the money in exchange for a small bottle that was somehow already in May’s hand. ‘Give us it back empty and I’ll give yer a farthing.’


‘I can’t afford . . .’ May tried hopelessly to hand the bottle back.


‘Don’t remember you turning me down last time – nor the time before.’ Fat Liza’s voice had sunk low and dangerous. She stepped closer, with a faint rattle of her medallions and a clicking from her supply of little bottles inside her cloth bag.


Ada shrank from the stink of her, of stale sweat and spirits.


‘Yes – because you . . .’ The words ‘forced it on me’ could not seem to get out of May’s throat. Liza jabbed her fingers into May’s ribs.


‘Pay up or my Wally’ll be round. He looks out for me, my lad – me a poor widow woman, trying to ’old body and soul together . . .’


Though they had only been living in the yard a few weeks, May already knew about Wally Jenks. The last thing you wanted was him – a male version of his mother, thick as porridge and keenly devoted to violence – turning up to kick in their door and grab anything he could as ‘payment’.


It was no good May pointing out that she too was a ‘widow’ – the story she told, better than deserted wife – or that she had five small children while Liza had three strapping, grown-up sons. She fished down her cleavage and brought sixpence out of a twist of cloth. Liza closed her palm on it like a trap.


‘Any road, if you don’t want it you can sell it to ’er in there.’ She nodded towards next door where their neighbours, the Connell family, lived. As May shut the door, trembling, Fat Liza was stepping next door to start on Sarah Connell, reaching in the bag for another bottle as she did so.


May stood the little bottle on the table and sank back down on to her chair, looking unwell. Ada felt sick and wobbly as well and Elsie, Dora and John all stared in mute terror.


‘How did I ever get into this?’ May murmured, desperately.


Fat Liza’s first approach had been friendly – a gift, a little ‘pick-you-up’ to a newcomer to the yard. Then the ‘list’. The threats.


May stared at the bottle, then pulled out the bung and took a sip. She closed her eyes, shuddered as it went down. It seemed to strengthen her, but Ada hated that now she could smell it on her breath.


‘Back to work,’ her mother said.










Four


After the Great Adventure, they had arrived back at their house feeling as if they had been away for several years. All the old familiar things seemed to take on a glow.


‘At last!’ Mom had cried as they walked through the door. She even went round touching things – the sideboard and table, the dangling flowers on the curtain rails.


Ada watched her mother relax back into her familiar surroundings, not being assaulted constantly by newness and being a stranger and traipsing the exhausting streets with a young, restless infant in her arms. Back with her own things and neighbours, something in Ada relaxed as well. She and Elsie were soon out with the other children, swinging on the ragged rope which hung from the street lamp post and bragging about the week they had experienced to the kids who had not been to the exhibition.


Things went back to normal. Ada, Elsie and Dora went back to the schoolroom – Mom and Dad were determined they would have lessons until they were at least eleven or twelve. And nothing seemed amiss.


Then, one night in early October, Pa went out, as he often did. But this time, he never came home.


The last thing Ada ever heard of him when she was half-asleep, was the creaking of the door of the room she and her sisters slept in. She opened her eyes to see a candle raised high, her father looking round at them all. The candle vanished as the door closed and she heard the sound of his boots going down the stairs, the way she did on many other nights.


It was the last time she had seen him.


‘’E never come into the works all day,’ Jem Atherton told them the next evening, his plump face saggy with woe. ‘Reckon summat’s happened.’


May, who had woken to find her husband had not come home, was merely in a state of bewilderment at first. Ada was not downcast – not then. Pa would be back. He had had one of his bright ideas about something and would come whistling into the house full of excitement and with liquorice or bulls’ eyes for them all.


Like the way he would be out late some evenings and return tired but full of cheer. And the time a few months back when he had come home with a grin on his face and his hand pressing on his jacket pocket where there was something wriggling about. He’d sat down with them and brought out a tiny, sniffly puppy the colour of sand. Dora started giggling and said, ‘He looks like a piggly!’ And the name Piggly stuck.


So far as Ada was concerned, Piggly was one of the best things ever to happen. She spent every minute she could with the little dog who became unofficially hers. She fed him and ran around with him. Let him curl up on her lap and even sleep in bed with them all. The others loved Piggly but Ada was in love. She adored his sandy-coloured coat, his wet black nose pushing into her ear in the morning, his antics with any scrap he could find to play with and his warm body curled up beside hers. Piggly was her first and so far only love.


Piggly’s name may have stuck but he did not. He ran off after a couple of months, never to be seen again. Ada sobbed at night, missing his warmth and his soft paws. She had a pain in her chest for weeks afterwards.


‘I think my heart is broken,’ she said seriously to her mother.


May smiled. ‘It’ll mend, babby,’ she said, gently.


Ada was not so sure.


But Pa was not Piggly the pup. He would be back.


Days passed. Mom wept and tried to believe in him. Her Richie. He had gone off to make his fortune. He had met with some accident. She went and asked at the General Hospital but there was no sign of him. Even so, he would be back. But days became weeks and she was at her wits’ end.


How was she to make ends meet? Pay the rent? Jem could only do so much to help – he had a wife and four children himself.


To make things even worse, rumours were going round about someone robbing the works Sick Club. Everyone paid in a halfpenny a week as insurance against family illness. And the fund had gone missing – the week before the Fletcher family set off for that jamboree in London. Fingers started to point. And Richie showed no sign of coming home.


And then a bloke from the works called Ebenezer Mullin who Mom had only clapped eyes on once before turned up at the house spluttering with rage and making threats, demanding to know where ‘that bastard Richie’ had gone.


May was in a constant state.


‘Ada and Elsie can’t stop at school,’ she wept to Jem, who rubbed his hand back and forth over his head of thick stubbly hair as if trying to force an idea out of it. ‘I’ll have to send them out to work.’


When Pa didn’t come home and still didn’t come home, Jem found them this back house in one of the courts of dwellings in yards crammed round the back of Summer Row. It was not far away from Arkle & Lilley’s where Pa had worked and would save them two bob as the rent was three shillings. Jem hired a cart, enlisted some other blokes and helped May pile on everything they could manage.


May had been convinced she was moving into a den of thieves and begged Jem to screw a bolt on the door. The home they moved out of had a front room and back with a scullery kitchen, two bedrooms upstairs and their own earth privy in a yard outside – even a little patch to plant a few veg. But here in this yard, while house numbers one to three of the five – half-houses in reality – were back to back with others facing the street, theirs was one of two, side by side, thrown up against a high factory wall. They were airless one-room dwellings downstairs with a small scullery, two bedrooms upstairs and a shared brick wash house and earth lavs. The water pump was right out in the street.


And even though May insisted on bringing her beautiful window cornices and thick green curtains, the downstairs window facing the yard was too narrow and who was to screw them to the wall? In the end she made a few bob selling them, and the rag of faded dark blue curtain that was there already stayed and would have to do.


Once their precious possessions were loaded in – Pa’s chair took up too much room but what was she to do? – May sank on to it and burst into shrieking tears.


‘Look what he’s done to me! Alone in the world in this terrible place! Oh, Lord above, what am I going to do?’


While Mom and the men moved their chattels into the house that chilly Sunday afternoon, Ada stayed out in the yard. Elsie and Dora huddled close to her as she held Mabs in her arms. John kept whining after his mother and driving May distracted.


They watched as the blokes hauled Mom’s – and what had been Pa’s – bed up through the window on a rope.


‘Here, you lot – cop ’old of some of these,’ Jem said kindly to Elsie and Dora, since their hands were free. He pointed to the pots and pans.


As they helped, making journeys into the mean little room, other children in the yard gathered to watch the entertainment.


That was when Ada first met Nellie, one of the crowd of children spilling out of the house next door to theirs and, it seemed, the only girl. Her feet were bare like most of the rest of the family playing in the yard. Nellie had straggly brown hair with an odd, powdery whiteness to it. She was pale and painfully thin and Ada noticed how strangely dry and chapped her lips were.


At first she seemed rather lifeless and bewildered when she sidled up to Ada, but she had a friendly look to her.


‘You moving in?’ She gave a little smile, stretching those crusty lips.


Ada nodded. What did it look like?


‘How old are you? I’m Nellie Connell. I’m eleven.’


Ada couldn’t help liking her, even though she was feeling a bit prickly herself. There was a sweetness to Nellie and once she started talking to you she was livelier than she seemed at first.


‘I’m ten,’ she said.


‘That’s nice. Another girl on the yard – there’s too many boys.’


Looking at the roiling children who seemed to be Nellie’s younger siblings, Ada could see what she meant. Nellie told her she had three older brothers and three younger.


‘That your sister?’ Nellie tickled the little girl’s cheek and Mabs chuckled. Nellie laughed too and suddenly her pale face looked sweet. ‘’Er’s a pretty babby.’


Ada felt gratified. Mabs was a lovely child with her dark curls and huge brown eyes.


‘There’s five of us – Mabs is the youngest. She’s a heavy lump, but if I put her down she’ll be into everything.’


‘Give ’er me – I’ll hold her a bit,’ Nellie offered.


Nellie came up close and as she did so, Ada caught a funny smell on her, pungent, like pickled onions. Despite this, to her surprise Mabs went readily to Nellie who swung her round, making her laugh until they were both giggling at the sound of Mabs’s loud chuckles. Already there was a feeling that she and Ada would be friends. Nellie filled her in on the yard.


‘There’s Mr and Mrs Spragg at number one. She’s all right. You wanna watch him though, got a temper on him, he has, lamp you one soon as move.’ She frowned. ‘Says he’s got the gout. Number two’s Mr and Mrs O’Shea. Well, they say she’s not really his missus but that’s what they call her. They came over the water from Ireland like my mom and dad. And number three’s Florrie and Dorrie. Twins. Dunno their other name. Florrie wears a tortoiseshell comb in her hair so you can tell them apart. They don’t say much – except to each other, I s’pose.’


Ada was intrigued by this. She couldn’t remember ever seeing twins, let alone ones who looked exactly the same.


Even though her heart was heavy as lead with Pa gone and leaving their nice little house, meeting Nellie made her feel things might not be so bad.










Five


It was Sarah Connell, Nellie’s mother, who told May Fletcher where they could get outwork in the area. Sarah – and often two of her young sons, William and Tom, eight and five, who mostly stayed home from school – sat at the table carding for the button factories in the area. They had to sew horn or pearl buttons on to cards for sale in the shops as well as helping mind the pale, sickly shred of a baby, little Peter.


Sarah told May about the brush factory in the next street. May immediately called at the factory asking if she could take on outwork – to be done at home.


Sarah Connell was thin and sickly-looking, but at her best, without the drink inside her, she was gentle and kind. It was only after Liza Jenks’s first ‘friendly’ visit to May with her ‘gift’ of a bottle of ‘tonic’ followed by her second, more threatening appearance, that May realized how it had happened that Liza Jenks had managed to get poor, overwhelmed Sarah so helplessly in her thrall.


Seamus Connell, Sarah’s husband, was a barrel-shaped bruiser of a man who had come to Birmingham from County Wexford, worked as a railway carter, met Birmingham-born Sarah and settled down.


Ada was frightened of Seamus Connell – he was a gruff, blunt man with weather-beaten, stubbly cheeks. He spoke to his children as if they were a litter of pups to be grunted at and booted out of the way. As she could barely understand a word he said, Ada found it hard to tell whether the words spoken were callous or affectionate. Of an evening, Seamus and skinny runt Ted O’Shea took themselves off to their favourite watering holes and reeled home later. But Seamus could manage his drink. And sometimes a night of boozing brought out Seamus’s voice, a rich baritone that would bounce Irish songs that brought a tear to your eye round the walls of the yard.


Sarah’s drinking was another matter because she would be knocked out for half the day when Fat Liza had been round. The Fletchers heard many a loud ding-dong through the wall from the Connells’ on account of it.


The first Saturday, as the family were still settling into the yard off Summer Row, Nellie knocked on the door in the late afternoon.


‘Coming up the Bull Ring?’ she asked Ada.


‘Yes, you go,’ May told her. ‘Your legs’re younger than mine. Get me a pound of cag-mag from the Shambles – they’ll be selling it off.’


‘Mom,’ Ada reproached her. ‘The Shambles was gone before I was even born.’


‘All right, Smithfield.’ Ada saw her mother smile for a second. ‘I know the Shambles is gone but that’s what my mother and her mother before her used to call it.’ The rickety old stalls round St Martin’s Church in the Bull Ring had been replaced by a bigger, more solid building housing the meat market. ‘I don’t know why they have to keep on changing things all the time . . .’


She handed Ada an old cloth bag and coins wrapped in a twist of rag. ‘Give it a good sniff before you hand over the money – and make sure it’s not all bone.’


Ada set off with Nellie. She liked going into town and it wasn’t far. It felt adventurous going without her mother, like exploring. They set off, chattering and giggling together. Ada liked Nellie’s infectious chuckles and she started to enjoy herself. But then as they hurried along New Street, Nellie said, ‘Why ain’t you got a father then – has he passed away?’


Ada felt her blood pounding. She couldn’t bear to say that Pa was dead. He couldn’t be dead! But to say he had upped and left was just as bad. He would never have meant to leave them all alone, leave her! Something had happened – and one day he would walk right back in again . . .


‘No, course not,’ she said firmly. ‘I dunno what’s happened. He’s got held up somehow – but he’s coming back.’ She drew herself up tall. ‘I’m the man of the family for now.’


Nellie snorted with laughter. ‘You? What’re you on about?’


Ada felt a lump come into her throat. My lad – you’re my big strong lad. But she couldn’t speak.


‘If you ain’t got no father at home you’ll need ways and means,’ Nellie went on. ‘I can teach you a thing or two.’


Ada was about to ask what on earth she was talking about, when Nellie took a little brown medicine bottle out of her pocket, pulled out the bung and swigged from it.


‘What’s that?’ Ada asked, half afraid of the answer. Liza Jenks had already paid them her first visit – surely Nellie was not drinking her hard stuff at her age?


‘Brewery vinegar,’ Nellie said, holding it out. ‘Want some?’


Ada screwed up her face as she caught a whiff of it. No wonder Nellie always smelt the way she did. ‘No! What d’you want to drink that for?’


‘I like it,’ Nellie said, pushing the bottle back into her pocket. ‘It’s a pick-me-up.’


They passed St Martin’s, its sooty spire reaching up to the sky and went along Spiceal Street. The stalls were lit with flares now it was getting dark. Since Pa had left they had not had as much to eat, and all of them had shrunk thinner. Saliva rushed into Ada’s mouth when they passed the lady selling hot roast chestnuts, the delicious aroma mingling with cheap cigarette smoke and rotting vegetables, a tang of orange on the mizzling wet air. Everyone was shouting louder and louder, trying to get their wares sold off at the end of the day.


‘Go to Jamaica Row and get your cag-mag first,’ Nellie instructed.


Ada was startled. Nellie looked a washed-out feeble thing who wouldn’t say boo to a goose – but suddenly she had become quite bossy. Ada was the one used to being the boss, but for now she did as she was told.


They headed towards the meat markets. The shouting grew even more insistent and Ada found herself amid a jostling crowd all vying for the best bargains. The air was full of the smell of raw meat. The street lighter was going round as they got there. As he lit each of the nearby lamps, the faces of the shopping crowd appeared, shimmering out of the shadows.


‘Come on,’ Nellie said. ‘We’ll be here all day else.’ With surprising force she elbowed her way to the front, tugging Ada along with her. A few people said, ‘Oi – watch it. Stop yer shoving,’ and one tried to hold Ada back by the arm. Nellie ignored them and Ada had to yank herself free, determined to be as daring as Nellie.


The man selling off the meat was standing on the base of a cut-off barrel.


‘’Ere yer go – nice and fresh – sixpence the lot!’


Ada asked for cag-mag – the mix of meat offcuts and remains – and handed over the money, carefully sniffing the paper-wrapped package.


‘Fresh as a daisy, wench!’ the bloke grinned at her. ‘No need for that.’


She didn’t dare unwrap it to see how much meat there was. Cag-mag was heavy because there was so much bone in it. She tucked it into her bag and was soon jostled out of the way by other impatient Saturday-night shoppers.


‘Let’s go in the Market Hall,’ Nellie said, suddenly very businesslike.


Ada loved the enormous building where she had been with Mom from time to time. It was packed full of hundreds of stalls, and there were the mixed smells of fish and cooked meat, of onions cut open to show their quality, of flowers, and of the smoky, musty clothing of great crowds of people.


She had to work hard to keep up with Nellie’s darting figure. Nellie was suddenly full of energy and like a little mouse, able to squeeze her skinny body through any cranny in the crowd.


‘What you got to buy?’ Ada asked, grabbing Nellie’s bony shoulder to stop her after they had pushed their way to a section of the market selling vegetables.


‘Buying?’ Nellie looked at her as if she was a fool. ‘I ain’t got any money, so what d’you think? Now – keep your eyes peeled and just keep moving, slow like, all right?’


To Ada’s amazement – and panic – she saw Nellie turn into an expert pilferer. Even her face seemed to change, from the pale passive look it wore most of the time, to a shrewd, calculating sharpness. While she was facing forward all the time, her hands were doing something else, as if they belonged to another person altogether. She had her mother’s cloth bag hanging on one arm and as they moved round the market Ada saw Nellie watching the stallholders like a hawk. In a trice, a potato from one stall, then from another, an apple, onions, small turnips, carrots all found their way into Nellie’s bag without a farthing being exchanged for them.


Ada thought her heart was going to burst out of her chest. Nellie was a thief, bold as brass! What if they got caught while she was with her? She hadn’t stolen anything – she quickly checked her bag to make sure Nellie had not sneaked any of her thievery in there as well. Mom was so upright, had taught them all right from wrong – and taking what wasn’t yours was definitely wrong. She could see that Nellie was well practised at this game. Ada was shocked to the core and frightened to death someone was going to notice. Torn between wanting to run home and staying with the one person who seemed to want to be her friend, she hovered around, anxiously trying to look as relaxed and normal as possible.


Gradually she let herself trail further behind, trying to pretend she was not with Nellie. She let her eyes skate over the girl as if she was nobody, while at the same time every hair in her body was alert for what Nellie was doing.


Nellie, so close to the stall that her skirt was touching the oranges piled at the front, slipped her hand down and in a blink an orange was in her hand, then popped into the bag. Just as she slid the orange in, the stallholder turned from serving another customer and Ada nearly jumped out of her skin. He must have seen – Nellie was going to get arrested! She’d go to prison, they both would because she was with her! Ada thought she was going to be sick.


But the man’s eyes skated over Nellie, pale, blank-looking little Nellie, as if she was invisible. He leaned across and took a hand of bananas and payment for them from another customer and Ada’s panic subsided.


Nellie looked back over her shoulder and waited for Ada to catch up. There was nothing in Ada’s bag except the meat Mom had asked for and some potatoes she had bought, whereas she could see Nellie’s was now hanging heavily.


‘Let’s go,’ Nellie said, in a businesslike manner.


As they left the Market Hall, Ada was still expecting a great shout to rise up, a hue and cry. But they stepped out into the dark and drizzle and everything was as it had been before.


‘Nellie,’ she exploded as soon as they were away and heading up towards St Martin’s again. ‘You stole all those things – you’re a thief!’ It suddenly dawned on her what Nellie had meant by ‘ways and means’.


Nellie looked back at her in the gloom of the street lamps. Her face took on that sharp, energetic look, her eyes narrower and sly-looking.


‘What if I am? It’s there for the taking. And if I don’t, how else ’re we s’posed to fill our bellies? There’s my wages, but it’s never enough . . .’


Ada had a horrible realization. Two of Nellie’s three older brothers were working. So why did they not have enough? Her own mother slaved for every penny to feed the five of them. So how much of the household money must Sarah be handing over to Liza Jenks? Ada asked herself. Seamus Connell didn’t stint himself down the boozer either. Were they both spending nearly all their wages on intoxicating drink? Ada was deeply shocked – she wasn’t used to this.


‘Come on.’ Nellie, suddenly more her old self again, dragged Ada over to the hot-chestnut seller. A moment later she was holding out a paper cone containing a tuppenny-worth of hot, delicious-smelling chestnuts. ‘Go on – take some.’


Saliva rushed into Ada’s mouth and she couldn’t resist digging into the paper and chewing on the nuts.


‘You said you didn’t have any money!’


‘This is my bit of my wages,’ Nellie said, munching hungrily. ‘Tuppence a week. Mom thinks she gets it all, but she don’t.’


Ada had to digest this information as well. Not only was Nellie a thief but she was also lying to her mother. She started to feel, though, that she didn’t entirely blame her.


‘What if they catch you?’ she asked, breathless as she scurried after Nellie. ‘Thieving.’


‘They won’t.’ Nellie gave her a scornful glance. ‘I know what I’m about.’


‘I wouldn’t dare,’ Ada said. She was still stunned by this new Nellie.


‘You’ve never had to, ’ave yer?’ Nellie turned to Ada and grinned and suddenly her face was friendly and full of fun. She elbowed Ada. ‘You’ll learn.’


‘I won’t!’ Ada protested.


‘Suit yerself – if you want to go hungry.’


As they passed the grand King Edward’s school building in New Street, she said, ‘You could do better than outwork though. They need hands at the button factory. You and Elsie could come, earn yourselves a wage.’


Ada thought about this with a sinking heart. Now Pa was gone, the reality was that she was not going back to school. She might as well go out to work like Nellie and help Mom. She pulled her shoulders back. The man of the family. Pa would be proud of her, wouldn’t he? She was going to go out and earn her own wage.










Six


Nellie took Ada and Elsie to Tompkinson’s Pearl Button Works where she worked, a two-storey building in a backyard, to see the forewoman, Mrs Rundle, a dark-haired, grim-looking woman of an age Ada could not guess. Could the two sisters be taken on? Mrs Rundle looked them up and down, asked if they could count and add up and nodded. They could do with a couple of extra pairs of hands.


Ada knew Mom didn’t want them to go out to work. She was frightened to let them out of her sight. But she gave in when Ada said that she and Elsie might each earn three or four shillings a week. At the moment, if they ever made twelve shillings on the outwork from the brush factory it was a good week but it was almost always less. May was the one who worked fastest on the bristle sorting: she could likely still make not much short of that on her own.


Before Ada and Elsie set off with Nellie on their first day at the button works, they went to find their mother, doing the washing in the brew house. Their neighbour, Mrs Spragg, was a kindly lady in her fifties with velvety-looking cheeks and steel-grey hair in a bun. She had lived in the yard the longest and was reckoned to be the gaffer, safeguarding and sometimes enforcing the rules.


‘You can take your turn in the brew ’us of a Thursday,’ she told May. ‘Thursday morning, first thing.’


The brew house, a low, brick building at the end of the yard, was where the copper tub was for laundry. The women had to carry pails of water from the street pump and light a fire under the copper to heat it.


Before, in the old house, May had had her own copper in a little brick building out at the back. Now she was having to share.


‘And I’m damned if I’m hanging my drawers up in front of every Tom, Dick and Harry,’ she vowed. So ‘drawers’ – which meant underwear of any kind – were dried inside on the range which was almost permanently festooned with washing.


That morning, steam was billowing out of the brew house into the bright, freezing winter air. When the little girls peeped inside, May was pushing clothes hard round in the water with a stout stick. Outside stood the maiding tub and wooden dolly, like a little four-legged stool with a long handle in the top and a crossbar for pushing down on, to swish and pound the filth out of the clothes. Mom was always worn out after a day of maiding and mangling and hanging out.


She straightened up, lifting the edge of her pinner to wipe steam and perspiration from her once beautiful face.


‘You got your piece?’


Ada and Elsie nodded. Each of them carried a slice of bread smeared with dripping for their dinner, wrapped in a scrap of newspaper.


‘You want to put her in the pocket of your pinafore.’ Elsie had her little doll, Lucy, clutched in her hand. May squatted down to look into her little girl’s face. ‘Don’t want to lose her, do you?’ She stroked Elsie’s hair out of her eyes.


Lucy had a few strands remaining of her black wool hair, a lopsided face embroidered in black cotton and a rag skirt wrapped round her. Elsie adored Lucy and refused ever to be separated from her.


Ada saw her mother’s eyes fill with tears. Elsie was so small and almost like the dolly herself, with her mother’s dark hair and big grey eyes, which held an intense look, as if her thoughts were like a volcano smouldering inside her. She had been born early and too small.


‘She’s a little miracle,’ Mom would say sometimes, looking at Elsie’s doll-like figure. ‘She’s lucky to be alive.’


She was more protective of Elsie than she ever had been of Ada. But suddenly their mother wrapped her arms tightly round them both, sobbing. Ada could feel the throb of it all through her.


‘This would never have happened if your father was still here. Oh, Lord above, what’s happened to him?’


Ada felt her throat ache all over again. She wanted to cry as well, but she was determined not to. How could Pa have gone off and left them like this? She was so frightened of what might have happened and she heard Elsie give a sob beside her.


Mom gently pushed the two of them away and stood up, wiping their cheeks with the corner of her shawl. However much it broke her heart to send her two little ones into the factory, they needed the money.


Nellie was coming along the yard.


‘Go on with you both.’ May turned away, hiding her upset. ‘You be good, all right?’


‘Come on,’ Ada said bossily, to cover up how upset she was. ‘Or we’ll be late.’


Nellie hurried them along to the Tompkinson’s works amid various people all heading the same way: men, but more women and a number of children.


As they arrived at the narrow entry into the yard, a man was unloading bulging jute sacks off a cart in the street, hefting each one on his shoulder. Ada and Elsie followed him along the entry, and Ada noticed something she had been too nervous to take in last time they came – that the ground all along the path was speckled with white. She could feel the crunch of shell fragments under her boots.


They followed the man into the gloomy lower floor of Tompkinson’s and saw him twist round to lower the sack to the earthen floor at the end of a row of others stacked along the back wall of this store room. Closer to the door and the available light was a long trestle table.


Nellie, sure of the way, hurried them up the stairs leading to the shop above, their boots clumping noisily on the wooden treads. Elsie had stowed Lucy the doll in her pocket and was now tightly gripping Ada’s hand. Ada took in a deep breath which smelt of dust and jute sacking, and tried not to show how nervous she was as well.


Upstairs, she forgot everything else in a moment of wonder at the sight that met her eyes. When they had come to see Mrs Rundle, they had met her in the yard. But now she was standing just inside a work ‘shop’ along which were crammed lathes turned by treadles and hand cranks. It was full of the bustle of people getting to work, a few men, but mostly women, exchanging a brief greeting before bending over the machines. From one end she could hear the jagged sound of sawing as a man bent over a work table. Machines began to turn, workers bent over them to carry out the series of processes involved in button making that she would soon know well – cutting blanks, facing and turning, and backing and edging – which at the moment were a mystery of the adult work before her new, child’s eyes.


But what made the place strange, like a wonderland that the working men and women had wandered into, was that everything was white. Shell dust coated every surface – the floor and sills, tables and shelves, as well as faces and hair – as it would do hers and Elsie’s by the end of that day. And even though the window was cloudy with dust, the winter sun pierced through and she saw tiny lights across the room, where the rays caught particles of shell, making them glitter like tiny rainbows.


Nellie had already gone and started work. Mrs Rundle came over to Ada and Elsie as they stood there. She looked stern and Ada felt herself shrink inside.


‘Right, you two.’ She looked at Elsie. ‘You’re on sorting. Aggie?’ she called to a woman along the room. ‘Take this one and show ’er what’s what, will yer?’


She pushed her hand in the middle of Ada’s back as she anxiously watched Elsie being taken along the room.


‘You can cut blanks. Gert here’ll learn yer.’
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