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  Boxing Day, 1935




  The bottle smashed through the window and shattered on the blue bricks of the yard.




  ‘You filthy stinking whore!’




  His father flung the door open so that the children’s screams echoed round the yard. He lurched outside. Joey stood dry-eyed, paralysed in the one downstairs room.




  There had been plenty of fights. He knew it was different this time.




  ‘I’m not stopping ’ere one bleeding minute more!’ Wally Phillips stood out in the yard, yelling back at the house. He was a thin, stooped man. ‘I’ve had all a

  man can take. Four bleedin’ whelps to feed and clothe, and that brat in your belly ain’t even mine! I’ve put up with your boozing and your carrying on . . . I ain’t slaving

  myself to the bone for you no more . . .’ He stumbled backwards and cursed, just managing to regain his balance. ‘You’re in here with your legs spread for any tomcat who calls at

  the door . . . You’re filth, Dora – there’s no helping you.’




  The children’s crying did not abate. Joey froze somewhere deep inside. His father was circling the yard.




  ‘That’s right!’ Wally yelled. ‘You all listening, all of you? Call yourselves neighbours? What’ve you ever done for us, eh? Couldn’t stop my wife being a

  fuckin’ whore, could you? Lying here pouring my wages down her throat . . . What did I do, eh? Loved ’er, I did. In the beginning . . .’ He lowered his voice. ‘Christ, I

  did.’




  For a moment he stood swaying, then he raised his fist and punched at the air so hard he almost fell over. He turned to go.




  ‘Dad!’ Joey fought to unlock his muscles. He ran outside, seeing his father striding towards the entry bare-headed, shoulders sagging in his threadbare coat. The boy tore after

  him.




  ‘Dad – don’t!’ A great sob forced up inside him, as though his chest was ripping apart.




  Wally pushed him off with the force of a drowning man. ‘Don’t, son. I can’t. Just can’t. Look after your mother, Joey. You’ll have to be a man now. I can’t

  live with it no more.’




  Joey reeled back, clutching at the sill, his boots crunching on the broken glass. ‘Dad!’ It was a weak, childish cry now, of despair.




  Through the broken window came the screaming of his brother and sisters, and his mother’s coughing, on and on, from where she crouched on the bed they’d moved downstairs for her. She

  was in her twenties, her pale hair unkempt and straggling round her face. She coughed into scraps of rag which came away streaked with blood. Joey didn’t turn to look at her or his howling

  brother and sisters. He had eyes only for the dark figure hurrying away from them down the entry. A moment later, his father turned the corner and was gone.




  ‘You’ll never make a wife if you carry on like this before you’ve even reached the altar!’




  Her mother’s bitter words propelled Gwen upstairs to the landing, where she stood in the darkness, hands clutching at fistfuls of her festive red skirt, her eyes squeezed shut. She could

  hardly believe herself! She had done the one thing the Purdy family never, ever did: she had made a scene. How had her inner feelings suddenly popped out like that in front of everyone? Their faces

  – how awful! Yet she could feel laughter threatening to erupt too. She’d enjoyed shocking them!




  ‘However am I going to tell Edwin’s parents? You’re abandoning him on the eve of your wedding – heaven knows what the shock might do to an invalid like his

  mother!’




  This was too much for Gwen. She stormed back to the top of the stairs.




  ‘What are you talking about, Mummy? You’re being completely ridiculous – I’m not getting married for eight months! I’ve taken the job for two terms,

  that’s all. Until the end of the summer and then I’m coming home to marry Edwin. If it’s too ghastly I can always throw in the towel. Whatever is the matter with that?’




  ‘But Birmingham, darling!’ Gwen’s mother stood beneath the streamers criss-crossing the hall. Though colourful, they sagged joylessly. ‘Gwen, what has come over

  you? You’ve taken this job without a by your leave and the school sounds . . .’ Ruth Purdy gave a shudder, ‘. . . well, an absolute disgrace. There’s no telling what

  kind of rough people you’ll be dealing with! And there’ll be no time to plan the wedding properly. You’re being very selfish. You are my only daughter . . .’ Her

  mother’s voice was wheedling now. ‘Your father thinks it’s quite appalling.’




  ‘Does he? Since when has Daddy ever cared what I do?’ When she had made her announcement, carefully leaving it until after Christmas Day, her father had sat in the corner with his

  newspaper, opting out of family life as usual. His was the only unscandalized face apart from the baby’s.




  ‘Of course he cares.’ Her mother lowered her voice to hiss up at Gwen. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’




  Gwen clenched her fists so that her nails dug into her palms. ‘Mummy, Daddy wouldn’t notice if I did the dance of the seven veils in the middle of the parlour.’




  ‘Don’t be vulgar . . .’




  But Gwen could not contain herself. She could not keep the bitterness from her voice. ‘He’s only ever wanted the boys! In fact, let’s face it, he wanted Johnny to hand the

  pharmacy on to. Poor old Crispin hardly gets a look in either! All Daddy requires from me is that I keep out of his way and toe the line. Mummy – I am going to do this job in Birmingham.

  It’s not for long, and whether Edwin likes it or not is not the point. I’m not a vicar’s wife yet. I shall have the rest of my life to fall in with Edwin’s plans. And we

  shall sort out the wedding, but it doesn’t take eight months’ continuous labour. I’m sorry, I’ve made up my mind. You’re not going to change it.’




  Ruth Purdy pushed her hands down into the pockets of her long cardigan in extreme agitation. She was a thin, faded version of her curvaceous daughter and was always terrified of what other

  people would think. And until now her daughter had been the sweet, biddable teacher at the local school of whom everyone thought so highly.




  ‘You’re a complete fool, is all I can say. You’ve caught a good man with a respectable profession, you’re teaching at one of the best schools in Worcester and now you

  want to go and live in a slum!’ She seemed ready to explode with anger.




  ‘Well, maybe I’m just what they need,’ Gwen retorted. ‘I don’t expect they get many good teachers there. I’ll be able to teach them all a thing or

  two!’




  ‘Oh really, there’s no talking to you.’ Ruth began to walk away. ‘You’ll live to regret it – and don’t be surprised if Edwin doesn’t think again

  about who he’s marrying. He’s not going to want a wife who just takes off without any warning. He’s quite a catch, don’t forget. There are plenty of others who’d jump

  at him, and it’d serve you right!’ She stalked back to the sitting room, closing the door hard.




  Gwen put her hands over her face, opened her mouth and let out a silent scream which came out as a prolonged hiss of breath. She sank down on the top step.




  Whatever happens, she vowed, I’m going. She’s not going to stop me.




  They’d all be there by the fire – her mother, two brothers and Johnny’s wife, Isabel. They had little James, and already another on the way. And now she’d broken her news

  they’d all be discussing her in that sober, let’s not really say what we’re thinking, oh-dear-what-a-shame sort of way, pretending that her mother’s cry of horror and her

  outburst at Gwen had not really happened, like a bad smell in the room which everyone would ignore out of politeness. Especially her sister-in-law, ‘dutiful, beautiful Isabel’, as Gwen

  secretly called her. She was dark-haired and endlessly serene like the Mona Lisa and she was another reason Gwen wanted to scream.




  Gwen crept into her room and sat on the bed looking out at the apple tree. On the bedside table was a small picture in a frame. She picked it up, smiling ruefully. She really ought to have a

  picture of Edwin by her bed, with his thick blond hair combed back and his ever-optimistic smile. Edwin looked almost permanently like someone who’d just enjoyed a good cricket match. Instead

  she was looking at a picture of Amy Johnson, her heroine. She thought Amelia Earhart was wonderful too, though her being American made her seem more distant. Amy was her favourite. Gwen had

  clippings about all her famous flights: to Australia in her Gypsy Moth in 1930, then later to Japan, Cape Town, the USA. This was her favourite picture. It showed Amy in her flying helmet, goggles

  perched on her forehead, wearing a leather flying jacket, the high astrakhan collar turned up round her chin. Her strong face looked out from the picture, up towards the sky, as if she was seeing

  all the places she would soar away to. Gwen stared longingly. How must it feel to fly a plane by yourself? To climb into the cockpit and take off, away from everyone, knowing your life was in your

  hands alone?




  She put the picture down and sighed. Lately she had felt so odd, thoughts and impulses bubbling up in her that she’d never known before. And the way she’d spoken to Mummy! Gwen

  wasn’t used to disapproval. She’d always tried to be good. She thought of Edwin: tall, good-looking Edwin, who was always so sure he knew right from wrong.




  My fiancé, she thought. Dear old Edwin, so good and solid. Her rescuer. She just needed to get this great restlessness out of her system, then she could settle down and marry

  him.




  She sat staring out of the window as the winter sky darkened smokily outside.
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  One




  ‘Miss Purdy!’




  Knuckles rapped hard on the door. ‘I don’t seem to see you downstairs. I did say breakfast would be at seven forty-five sharp!’




  Gwen sat up, heart pounding. Where on earth was she? She took in the dressing table next to her bed, the colourless light filtering in between the curtains. Heavens, the new job! Birmingham! And

  that voice was her chain-smoking landlady’s. She was out of bed and peeling off her nightdress all in one move.




  ‘Coming! I’m coming, really I am!’




  ‘Mr Purvis and I are waiting,’ the voice complained. ‘And your kipper’s spoiling.’




  Mrs Black’s tread departed mincingly – Gwen knew it was mincingly because it was the only way she could walk in those heels.




  Gwen pulled her clothes on: brassière, camisole – a squeeze to pull it over her generous breasts – stockings, cursing as a splinter from the bare boards snagged into the ball

  of her foot. Normally she liked dressing: she enjoyed bright colours, hair ribbons, scarves, but there was no time now. Washing herself would have to wait too.




  ‘Oh, damn you, you wretched things!’ She pulled savagely at her suspenders with trembling fingers. How could she have overslept when she’d spent the night wide-eyed as an owl,

  staring at those limp curtains which didn’t quite meet in the middle? The last thing she could remember was hearing a tram rumble past outside and dimly, as she faded into sleep, a rising

  groan of sound which Mrs Black had told her she’d have to get used to when several went off at once the afternoon before. They were the factory ‘bulls’, the sirens indicating the

  beginning or end of a shift. She must have fallen into a deep sleep only minutes before it was time to get up. What a dreadful start to her first day!




  She pushed her feet into her shoes without unfastening the straps, hastily coiled her thick hair up at the back, skewering it into place with a hairslide and tore out of her room along the brown

  lino of the landing and down the sludge-coloured runner of stair carpet. Dear God, this house was awful! But it was an adventure, she told herself, and adventure was what she needed.




  ‘Do I hear you coming, Miss Purdy?’ Mrs Black’s plaintive voice came to her. ‘Your kipper’s almost on its last legs.’




  Meals, Mrs Black had informed her the evening before, were to be taken in the back room, a fussy place crammed full of pictures and ornaments. A row of dolls with china heads and big sad eyes

  sat along the dresser. They had sat together, a most meagre fire struggling for life in the grate, for a meal of Welsh rarebit edged with crinkly slices of pickled beetroot, topped off with cherry

  Madeira cake and a cup of tea. Gwen’s fellow lodger, a Mr Harold Purvis, had only arrived two days earlier himself, to take up work in the accounts department of a local machine-tool

  firm.




  ‘So nice,’ their landlady had said fawningly as she introduced them, ‘to begin the new year with new faces in the house.’ She gave a sigh. ‘I’m reduced to

  lodgers since I lost my George.’




  Mr Purvis blushed and murmured a greeting. He was well into his thirties, with a doleful face and a bald pate, around which clung a ring of black, neatly trimmed and rather oily hair.




  The Welsh rarebit had had a strangely lumpy consistency which made Gwen grateful for the sharp vinegar in the beetroot.




  ‘It’s hard to go wrong with pickles, isn’t it?’ Mr Purvis remarked gloomily. He was evidently cursed with adenoids.




  Gwen smiled and agreed, thinking: Oh my goodness, are we going to have to sit here making polite conversation every night? They had asked one another a few questions – yes, he was

  new to the area, had moved across from Oldbury. Oh, she was a teacher, was she? That was nice. From Worcester? Gracious. Bit different here, eh?




  Mrs Black’s voice sounded as if she gargled with tin tacks. All the time they were eating, she raided her packet of Player’s for one cigarette after another and the air had a blue

  tinge. She kept calling Mr Purvis ‘Harold’.




  ‘Harold is a musical man, he tells me,’ she informed Gwen. ‘He plays the trumpet. I hope you don’t mind me calling you Harold?’ She told them her own name was

  Ariadne.




  ‘I like people to know.’ She held a little piece of cherry Madeira between her stubby finger and thumb, little finger crooked. ‘The name Black is so very ordinary, isn’t

  it? I like to feel my Christian name is something rather out of the way.’




  ‘It’s certainly that,’ Gwen agreed.




  ‘Latin, isn’t it?’ Mr Purvis ventured, wiping his chin. ‘Wasn’t she the er . . . lady with the hair made of snakes?’




  ‘Oh, aren’t you clever?’ Mrs Black cried, leaning towards him.




  Gwen, from reading books of myths to schoolchildren, knew perfectly well that Ariadne was the one who helped Theseus escape from the Minotaur in the Cretan labyrinth using a ball of string, but

  this didn’t seem the moment to mention the fact. She eyed Ariadne Black, trying to decide how old she was. Anywhere, she decided, between forty-five and sixty. Mrs Black favoured floaty,

  diaphanous clothes and wore her hair shingled and shaded a gingery blonde that could only come out of a bottle. She looked, Gwen decided, as if she’d just stepped off the stage of a variety

  performance. And her affected Brummy accent made Gwen want to giggle.




  This morning, as Gwen dashed in, mouthing apologies, she found Mrs Black standing behind Mr Purvis’s chair, slightly to the side of it, one hand resting on the back almost as if she was

  expecting someone to come and paint a portrait of the pair of them. Her eyebrows were brown lines pencilled in at an enquiring angle and even this early in the morning she had applied a fulsome

  coating of scarlet lipstick.




  ‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘At last! Mr Purvis has been ever so patient, haven’t you?’ She leaned down and patted his arm before taking her seat.




  Harold Purvis said, ‘Good morning,’ and stared so hard at Gwen’s chest that she felt compelled to glance down and check whether the buttons of her dress had come undone. She

  hurried to her seat, bracing herself for the food.




  They sat in morning light strained through net curtains. The one window faced over the side alley, but Mrs Black still kept it well shrouded. There was no fire in the grate and the room was

  cold. On plates in front of them, the kippers lay like a pair of moccasins left too long in the sun. Ariadne Black seemed to be breakfasting on cigarettes and tea. Beside her plate lay a copy of

  the Birmingham Gazette.




  ‘I hope you won’t mind.’ She pursed her lips coyly at them both. ‘Mr Purvis already knows I like to have my little read of the paper at breakfast time.’




  ‘Not at all,’ Gwen said, picking up her knife and fork.




  ‘You do like kipper?’ Ariadne Black leaned towards her and Gwen saw swirls of powder across her cheeks.




  ‘Oh yes, thank you,’ she lied, wondering how, this morning of all mornings, she was ever going to swallow it down.




  In the homes around Canal Street School, the children were getting ready for the first day of term after the Christmas holidays.




  Two boys burst out from the front door of a shop, setting the bell clanging madly. Parks’s Sweet Shop was situated almost under the railway bridge, so on sunny mornings the colourful array

  of goodies in the windows blazed in the light, but by the afternoon it was so dark and shaded it was, as Mrs Parks often remarked, ‘like living buried in a plot in the bleeding

  cemetery’. This morning, as it was the first day back at school, she followed her two youngest offspring to the door, pulling her cardi round her in the freezing morning. The two lads were

  off along the street, hands going to their mouths pretending they were smoking and puffing out warm breath to condense in white clouds in front of them.




  ‘’Ere, Ron, Billy!’ she called after them. ‘You come back ’ere dinner time. I don’t want you going down the cut!’




  ‘Awright, Mom!’ Ron, the younger of the two, shouted back.




  ‘And go straight to school – it looks like rain!’




  They waved in a token fashion.




  Not listening to a flaming word as usual. Mrs Parks sighed, watching them with fierce pride. Her lads, bless ’em! Those jerseys she’d knitted them for Christmas had come out a treat.

  Just right for this weather. She lit a Woodbine and stood, half in, half out of the door, enjoying the warm smoke in her lungs. Cold enough to freeze your entrails out there. She blew a mouthful of

  smoke out of the door and turned to her husband.




  ‘Reckon I’ll have some of them down today, Bert. Give ’em a bit of a spring clean.’ She felt wide awake and suddenly enthusiastic about washing the jars of bonbons and

  cough candy, the bowl of warm, soapy water.




  One child, a girl of eight with long blonde plaits, came along from her house in Franklin Street with a slow, dreamy-looking gait. Clasped tightly in her hand was the halfpenny her mother had

  scrimped to give her for her milk. She was terrified she would drop it and it would roll off down the drain. Mummy would know somehow if she did, she was sure!




  ‘We can’t afford it,’ her mother had said, the tears coming again. ‘God knows – a halfpenny a day! But I’m not having anyone knowing. Don’t you go

  losing it, Alice. And don’t say a word to anyone . . .’




  With her other hand Alice teased and rubbed at her hair, trying to make it look more untidy. She pushed one of her socks down a bit and tried to walk with a slouch. That was the trouble at the

  last school. Mummy just didn’t understand. It was all right looking neat as a pin when they lived in Solihull. In that other life when they weren’t poor. Everything was different

  now.




  ‘Alice, Alice, lives in a palace!’ The girls at Foundry Road School had circled round in the playground, chanting. A palace! If only they knew!




  She’d begged to leave and start again at a new school. If it could only be different this time! Would she be able to fit in? Just to be invisible – that was her dream. She left home

  early so as not to meet too many other children in the street. As she drew nearer the gates of Canal Street School, the butterflies in her stomach got worse. She swallowed hard. She mustn’t

  be sick – she just mustn’t! In front of her she could make out the blurry mass of the school building. Squinting, she found her way to the gate. Alice didn’t know that not

  everyone saw the world in this soft-focused way, with people looming up close to her alarmingly, as if she was underwater. All she knew was that it was frightening.




  ‘Please,’ she prayed, even more nervous when she could see the blur of other children moving in the distance. ‘Please let it be all right this time.’




  ‘You’re going to school, Joey, so shut your gob.’




  His mother was almost too breathless to speak, but there was no mistaking the iron in her tone. Joey swelled inside. If he felt anything these days, it was always anger, blasting up inside

  him.




  ‘I ain’t – I ain’t going! You can’t make me!’




  ‘I said shurrup! You’re going – d’you hear me?’ Her voice rasped at him. ‘And for fuck’s sake do summat to shut ’im up an’ all or I

  swear to God I’ll finish ’im!’ The sentence ended with a long bout of coughing.




  The babby, two-year-old Kenny, was crying, nose plugged with green snot. Joey looked at him in disgust, then pushed a scrap of stale bread at him.




  ‘Shurrup, Kenny, will you?’ he roared. Then seeing the futility of this, softened his voice. ‘Come on – eat the bread, Kenny. Oh, pwor! Mom – he’s shat on the

  chair!’




  ‘Well, clean it up then! No good blarting to me about it.’




  Joey carried the chair to the tap in the yard. He turned the tap on, waiting for the icy trickle to sweep the excrement off the seat. It wouldn’t budge. He picked up a soggy cigarette

  packet and poked at it, scowling furiously.




  His sisters Lena, six, and Polly, four, chewed their scraps of bread like frightened rabbits. What use were they? Joey looked at them in fury as he put the chair down with a crash which made his

  mother curse. He’d have to wipe Kenny’s arse now. It was he who had to do everything, take it all on. He was the man of the house. Inside it was so cold they could see their breath on

  the air and there was no food – yet here she was trying to push him off to school like a fucking babby!




  ‘Send Lena to school. I ain’t going.’




  ‘Joseph – I’ve told you, today you’re going to that effing school if I have to carry you myself.’ The look on his mother’s face then frightened him. She

  frightened him when she yelled and carried on, but even more he hated her crying and now there were tears in her eyes. Joey felt like crying himself, but he forced the feeling down inside him and

  crammed his piece of bread into his mouth. It had blue spots on it and was hard work to chew. He tried not to look at his mother, struggling for breath by the dead ashes of the fire. The sight of

  her gaunt, sick face frightened him too much for him to let himself think about it. Two red patches burned on her cheeks. Her belly stuck out like a growth from her stick body. She stayed most of

  her day on the bed now. Since his Dad left everything was getting worse, all hope running out of him like water down a drain. He had to fight to stop it with every ounce of his strength.




  ‘The bread’s all mouldy, Mom,’ Lena whined.




  ‘Shurrup, will you!’ Joey yelled at her. ‘Just get it down you!’




  ‘Sssh, Joey,’ their mother protested faintly. A sob came from her, which made her cough until she retched.




  ‘You gunna be better soon, Mom?’ Polly said, frightened.




  Still coughing, she tried to nod her head. The tears she had been trying to hold back began to pour out. She sat on the bed, rocking in anguish.




  Joey stood up, bracing himself, and frowning fiercely.




  ‘It’s all right, Mom. I’ll get us our tea. Don’t you worry.’




  ‘Joseph,’ she snarled. ‘Take Lena to school. Go on, clear off!’




  Joey jerked his head at his sister. ‘C’mon.’




  The door rattled on its hinges as it slammed shut behind Joey and Lena, letting in a blast of even colder air.




  Dora sank her head into her hands.




  The day had come – the first day of school. It was what she had willed herself to reach. What choice did she have? Her cheeks burned against her cold, bony hands. Christ, if only she had a

  few bob for a drop of summat to knock herself out! She couldn’t let herself feel. Not now. It was too late for that. As soon as her eldest left, she’d have to call Mrs Simmons in. She

  was the only one of the so-called neighbours who’d have anything to do with them now.




  Her two young children sat lifelessly. Dora stared between her fingers at the filthy brick floor. A drop of sweat trickled down her back, though her hands were frozen. All she wanted now was to

  lie down and sleep and not have to wake. God, she and Wally had had dreams. And it had come to this, a slum house up an alley, backing onto the wharf with its dank, stinking air. She thought of her

  elder son’s pinched face and the pain she tried to keep pushed away in her twisted inside her. The lad was already like an old man. Man of the house, protecting her, going out raking in

  coppers by selling orange crates as firewood or buckets of horse shite. Christ Almighty. She had thought when Wally took her away from her father’s gross clutches everything would be a dream.

  And now . . .




  Desperately Dora looked at her younger children.




  ‘Polly, Kenny – come ’ere.’




  Warily, they came to her and she pressed their heads to her bony chest, sobbing. She couldn’t stop the pain now, had no way of numbing it. It felt as if her heart was cracking apart.




  Joey and Lena went along the entry and out into Canal Street. Both children wore thick, scratchy socks and heavy boots from the Daily Mail charity. Joey’s were too

  big and his feet slopped about in them.




  ‘Why’s our Mom always crying?’ Lena’s long brown hair was a mass of tangles. The last teeth had fallen out of the old comb days ago. She tried combing it with her

  fingers, but it didn’t work.




  Joey walked with the tough swagger of a much older boy, hands shoved defiantly into his trouser pockets. ‘She’s poorly, stupid. You know that by now.’ They passed the Golden

  Crown on the corner. Joey was trying not to look at it: his Dad’s watering hole. Many’s the time he’d waited outside for him, been handed a packet of crisps odd times when Wally

  was in a good humour.




  ‘I wish she’d stop crying,’ Lena said miserably. ‘Why can’t she get better? My feet hurt.’ She was hobbling. Her boots were too tight, her toes a mass of

  chilblains.




  ‘Oh, shurrup moaning,’ Joey said savagely.




  The school was halfway along on the right, a redbrick, soot-encrusted building which announced, in figures carved into a stone plaque that it had been built in 1888. The middle of the building

  was topped by a low spire. Children of infant and junior age were moving towards it in gaggles of three or four, some family groups, some friends, and all from the neighbouring streets, separating

  into the entrances marked ‘Boys’ and ‘Girls’.




  Gwen’s morning had not got any better.




  ‘Come on, come on . . .’ She found her lips moving. She was going to be late on her first day! The tram seemed to be forever stopping. The pungent smell of sweat was overpowering,

  with everyone crushed in there together, and she was all in a lather herself despite the cold. Her neat navy coat and hat felt too hot in here. And she was a bag of nerves. There hadn’t even

  been time to get the splinter out of her foot and she was conscious of its nagging little pain as she stood on the swaying tram.




  As they lurched along, bell tinging, the glimpses she saw out of the window did nothing to cheer her up. Birmingham looked even more drab and cheerless than everyone had assured her it would be.

  All those factories and chimneys smoking – no wonder the buildings looked so grimy and the houses so mean and depressing. Everything seemed to be coated in black!




  What am I doing here? she thought glumly. Mummy was right – this is horrible!




  Edwin, however, had been rather in favour.




  ‘I must say, I think you’re jolly brave,’ he’d said. Edwin was nearly always enthusiastic. He seemed conditioned to be. ‘It’s splendid. You’ll be a

  great asset to me in the parish – used to mixing with anyone and everyone.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Gwen agreed. It was not a thought that had occurred to her, but she was glad he was pleased. It made everything easier.




  The tram moved along the high wall of the prison and stopped near to the end of Canal Street.




  ‘Anyone for the nick?’ the driver shouted.




  As she crossed over the road and hurried towards the school it began to rain. For a moment she felt a powerful desire to be back in her old school in Worcester. She could sleep in her own bed

  instead of Ariadne’s, and not have her clothes stinking of smoke or Harold Purvis staring at her chest over the kippers. For a moment she thought of getting back on a train and admitting to

  them all that she’d been a fool. All she’d have to do then was carry on as before and wait for her wedding. Simple. Predictable. But no. She didn’t really know why she was here,

  doing something her family kept saying wasn’t ‘her’, but she burned with the conviction that she just had to be. And she’d show them she was right. She pushed her chin out

  and looked ahead of her along the street, freezing rain stinging her cheeks.




  

     

  




  Two




  The child had an iron caliper on her leg.




  She was among a group blocking the gate into the school. There were four of them, dark haired, dark eyed and Gwen guessed they were all from one family. In the middle of the knot they made, the

  little girl was crying miserably.




  ‘You’ll be all right,’ the tallest boy was saying as Gwen reached them. He had a sing-song accent that Gwen couldn’t place. The older girl took the hand of the crying one

  and started to pull her into the school playground. She seemed in a panic.




  ‘Come on, Lucy, you’ve got to go in. We’re gonna be late, else. You’re all right, you’re near our mam now. See you later!’




  The clock in the school tower said five to nine. Oh Lord, I’m horribly late! Gwen realized. But hearing the girl’s cries, her distress tore at Gwen. Poor little

  mite.




  ‘I don’t want to go in here,’ she was sobbing. ‘Don’t make me, Rosa. Let me come with you!’




  Two other children pushed past them to get through the gate. Gwen hesitated. She couldn’t just walk by, so she went up to the children.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘She doesn’t want to go in, Miss,’ the older girl said. She must have been eleven or twelve and had a strikingly pretty face. The four of them drew back, fearful at being

  challenged by a teacher. ‘She can’t go with us no more – she’s got to go to this school. Only she won’t go in.’




  ‘You all go to a different school?’




  ‘St Joseph’s, Miss,’ the girl said.




  ‘Well, you get along. I’ll see to her.’




  They obeyed, glancing back at their distraught sister. Rosa called, ‘See you later, Luce!’ and they departed briskly along Canal Street. The remaining sister was sobbing more quietly

  now.




  ‘What’s your name, dear?’




  The girl looked fearfully up at her, and seemed slightly reassured by seeing a pretty, smiling face.




  ‘Lucy Fernandez,’ she whispered.




  ‘Well, Lucy, I’m Miss Purdy, and this is my first day too. Shall we find out where you are supposed to go?’




  The girl nodded, still wary. She sniffed and reached up to smear the tears across her face. Head down, she limped along beside Gwen dragging her calipered leg. In the playground a number of

  mothers were standing talking. One of them was a huge prizefighter of a woman with a red, beefy face. Gwen quailed. They all looked terrifying and very rough. And how dark and drab their clothes

  were! Her spirits sank even further.




  As they reached the girls’ entrance, a teacher came out and rang a big brass bell, shouting, ‘Into your classes!’




  ‘Ah, there you are at last,’ a voice said as soon as Gwen set foot inside. She realized this must be Mr Lowry, the headmaster. He seemed to have been waiting for her and stood

  peering through his spectacles at a brass pocket watch, evidently most displeased. He was tall, thin and balding. Lucy Fernandez immediately slipped away from her side and disappeared from view

  round a corner.




  ‘I hope this isn’t going to set the standard, Miss . . . er . . . Purdy.’ He snapped the watch shut and slipped it into his tweedy pocket. ‘The very least I expect is

  that you will be punctual; you should have been here at least fifteen minutes ago. We’ve a couple of minutes before assembly. Let’s proceed to your classroom now. Meeting the other

  staff will have to wait.’




  ‘I’m ever so sorry, Mr Lowry,’ Gwen babbled as they moved along a corridor at high speed. ‘Only I wasn’t sure how long it would take, and I missed the tram . .

  .’




  ‘Nothing like a practice run if you’re not sure,’ Mr Lowry corrected her. Gwen felt flustered and unprepared to meet a new class. In the distance she could hear someone

  thumping out a marching tune.




  The pianist, a middle-aged lady, was playing at the far end of the school hall beside the stage. A dark red cloth covered the back of the piano. There were high windows to the left and the

  floorboards were waxed and shiny. To the right were three classrooms, partitioned off from the hall by a wall which was solid up to waist height, but with glass windows above. A low rumble of

  footsteps approached and the classes began filing in one by one, filling up the hall in rows along the floor. Gwen saw a young teacher with red hair tied back leading a class in and showing them

  where to sit. She turned and gave Gwen a friendly smile.




  ‘You’ll take Form Four,’ Mr Lowry said. ‘Ah – and here come your charges.’




  Gwen turned to watch her class file in. All between eight and nine years old, they moved in a restless, fidgeting caterpillar, staring and muttering, some of the more cheeky-faced boys

  chattering and poking each other. The line seemed to go on and on, a pale, skinny-legged, motley group of children in an assortment of ragged, ill-fitting clothes. Last in the line came the

  hobbling figure of the little girl with the caliper on her leg, her face still blotchy from crying. Somehow, Gwen felt pleased to see her.




  Once all the school was gathered, they sang ‘Praise my soul the King of Heaven’ to the tinny piano. Mr Lowry was on the stage. He looked austere in his tweed trousers and jacket,

  peering at the children through his little spectacles. Gwen saw that now he had something in his hand which looked like an old riding crop. He only put it down when he picked up a book to read some

  prayers, after which the whole school parroted ‘Amen’.




  ‘Today finds us at the beginning of another new term,’ Mr Lowry said, picking up the crop again and fingering it. ‘And I want to begin by saying a few words about discipline in

  this school . . .’




  Seated on a chair beside her class, Gwen felt her heart sink. There was no welcoming smile for the children from this headmaster, unlike at her old school. She had disliked Mr Lowry instantly

  and had already put him down as petty and probably a bully. She stopped listening to him and stared round her, trying to acclimatize herself. In front of her was the woman with red hair, who

  couldn’t have been much older than her. The other teachers looked as much of a hotchpotch collection of humanity as the children. Opposite her, across the hall, was a soft, rounded-looking

  lady with grey hair in a bun and a pink milkmaid’s complexion. She wore a full grey skirt and a blouse covered in striking blue and green swirls. Gwen thought she looked rather comforting.

  She wished assembly could go on for ever as she felt nervous and ill-prepared for what was to come.




  When the children filed into their classrooms, Mr Lowry accompanied her. They stood at the door as the children came in, staring curiously at her and eventually organizing themselves behind the

  rows of desks.




  ‘Quiet!’ Mr Lowry bawled, although it already was quiet. The children seemed overawed by him. He glowered at them. ‘What is this pandemonium? That’s better – I

  should think so. This is your new class teacher, Miss Purdy. You will behave yourselves properly and you will work hard and be polite. Any trouble from any of you, and you’ll be

  in my office, and you know what that means, don’t you?’




  There was silence. A few heads nodded.




  ‘What does it mean?’




  ‘The cane, sir,’ a boy said.




  ‘Quite right. So bear that in mind.’ And he turned on his heel, looked as if he might salute, then left the room.




  Gwen was confronted by a sea of young faces all peering curiously at her. She felt suddenly overwhelmed and full of panic. She had never felt this nervous about teaching before. There were so

  many of them! Mr Lowry had said fifty-two – twice the size of her form in Worcester. She realized she had not even taken off her coat yet and summoning all her dignity she removed it and laid

  it on the tall teacher’s chair. She could feel the children’s eyes on her. Her crimson paisley dress had a full skirt which hugged her hips and she had fastened her hair with a matching

  crimson ribbon. Some advice came back to her that she had been given during her teacher-training course. Start off tough with them . . . Then they’ll know where they stand with

  you.




  ‘Right,’ she said, stepping forward commandingly and wiping any trace of a smile from her lips. ‘We’re going to start off in this class as we mean to go on. Like Mr Lowry

  said, I expect you to be polite and hardworking. Now –’ she reached under the desk lid. To her relief, what she needed came to hand – ‘I’m going to take the

  register.’




  A little girl at the front leaned towards her. ‘Miss?’ she lisped. ‘We’ve got no monitors yet. For the milk and biscuits, and the dinner tickets.’




  ‘Of course,’ Gwen snapped, as if she’d known this all the time. How was she to choose monitors when she didn’t know the children?




  ‘Who were your monitors last term?’




  A boy and girl raised their hands.




  ‘You’d better come and help me today as well. I shall select new monitors later in the week.’




  The two children went round the room collecting halfpennies from those who paid for milk. Gwen stood watching. Some children shook their heads or lowered them as the monitors passed. Gwen was

  opening the register in preparation when she heard a low voice say, ‘I don’t need no milk.’ The words were almost snarled. She looked up to see the milk monitor standing beside a

  boy with a gaunt, frowning face and large, deepset eyes. She was struck by the intensity of his expression.




  ‘All right, I only asked,’ the monitor replied.




  Gwen picked up the register.




  ‘Donald Andrews?’




  ‘Yes, Miss.’




  ‘Joan Billings?’




  ‘Yes, Miss.’




  As she went down the long register, Gwen gradually became aware of the smell in the classroom. It was cold in there, but with all those little bodies breathing and giving off warmth there was

  already a frowsty, unwashed aroma which made her want to wrinkle her nose. In her last school most of the children had come from comfortable homes, and there had only been one child who smelt

  regularly: Eric Hutchings, the son of poor farmers on the edge of the town. He was out milking cows before school and there was no telling what he might come in smelling of. Here, though, the smell

  seemed to get stronger by the moment, as if emanating from every corner of the room. And one of the boys to her left couldn’t seem to stop scratching himself. His skin was dotted with spots

  of gentian violet.




  The names went on. Suddenly, there was one she recognized.




  ‘Lucy Fernandez?’




  ‘Yes, Miss,’ came the miserable reply. Gwen followed the direction of the voice to see a head bent over the desk, hidden behind a curtain of dark hair.




  ‘Ron Parks?’




  ‘Yes, Miss.’ She caught Ron in mid-grin towards one of his pals. His teeth – surely she’d been mistaken? They looked black – the whole lot of them! It must be the

  light, she decided.




  ‘Joseph Phillips?’




  A sullen, tight voice. ‘Yes, Miss.’ She looked up to see the boy with the pinched features who looked angry with the whole world.




  Towards the end, when she read out ‘Alice Wilson’ and received a timid ‘Yes, Miss,’ the reply came from a girl on the far right, under the window, staring across at her

  in a slightly vacant manner. She had long blonde plaits and looked startlingly clean and well dressed compared with many of the others, almost like little Heidi off the alp. Taking in the sight of

  her charges, Gwen saw what a pale-faced, poorly dressed group of children they were. She was just starting to feel tender towards them when a ragged sound burst into the room and most of the

  children erupted into laughter, all watching their new teacher to see how she would react.




  ‘Jack’s farted, Miss!’ one of them informed her.




  ‘Where e’er you be, let wind go free!’ Ron cried, beaming. Startled, Gwen realized she hadn’t been mistaken. The boy had the blackest, most rotten set of teeth she had

  ever seen.




  She stood composed, not a hint of amusement on her face, waiting for the laughter to run its course.




  ‘Have you quite finished?’ They stared back at her, some nodding. The boy in the back row was scratching himself frantically. ‘Good. I should think so. Now let’s get on

  with our lesson.’




  She handed out exercise books and got the children to write their names on them, appointed someone to recharge the inkwells and got every child to check the nib on the cheap wooden pens which

  were lodged in the groove at the front of the double desks. These desks, each attached by an iron runner to a hard-backed bench, were crammed into the room in tight rows. There were a couple of

  framed pictures on the walls, one of a road with trees on either side, and one of the king.




  We’ll need to get this brightened up a bit, Gwen thought, remembering the church schoolroom she had taught in before with her children’s paintings stuck up all round the room.

  ‘Her children’ was how she had thought of them. And there had only been half as many!




  All morning she was taut with nerves, on the verge of thinking she couldn’t manage, would never be able to teach these children anything. She couldn’t even understand what half of

  them were saying, when the Birmingham accent was combined with lisps or missing teeth or adenoidal pronunciation. By the time the dinner hour came and the green and white tickets were handed

  out, she had struggled through arithmetic, a spelling test and getting them to write a letter. She wanted to get the measure of them, who was able and who not. But her head was throbbing and she

  wondered how she was going to make it through the rest of the day.




  ‘So – you’re the new girl are you?’




  Gwen saw the smiling face of the ginger-haired teacher waiting for her as she followed the last of the children out of the class at midday, some to run home, others to stay for the school

  dinners.




  ‘I’m Miss Dawson,’ she said in a soft Birmingham accent. ‘Millie. Nice to see someone else who doesn’t look as if they’ve come out of the ark!’ She

  giggled, and Gwen could only join in, feeling cheered already. ‘I gather you were late in. Did Glowery-Lowery whip you by any chance? He rather enjoys whipping people, I’m afraid.

  D’you want to come to the staffroom for dinner? You can meet the gargoyles in there.’




  ‘Yes . . .’ Gwen hesitated. She already liked Millie, with her friendly, freckly face. ‘Only I didn’t think to bring any food.’




  ‘Oh, never mind. My mother sends me off with enough for six every day. Come and have some of mine. So – how were the little demons this morning?’




  ‘It’s not what I’m used to,’ Gwen said. She was feeling overwhelmed by the newness of the experience, the state of some of the children. ‘I suppose they

  weren’t too bad – I just feel rather at sea. How I’ll even remember their names I don’t know.’




  ‘Oh, it’ll come to you. They’re not bad children, most of them. And when you consider what some of them are coming from . . . It’s been an eye-opener to me, I can tell

  you. If you live in a different part of Birmingham it’s like another world. I grew up in Edgbaston. The way some people live – it beggars belief.’




  ‘There’s one boy who’s forever scratching and he seems to have scabs all over his skin . . . Is that impetigo?’




  ‘Umm – I should think so. Nasty. Sounds as if he’s over the worst, though.’ Millie rolled her eyes. ‘If you want infestations you’ve come to the right

  place!’




  She pushed the staffroom door open and Gwen saw a dingy space with a few old chairs scattered round and a table to one side with cups and saucers on it. No one else was in there yet.




  ‘You’ll want to wash your hands, and then you sit down and I’ll get us a cup of tea before you meet everyone properly.’ Millie disappeared into the little scullery at the

  back. Gwen felt tears of gratitude come to her eyes. The children had been testing her all morning to see what they could get away with and she had had to work hard to maintain authority over them.

  It was nice to feel taken care of now.




  As she was waiting, the door swung open and a woman marched in. Her hair was a lifeless brown, pinned up in a bun, and her expression severe. Her lips were moving as she came through the door as

  if she was completing an angry outburst at some absent culprit. She caught sight of Gwen sitting near the table, so Gwen smiled and stood up, holding out her hand. The woman stopped. Close up, she

  was younger than she at first appeared. She could barely have been forty, but she was dressed in shapeless brown clothes and flat shoes which made her look much older.




  ‘Oh! My, my . . .’ She laid her hand over her heart as if Gwen’s presence had endangered its welfare. Her voice was high and whining. ‘Who are you? The new

  one?’




  ‘Yes – I’m Gwen Purdy.’ Gwen’s smile faltered. How very rude, she thought.




  The woman stared at her. ‘I’m Miss Monk. How old are you?’




  ‘Actually, I’m twenty-one.’




  The woman gave her an unwaveringly hostile stare. ‘Twenty-one? God in heaven.’ She tutted, apparently in outraged disapproval and went to the scullery. ‘Oh, for goodness

  sake, let me light it,’ Gwen heard her say impatiently to Millie.




  Gradually the other staff trickled in from their classes. Millie brought tea over, shared her sandwiches with Gwen and whispered, ‘Don’t worry about old Monk-face. She’s like

  that with everyone. Goodness knows why she’s a teacher. She loathes children.’ Millie rolled her eyes and moved even closer to Gwen. ‘I think she’s really the limit, to tell

  you the truth – but no one dares gainsay her. Not even Mr Lowry. Actually, Lowry’s the root of the problem.’




  Gwen frowned.




  ‘She’s mad for him,’ Millie hissed, with delicious glee. ‘And he never takes the blindest bit of notice of her.’




  Millie was the most cheerful part of Gwen’s day so far. She added her own comments to the introductions after the other teachers had said hello and sat back to drink their cups of tea.

  Gwen’s headache started to ease.




  She met Mr Gaffney, the teacher who had rung the bell outside as she first arrived. He was a gentle, middle-aged man with receding hair and trembling hands. ‘Something happened to him in

  the war. He’s very nervous. And he is one of the ones who’s never actually trained as a teacher,’ Millie said. And Mr Lowry was all right as long as you did everything to the

  letter. He was a Scout leader in his spare time. Very ‘pip-pip’. The dumpy-looking lady, Miss Pringle, who wore square-toed shoes, had been the one playing the piano during

  assembly.




  ‘She makes the children count whenever she gets lost,’ Millie whispered. ‘They only ever give her Form One and they spend half the day counting out loud. She writes where

  they’ve got to on the board and when she loses her thread they start again from there.’




  ‘Well, at least when they go into Form Two they’ll be able to count!’ Gwen grinned.




  A little later the rounded lady in the blue and green blouse whom Gwen had noticed during assembly came in and shook Gwen’s hand warmly.




  ‘Welcome to the school.’ Gwen felt the plump hand in hers. She couldn’t help noticing that the woman’s nails were green underneath. She must have been doing painting with

  the children, Gwen thought. She looked up into a round, rather plain face, which was full of life.




  ‘I’m Lily Drysdale.’ The woman’s eyes shone. ‘I hope you’ll be happy here, dear.’




  ‘She looks a bit dotty,’ Millie said, when the woman had moved on, ‘but she’s completely on the ball. And she’s a real poppet. Nothing she wouldn’t do for the

  children – especially the ones most in need.’ Millie leaned closer and whispered behind her hand. ‘And things aren’t quite what you might think. I’ve heard she lives

  with a man – a lover!’




  ‘What – you mean they’re not married?’ Gwen giggled. The woman was so old and so odd looking!




  ‘Miss Drysdale!’ Millie whispered. ‘Hard to believe, isn’t it? I think she’s one of these arty types. I admire her really – the way she is with the

  children. I could never be like that. I wish I could. I always wanted to be a teacher, from when I was little.’ She looked curiously at Gwen. ‘Did you?’




  ‘Not really,’ Gwen admitted. ‘I thought I’d better do something. Couldn’t stomach nursing and I thought secretarial work sounded so dull. Oh dear

  –’ she laughed – ‘that doesn’t make me sound very dedicated, does it?’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Millie said. ‘By the way, I do like your frock. What a lovely colour! It won’t stay clean for long here!’




  Millie told Gwen that her ‘friend’ Lance was a teacher as well. ‘I met him at the Martineau Club – on the Bristol Road. Oh, you must come some time. It’s the

  teacher’s club – Lance teaches at a secondary school. He’s a dream. Oh!’ Millie caught sight of the ring on Gwen’s finger. ‘You’re

  engaged?’




  ‘We’re marrying in August.’ Gwen smiled at her enthusiasm. ‘Edwin’s a clergyman.’




  ‘Oh.’ Millie sounded less enthusiastic. Gwen wondered whether to her a man of the cloth would seem the height of dullness.




  ‘But he’s very . . . well –’ she searched for a word to sum up Edwin – ‘jolly really.’




  When Gwen went in to take the afternoon register, she was struck afresh by the pallid, undernourished look of many of her charges. The class that looked back at her in Worcester had been mostly

  bright-eyed, rosy-cheeked children, who after dinner would have come in fresh from playing in the field behind the school. She felt a pang of pity for these urban juniors, cooped up between grimy

  rows of houses. Already, in the afternoon register, she noticed one absence.




  ‘Lucy Fernandez?’




  Silence.




  ‘The cripple’s got lost on the way,’ Jack Ellis jeered.




  There were sniggers round the class.




  ‘Enough!’ Gwen reprimanded sharply. ‘Has anyone seen her?’




  ‘No, Miss,’ the class droned.




  The afternoon seemed to go on and on. There was no hint of brightness in the day; cloud and smoke lay in a pall over the city. They sat in dreary greyness until Gwen was forced to turn the

  lights on. She stood in front of the rows of desks and tried to hold the class’s attention by reading them a book about the Romans in Britain. Often, when she looked up, Ron Parks was picking

  at his thumbs or grinning at the boy next door. Joseph Phillips, who was right in the middle, stared down at his desk top, his eyebrows pulled into a stormy frown.




  ‘Ron, Joseph, are you listening?’




  Ron, chastened, stared innocently at her. Joey Phillips glanced up for a second as if she was summoning him from another world, then looked down again. There was something about him that

  disquieted her.




  She struggled on, and when the bell rang at four o’clock she almost cheered with relief.




  Walking back in the freezing afternoon to the tram stop opposite Winson Green prison, she felt as if her whole body was full of an urgent, heavy ache. It was some time, sitting

  on the tram, before she knew it for what it was: homesickness. The day hadn’t been so very terrible, she reasoned with herself. She’d managed the children, just about, and Millie Dawson

  looked as if she’d be a good friend. And she didn’t want to go home, did she? But it felt terrible, and the thought of going back to Ariadne Black’s house did nothing to

  cheer her. It was the first time she’d been properly away from home. Birmingham felt big and cheerless and she longed to see a familiar face. If only good old Edwin was here with his buoyant

  approach to life to put his arms round her!




  She let the tears roll down her cheeks. Her mother was right. She had been mad to come away and do this. She could have just stayed where she was, where she was comfortable, the children loved

  her and it would have been easy to work out the last months before she married Edwin and they settled down together to a life of village parishes, church fetes and a family of their own.




  But this thought made the feeling of panic which she could never fully explain rise up in her. Why did it all feel so inevitable, so stifling, when it was so obviously the right thing to do? No

  – she had been right to come here! She had to get out. Spread her wings. Then she’d be able to settle down and be the kind of wife Edwin needed and expected.




  

     

  




  Three




  ‘Come on, will you?’




  Joey Phillips strode out of the school gates, hands pushed fiercely into the pockets of his shorts.




  Lena trotted behind him.




  ‘Wait for me!’ she wailed.




  ‘Can’t,’ Joey snapped in his gruff voice. ‘Things to do.’




  He elbowed past a knot of boys from the form above who were peering at cigarette cards in the gloom.




  ‘Oi!’ one of them shouted after him. ‘Stop shoving! Who d’you think you are?’




  ‘Well, get your bleedin’ arses out the road then.’ Joey squared his shoulders as if waiting for them to come for him, striding along with his eight-year-old swagger. Insults

  followed him along the road.




  ‘Got more important things to do.’ He put his head down, clamping his jaws tightly so they didn’t chatter in the cold. This was money-making weather all right. Fetching coal

  from the wharf for the people in the bigger houses up the street was one trick. Sometimes he hired a barrow for a penny to carry it. And selling firewood. He could beg a few boxes from a

  greengrocer he knew among the shops along the Flat and sell them broken up for a penny a bundle. However long it took, he was going to get enough to buy a bowl of hot faggots and peas for Mom

  tonight. That’d help make her better.




  ‘Good food – that’s what you need, Dora,’ Mrs Simmons was always saying. And she did her best helping out, bringing round broth or leftover pease pudding when she could.

  ‘You want to get some flesh on those bones.’




  Joey wrenched his mind away from the rumbling of his own stomach. The watery scrag end he’d had for dinner seemed a long time ago, but it was more than Mom would have eaten all day.




  ‘You gorra penny, Joey?’ Lena said longingly, slowing as they passed the huckster’s shop on the corner of Mary Street. There was nothing Lena loved more than the boxes of

  cheapest sweeties at the back of the shop behind the shelves of matches, gas mantles, needles and string: sweets two for a halfpenny, liquorice laces and imps and gobstoppers.




  ‘No,’ Joey roared. ‘Where would I’ve get a penny from? And if I had I wouldn’t give it you, would I?’




  It felt as if night had arrived in the entry, between the black walls of houses. In the yard the drain was blocked and a scummy puddle of water lay round it. Lena tiptoed along the edge,

  watching the water lap at her boots. Impatient with her, Joey strode across to the house.




  ‘Mom?’ He thrust open the door, full of his plan to go straight out, earn the coppers to get them their tea.




  He recoiled, hurling himself out into the yard, slamming the door with all his strength.




  ‘Fuck! Fuck it!’ Frantically scanning the blue bricks at his feet he reached down and found a lump of something and hurled it at the door. It turned out to be a soggy cabbage stump

  and the impotent thud it made only enraged him further. Lena was coming across the yard and he went over to her and yanked her hand.




  ‘Ow, Joey – that hurts, you pig! Stop it!’




  ‘You’re not going in the house! Go to Mrs Sim-mons’s and stay there till I get back.’




  ‘But Joey!’ Lena’s eyes widened under her scruffy thatch of hair. His tone made her obey. Mouth trembling, she went along to number five.




  Joey tore along the yard, his body taut with an electric energy, so highly wired that it was almost out of his control. He wanted to run and run for ever, spend himself, do anything to wipe out

  the sight in his mind of the bed, the dark bulk of a man jerking up and down on top of his mother.




  Gwen sank down on her bed after tea with a long, miserable sigh. What a day! She lay back for a moment across the rough sheen of the eiderdown and closed her eyes under the

  light with its tasselled shade. Her head throbbed. Faces swirled behind her eyelids: the rows of new children she had met today, the teachers . . . Her mind was a mass of names which she could

  barely attach to faces. The one face that stood out was that of Lily Drysdale. There was something so alive about her eyes.




  She groaned and sat up. Don’t think about school! Kicking her shoes off, she rolled her stockings down, wriggling her toes. She peered at her legs. She was filthy! The Birmingham air was

  impregnated with soot. What she would have liked more than anything was a good hot bath, but Ariadne (‘the spider’ as Gwen had begun to nickname her since she always seemed to be

  lurking about in the hall) was very strict about all that.




  ‘I really favour the male lodger,’ she had said when Gwen first arrived. ‘They don’t indulge in so much electricity.’ Baths were strictly rationed to two a week,

  and there was a piece of wood in the bathroom with a line marked on it to measure how much water they were allowed.




  That evening there had been a fire burning in the back room as they ate. Ariadne had a woman come in to do a bit of cleaning. It was all she could afford, she said, now she’d ‘lost

  George’. George observed them eating from his frame on the mantelpiece. He had a military bearing and a grand moustache. With the blue velvet curtains closed and the fire burning, the room

  should have felt cosy. Instead, Gwen felt trapped, like a bluebottle stuck in a jar. The food didn’t help: chops tonight, with lumpy gravy and tired-looking cabbage.




  Ariadne Black positioned her chair close to Mr Purvis’s. The night before Gwen had thought this was by chance. Ariadne was wearing rouge and a black lacy shawl over her dress. Her heels

  were so thin that she wobbled as she walked.




  ‘Did you have a satisfactory day, Harold?’ She tipped the gravy jug over his plate as if dispensing nectar from the gods. The dark liquid bulged forward under its skin, then broke

  through and glooped out in a rush. Mr Purvis murmured that yes, his day had gone very nicely, thank you.




  ‘I’m sure we’re both looking forward to hearing you play you music.’ Ariadne glanced at Gwen, as if grudgingly including her. As they got up at the end of the meal, Gwen

  saw her stroke Mr Purvis’s arm.




  Oh Lord! Gwen thought. What have I got myself into here?




  It was a relief to be away upstairs, although now she was on her own she felt restless and lonely. She had tried to make the drab white room as pretty as she could. Her picture of Amy Johnson

  was arranged on the dressing table. She had draped a scarf over the mirror and arranged a colourful crocheted blanket on the chair, but the room still seemed bleak.




  She took her writing case from the chest of drawers and sat under the eiderdown with her legs folded beneath her to keep her toes warm.




  I must drop a line to mother, she thought. And Edwin, of course. Unzipping the worn leather, she took out two plain postcards and wrote the addresses on each of them: to Mr and Mrs

  Purdy and the Rev. Edwin Shackleton.




  She sat chewing on the end of her fountain pen and twiddling the ends of her hair. It all seemed such a bother. She felt gloomy tonight but she certainly wasn’t going to tell them that.

  She sighed. Amy seemed to be watching her.




  ‘Not terribly brave or glamorous coming here, is it?’ she said to her. ‘Hardly in the same league.’




  Her stomach turned with dread at the thought of going back to Canal Street School in the morning, to those drab, alien streets and to the smell of unwashed clothes, to those pale, scratching

  children who looked as if they came from some of the poorest human stock. But that’s what she’d said she was going to do and she was going to have to stick it out.




  She was about to begin writing when a melancholy tune drifted along the passage. Of course – Mr Purvis’s trumpet! He was playing a twiddly melody that she half recognized, but could

  not place. He played it, haltingly, several times through, then stopped.




  She picked up one of the cards and turned it over. In her shapely copperplate handwriting she began.




  

    

      Dear Edwin,




      First day in my city school – finding my feet, but a simply marvellous experience so far. You would find it very interesting. And you should meet my landlady . . .! Will write properly

      soon.




      Love to all, Gwen x


    


  




  Night had fallen by the time Joey got back to the yard in Canal Street. The house was dark. His pockets full of coal and a dish of hot food in his hands, he pushed the door

  open.




  ‘Mom?’ Though he didn’t know it, his voice was high, little boyish.




  There was no reply. The room was deadly cold. Joey put the bowl down on the table and groped to find matches and a candle. He saw his mother lying curled on her side in the bed. He frowned. He

  often saw her sleeping – she seldom had the energy for anything but lying down these days – but she looked different. In the dim light he could see the blanket pulled up, almost

  covering her, only the top of her head with its lank hair visible above, and she was curled round, her knees pulled right up as if she was in pain.




  ‘Mom?’ His breath condensed in the air. He moved closer with the candle. Slowly, reluctantly, Dora unfolded herself and pulled the cover away from her face. Her expression was

  terrible, her eyes blotchy from hours of weeping. The sight of her son set her off again. At the sound of her weak, defeated sobbing, Joey’s face darkened. His fists clenched in his

  pockets.




  ‘What’s up?’ He meant to speak gently but couldn’t.




  Dora Phillips sobbed all the more, setting off her cough, which racked through her, stealing her breath. She clamped a rag over her mouth, then drew it away carefully, folding it to conceal the

  bloodstained phlegm. He could hear the crackle of her lungs. With a struggle she pushed herself up in the bed.




  ‘Come here, bab – sit down. Mrs Simmons brought our Lena back. ’Er’s asleep.’




  Joey perched on the side of the bed, folding his arms, elbows jutting out as if to protect himself.




  Dora’s face was sunken. Although not yet thirty, the sickness and suffering of her life had worn her and she appeared twenty years older. In the gloom her eyes looked huge and dark in her

  face and, hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop them filling with tears.




  ‘I’m poorly, you know that don’t you, Son?’




  Joey gave a fierce nod, his face a scowl. ‘I’ll look after you. I can help you get better. Look.’ He showed her his bulging pockets. ‘I’ve got coal. And

  there’s faggots and peas for you . . .’




  ‘Whose bowl is that?’




  ‘Someone borrowed it me.’ He wasn’t going to tell her the truth, that he’d whipped it from the pawn shop when the man’s back was turned.




  Dora was overwhelmed with emotion, hearing the intense determination in his voice, pride covering up the fear and grief of a small boy. She reached out her hand to try and pull him nearer to

  her, but he didn’t budge. Slowly she shook her head.




  ‘Joey.’ She spoke softly. ‘Your mom might not be able to get better. It’s the consumption. You know that’s bad, don’t you, bab? I can’t hide it from you

  any longer. My boy’s too grown up for me to hide things from him.’




  Joey’s frown deepened and he stared down at his boots, his jaw clenched.




  Dora was taken by another fit of coughing. Once she had recovered, she went on. ‘I’m not much of a mom to you in this state.’ Her face puckered. ‘Never have been.’

  She fought to control herself. ‘Mrs Sim-mons’ll help us all she can, but she’s got so much on her plate already. I can’t even manage to get a fire lit for you, let alone

  feed you right . . .’ Her voice cracked again.




  ‘I can feed us, Mom!’ Joey burst out. ‘You know I can! If I daint have to go to school, I could feed us easy. I don’t do nothing at school!’




  ‘You’ve got to go to school.’ Dora raised her hand to stop him. ‘Learn to read and write and do your sums, or you won’t get nowhere.’ She took his hand in

  hers. ‘Listen to me, Joey. Listen carefully. You know that’s why your dad left us, don’t you? Because I was poorly and he said he couldn’t stand to see me getting worse by

  the day . . .’ She had to believe that. Wanted Joey to believe it, in spite of all he’d seen. The truth was too cruel. How could she say it to her son? I ruined a good man because I

  can’t help myself. I’m carrying another man’s child, spawned for the comfort of it . . . And now I’ve done the worst thing a mother can do . . .




  ‘Now he’s gone I’ve got no one in the world to help me except for Mrs Simmons and God knows why she bothers with me when the rest don’t. So –’ she choked over

  the words – ‘I’ve had to let Polly and Kenny go to be looked after for a bit.’ Tears running down her cheeks, she looked into her son’s uncomprehending face.

  ‘The lady came for them today to take them to the home. She’ll be a sort of . . . auntie to them. Just until things get better. Only I couldn’t manage – not with all of you

  . . .’




  Her head sank to her chest, her whole body shuddering.




  ‘She ain’t coming for me!’ Joey leapt to his feet.




  Dora looked up quickly. ‘No, not you. Course not. Nor Lena. Not unless . . .’ She shook her head, her face creasing with pain. ‘No – you’re staying with me.

  And she said we can see them, sometimes.’ She was weeping again. ‘Now and then.’




  Joey scarcely seemed to hear her. Staring at the flickering candle, he made no movement. On the table the faggots and peas went cold.




  

     

  




  Four




  ‘Well, I never!’




  Ariadne Black peered long-sightedly at her newspaper, moving a finger along the line of print as she read.




  ‘The ferrets and dogs of Henley-in-Arden Rat Club killed 435 rats this week – on one farm! What a thing!’




  Gwen, distracted from wondering how Ariadne could make such an incredible burnt offering out of a rasher of bacon, looked up, unsure how to react to this latest piece of information. Ariadne

  often regaled them with snippets from the newspaper. Gwen exchanged a glance with Harold Purvis, who gazed back at her so soulfully from above his tightly buttoned collar that she wished she

  hadn’t.




  ‘Don’t you think, Harold’ – Ariadne leant towards him and laid a hand on his arm – ‘that rats are, well . . . vermin?’




  ‘Er, yes, I suppose they are,’ Mr Purvis agreed, his plump face colouring. He edged his arm away and picked up a slice of limp toast.




  Gwen sighed and downed the last of her tea. Meals at the table with Ariadne made her sympathize with how a fly must feel caught in a cobweb, though in fact Ariadne more or less ignored her: it

  was Mr Purvis she was spinning her thread round and round. But Gwen felt more uncomfortable than ever after what happened last night. Or at least, what she thought happened.




  Ariadne served tea at six-thirty sharp. Gwen left her room and started off down the murkily lit stairs, assaulted by the depressing smell of boiled swede. Mr Purvis appeared at the bottom and

  started up the stairs with surprising energy. She saw his bald pate moving towards her through the gloom. He looked up, suddenly noticing her, murmured, ‘Oh! Sorry!’ and flattened

  himself to one side to let her go by, but as she passed him he began to turn again, too quickly, to continue up the stairs. They all but collided and as they did his hand closed over her left

  breast, just for a second, so that afterwards she was left wondering if she had imagined it. Yet she knew she hadn’t. She kept her eyes on her plate and ate up her singed bacon as fast as

  possible. Ariadne wiped her full lips with her hanky and complained about the cold.




  Gwen prepared herself hurriedly for school – a deep blue ribbon in her hair today – and rushed out, screwing up her eyes against the sudden bright sunlight. She knew now exactly the

  right time to catch the tram and could get to Canal Street on time in order not to incur Mr Lowry’s fury.




  Two weeks had passed in a blur. Each night she came home to the house in Soho Road exhausted, washing herself in a basin of water and sinking into bed early, not even kept

  awake by the sound of Mr Purvis’s trumpet. After a time it had become clear that Mr Purvis’s repertoire consisted only of one tune, which he told her was ‘I Dreamt I Dwelt in

  Marble Halls’, a piece of information which just about helped her to recognize the trumpet’s wandering vagaries. At least it didn’t stop her sleeping. It was a struggle even to

  stay awake long enough to write to Edwin, though she did manage it twice a week, sending him cheerful letters full of the doings of school, and receiving equally jolly ones from him about his life

  in the parish. He always signed off his letters, ‘Look after yourself, old girl. Much love, E.’




  She was getting used to Canal Street School’s routines, and the sheer size of it compared with the tiny church school in Worcester – the high ceilings and windows, the ominous groans

  of the plumbing, the smell of disinfectant and the ragged, grubby state of the children. As the days passed the mass of faces began to settle into individuals, and she learned their names and,

  gradually, their characters: the naughty ones; the ones like Joey Phillips and Ernie Toms, who always had the elbows of their jumpers out and holes in the seat of their pants; the little boy who

  scratched and scratched all day, his skin encrusted with the last stages of impetigo; the tooth-decayed grin of Ron Parks; and the vague, slow-witted look of the blonde girl, Alice Wilson.




  And there was Lucy Fernandez. Lucy stood out, with her long, dark-eyed face and thick hair, and her lurching gait, hampered by the caliper on her leg. She was a timid child in class, and during

  Gwen’s turns on dinner duty, she watched Lucy hugging the edges of the playground, obviously trying not to attract attention to herself, keeping out of the way of the able-bodied girls as

  they flung themselves about with their hoops and skipping ropes. The others called her the ‘cripple girl’. This was not usually meant unkindly, just as a statement of fact. The only one

  who started to hang about at Lucy’s side was Alice Wilson. Gwen found this strange to begin with as Lucy was clearly a very intelligent child who picked up everything straight away, whereas

  Alice, though having neat handwriting, hardly seemed to be able to follow the work or complete anything properly in her exercise book.




  That morning, though, the class were all to discover something else which made Lucy Fernanadez different. Gwen was standing by the blackboard, writing up long multiplication sums. 643, she

  wrote, adding x 46 underneath it. Light poured in through the long windows, sunbeams dancing with dust. The class fidgeted, longing to be out playing.




  ‘Now.’ Gwen pointed at the chalky numbers with a ruler. ‘Who can tell me the first thing we have to do?’ She moved the ruler between the six and the three.

  ‘Alice?’




  Alice Wilson squinted at the blackboard. A desperate expression came over her face and she blushed in confusion. Some of the others had their hands up and a couple sniggered at Alice’s

  discomfort, but Gwen persevered.




  ‘Quiet, the rest of you! Come on now, Alice – six times three? Surely you know that by now?’




  A light dawned in her face. ‘Eighteen, Miss,’ the child whispered.




  ‘Yes. Good. Now – what do we do next?’




  Before anyone could answer there came a little clattering noise from the middle of the room. The children all craned round to see what was going on, then started giggling, staring at the floor.

  In the last fortnight Gwen had established her authority over them, but they knew she was not so fearsome that they couldn’t afford the occasional laugh in class.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ Gwen asked sharply.




  ‘It’s Ron, Miss,’ one of the girls volunteered. ‘His pocket’s got an ’ole in and his sweets ’ve fallen out.’




  Ron Parks’s face was split in a black-toothed grin.




  ‘Ron, come up here.’




  The boy got up. As usual he was wearing a thick wool jumper, which covered his shorts reaching almost to his knees, and was trying to clutch at the hole in his pocket, but as he came up to the

  front a trail of several more sugar-coated pellets dropped to the floor, red, yellow and green, rolling away under the benches.




  ‘What are those?’ Gwen asked.




  ‘Liquorice comfits, Miss.’




  ‘And what are they doing in your pocket?’




  ‘I was going to eat ’em after school, like.’




  Gwen stared at Ron, trying to suppress at smile at the artless cheekiness of his face.




  ‘No wonder your teeth are the colour they are, Ron,’ she said severely. ‘Do you want to spend the rest of your life sucking soup off a spoon because you’ve got no

  teeth?’




  ‘Dunno, Miss Purdy.’




  ‘Why do you eat so many sweets?’




  Ron looked bemused. ‘That’s what there is. I live in a sweet shop, like.’




  ‘Oh, I see.’ At this, Gwen could no longer prevent herself smiling. An image came into her mind of Ron’s entire family settling down in the evening with their knives and forks

  poised over platefuls of liquorice comfits, dolly mixtures and coloured marzipan. ‘You do know sugar rots your teeth, don’t you?’




  ‘No, Miss.’




  ‘Well, it does . . .’ She was about to enlarge on this when there came another crash to her left. Lucy Fernandez had toppled off her chair and into the space between the desks. Gwen

  rushed over to find the child lying rigid on her side, hands clawlike, her body convulsing.




  ‘Oh my goodness!’ Gwen cried. The child’s face was tinged with blue. Her eyes were half closed. She saw immediately that Lucy was suffering from some kind of fit, but she had

  no idea what to do.




  ‘Stay in your places!’ she cried, and ran next door. She was about to hiss ‘Miss Dawson’ to get Millie’s help, when to her horror, instead of Millie’s

  friendly face, she saw the severe features of Miss Monk. The woman’s head whipped round.




  ‘Yes?’ It was almost a snarl.




  Gwen went up close. ‘Could you please come and help me a moment? One of my girls seems to be having a fit.’




  Miss Monk turned to the class. ‘If any of you move or speak it’ll be straight to the headmaster’s office.’




  ‘Looking for attention, I expect,’ she said to Gwen. ‘Soon sort her out.’




  To Gwen’s relief most of her class were still seated at their desks. One or two were in a huddle round Lucy Fernandez, but the others all looked frightened.




  ‘Out of the way! Sit down! How dare you block the aisle?’ Miss Monk roared at them. She cuffed one of the boys round the ear as he moved away, then stood looking down at Lucy.

  Peering over her shoulder, Gwen saw that the child’s face had returned to a more normal colour, but she was still convulsed, her body in spasm.




  ‘Hmm. Seems genuine,’ Miss Monk acknowledged grudgingly. ‘Need to get something in their mouths, stop them swallowing their tongues. Give me that rule.’




  Taking the ruler which Gwen used to point at the blackboard, Miss Monk squatted down, flustered, a lock of hair working itself loose from her bun and hanging over one ear. She rammed the edge of

  the ruler between Lucy Fernandez’s lips, forcing it back as if she was taming a horse to accept a bit. Gwen winced.




  ‘Is that really necessary?’




  Miss Monk’s brawny complexion turned even redder. ‘Are you questioning my judgement, Miss Purdy?’




  ‘No, but . . .’




  ‘Did you, or did you not, ask for my help?’




  ‘Yes,’ Gwen agreed. She clenched her hands to stop herself pulling Miss Monk away. To her relief she saw that Lucy Fernandez was beginning to lie still, her muscles more relaxed, but

  then she saw a pool of liquid spreading out from under her. Miss Monk noticed it a few seconds after and recoiled in disgust, backing away from Lucy’s prone body.




  ‘She’s wee’d herself,’ Gwen heard one of the children whisper.




  ‘Oh, really,’ Miss Monk exclaimed. ‘Filthy little beggar!’ She stood up, and to Gwen’s horror swung her leg, and with her flat, brown shoe delivered a hard

  kick into the small of Lucy Fernandez’s back. The child let out a grunt, as if air had been expelled from her lungs. Gwen gasped.




  ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’ she burst out. ‘I don’t think that was necessary, was it?’




  Miss Monk looked as if she was going to explode. She seized Gwen’s wrist.




  ‘Come with me, Miss Purdy.’




  She forced Gwen out into the hall.




  ‘I’ll thank you not to question my judgement, Miss Purdy. Especially in front of a class of children. What do you know? Coming in here all dressed up like a fourpenny rabbit!

  You’ve only been a teacher for five minutes and don’t you forget it. It was no more than she deserved.’ Her face twisted with disgust. ‘Trying it on like that. Messing on

  the floor.’ She went to go back into the class, but turned for a second. ‘You needn’t go running to Mr Lowry. He’d never believe you.’




  She marched back into the room.




  ‘Go and fetch a mop,’ she ordered a plump boy, Kenny Campbell. ‘And hurry up about it! Miss Purdy, make that girl get up now and stop malingering. That’s quite

  enough!’




  Gwen was trembling with shock and rage, though she tried not to let the class see. Once Miss Monk had swept out of the room, she took a deep, emotional breath. She was appalled by what she had

  just witnessed. She had never before seen a teacher treat a child with uncontrolled viciousness. For a second she felt violently homesick for her old school, with its homely ways, and Edwin popping

  in from the church to help with assemblies. But she became aware of her class watching all this in cowed silence and tried to compose herself.




  ‘We must look after Lucy,’ she said, and was surprised she could sound so calm. Avoiding the pool of urine, she went to kneel beside the girl, laying a hand on her head. Lucy’s

  hair felt thick and wiry. She was lying still and appeared to be asleep, her pale face composed. She was not as strikingly pretty as Rosa, the sister who had brought her to school, but the slender

  line of her cheeks, her almost translucent skin and, when they were open, large dark eyes, combined to give her face an overall sweetness, and Gwen felt tender towards her, especially in the light

  of all the physical burdens she had to bear. She looked up at her silent class, sensing that in some way they had drawn closer together through sympathy with what had happened.




  ‘Jack – go and find Mr Gaffney for me, please.’ She knew the gentle assistant headmaster would help arrange to get Lucy home.




  She would have liked to pour out all that had happened to Millie Dawson, but Millie had apparently been taken ill, which was why Miss Monk had taken her place. The staffroom felt lonely without

  Millie to chat to. Gwen went in at dinner time, dreading having to see Miss Monk again. The woman’s cruelty and bitterness horrified her. She must be unhinged, Gwen thought. Of course

  the children were aggravating and a trial at times, but there was no need for that!




  Miss Monk was in the staffroom, but had settled herself in the corner with her back to the world and was reading a book in a manner that forbade anyone to come near her. For a moment Gwen felt

  like doing something childish to release her feelings – sticking her tongue out or thumbing her nose at the woman’s forbidding shape.




  ‘Would you like to give me a hand, dear?’




  Lily Drysdale was in the corner near the scullery, kneeling in front of what looked like a pile of old rags, sorting through them. Seeing Gwen, her face lit up under its frame of soft, white

  hair. Looking at her, though, Gwen realized that despite her white hair and spectacles, Miss Drysdale was not as old as she had supposed. She was wearing an unusual dress with a large-buckled belt

  at the front, in a fabric of a thick, loose weave in a rich green, a colour she seemed to favour. She shifted back on her knees a little with a grimace, then gave a rueful smile.




  ‘Legs aren’t what they used to be!’




  Drawn in by her, Gwen knelt down. ‘What are you doing?’




  Lily spoke quietly. ‘I do what I can to give a bit of extra to some of the little ones. You’ll have seen the state of their clothes. Some of these families are living under such

  terrible strain. I ask around for contributions, you see. People have got to know – my neighbours and so on.’
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