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A Week’s Work in Birmingham


A week’s work in Birmingham in its aggregate results is something wonderful. It comprises the fabrication of fourteen millions of pens, six thousand bedsteads, seven thousand guns, three hundred million of cut nails, one hundred million of buttons, one thousand saddles, five millions of copper or bronze coins, twenty thousand pairs of spectacles, six tons of papier-mâché ware, £30,000 worth of jewellery, four thousand miles of iron and steel wire, two tons of pins, five tons of hairpins, hooks and eyes and eyelets, one hundred and thirty thousand gross of wood screws, five hundred tons of nuts, screw bolts, spikes and rivets, fifty tons of wrought-iron hinges, three hundred and fifty miles length of wax for vestas, forty tons of refined metal, forty tons of German silver, one thousand dozen offenders, three thousand five hundred bellows, a thousand roasting jacks, one hundred and fifty sewing machines, eight hundred tons of brass and copper wares, besides an almost endless multitude of miscellaneous articles of which no statistics can be given, but which, like those enumerated, find employment for hundreds and thousands of busy hands, and are destined to supply the manifold wants of humanity from China to Peru.


Birmingham Weekly Post, 9 July 1892











‘All that is needed for a workman to start as a master is a peculiarly shaped bench (known as a Peg) and a leather apron, one or two pounds’ worth of tools (including a blow-pipe) and for material, a few sovereigns and some ounces of copper and zinc. His shop may be the top room of his house, or a small building over the wash house at a rent of 2s or 2s 6d a week and the indispensable gas jet . . .’


J. S. Wright, 1866, member of the Local Industries Committee of the British Association at Birmingham


‘The pursuit of technique for itself leads to mere mechanism, but being tempered by an artistic idea, it is humanized and becomes beautiful.’


R. Catterson-Smith, 1901, Headmaster of the Birmingham School of Jewellery and Silversmithing, 84 Vittoria Street




I




One


Birmingham, 1904


Jack Sidwell arranged himself beneath a Bovril advertisement on the platform at Snow Hill station and waited, fidgeting and fretting about his hat.


On a dandyish whim brought on by the sweltering August weather, he had treated himself to a second-hand straw boater. The speckled mirror in the wardrobe dealer’s cramped room, where he tried it on, had flattered his boyish features into looking their full twenty-six years. Even with his neat blond moustache, Jack never looked his age. He paid his one and six and set off along the street with a swagger.


Now that he had agreed to come and meet these two young women off the train, he was beginning to long for the familiarity of his old cloth cap. Bet I look a proper Charlie, and other demoralizing thoughts, started to pester at him, along with the heaviness of his jacket in the heat, the moistness of his back and armpits. He might be a young man with a business all his own – he even employed another lad now – but still, he just felt like a sweaty chump in a silly hat.


Several trains arrived and departed. Sidelong beams of sunlight lit the smoke and steam as it unfurled towards the iron roof beams. There was a feverish feel to the afternoon. The stenches of horse muck and industry blooming in the heat, light glancing off the tracks in the distance, the talk all around of the hanging this morning at the gaol over in Winson Green. He shuddered. Made you feel queer, thinking about that. Jack tugged nervously at his collar and drew in a hot, smut-laced breath.


What were these two women doing, anyway, coming to Birmingham? He’d picked up rumours in the house – some trouble, them needing a bolt hole. But he hadn’t dared ask Mr Watts. It all seemed a bit rum and he was curious to see what these wenches would look like. Not that they were ‘wenches’ exactly, not by the sound of it.


The Bristol train came steaming in, pulled by a magnificent, thudding beast of an engine. By the time the air had cleared and the bulk of passengers began to disperse, halfway along the platform he saw two young women in plain grey clothes and straw bonnets standing, uncertainly, close together. They had to be the ones. In outline, he saw that the taller of the two had a stately bearing, her dark hair fixed in a sober style and fastened low on her neck. The other was smaller, almost elfish in appearance.


Jack, while theoretically intensely interested in women, found that few of these real, alarming creatures seemed to cross his path. His heart began to pound like one of the pistons turning the engine wheels.


‘Here goes, m’lad.’ Pulling his shoulders back, he strode towards them.


Four eyes fixed upon him: two of them wide with some emotion which, oversensitive, he mistook for snootiness. The face of this taller girl was grey-eyed and sternly beautiful, though even Jack could recognize that at this moment it looked hollowed out by exhaustion. The smaller girl’s eyes were set in a heart-shaped little face with strong cheekbones, slender but definite brows, and brown hair hauled back under her hat. These greenish eyes blazed at him with an expression of burning defiance which he found most intimidating. That look she was giving – it was fit to blow you over. She wasn’t pretty exactly, not in a pin-up way – but my goodness, what a girl!


Heart palpitating, he managed to raise the hat with self-conscious aplomb.


‘The Misses Hanson? Mr Ebenezer Watts sent me to meet you.’ Pompously he added, ‘He found himself unable to leave the works this afternoon.’ As an afterthought he held his hand out to the elder, less intimidating sister. ‘I’m Jack Sidwell. I, er . . .’ It seemed a lame finish. ‘I work upstairs.’


The two women nodded. Neither of them spoke, which was even more disconcerting. They seemed completely bewildered. Jack wanted to stare at the fascinating younger one, but didn’t dare.


‘We’ve got to take the tram,’ he said, trying to keep up his courage. ‘Let me carry those.’


He took their old leather grip bags, one in each hand, and led them out of the station. One thing had become immediately clear to him: they both had a lot on their minds, and whatever it was, they were not thinking about him or his hat.


Each time the tram slowed, even a fraction, Margaret tried to look out between the swaying bodies in the packed carriage, to see this great city which was to take them in.


‘It won’t be yet.’ Annie, her younger sister, nudged her painfully in the ribs. Everything about Annie was sharp – her pointed chin, her elbows, her temper. ‘Stop fretting. He’ll tell us when to get off.’


She nodded towards the rear of the carriage, where they could just see their round-faced guide, Mr Sidwell, who had become separated from them.


Margaret did not have the energy to reply that she was just trying to see the place. What she could make out, however, was overwhelming. All those buildings – all the traffic and people! As the tram crawled along, she stopped trying to look out. The high collar of her blouse, her cuffs, her corset, all made her feel imprisoned. In the stifling heat, a sick panic rose in her. If only she could get out. She was shut in here, in this strange place with the hot stench of all these people.


‘Anyway,’ Annie went on, seeming unaffected by the heat and having, as ever, to be right, ‘Birmingham’s a big place.’


‘Oh, do just be quiet, Annie, please.’


Closing her eyes, she clung to one of the leather straps, pressing a handkerchief over her nose and mouth. I need thee every hour, most gracious Lord . . . She kept praying the words of one of her favourite hymns to give herself strength. But the tune brought back Sunday mornings at home in their father’s church, the swell of organ and cello, the things she had always known, that she had never expected to leave – not like this. Tears threatened to overwhelm her and she forced the thoughts away. Be strong in the Lord . . . Pray without ceasing. She must find courage.


There was enough to sicken the stomach: the stale stink of garments imbued with grime and chemical smells of industry, of sour breath, decaying teeth, cigarette smoke. She was used to the poor – as a minister’s dutiful daughter, much more accustomed than most of her class. For many of her nineteen years, she had visited villagers in their dank cottages, tending to their sickly children and elders. Nor did she look down on any of her fellow children of God.


But this was different – the city with its looming, soot-blackened buildings, streets going off in every direction which somehow seemed dark, even at this time of day, the rush of people, some now pressed tightly up against her, the pallid faces, clothes patched with sweat and dirt. And the noise! Even walking to the tram, amid the clanging bells, the press of people, the clatter and thump of the place, she had been almost overcome. All this, added to her distress, seemed about to tilt her back into illness again.


It felt like weeks since they had left the village, though it was only this morning, the bus chugging between fields where lapwings settled on the dewy grass. Already, she had been sick with fear and shame. The events of the past days had propelled them out of all that was dear and familiar – into this huge, unknown place. The fact that it was the city of her mother’s birth did not, at this moment, bring much comfort.


As she fought a rising sensation of nausea, beside her a thin man with a drooping moustache spoke to his neighbour in a grim, gloating tone.


‘So – they done another’un this morning.’


‘D’yer go over there, then? The nick?’


‘Nah. Would’ve if I ’adn’t been on early today. See the bastard hang.’


‘You don’t see nowt these days. It’s all done inside.’


The first speaker made a sound of annoyance. ‘Well, as good as. I’d’ve gone all the same.’ There was a pause before he went on. ‘They’ve got a condemned cell there now. I know a bloke ’elped put it in. That’s where they spend their last night, like. Last meal, before they tek ’em out in the morning, get the rope around their neck . . .’


Margaret pressed her hand to her mouth, screwing her eyes tightly shut. Perspiration was soaking through her clothes. She tried to block out the man’s whining voice but it pierced through all her other thoughts.


Hanged by the neck until you are dead . . . Dear God, dear sweet Jesus, stupid, stupid Annie. What might have happened . . . Annie in a cell, Annie being taken out early one morning . . .


The heat rose in sickening waves, overwhelming her. A few seconds later, she was overcome by blackness.


There were voices, the faintest breeze tickling her face. Margaret could feel the hard ground beneath her, but from behind someone was supporting the upper half of her body.


‘I think she’s coming to,’ a woman’s voice said. The gentle sound of it brought back her mother and filled her with longing.


She felt queasy. Smells came to her – smoky, putrid . . . And sweat . . . The sweat of someone very close . . . A man’s arms holding on to her!


Her eyes snapped open and she tried to leap to her feet.


‘Maggs – don’t!’ Annie was squatting beside her, fanning her with a newspaper. Someone else was pressing her down by the shoulders.


‘Don’t rush it, bab,’ the comforting woman said. ‘You’ve had a bit of a turn. Just get up slow, like, or you might pass out again.’ To someone else, she added, ‘Poor thing – ’er looks ever so washed out.’


Margaret struggled to sit up, breathing deeply to force away the nausea. A ring of faces surrounded her, interested in the spectacle.


‘Those two ain’t from round ’ere,’ a man’s voice said. ‘Couple of lookers though, ain’t they?’


For a moment Margaret could see only strangers. Where was she? she thought, panicking again. A street, a horse and dray going by, crowds of people surging past . . . Then her sister’s face again, swimming into view. Annie was squatting beside her now, careless of her skirt hem in all the muck.


‘You fainted on the tram,’ she said. ‘Lucky we were nearly there, and Jack – Mr Sidwell – and I managed to get you off. Other people helped.’


Annie, being Annie, sounded quite excited about this turn of events. Margaret shrivelled inside. She wanted to pass out again with the shame. The humiliation of finding herself collapsed on the filthy brick pavement of a Birmingham street, surrounded by a crowd of interested strangers, only added to the burden of all her other emotions. She could not say a word.


‘You’ll be all right now, bab,’ the kindly lady said. Margaret realized that it had been Jack Sidwell holding her up and that he had now retreated. She saw his dull black shoes planted beside her.


‘Thank you all,’ she managed, as hands helped her to her feet. ‘I’m sorry . . .’


‘Oh, there’s nowt to be sorry about,’ the woman said, squeezing her arm. Her thin, prematurely aged face smiled at Margaret. ‘Could happen to anyone in this heat. And you look new around here.’


‘That’s what a visit to Brum does for yer!’ someone offered, which provoked laughter.


‘Where’ve you got to get to?’ the woman asked Jack Sidwell.


‘Only Chain Street.’ But he sounded flustered. Picking up the bags, he said to Annie, ‘Can you help her?’ He gave a helpless look as if to say, what can I do?


Annie took Margaret’s arm. Jack led the way and Margaret saw him straighten his shoulders. She found something faintly ridiculous about him. Was it that hat?


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Nearly there.’




Two


Annie, supporting Margaret by the arm, looked about her with eager interest. Jack Sidwell walked ahead of them, carrying a bag in each hand.


Annie’s lips turned up for a second at the sight of Jack as they wove along the busy pavement. There was a rash creeping up his neck and every time he looked at her, he blushed furiously. It was like Adam Blake all over again, she thought contemptuously. Adam, a lad in the village, was forever gawping at her yet couldn’t manage to get a coherent word out of his mouth. She seemed to have this effect on boys, but from her point of view they (and men in general) were all rather ridiculous.


Annie, aged seventeen, had a grand view of her life and how it was going to proceed, and this towering vision did not particularly involve the presence of males. Especially not if their father or most of the other men she knew were anything to go by.


They were walking along the busiest streets she had ever seen: narrow, cobbled, the blue brick pavements teeming with people. On each side rose buildings, elegant under their coating of soot, some ornately patterned with carvings, and in various colours of brick. Some were obviously large manufactories from which issued metallic clangs and crashes. You could feel the vibrations of thumping and banging through the pavement. Some of the warrens of terraces could have been mistaken for dwellings alone, had it not been for all the signs and plaques announcing that they contained a host of businesses. And everywhere, on each floor and in every available space, were windows, long and light-welcoming, elegantly shaped, some arched, some decorative. Every now and then she caught a glimpse of someone bent over a bench behind one of the ground-floor windows and here and there glowed a bright finger of flame. Smoke poured from chimneys, adding to the stenches of the fetid summer air.


Annie looked about her, finding it all most exciting. She had always wanted to get out and see more of the world, and now this was a chance to begin. All the same, she was concerned about Margaret, who was much frailer than she was. Her sister did seem to be reviving though, now that they were out walking in the air – even this balmy air, thick with smoke and grit, so different from the freshness of their village home.


All around was an astonishing commotion of people, some talking, others silent and hurrying down the street. The girls had to keep alert to make sure they did not collide with anyone. Annie found herself twisting this way and that. A barefoot boy forcing a barrow bigger than himself along the pavement passed so close to her that he brushed her skirt; people scurried in and out of buildings; carts clattered past, horses leaving piles of their doings on the road, clouds of flies shifting about them. That, at least, was a smell that was familiar.


‘Are you feeling better?’ Annie asked, squeezing Margaret’s arm.


Margaret nodded bravely, though she was still pale. ‘Those people were kind,’ she murmured. ‘Like mother used to say.’


Margaret and Annie’s Birmingham-born mother had died six years ago and they longed for her every day. As children, they had asked her for stories about when she was growing up, in the city, before she met their father.


‘There’re plenty of good people in Birmingham,’ she used to say. ‘Don’t let anyone tell you different. Some of them may be rough and ready, but most of them’ve got hearts of gold.’


In a few moments, they reached their destination, another road of high terraces and smut-coated bricks.


‘So, this is it,’ Jack Sidwell said, stopping outside numbers twenty-four and twenty-six Chain Street.


Margaret looked up at the buildings, a pair of adjoining three-storey houses, their front doors side by side. At number twenty-four, to the left, the flat sash windows were flush with the building, but at number twenty-six, these had been replaced by wide bays dustily reflecting the sky.


Screwed to the side of this front door was a brass plaque which read ‘Ebenezer Watts & Son, Goldsmith & Jeweller’. Below it were two very small ones advertising ‘J. Sidwell, Enamelling’ and ‘Sidney R. Cole, Gem Setting’. At number twenty-four, the largest sign read ‘P. Tallis, Silversmith, Engraver’ and below, almost too small to read, was ‘C. Turner – Die Sinker’.


‘Mrs Watts?’ Jack called out as he led them into number twenty-six. ‘I’ve got ’em!’ Realizing too late that this made them sound like parcels, he tried again, pompously. ‘Your nieces are here!’ Margaret glanced at Annie and saw her smirking at his clumsiness.


‘Oh, girls, at last!’


In the brown light of the hall, they heard Aunt Harriet before she appeared from the first door to their right. Margaret felt the tension inside her ease in relief and pleasure at the sight of their aunt. She had met her only once as a small child and then not again until their mother’s funeral in ’98, which felt like a long time ago. Now she was meeting a woman with the loveliest, kindest face she thought she had ever seen.


Harriet Watts was a small, comfortably rounded woman with vivacious brown eyes and dark chestnut hair twisted back in a soft, becoming style. There was something exotic about Aunt Harriet which appealed immediately to Margaret. She was wearing a dress of dark crimson with a white collar, and in the gloom, points of golden light glittered from her ears and from a brooch at her throat as she hurried to greet them.


‘Margaret – oh, look at you!’ Aunt Harriet stood on tiptoes in her elegant little shoes, to kiss her cheek. ‘Well, I never – you’re taller than me now!’


Margaret felt the tears come at this warm welcome, even though she did not mean to cry.


‘And little Annie – oh, my word. You’re – seventeen, is it – already?’ Annie was kissed and pressed for a moment against Aunt Hatt’s sturdy, lavender-scented form. Their aunt stood back and gazed at both of them again. The gold earrings glistened as she moved her head.


‘Both so lovely. Oh, Eb’ll be delighted to see you. He’ll be through in a little while – he’s got a bit of a rush on today. Come through to the back . . . Oh, Jack!’ He was still lurking in the hall, holding his hat. ‘You can go now, thank you.’


‘I, er . . . Oh . . . Right.’ He disappeared up the staircase in front of them, the straw hat pressed to his chest.


‘Thank you, Mr Sidwell!’ Margaret called after him timidly, feeling that he had not been given quite enough credit for his efforts.


‘He’s a good lad,’ Aunt Harriet said, rolling her eyes comically. ‘Now, the front room here is the office.’ She put her head round the door for a moment. ‘Girls – these are my nieces, Margaret and Annie. I’m just going to settle them in.’


Margaret saw two young women, not much older than themselves: one, handsome and dark-haired, seated at a small desk; the other, a plump girl with round cheeks and spectacles, standing at a bench which ran under the window.


‘These are my right-hand women,’ Aunt Hatt said. ‘This is Susan –’ she indicated the seated woman, who bowed her head solemnly – ‘and Bridget.’


She looks nice, Margaret thought, as Bridget said hello and smiled at them. The room was very crowded, crammed full of desks heaped with papers and shelves full of ledgers. On the bench was a pair of weighing scales.


‘Now, this is our room.’ Their aunt led them along the passage. In a recess in the wall to the left were pegs, on which hung coats and hats. ‘I try to keep it nice. So much of the house is given over to the business, but – anyway, we’ll soon have our new house, away from here! Did you know we are moving out – we’re building a house! I’ll take you up to your room presently – but I expect you’d like a cup of tea?’


‘Oh, yes, please, Auntie,’ Annie said. She was always hungry. She ate like a horse and seemed to burn off food like one as well.


‘Fanny!’ Aunt Hatt said, calling commandingly, and a thin young woman with pale hair under a cap appeared from another room further along the passage.


‘Make us all a pot of tea, will you, please?’ Aunt Harriet said.


Fanny muttered, ‘Yes, Mrs Watts,’ and disappeared towards the kitchen, peering curiously at the sisters as she did so.


‘Come on in . . . We’ve a cook, Mrs Sullivan – she and Fanny come in during the daytime. Now, you come and sit comfy, my dears, and we’ll have our tea.’


The room smelt strongly of lavender mingled with coal dust from the grate. Margaret felt she had stepped into quite another world from that of their own puritanical home, in which any superfluous clutter or possession was forbidden.


The visible parts of the walls were covered in deep red paper patterned with gold-and-white flowers, and the curtains were in a similar shade. The mantelpiece was draped in velvet of the same warm red and crowded with a dense array of knick-knacks: candlesticks, china vases with lavender sprigs poking from them, ornaments and photographs, all competing for space with a large and loudly ticking brass carriage clock. The polished wooden floor was overlain with rugs and the room crowded with furniture.


Aunt Harriet left the room for a few moments to supervise the maid. As promising rattling sounds came from the kitchen, the girls removed their hats and, as instructed, settled in the leather chairs beside the unlit fire. The polished fender and mellow tick of the clock were homely and soothing.


Margaret sat back in her chair with a sigh of relief. They were here at last. Things felt safe and welcoming and she was eager to get to know her mother’s brother and Aunt Hatt too. But just now, she felt a sudden longing to sit back and go to sleep.


Annie, still alert, was looking curiously about her. There was a gilt-framed mirror over the fireplace, and on the wall opposite the window hung a painting of two little blonde children hand in hand in the waves of a sunlit beach.


‘You look like a bird in a new nest,’ Margaret remarked. She nodded at the painting, thinking of their own rare holidays by the sea, when they had a mother as well as a father, and of the golden innocence of the children. She was still fragile as a reed with shock after all that had happened. ‘That’s what we used to be like.’


‘We still are,’ Annie said, turning to her passionately. But her face creased with concern. ‘Are you all right? Not feeling . . . ill?’ She was always so worried, so protective after Margaret’s years as an invalid.


Margaret drew in a deep breath. ‘Yes. I’m quite all right. It was just the heat, I think.’


‘And all that talk about the hanging.’


‘Yes.’ Margaret lowered her head. Her voice came out brokenly after the silence that had stifled them all at home. ‘Oh, Annie, shouldn’t we be on our knees, repenting?’


‘We, repenting?’ Annie erupted. ‘Why, in heaven’s name . . . ?’


‘Here we are, dears!’


Aunt Harriet’s voice silenced her. She swung in through the door bearing a tray with a crockery teapot, cups and saucers, and a plate holding a generous-sized fruit cake, all of which must have taken some strength to carry. Aunt Hatt showed no sign of a struggle. She laid it on the table, which was covered in a white lace cloth.


She looked round at them, obviously sensing an atmosphere in the room.


‘Are you all right, dears?’


‘Yes, thank you, Aunt,’ Margaret said, fighting to slow her breathing.


Aunt Harriet had a calm warmth about her which was a balm to their frayed emotions. But Margaret knew that their aunt must be wondering what on earth was going on. Why they were here, needing to stay.


‘Now,’ Aunt Harriet said, pulling out a chair from under the table and seating herself gracefully on it. ‘I’ll just let that brew for a moment.’ She placed her hands in her lap, crossed her feet in their neat black shoes, leaned a little towards them and said, ‘Well, it’s very nice to see you both. How is your father?’


‘He’s well, thank you,’ Margaret said, managing a normal tone. ‘At least, his rheumatics trouble him a little, but he is very uncomplaining.’


‘He is,’ Aunt Harriet agreed. ‘A stoic soul, your father. Not neglecting himself for his flock, I hope?’ She was speaking cautiously, Margaret could see. Being tactful. Neither Aunt Harriet nor their mother’s brother, Uncle Ebenezer, were religious people.


‘No more than usual,’ Annie said.


Margaret gave her a look for the tone in her voice.


Aunt Harriet smiled warmly at them. Margaret thought how lovely she was to look at, but she could also see the uncertainty in her aunt’s eyes.


‘When you wrote and asked if you could come to us for a little while . . .’ She stopped, obviously not wanting to pry, but her confusion was clear. ‘Whatever the reason, dears, you’re welcome, especially now our Georgie has set up his own home. Only –’ she lowered her voice further – ‘I had the impression from what you said that there had been a spot of bother between you? I should hate to think of there being a rift of any sort in the family.’


Margaret and Annie exchanged glances. Margaret gave her sister a powerful look which said, Don’t you dare say anything. Not now.


‘No, Auntie, it’s not that . . .’ Margaret ran out of words; the blood was rushing to her face. I can’t just come out and tell her, she thought. Overwhelmed, she pressed her hands to her face and began to weep.


‘Oh, my dear –’ Aunt Harriet leaned forward. ‘I’m sorry for asking. Don’t get upset. We won’t talk about it – not unless you want to.’


‘I’m so ashamed,’ Margaret blurted, between her sobs. ‘I’m so sorry, Auntie – for putting you to all this trouble.’


‘She’s got nothing to be ashamed of!’ She heard Annie’s voice, low and fierce. ‘Margaret’s not the one at fault.’


‘All right, dear,’ Aunt Harriet said, seeming perturbed by Annie’s tone. ‘But we don’t need to go into anything now, do we?’


There was a silence in which Margaret managed to control her tears. She wiped her eyes and looked up.


‘Come along – tea.’ Aunt Harriet got up and they heard the comforting sound of pouring tea. ‘Here – have a piece of cake and let’s not be miserable, eh? Whatever it is, it can wait until you’re more rested.’




Three


There was a brief interval of calm in which they sipped cups of strong tea. While Margaret composed herself, Annie told Aunt Harriet about their journey: the bus to Bristol, the train from Temple Meads station, the tram journey with Jack Sidwell. She did not mention the fainting fit on the tram, for which Margaret was grateful. She marvelled again at her little sister’s energy. Annie did not seem at all tired.


As Aunt Harriet was pouring them a second cup of tea, they heard faint sounds from the yard, voices and the clump of boots.


‘Ah – they’re coming out,’ Harriet said. Seeing their puzzled faces she said, ‘Eb’s shopping is at the back – that’s what we call the workshop where we make everything. There’s an entry –’ She nodded towards the back window. They could hear footsteps and voices, passing along the side of the house. ‘At least they don’t have to come through the house all the time. Although there’re Jack and Sid with their rooms upstairs, tramping in and out. That’s another reason we want to move – keeping the place clean is the devil.’


There came the sound of a deep, warm voice ‘pom-pomming’ tunefully somewhere along the passage at the back. A moment later the voice boomed, ‘Hatt?’


‘All right, love, we’re in here!’ Aunt Harriet smiled. ‘It’s Eb. He’ll be pleased to see you.’


‘So – have those young ladies . . . ? Ah!’ Their uncle stood at the doorway. ‘Here you are!’ Margaret smiled, the sight of him warming her heart. Although Uncle Eb and her mother did not exactly look alike, she could see Leah, her mother, in him and it was a great comfort. She knew for sure then that it had been right to come here and seek refuge with these kindly, reassuring people.


Uncle Eb was a solid, cheerful-looking man, his fleshy face topped by grizzled curly hair and, beneath a bulbous nose, a bushy grey moustache. Over white shirtsleeves he wore a dark weskit, shiny with age, curving at the front to cover a bow-window belly which protruded over dark-clad, also bowed, legs. He held his arms out, beaming.


‘So – our Young Ladies have arrived! Come on, wenches, come and give yer uncle a kiss!’


The girls got to their feet to be kissed and embraced. Uncle Eb smelt of chemicals and pipe tobacco.


‘Well . . .’ He held each one of them by the hand and gazed into their faces. ‘Look at you both! Is that you then, our Maggie – my word, she’s the image of her father, isn’t she, Hatt? And little Annie – gracious, I’ve never known who you take after, bab. You don’t favour your mother much, do yer?’


Annie shrugged, smiling. ‘I must be from under the gooseberry bush,’ she said and her uncle and aunt laughed.


‘Oh, I doubt that very much!’ Uncle Eb laughed. ‘Any road – you need a bolt hole? I can’t believe you young missionary wenches could be getting into too much mischief. What’s going on?’


‘Eb.’ Harriet’s voice was sharp. ‘Don’t start on the poor girls now. They’ve only just arrived.’


‘Oh, pardon me.’ Eb held his hands up in surrender. ‘There I go, both feet in as usual. Don’t mind me. What lovely wenches you are! Bit on the scrawny side, though – need feeding up, the pair of yer. Have a bit of cake? Make yourselves at home – our home is your home – Liberty Hall, eh, Hatt?’ He squeezed their hands, then let go. ‘Any tea left in that pot? Georgie’s still here – he’s coming in to see you as well.’


Seconds later their son Georgie, a tall, slender man, appeared at the door, and stood watching them, smiling. He was handsome, with dark hair and a sallow complexion, very obviously his mother’s son. He must be twenty-six now, Margaret thought, startled.


‘Margaret and Annie, isn’t it?’ He came and shook their hands shyly, but his brown eyes gave off liveliness and interest. ‘Nice that you could come – how long are you staying?’


‘They don’t know for sure yet,’ Aunt Hatt said as they looked at each other awkwardly. ‘Now, Georgie, stay for once and have a cup of tea with your cousins, won’t you?’ She looked at Margaret and Annie, pulling a face. ‘He’s always off somewhere, this one – for the firm, I mean.’


‘Can’t, Mother.’ He rolled his eyes comically. ‘Clara wants me home – or there’ll be trouble. He smiled at the girls. ‘I’ll be in tomorrow. Hope to see you then.’


‘Well, if you’ve really got to rush off again,’ Aunt Hatt said long-sufferingly, ‘before you go, you could carry these young girls’ bags upstairs for them.’


‘Of course,’ Georgie said, with a smile.


They heard his fast steps climb and descend the stairs and with further goodbyes, he disappeared.


‘He does most of the travelling for us because Eb won’t budge from home if he can possibly help it. Georgie’s even been to America!’ she said, clearly full of pride. ‘Mind you – I’m rather hoping, him being a married man now . . . Oh, and you’ll meet our little Jimmy . . .’


Aunt Hatt regaled them with stories of their grandson Jimmy, with whom she was obviously besotted. They would soon come to realize that most of the photographs on the mantel were of either Georgie or Jimmy. Georgie was Eb and Hatt’s only son and now he and his wife Clara had little Jimmy, they had decided to move out of their shared attic at number twenty-six. They had a newly built little house outside Birmingham, in a district called Handsworth. And it was close to there that Aunt Hatt and Uncle Eb were soon to move as well.


‘You’re lucky you caught us when you did,’ Aunt Harriet told them later as they ate Mrs Sullivan’s meal of brown stew with beans and potatoes which, Margaret found, went down very comfortingly. ‘Since Georgie got his own place we decided to move out ourselves – into the country. So we’ll be gone in a few months. We’ll have to take them out there and show them while they’re here, won’t we, Eb?’


They were all seated in the soft lamplight of the cluttered, cosy room. It was very warm and stuffy on this hot night, even with the window open on to the yard. Eb sat in his place at the head of the table, his napkin tucked into his collar almost as if he was at the barber’s.


‘Lucky for you we hadn’t rented out Georgie’s room!’ he said, through a hearty mouthful.


‘Do you need more space, Uncle?’ Margaret asked. She was increasingly aware of a painful throb in her temples; she felt utterly exhausted and was struggling to keep up a conversation. Eb chewed mightily and swallowed, wiping his moustache on the back of his hand.


‘Napkin, Eb! What do I give you a napkin for?’ Harriet scolded.


‘There’s always someone wants a workshop,’ he said, making apologetic use of his napkin. ‘I’ve got my shopping out the back, as you can see . . .’ He held his arm towards the window where another building loomed very close to the house. ‘But when we move out we can have all these extra rooms bringing in rent.’ He smiled jovially at this thought.


‘And we can extend the office into here,’ Aunt Hatt said, looking round the room.


‘Hmm.’ Her husband’s mouth was presently occupied with potato.


‘No, Eb – you’re not renting this out as well – we’ve hardly room to turn round in there,’ Aunt Hatt said heatedly. ‘We’re practically sitting on each other’s knees . . .’


Eb, still chewing, looked round at them all and gave a wink.


‘Don’t mind him – he just likes to mither me,’ Aunt Hatt said.


‘So these houses have a good many different businesses in them?’ Annie asked. She looked much revived, after food. Margaret was grateful to her for keeping up the conversation. ‘Mother used to tell us about it.’


They had grown up hearing stories from Leah Hanson about this district spreading north from the heart of Birmingham, on what was once the old Colmore estate – also known as Hockley.


‘We’re very interested to see,’ Annie went on. ‘There are so many different trades!’


‘Ar – there’s a fair few,’ Eb agreed. ‘Some places round here have a different firm in every room. Next door, see – downstairs is all Tallis’s place. He’s a silversmith. Bit of an oddity, Tallis.’


Margaret wondered about this description. ‘What does he make?’ she managed to ask.


‘Oh, a variety – condiments sets and napkin rings, candlesticks, all sorts,’ Eb said.


‘He does very nice silver-backed dressing-table sets,’ Aunt Hatt added.


‘Yes, and there’s a sports line – tankards, trophy cups. He’s an engraver so they do a line in that. Any road, that’s Tallis – smaller outfit than we’ve got here but he does fine work. Then upstairs, there’s – Caleb Turner, he’s a die sinker. Good lad, Turner is – does quite a bit for us. See, us, we live at the back of this house. So up there –’ he nodded towards the ceiling at the front – ‘there’s Sid Cole. We gave ’im the front room for the light. Gem setter, ’e is. A good’un. Does a lot for me an’ all – lives in there too, he does. And there’s Jack the lad in the back attic, who you met. Enamelling’s his line.’


‘Does he live here as well?’ Annie asked with a twinkle at Margaret.


‘Our Jack? Oh, no – lives round the corner, with his mother. I think she’s hoping he’ll find himself a lady sooner or later – poor old Jack. He don’t seem to have much luck in that department.’


‘We saw the plates on the wall next door,’ Annie said. ‘Die sinkers . . . What’s a die sinker, Uncle Eb?’


Eb finished his mouthful, swallowing with dignity and setting his knife and fork down; then he pulled his pipe and a leather pouch from his pocket and began to stuff the pipe bowl with tobacco. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘anything you make, out of metal, like – see that brooch Hatt’s wearing?’ He pointed the pipe at his wife.


Aunt Harriet leaned forward to show them a gilt-edged brooch, intricately designed with a classical-looking head wreathed in leaves, and more flowers and tendrils around it, all in vivid-coloured enamel.


‘Anything like this that you’re going to make, first you’ve got to design it – just on paper, like. Then, to get it so you can stamp it out of metal, you’ve got to have a punch and a die with the design engraved in it – two bits of metal that fit into each other. The patterns in ’em are all cut by hand – that’s what being a die sinker is. I’ve got shelves of them. You put your bit of metal on – copper or zinc and the like – between the two sides and you stamp the design into them. You can come and see the workshop tomorrow.’


‘It’s so small and so complicated – however do they do it?’ Margaret exclaimed. The colours seemed to call to her, their brightness reviving her the way the vividness of flowers did in the spring. ‘It’s beautiful!’


‘It is.’ Eb took a sip from his glass of stout – its appearance a shock for Margaret and Annie. Alcohol never crossed the threshold of their own home. The drink left a milky froth on Eb’s moustache. Then he lit up the pipe, puffing with obvious enjoyment.


‘There’s no shortage of skilled men around here – and a few wenches, at that. They say there’s about thirty thousand people working just in this part of Brummagem. Oh – and while we’re on that subject –’ He sat up straighter and looked at his nieces with a twinkle. ‘There’s the question of what you young ladies are going to do while you’re here? Extra pairs of hands – we can soon put you to work . . .’


Margaret felt dismayed. She had not thought of this. What on earth did Uncle expect them to do? But Annie sat up straight.


‘Oh, yes!’ she began, but Aunt Hatt cut in.


‘Eb! Not now, you terrible man. These poor girls have only just arrived. Their heads must be spinning! There’s no earthly need for them to work – surely they won’t be here long enough for that? And we certainly don’t need to talk about anything like that tonight.’


‘All right.’ Eb held his hands up in surrender. ‘Very good, very good. Eh – you wenches . . .’ He leaned forward with a grin. You tell me this then: what’s the difference between a tube and a foolish Dutchman?’ He paused, triumphantly. ‘No idea? Well – I’ll tell you – one is a hollow cylinder and the other a silly Hollander!’


Their baffled faces and Aunt Hatt’s severe look dared him to say another word.


‘Don’t mind him and his jokes,’ she said.


‘But I want to do something,’ Annie insisted, as if there had been no interruption to the conversation. ‘To earn my keep, for a start. And I want to see what life is like for . . . for people who work in factories, for people outside the village. I want to know about life.’


‘Annie!’ Margaret interrupted. ‘Don’t be so silly. You can’t seriously be thinking about . . .’


But even Margaret found Aunt Hatt’s glare directed at her and she subsided. An awkward silence had grown up in the room.


‘Now,’ Aunt Hatt said. ‘What about some plum pudding and custard?’ And then you girls can have another nice cup of tea and we’ll let you go up to bed. You look ready to drop, the pair of you. I’ll put some water on the boil for you.’ She smiled at them with concern and said kindly, ‘It’ll all look better in the morning.’




Four


Aunt Hatt led them up to ‘Georgie’s room’, where they were to sleep, in the bigger of the two attics at the front of the house. She had prepared hot water for them to wash with and Margaret enjoyed the warm weight of the basin as she carried hers up the narrow stairs.


‘There we are, dears,’ Aunt Hatt said, rather out of breath as they entered the low-ceilinged room. ‘I think you’ll find it comfortable. It was Georgie’s room – and then his and Clara’s.’ She sounded wistful, Margaret thought. She could see that Georgie had been a much-loved boy, and now Jimmy, his son, would be surrounded by loving family as well. ‘You can put your things in the chest of drawers and that little cupboard.’ These two items were squeezed along the back wall.


A window, lined with deep red curtains, looked out over the street. Aunt Hatt – for already she had become that, not Aunt Harriet – drew them together. There was tan-coloured linoleum on the floor covered by a small rug each side of the enormous bed which took up most of the room.


‘There are towels for you, look – and a po’.’ Delicately she added, ‘You can bring the water and so on down to the yard in the morning. By the way – we have our baths in the scullery. When we get to the new house, we’ll have a bathroom!’ Joyfully, she clasped her hands together under her chin. ‘Hot water from taps – can you imagine! But for now, I have mine on a Sunday morning – and we’ll make sure you each get your time.’


Aunt Hatt came and kissed each of them and Margaret smelt her lavender scent again. Tears filled her eyes at this motherly gesture.


‘Just get your heads down, girls. It’s a nice comfortable bed. Goodnight, dears.’


Margaret and Annie unpacked their modest number of belongings. A light coat and spare dress, a skirt, blouse and underwear, a face cloth and a nightdress each; a cake of soap, and for cleaning their teeth strips of willow and a little pot of salt.


‘We look very down-at-heel compared with Aunt, don’t we?’ Margaret said, wistfully holding up her grey dress with its frayed hem. Their boots were quite literally down-at-heel. There were so few occasions when they could go and buy cloth or find time to get their shoes mended. Life at home was full of the stern purpose of God’s work, with no fripperies.


Annie glanced round. ‘I s’pose so, yes,’ she said, shrugging. Clothes had never been high on Annie’s list of priorities.


Margaret had brought letter-writing things and her little Bible with onion-skin pages. Annie had brought her favourite book, The Mill on the Floss. Modestly they turned away from each other to wash in the candlelight. The familiarity of the bedtime ritual was soothing in this strange place, the feel of the warm water against their cheeks, the folding back of the sheet . . .


Yet the room seethed with things unsaid: a continuation of the atmosphere that had grown between them during these last days.


Margaret stood plaiting her thick hair. Annie could never be bothered. The brass bedstead creaked as each of them climbed on to it. Margaret started to pull the heavy bedclothes and gold-coloured eiderdown over them.


‘What’re you doing?’ Annie threw them off irritably. ‘You can’t put all that on us – we’ll cook!’


‘Oh, yes,’ Margaret said. ‘Sorry.’ She sounded dazed. Annie, lying with her hair spread on the pillow, looked sorry for being so sharp.


‘We should say our prayers,’ Margaret said, an edge of desperation to her voice.


‘Just the Lord’s Prayer,’ Annie said. ‘We haven’t got Father breathing down our necks here.’


‘Annie,’ Margaret said in a desperate tone. ‘Don’t talk like that, please.’


They recited it together, but it brought neither of them peace or stillness. A moment later Margaret, staring up at the cracked distemper on the ceiling, said crossly, ‘What on earth were you talking about getting a job for?’


‘That’s what I want to do!’ Annie sprang up to lean on one elbow. Her eyes blazed at Margaret as they had so many times in their lives. ‘I must go out and work! Lots of women have jobs here – didn’t we see them, in the street? And anyway, if we’re to do the Lord’s bidding, we have to be fearless as lions.’


‘But I thought . . .’ Margaret sounded amazed. Annie was always the rebel at home, the one chafing against their father’s rigidity. It was Margaret who had been his disciple. ‘I thought you didn’t want . . . You were always talking about getting away.’


‘Away from the village,’ Annie said. ‘That small life. I want to get out and see the world, God’s wide world!’ She swung her arm as if to paint a vision. ‘There’s so much more to see and do – and I want to do something great. Not like Father, all those years with farmers and sheep . . . Why was he there? Instead of in London or . . . or here in Birmingham, at Carrs Lane?’


‘Father couldn’t help it,’ Margaret said stiffly. ‘You know that. It was his sensitive nature.’ She knew they were circling round it all, round everything that had happened.


‘Sensitive?’ Annie raged, so that Margaret shushed her. Annie sat fully upright and went on in a fierce whisper. ‘All this talk about him being sensitive! Who was he ever sensitive to? Hardly ever anyone but himself – and him! His protégé. Bringing him into our house like that – after what he’d done!’


‘But Annie . . .’ Margaret sounded tearful again. Her tears were only a blink away these days. ‘You know what it was like for him, losing John, then Mother . . .’


As the elder of the two she had a clearer memory of the father they had known before his infant son succumbed to fever, followed four years later by his wife.


‘I know – but we lost them too,’ Annie said furiously. ‘And just because someone keeps saying they’re sensitive doesn’t mean they are. What sensitivity has he shown to you? You’ve got to stop believing everything he says.’


‘You can’t just think you can do what you want.’ Margaret desperately wanted to move the conversation away – from home, from Father, and from those last days – and nights – when she and Annie had resolved together that they had to get out of there. All this was the source of her agony. ‘Aren’t you frightened of what it would be like, working here? And you’d cause Aunt and Uncle all sorts of worry . . .’


‘But it was Uncle who suggested it,’ Annie argued. ‘That’s what people do here – they work. And I want to do God’s work. Not just in the village, but in a big city like this! All those things Mr Rowntree wrote about how poorly people live . . . How can society be improved if we don’t go and see what it’s really like?’ She was burning with impatience. ‘It’s not going to get better by itself, is it? God needs our hands; our lips to speak his word.’


She waited for Margaret to say, and why would not country people and farmers be as worthy receivers of the Lord’s word as anyone else? That was what she would have said before – Father’s words, repeated to justify his life in their small backwater. But now, in an unsteady voice, all Margaret said was, ‘Are you ready for me to put the light out?’


Annie nodded. Margaret blew and they settled down in the familiar, comforting whiff of candle smoke. Margaret turned on her side, her back to Annie, her whole being aching.


‘Maggs?’


‘Yes.’ She didn’t move.


‘Are you going to tell them?’


There was a silence. Margaret was sure she could hear her own heart thudding. ‘Tell them what?’


‘All of it. You’ll have to. They’re putting us up – and we don’t even know how long for. I mean, I’m not just going to go back with my tail between my legs, whatever he says.’


Margaret struggled to speak but her throat seemed blocked with tears. ‘No,’ she managed. ‘I can’t.’


‘How can you even think that it was your fault?’


‘I don’t know!’ She burst into sobs. ‘That’s just the trouble. I keep going over and over it all and I know that somewhere I did something terribly wrong. And Father said . . .’


‘But he was wrong, Maggs. He’s not God – he’s not always right about everything. He was wrong and cruel and ridiculous . . .’ She stopped for a second, thinking about how they could explain to Eb and Harriet Watts. ‘I don’t really think Aunt Harriet likes Father much, anyway.’


‘Annie!’ Margaret snapped, lifting her head from the pillow. ‘Please, leave me alone, will you? Just go to sleep.’


‘But we’ll have to—’


‘Not tonight,’ Margaret pleaded. ‘I can’t talk about anything tonight. Just be quiet.’


On the floor below, Eb Watts stood by the bed in his vest and underpants with a bemused expression on his face, one hand held out in front of him as if he was about to do something and had completely forgotten what it was.


‘Eb?’ Harriet was sitting up in bed, carefully fixing a net over her thick braid of hair. She wore a delicately embroidered nightgown. The room itself was a haven of ladylike pieces of furniture – her dressing table with an oval looking-glass, a little upholstered stool in front of it, and a silky bedspread in her favourite shade of light plum. Every inch of the house that was their living space, she tried to make as pretty and homely as possible.


‘What’re you doing, love?’ she said. ‘Are you coming to bed, or what?’


‘Oh – ar.’ He climbed in beside her.


‘Eb – you haven’t got your nightshirt on!’


‘Never mind – won’t hurt for once. Too darn hot for that.’ Blowing out the candle he said, ‘Come ’ere, you beautiful wench.’


With a giggle Harriet Watts snuggled up against the comforting girth of her husband.


‘Funny having those two Hanson girls here,’ he said. ‘Solemn wenches though, the pair of ’em.’


‘They seem very nice,’ Harriet said. ‘It’ll be a change to have some girls about for a bit and perhaps it’ll do them good as well. They’ve come from a very strict home, Eb.’


‘Oh, ar, I’ll say. They do seem rather strait-laced – ’specially the older one,’ Eb said. He curved a hand stealthily round his wife’s warm breast. ‘You don’t think they’ll try and convert us, do yer?’


‘Eb . . .’ Hatt said, warningly.


The hand receded.


‘Margaret’s the image of the old man,’ he said, suppressing a sigh. ‘But that Annie – funny little thing she is. Looks a handful to me.’


‘D’you think she meant it – about getting a job?’


‘Well – why shouldn’t they?’ he said. ‘Can’t have them just sitting around here. They can get weaving – see a bit of life instead of all this religious claptrap.’


‘Your sister was a good woman,’ Hatt said. ‘She believed in it, proper like.’


‘Ole Lil? Oh, ar. She was – can’t think why she married that stuffed shirt of a husband, though. Leah. Changing her name as if her real name and her own family weren’t good enough or summat. I never could get used to calling her that. Hardly saw ’er after she moved down there anyway.’


‘She changed it when she got married, dain’t she? I suppose it sounded more religious. Not many Lils in the Bible, are there?’


‘There’s nowt wrong with the name Lilian,’ Eb said, stroking his wife’s full hip, still hoping pleasantly that there might be more on offer tonight, if he was lucky. ‘And what’s gone on there, d’yer think – them coming running here to us?’


‘I don’t know.’ Harriet’s voice was troubled. ‘It seems as if it’s summat to do with him – their father. I’ll see if I can get them to talk to me. Margaret, at least. The girl looked quite poorly when she arrived and things aren’t right – I can see by the look of her. Be gentle with her, Eb.’


‘I will!’ he said, indignant. ‘What d’yer think I’m going to do?’


‘And don’t be rude about their religion. It’s important to them. There are some very kindly religious people. Just because you don’t hold with it.’


‘Well, you know what I always say,’ Eb said, pressing his body hopefully against his wife’s. ‘Too much religion can make you go off pop!’


‘I know that’s what you always say,’ she said. ‘Just don’t say it in front of these young ladies, that’s all. Oh, Eb – get off me, will you? It’s far too hot for all that carry-on.’




Five


By the next evening, Margaret felt she had lived a year instead of a day.


Far from the grilling with questions she had expected the next morning, her uncle and aunt asked nothing, were both very busy and seemed intent on keeping her and Annie busy all day as well.


That first morning she woke to the warm glow of light through the curtains, confused for a second by the sounds. In place of the quiet of home, broken only by the vociferous cockerel along the lane or the distant cows protesting, she could hear horses’ hooves and cartwheels from the street below, the ring of something metallic being dropped on the ground, clattering sounds and shouts and the tread of many pairs of feet.


It all came flooding back to her. She was not at home – she was here, in Birmingham. And she lay in the curtains’ light, red as if seeping through blood, thinking of her father, the pain of it all filling her once again.


Even before they had got downstairs, they could sense that the house was already in full swing. They were hit by a cocktail of smells: whiffs of acrid fumes mingled with milky porridge and the sour smell of a wet mop. The maid, Fanny, a bony, ginger-haired girl about Margaret’s age, was busy cleaning the landing on the middle floor. Fanny’s job, they would discover, as well as washing and general cleaning, was to wage war on the stairs and passages, which Aunt Hatt was determined to keep clean and respectable, despite the number of feet passing through each day.


Coming down the linoleum-covered attic stairs to the first floor, they could see that the door of the workroom at the front was ajar. They looked at each other, then crept closer for a moment. A man was sitting with his back to them, bent over his workbench in the bright morning light. They could see an array of tools in front of him. Margaret realized he was one of the people to whom Uncle Eb rented a room and she would have liked to go and see what he was doing, but it might have seemed rude. They said good morning to Fanny, stepping apologetically over her handiwork in the corridor. Good-naturedly, she mopped it again.


The banister of the main stairs felt smooth and well-polished under Margaret’s hand as they went down to the ground floor. The back door was open in the warmth and from the workshop out at the back of the house came sounds of thuds and voices. Doors opened and closed.


‘Good morning, Aunt Hatt,’ Margaret said, leading the way in. Aunt Harriet was already at the desk in the office, at the front of the house, leaning over a ledger. The girl called Susan was at her desk and Bridget turned and smiled at them once again, saying hello softly.


‘Ah, you’re awake!’ Aunt Hatt looked up over her wire spectacles. Margaret saw that the dress she was wearing today was in a deep, sea green. How lovely it was, she thought. How elegant her aunt looked. She was taken aback by the worldliness of her thoughts.


‘We left you to sleep a bit,’ Aunt Hatt said. ‘Now – there’s breakfast for you. Mrs Sullivan will boil you an egg apiece. And after that, Eb says he’ll show you about the place. Then you can go and have a look around the district if you like. I’ll have to get on, I’m afraid. There’s so much to do . . .’ She drifted back to her work.


‘Does she mean us to go out on our own?’ Annie whispered, thrilled, as they sat at the neatly laid table.


‘I suppose she does,’ Margaret said uncertainly. She could see that Aunt Hatt could probably do with the pair of them out of the way for a while and felt guilty for burdening her. Her aunt and uncle seemed to be so busy! ‘I mean – she’s not going to send us with a chaperone, is she?’


‘Jack Sidwell,’ Annie grinned, knocking the top off her boiled egg. ‘In that hat!’


Margaret looked reproachfully at her. ‘Poor man,’ she said. ‘He was kind. You’re so mean.’


‘Right, you two wenches – you can come and have a look round out ’ere.’


Uncle Eb led them out to his long, brick workshop in the yard. Only a narrow alley separated its back wall from the house. Stepping inside, they could see that the place was packed full of such a variety of activity and people and machines that Margaret hardly knew where to look.


Male faces turned briefly to look at them, then hastened back to their work. The workshop was full of hammering and banging and from the back, with rhythmic regularity, came much heavier thumping noises. A pungent, chemical smell stung their nostrils.


Margaret and Annie exchanged glances. They were both dressed in sober clothes, grey skirts and pale blouses, buttoned high at the neck. But in this entirely male environment it was difficult not to feel self-consciously female. Margaret found herself blushing uncomfortably. She thought of her aunt, at the heart of all this grime and graft, in her jewel-coloured clothes like an exotic little bird.


‘Right.’ Uncle Eb beckoned them to a desk in the corner which seemed to be his territory in the workshop. ‘I’ll give yer a quick run-through, all right? It all starts with these – designs.’ He picked up one of several notebooks which were on the table. They saw drawings of bracelets, all beautifully executed. ‘See that? That’s our Christmas special this year.’ The design showed a slender twist of metal with holly leaves and berries around it. Flicking pages, he showed them other inked drawings.


‘Any road – once we’ve approved the design . . .’ He was already on the move. ‘Come over here with me . . .’


A young man at the side bench was working one of a row of presses. It was about three feet high with a crossbar at the top, weighted at one end with a black iron ball. They watched as their uncle spun the bar round and there came a thud from below. Turning the bar back round he extracted something from the flat jaws of the machine and held it out to them. Margaret saw a dull piece of metal, but when she looked closely it was stamped with an intricate floral pattern.


‘Don’t go near them presses,’ Eb warned, before she could comment. ‘You want to mind your heads. I’ve ’ad a few knocked out cold in my time. Now – these two lads are my apprentices. Tom, here –’ he indicated the boy at the press – ‘and that young feller over there –’ Another boy was seated at the end of the table. He kept his head down, sawing at something which he held pressed against a sliver of wood fixed above the curved bench. The saw was about six inches long, its teeth so fine that all they could see was a thin strip of wire.


‘He’s learning how to use a piercing saw,’ Eb said. ‘In six months he’ll be able to turn any shape I ask ’im. Now – see this?’ He bent and pointed out through one of the grimy windows at the side of the building.


Margaret looked out to see a wall ahead of them. She was not sure what she was supposed to be looking at.


‘All these works’ve got as many windows in as you can get,’ Eb said. ‘And see them tiles, all along the wall there?’


The tiles, though lightly covered in soot, were a creamy colour beneath, giving off a soft gleam.


‘Glazed, see? You put tiles like that opposite the windows – brings more light into the room. Now – along this side, we’ve got cutting and stamping machines.’ He waved an arm as if this was all the explanation needed. Margaret saw blanks of flat shapes lying on the workbenches – the oval beginnings of brooches, cut in wafer-thin metal.


‘We do plated gold and pure gold – mostly nine and eighteen carat.’ Seeing Annie’s frown, he said, ‘Gold’s too soft to work well, you see, until you’ve heated it and mixed it with another metal. Twenty-four carat’s pure, one hundred per cent gold. Eighteen carat’s seventy-five per cent gold with a bit of silver or copper or zinc mixed in. The colour depends on what you mix it with – you mix gold and copper and you get a rosy pink colour. Mix it with silver and it’s a white gold. The nine carat’s thirty-seven and a half per cent. Got it?’ He grinned at their serious faces.


‘You mean, it’s more than sixty per cent not gold, but you still call it gold?’ Annie said rather severely.


To Margaret’s relief, their uncle’s grin widened. ‘You don’t miss much, do yer? That’s about it, yes.’ He stood with his hands at his waist, flexing his back for a moment. Course, I’ll do fine work if the order comes in. But nine and eighteen carat’s more affordable for your man or woman in the street. And the more can afford ’em, the more we can sell. And why shouldn’t anyone be able to have a pretty brooch or bracelet or a cigarette case if they want one, eh?’


‘So what do you make here, Uncle?’ Margaret asked.


‘Oh – all sorts. Jewellery – that’s bracelets, brooches, rings, pendants, cufflinks and studs, speciality picture frames – some like their pictures with jewelled frames – we’ve got a bit of a name for them.’


‘What about chains?’ Annie said. ‘In Chain Street?’


‘We don’t do them – there’s plenty of chain makers about. We don’t set the gems either – not yet. I send that out to be done. One day . . .’ He smiled. ‘Best thing is to have everyone working under one roof, but –’ He shrugged. ‘At the moment this roof ain’t big enough.’ He walked on, beckoning.


‘Right, to tell yer quick, ’cause I need to get to work.’ They stood to one side of the workshop. ‘The bullion gets delivered here . . . So, three mornings a week, before you young ladies’ve even prised your dainty eyes open, I’ll be down under there in the cellar.’ He pointed to the far end. ‘Well away from the house. You don’t want to live over the furnace if yer can ’elp it ’cause it makes a fair old stink. I were down ’ere at half past six this morning, getting it ready, see. We roll it out, or pull it through a machine to make it into wire – depending what it’s for. It’s kept in the safe over there . . .’ He pointed at a huge, solid iron thing. ‘And then . . .’ He reached for a metal box that was lying on one of the benches. ‘Every morning when they come in, they get one of these – everything’s in here that they need for the job. Every box is weighed and recorded. At the end of the day we weigh them back in.’


‘Why?’ Annie asked, frowning.


‘Well, why d’yer think, my dear?’ Eb leaned towards her, his face serious. ‘We don’t want any gold going missing, do we? Course – there is a bit of wastage allowed for. It happens when you’re working. We sweep everything – the machines, floors, the lot. All the sweepings go back in the furnace to burn off the dust and I sell the lemel back to the metal dealers. Lemel – that’s all the shavings of waste metal.’


‘I suppose you have to employ very honest people,’ Margaret said, trying to digest all this information. ‘As gold is so valuable.’


‘Oh, we work on trust – have to. And all my lads are good’uns, aren’t you, you lucky lot?’ He addressed his workers jovially. ‘You get wise to all the tricks. No turn-ups on trousers in here – and no hair lacquer. You’d be surprised how much gold dust you can stick in yer hair if you keep running yer hands through it all day long! And all these sinks –’ He pointed. ‘That water don’t go out into the drains – oh, no. It goes down into sawdust in the basement and we get the gold out of that an’ all. Aprons, overalls – all washed here and the dust strained out.’


‘Gracious,’ Margaret said. ‘I’d never have thought of all that.’


‘Oh – it soon comes, with time,’ Eb laughed. He hurried them through the rest of the workshop – the shelves of dies for stamping out shapes for decoration, the drop stampers at the end, working the machines, each using one leg to work the long rope, raising a heavy metal weight and letting it release with force to stamp out the metal.


‘The deeper the cut, the more difficult the work,’ Uncle Eb said. The men kept working steadily. The boss was there and they had work to do. The weight of the stamp came hurtling down and crashed on to the dies below.


‘Right – there’s a few girls up in this end room.’ In a narrow side room, four women sat working at various machines, the straps whirring round large cogs close to the ceiling. ‘They do finishing and polishing in here – women’s work, that.’


‘Why?’ Annie asked, in her challenging tone. Margaret gave her a look – not that she took any notice.


‘Just is,’ Eb said, ignoring her tone.


As their uncle steered them back along the workshop, they saw a man pouring liquid into a shallow bath in a kind of cupboard, with an outlet pipe above it leading out through the roof. The constant, overpowering stench seemed to be coming out of there. It was not something Uncle Eb had mentioned. Margaret didn’t like to ask as her uncle seemed in a hurry now, but Annie said, ‘What’s that then?’


‘Oh – that’s the pickle,’ he said. ‘Vitriol – an acid, that is. It gets all the muck off the gold – solder and such. Right – last thing, I’ve got to get on.’ He indicated the work tables on the other side from the presses. ‘These on this side are the pegs.’


Each table had semicircles cut out all round it, each with a leather pouch fastened to it which Margaret guessed must be to catch any gold waste. Beside each semicircle a man sat on a stool, bent over his work, a leather apron tied across his lap. Most of them had a tube of some kind in their mouths and were working with a gas flame which burnt at the end of a cable fixed to the bench.
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