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  1945




  ‘Mom, Mom!’ Robbie threw himself, sobbing, against his mother’s legs. ‘Wanna come with you!’




  ‘Oh, Robbie.’ Em, in the middle of buttoning up her cardigan, bent over, upset and exasperated. Her son’s head was clamped to her thighs and she stroked his hair, hating

  to see him cry. ‘Don’t do this, babby. Come on, let go now. Mommy’s got to go out for a bit, that’s all.’




  Her mother, Cynthia, swooped down. ‘Robbie, stop that now.’ She managed to wrestle him up into her arms. ‘That’s right, come to Nanna. Your mom’s not going to be

  out for long. It’s just like when she goes to work. You’ve got to stop going on like this. That’s it – let’s sit you at the table and I’ll get you some nice

  bread and a scrape of jam, if there’s any left!’




  ‘Thanks, Mom.’ Em picked up her bag. Though a mother herself, she still looked young enough to be a schoolgirl. ‘I dunno what’s come over him.’




  ‘Oh, he’ll grow out of it. But I’ve told you, haven’t I? You need to be firmer with him.’ She stood behind Robbie, who was still grizzling, and gave Em one of her

  looks. ‘You sure you want to go over there? Seems a bit morbid to me.’




  Em hesitated. ‘I’ve told Mr Perry I’m going – he gave me a couple of hours off. And I know Bert was . . . well, everyone knows how horrible he was, but I’m going

  for Molly. I just feel I should.’




  Cynthia nodded. ‘I s’pose you’re right, love. And however vile he is – was – you have to feel some pity for the lad, with that family behind him.’




  On her way out, Em glanced in the mirror by the front door and patted her straight, mousy hair. She almost despaired of keeping anything in the way of a curl or wave in it for long. The air in

  the street felt warmer than it had in the house, big white clouds sailing across the summer sky.




  Em smiled to herself for a second, then adjusted her face. You’re going to a hanging, she rebuked herself. Blimey, a hanging! Bert Fox, Molly’s younger brother, whom Em had

  known all his life, was today due to be hanged by the neck until he was dead. Eight in the morning was the hangman’s hour, and it was already a quarter past. Walking to the bus stop, she

  realized with a shudder that Bert must have met his end – deep in the bowels of the prison somewhere, hidden from the eyes of the crowd outside – while she was eating the last of her

  breakfast and getting her cardigan on. The finality of it seemed terrible.




  She climbed onto the crowded bus and paid her fare in a daze. Why was she going, like a tripper to a seaside attraction, to see the notice of the hanging on the doors of the prison? Bert

  had been a nasty, rat-faced little boy living in a yard along the street, who had grown into a sadistic, criminal man. All through the war he’d done nothing for the country but cheat and

  steal, with his band of mates, running all sorts of black-market rackets while evading the call-up. But it wasn’t that he’d been arrested for. The police only caught up with him after

  his latest hard-faced girlfriend had been found floating in the murky waters of the Cut – the Birmingham and Warwick Canal. She’d been strangled, and all evidence pointed to Bert Fox,

  then of Lupin Street, Vauxhall.




  But Bert was the brother of one of Em’s best friends, Molly. And Molly, still in Belgium with her ack-ack battery, was not in a position to be present even if she’d wanted to be,

  which Em doubted. It felt wrong that no one should be there. Bert and Molly had had a cruel, squalid childhood, and Bert had at least tried to keep their drunken mother, Iris Fox, in some sort of

  comfort out of his criminal profits.




  As she left the bus and its perspiring passengers, Em saw that going to the prison was a way of trying to tie parts of her life together when everything felt as if it was scattered apart. Molly

  was so far away, but most of all, Em was worried about her own husband Norm. The war in Europe may have been over, there was a new Prime Minister, Mr Attlee, a fresh start, but who knew how long

  the war in the East might go on? Em was horrified by the thought that Norm might be re-posted. He had miraculously survived so far – that was how Em felt – but if he was sent out east,

  surely his luck would run out? She ached for him to be home, to see their three-year-old son whom he’d never yet set eyes on, and to be a family properly, instead of all this waiting. Then

  she could stop feeling so anxious all the time. If going to pay her respects to Bert, however much he deserved what he’d got, could make things feel more right, then that’s what

  she’d do.




  Walking across Cathedral Square to the next bus stop, she saw VOTE LABOUR flyers left over from the election, blown against the edge of the path. And she had voted Labour, though it did seem

  hard on old Winnie. Em didn’t dwell on politics much, but voting Labour seemed to mean that things would be fairer.




  Shielding her eyes, she looked up at the grand edifice of St Philip’s Cathedral and thought that one day she must go inside and look. She had never been in there in all her life.




  ‘Oops – careful! You want to look where you’re going!’




  The woman scolded, but did not really seem very cross, more amused. Em was aware of a green suit, remarkably vivid in these drab days, on a slender figure, neat black court shoes and dark hair

  taken up into a stylish pleat.




  ‘Oh – sorry!’ Em said, then looked more closely. ‘Katie? Katie O’Neill?’




  Even after all this time, and in these smart clothes, the long, pale face of the girl who had once been her best friend was immediately familiar. She saw Katie recognize her and a confusion of

  emotions flicker across her face, first amusement fading in her eyes, then what seemed like fear, and finally a wary politeness.




  ‘I remember – you’re Emma Brown, aren’t you? You haven’t changed a bit.’




  Em thought back to Cromwell Street School, where she, Katie and Molly had been classmates. She and Katie had been top of the class and best friends, playing and giggling their way through life

  – until Em’s family had run into troubles. After Cynthia had had Violet, Em’s youngest sister, she’d fallen into a depression and had to be taken into the asylum. Katie had

  turned against Em and had been unkind and spiteful, refusing to be friends any more, in a way that had hurt Em dreadfully at the time. Then, within about two years, Katie and her mother had

  disappeared from the area and Katie didn’t attend the school any longer.




  These painful memories lay between them now, but Em wanted to forget the past; it seemed petty to dwell on things that happened when you were so young.




  ‘How’s your family?’ Katie asked politely. Em noticed that she spoke very nicely, with hardly a trace of an accent.




  ‘They’re all very well, thanks,’ Em said. She felt rather scruffy beside Katie, in her old frock and scuffed white shoes. ‘And yours?’




  ‘Yes, thanks. They are too.’




  Another memory got in the way. Last year – it seemed another life, with the war still on. That was it, January 1944, that cold night, she knew she had seen Katie. That time Katie had

  almost run into her, rounding a corner not far from home. Em remembered it very clearly because she had seen such a look of wariness and desperation in Katie’s eyes as she hurried past,

  swathed in a big coat. And Em was sure she had not been mistaken in noticing that Katie had been cradling a tiny infant in her arms. But she could hardly ask her about that now.




  ‘That’s good,’ Em said. ‘Well, our mom’s much better these days.’ She found herself rattling out information in the hope that Katie might offer some back.

  ‘She’s very well, and she’s such a help to me because I’ve got a little boy, Robbie, he’s three and his dad’s away in the army. And our Sid – d’you

  remember him? He’s about to get married to his girl, Connie – they’ve been courting a good while.’




  She saw Katie arrange her face in a pleasant, polite expression. She’d grown into a looker, Em thought. Her face was slender, pleasing in shape, eyes still that pretty sea-blue. While not

  unfriendly, it was clear she was not going to give anything away about herself.




  ‘Are you off to work?’ Em asked.




  ‘Yes.’ Katie made a gesture in front of her with her hand, but didn’t volunteer any more information. Perhaps her mom had made that suit, Em thought. They’d never seen

  much of Mrs O’Neill, who’d kept herself to herself, but hadn’t there been some talk of her being a tailoress? ‘Do you work in town too?’




  ‘Oh no!’ Em said. Again she found herself talking fast out of nerves. ‘No, the thing is, I’m going up to the nick – it’s . . . d’you remember Molly Fox,

  from over in the yard – and from Cromwell Street?’




  A disgusted downturn of Katie’s mouth indicated that she did. She smoothed her skirt as if wiping away specks of dirt. ‘Oh my goodness, her. What a family!’




  Em choked back the desire to snap: Well, she was a better friend than you ever were, you with your spiteful, stuck-up ways!




  ‘They’re hanging her brother today.’ It came out abruptly and she kept her eyes on Katie’s face, watching the shock register.




  ‘No! I’d heard about it, but I hadn’t made the connection – that brother, what was he called?’




  ‘Albert. Bert.’ Before she could ask, Em added, ‘He strangled his girlfriend.’




  Katie shuddered. ‘They were always going to come to a bad end. Disgusting, the whole lot of them.’




  ‘In fact Molly’s doing very well,’ Em said defiantly. ‘She’s in the army, in ack-ack – in Belgium. And they’ve promoted her to Lance Corporal.

  You’d be surprised if you saw her now.’




  Katie raised her eyebrows. ‘Goodness! Well, there’s room for all sorts in the army, I s’pose.’




  They both fell silent.




  ‘Well,’ Em said, hurt all over again. ‘I’d better get on.’




  To her surprise, Katie then gave a genuine smile, which lit up her face. This was more like the old Katie that Em remembered. ‘It was nice to see you, Em. I’m glad everything’s

  going all right for you.’




  Em found herself smiling back, remembering what fun Katie had been at times. She longed for them to sit down somewhere, with an afternoon to while away with cups of tea, and tell each other

  everything about their lives. But she could see that wasn’t going to happen.




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, surprised to find a sudden lump in her throat. ‘Bye then. Don’t make yourself late for work.’




  She watched as Katie walked away, seeming so familiar, yet with a closed air of mystery about her. What had happened to her in all this time? Em saw, sadly, that she barely knew Katie

  O’Neill at all.
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  KATIE




  







  One




  1931




  Katie crept up to the front door, biting her lower lip as she unfastened the latch, praying that the door wouldn’t creak and give her away. She clicked it shut and

  stood behind it, screwing her eyes tightly shut. Please don’t let Mother have heard her come in! If only she could have a few minutes – all she wanted to do was run up to her room, bury

  her face in her pillow after what she had just done, after what Mother had made her do.




  But of course her mother’s ears were sharp as a cat’s.




  ‘Katie, is that you down there?’




  ‘Yes,’ she called faintly. Sometimes it felt as if Mother knew everything that was going on in her head.




  ‘Come up here – now, please. You’ve kept me waiting.’




  Katie climbed the two flights of stairs, the first flight covered in brown linoleum, the attic stairs just bare boards. Her white ankle socks were the only bright thing in the gloom, left,

  right, left, right, her long black plaits swinging as she climbed, past the two rotten treads that groaned when you stepped on them. She felt like groaning too.




  Her mother, Mrs Vera O’Neill, turned as she reached the attic, taking her brass thimble from her finger. Vera had been sitting working in the remaining light from the window. As she

  swivelled round, her face was in shadow so that Katie could only make out her outline. This made her even more forbidding than usual, the ramrod-straight back, the well-built body, simply but

  elegantly clad, her thick, golden brown hair swept up and piled on her head in the same style her own mother might have worn. There was nothing modern about Vera O’Neill. Katie could just see

  the gleam of pins that she had pushed for safekeeping through the collar of her green cardigan. On the work table behind her could be seen the black Singer machine, the glint of scissors, reels of

  thread and the length of grey serge on which she was working.




  ‘And did you do as I asked?’ Even though she couldn’t see her mother’s face, Katie knew it wore that look which always made her feel bad and guilty. How could she do

  anything to displease Mother, whose life was made up of Grief and Suffering? Vera’s voice was smooth and well spoken, the Birmingham accent almost completely schooled out of her long ago, in

  a private establishment in Edgbaston. However much she had been reduced to living in poverty, Vera O’Neill made it clear with every ounce of her that this was not where she had started off in

  life, nor did she belong here.




  ‘Yes,’ Katie said again. She stood with her hands clasped in front of her, feet neatly together, as Mother – woe betide her if she ever called her Mom – liked her to do.

  Vera was like a puppet master: she liked to be in control.




  ‘Good girl. I hope you made yourself quite plain. And you keep away from Emma Brown at school. I don’t want you associating with people like that.’




  ‘But,’ Katie dared protest, ‘isn’t Mrs Brown just a bit poorly, a bit like Uncle Patrick is a bit poorly sometimes? Won’t she get better?’ And she’s

  my friend, she wanted to cry.




  Her mother seemed to swell in the gloom so that Katie would have taken a step backwards, had she dared. Vera O’Neill leaned forward.




  ‘Now listen to me,’ she hissed. ‘You do not speak about your uncle and that Mrs Brown in the same breath, d’you hear? You’re talking about your father’s

  brother – it’s not the same thing at all! Uncle Patrick has a troubled nature, it’s true, but he’s of sound mind and don’t you ever, ever tell anyone otherwise.

  He’s never been sent to the asylum, has he?’ She sat back again, steely and imposing. ‘Anyone who gets sent to the asylum is a different kettle of fish altogether, and they

  don’t come out again in a hurry. We don’t want anything else to do with people like that, do you understand?’




  Katie nodded. Their superiority over everyone around had been drummed into her.




  ‘Good.’ Her mother’s tone lightened for a moment. ‘Now, you said you’ve found a new friend at school to play with – is it Lily?’




  ‘Lily Davies. She’s . . .’ She’s all right, Katie wanted to say. Not as much fun as Em, though. Sometimes she thought her mother didn’t really want her to have

  friends at all – she wanted her all to herself, at her beck and call. ‘Yes, she’s nice.’




  ‘And she sounds as if she comes from a good family – for round here anyway. There, so that’s all settled. I know it seems harsh, dear, but it does count, who you associate

  with. It forms your character. We shan’t be here forever – as soon as we can, we’ll move somewhere much better. You’ll thank me in the end, I promise you.’




  Katie nodded, trying to swallow down her tears. She couldn’t keep from her mind the mucky state of the Browns’ house, and of Em herself. And the wretched sight of Em’s face

  when Katie had handed over the cruel verdict: ‘Mom says she doesn’t want me having anything to do with you . . . She says it ain’t right (why had she said

  “ain’t”, if not to defy her mother!) the way she’s gone and left you. She says your mom’s not right in the head . . . that I’m not to be friends with

  you.’




  Worse even than the cruel words, the hurt they painted on Em’s face, was the glimmer of enjoyment that Katie knew she’d had in saying them. In those moments she’d felt high

  above Em. We’re better than you . . . And now she was sorry and she hated herself for it.




  In a thick voice, she said, ‘It ain’t Em’s fault, ar it?’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’ her mother said ominously.




  ‘It’s not,’ she corrected. ‘It’s not Em’s fault.’




  ‘No, it’s not,’ Vera O’Neill agreed. ‘Not directly. But what’s bred in the bone comes out in the flesh. She’ll be tarred with the same brush in the end.

  You keep away from them, do you hear? Now – I need to finish this before the light goes. As you know, I have to work very hard to keep us. Now off you go.’ And she turned, bending her

  elegant head back over her work table.




  Freed at last, Katie hurried down to the little room she shared with her mother and flung herself face down on her bed.




  ‘See,’ she muttered, as if Em was in front of her. ‘Mom says your mom’s a loony – that’s why I had to do it. A mad, stinking loony, so there!’ And then

  she burst into tears.




  Kenilworth Street, in an old district just to the northeast of the centre of Birmingham, had only been their home for just over a year. Before that Katie had been to St

  Joseph’s Roman Catholic School, near where they had lived off Thimble Mill Lane, about a mile away. So far as Katie was concerned, things had been happy enough there. She’d made friends

  and done well. But her mother had suddenly announced that they were moving, and before the school year was even finished she had been snatched away and landed up in Kenilworth Road, in a new class

  at an ordinary council school where there were no crucifixes or statues.




  ‘Your uncle has found us a more suitable house,’ her mother told her. ‘We need to leave immediately.’




  It was true that the house had an attic room, unlike the last one they’d been living in, but otherwise it didn’t seem much better. To Vera’s shame, it still backed onto a house

  that faced into a yard, which meant walking round and sharing the communal toilets. Vera, who hadn’t seen the house before they moved, was furious.




  ‘I told you – I want a house with its own privy!’ she ranted at Uncle Patrick. ‘How could you? You know how I feel about having to associate in this horribly intimate

  way!’




  ‘I’m sorry, Vera,’ Patrick said, in his usual gentle, sagging way. ‘But it is a better house than before – there’s a room for you to work in, and the

  rent’s not much more, either.’




  ‘Well, I suppose we’ll just have to put up with it – for now,’ Vera snapped.




  Katie, then aged seven, didn’t question anything. Her mother was not someone to argue with, and it just seemed the way things were. When she asked about seeing her friends from St

  Joseph’s, since they weren’t an impossible distance away, Vera said sharply, ‘There’s no need to keep up with those people. You’ll soon make new friends. And pray to

  God we shan’t be here long in any case.’




  Vera O’Neill was always keen to remind Katie that she hadn’t spent all of her eight years in such a poor place.




  ‘When your father was still alive we lived in a much better neighbourhood,’ she would say. The time before – that is, before her father, Michael O’Neill,

  contracted TB and died, when she was not yet two and a half years old – was always spoken of as a lost golden time, like the time in the Garden of Eden, before anyone had come across any

  talking snakes or apples. It sounded very nice to Katie. She had only the vaguest memories of her father, but they were good ones, warm ones of being held, and his death felt like the gateway into

  loneliness.




  But for her now, this was home: the constant whiff of the gas works at Windsor Street, the whistle of trains going in and out of the shunting yard, the great chimneys of the power station

  looming behind the long skeins of sooty brick houses and the equally sooty brick edifice of Cromwell Street School. And going to school – because she lived at number six and the Browns lived

  at number eighteen – had always meant calling for Em on the way. But not any more.




  







  Two




  She woke the next morning from a broken night’s sleep and a dream of seeing Em at the Browns’ green front door, of them both smiling and linking hands and

  everything being all right. She woke with a terrible ache in her chest.




  And now she was going to have to walk past Em’s door on the way to school, without knocking for her.




  But by the time she had dressed and tried to swallow down the porridge that her mother insisted on her having, she had worked herself up into a different mood. She was full of confusion –

  but she had to obey Mother. So she put on all her pride. Wasn’t it true that Em’s family was a bit rough? Some of the things her brother Sid came out with! And Bob, her dad there with

  his stubbly cheeks, coming home all covered in coal dust from the power station! But Katie ached to have a father, like all those other children who waited for them outside the pubs in ragged

  shorts and with grubby knees, knowing there was a dad in there who, in the end, would come out to them. And it had been lovely seeing Em’s baby sister Violet – Katie had felt very

  jealous. If only she had a baby sister to play with! And a house with other brothers and sisters, and all sorts going on. But then, as Mother had pointed out, some people round here bred like

  rabbits, having all these children they couldn’t afford to feed. Maybe she and Em shouldn’t have been friends after all, she told herself. It had only been because there was nobody

  better. Now Lily Davies had come along – and she only had one older sister – Katie could have a friend who was more like her.




  She set out along Kenilworth Street in the chilly morning with her head held high. As she approached the Browns’ house she saw that the lady across the road, Jenny Button, who ran her

  little bakery from her front room, was out cleaning her step. Jenny was a very corpulent lady and knelt down with a grunt, took her scrubbing brush from her pail of water and called out,

  ‘Morning, bab!’




  ‘Good morning!’ Katie called softly, not wanting her voice to carry as far as Em’s house. She kept facing away from number eighteen, her whole body tingling with dread in case

  the door opened and Em should come out on the way to school.




  But Em did not come out. Em had first stopped coming to Girls’ Life Brigade, which they’d done together before, and lately she’d been absent from school a lot. When Katie had

  called for her, Em would say miserably, ‘I’m stopping at home today.’




  As she passed by, out of the corner of her eye Katie saw Molly Fox come out of the entry to the yard near Jenny Button’s shop. She could tell it was Molly from her thick, blonde hair. The

  Foxes lived on one of the back yards, where five or six jerry-built houses would be constructed facing inwards, sharing three or four toilets at the end, a communal wash-house with a copper and a

  mangle for laundry and usually a stinking pile of ash and refuse. Molly’s house was not that different from the one Katie was living in, which had one room and a scullery downstairs, two

  small rooms on the first floor and an attic. But while the O’Neills’ house faced the street and backed onto another house, the Foxes’ was built hard up against the wall of a

  factory. And like the other houses in that particular yard, it was in a wretched condition.




  Katie saw Molly hesitate on spotting her, and she didn’t call out to ask if she could walk with her. Molly shrank back until Katie had gone right past. Katie gave a smirk. She knew Molly

  was frightened of her, of her popularity and her sharp tongue. It made her feel powerful, making Molly cringe. She knew Em thought her rather unkind to Molly. Em was softer-hearted, even though she

  found Molly annoying as well.




  Sitting in the classroom at the little double desk with its attached seat that she had used to share with Em, Katie sat in dread for the first few minutes of seeing Em come in through the

  door.




  A couple of weeks ago, when Em had been absent a number of times, Miss Lineham had tutted and said, ‘Again! This is too much. Now – Lily Davies!’ Lily, as the new girl, had

  been put in the empty seat alongside Molly Fox. She had kept complaining to Katie about the smell. Molly always had a powerful reek of urine about her. ‘Lily – come and sit next to

  Katie O’Neill – quickly, please.’




  Katie saw Molly controlling her face so as not to show how much she minded. She always seemed to end up on her own, but she really was dreadfully smelly – even the teachers noticed. And

  Miss Lineham wasn’t known for her kindness. Though quite young, she was harsh and spiteful.




  Now Lily had taken over Em’s place, it was Em who had to sit next to Molly, if she ever turned up. Seeing her empty seat, Katie remembered with a sudden pang all their games with Ella and

  Princess Lucy. Em had a rag doll, Princess Lucy, with patched pink cheeks and yellow wool hair and her eyelashes stitched on. Katie’s doll, Ella, had a white china face with tinted cheeks and

  a rather flat cloth body. They had had hours of fun with them. Even Princess Lucy and Ella couldn’t be friends now! The thought brought tears to Katie’s eyes, which she quickly wiped

  away so that Lily didn’t see and ask what was wrong.




  Miss Lineham called the register. Once again, Em was absent.




  It was a great relief that Em wasn’t at school that particular day. Katie found Lily rather dull in comparison, but she was eager enough to be bossed around, which Katie found flattering,

  and she didn’t have to spend the day trying to keep out of Em’s way, or sit next to her and see how unhappy she was. Em had looked so pale lately and, when she did come to school, Miss

  Lineham had caned her for not paying attention. Em never got the cane as a rule and it had come as a terrible shock.




  Katie didn’t really understand what was going on in the Browns’ house even now. First there was the baby – Em’s mom had given birth to the youngest in the family, Violet

  – then Em had gone all distant and subdued. She no longer looked clean and nice, like she used to. Then she more or less disappeared from school, and now there was this talk about Mrs Brown

  going to the asylum. Katie tried to shrug it all off. She was not to know or have anything to do with people like the Browns, Mother said. And she always had to do what Mother said.




  Over the following weeks Katie lived in dread of running into Em. To her relief, Em was still staying off school a lot. But one evening, when Katie was playing jackstones out

  on the street with some other girls from school, Em came out of the house. Katie lowered her head immediately, pretending she hadn’t seen her.




  ‘Oi, Em! You coming out to play?’ one of them called. There was no reply at first, so the girl tried again. ‘Em?’




  ‘Can’t – I got to go somewhere.’




  Katie kept her head down, hearing Em’s feet hurrying past. She hoped Em hadn’t seen her there in the group. She felt so ashamed, and so unsure what to think. Should she trust her

  mother’s version of things or her own – that Em was her friend? But it was too late now anyway.




  But as winter set in, one day Em started coming back to school. One bright, crisp day Katie nearly ran into her going through the school gate. Her heart started thudding with panic. This was so

  horrible! If only Em would go away, just leave the school so that Katie didn’t have to face all this, and the way she had been so mean and nasty to Em! As their eyes met, Katie turned her

  lips up into a quick, darting smile. She didn’t dare do more, but she didn’t want to turn away without doing something that said: I didn’t really mean it. I want to be your

  friend really, only I’m not allowed.




  She couldn’t stop thinking about it all morning, and all the more so because Lily Davies was absent that day, leaving the space next to her empty. What if she made it up with Em? Would her

  mother ever know? But with a plunge of dread she knew that she would, somehow. Mother always found out everything. On the other hand, if they made it up for a bit, at least they could be friends

  again for a while and Em might not think so badly of her.




  After playtime Miss Lineham ordered them all out into the playground for PT. She produced a pile of wooden hoops and the children stood squinting in the bright sunlight, rubbing their hands

  together in the cold.




  ‘Right, children,’ Miss Lineham commanded, ‘Line up in twos, please!’




  Katie’s heart started to beat very hard again. Dare she ask Em to be her partner? In the old days they would always have shared a hoop, no question. For a few seconds she dared to hurry

  towards Em, and thought she saw Em watching her hopefully and start moving towards her as well. But then Molly Fox was at Em’s side. Molly Fox of all people! The thought of the Fox family

  made Katie’s flesh creep. Katie was stung by the rejection. A sneer spread over her face. Well, if that was what Em wanted, Katie didn’t want to be her partner, or her friend. She could

  keep rough, stinking Molly Fox, so there!




  ‘Will you be my partner?’ she asked a mousy girl called Gladys Day, who agreed eagerly, flattered to be asked.




  At the end of the lesson, though, when they’d gathered up the hoops and were heading inside, Katie noticed that Em was near her in the line and she hung back so as not to get close to her.

  But to her discomfort, Em turned round, her cheeks blushing pink and said, ‘Hello, Katie.’ Her voice trembled a bit. ‘Can you come and play out later? I haven’t seen you for

  a long time.’




  Katie looked down at her feet in their neat black pumps. She felt raw from what seemed like Em’s rejection earlier. Fancy choosing Molly Fox as a partner over her! And Mother said . . .

  Against her better nature, she looked up at Em contemptuously.




  ‘I told you, didn’t I? How many more times?’ She repeated all the reasons in a superior voice. She wasn’t to have anything to do with someone whose mother was in the

  asylum, let alone anyone who played with Molly Fox. ‘My mother says I should keep away from both of you. We thought you were from a nice family – but you’re not.’




  She turned, looking away so as not to see Em’s face again this time, and ran after the others. She could see the last of the children in the playground eavesdropping on what had happened.

  Some of them were making faces at each other. Nosy parkers! But as Katie was going in through the school door, she glanced back. Em was standing in the playground where she had left her, all alone,

  as if she was rooted to the spot.




  







  Three




  All Katie knew was that her mother had married for love, a man who was an Irishman and a Catholic, and because of this Vera O’Neill’s parents had cut her off like a

  diseased limb.




  The one photograph of their wedding day – he dark, handsome, much taller than his stately bride with her old-fashioned hair and adoring smile – rested in its frame on the front

  mantelpiece.




  When Katie thought about her father, she remembered a pair of well-polished black boots close to the brass fender by the fire, her sitting beside them, running a finger over the shiny surface

  and his voice, ‘Can you see your face in there then, Katie-Kitten?’




  She could recall the sound of him more than a face – a gentle, lilting voice. There was an overall shape, the memory of black hair, hands with black hairs on the fingers and neat

  half-moons in the nails, of being held in strong arms, a smell of tobacco, that voice which held a smile in it.




  No certain memory of his illness had stayed in her mind at all. Her mother said he had been ailing for months, starting with the coughing, then worse, and heartbreaking to watch. Katie had been

  so young they had kept it all from her somehow. But she did remember being taken up to see him in bed once or twice.




  ‘Why did Daddy pass away?’ she asked, several times over the years, trying to make sense of it all.




  ‘I told you, he was very poorly,’ Vera O’Neill would say, putting on a soft, sing-song voice when she spoke of this, almost as if it were a tragic fairytale. ‘He had a

  sickness in his lungs called tuberculosis. I nursed him for as long as I could. He suffered so much, my poor darling Michael, and he went into the hospital at the end. I felt I’d failed him,

  but it had to be. That’s why you don’t remember.’




  Uncle Patrick had come home from Africa within months of his brother’s death, but Katie didn’t remember this either. It felt as if Patrick had always been there. Yet she had never

  once confused him with her father, despite the fact that what she recalled was often muddled and disjointed. There was another memory of being carried, this time by her mother who was wearing a

  green coat; Katie remembered curling her left index finger through one of the buttonholes, which had darker green stitching round it. They were outside a black, shiny door with a narrow window

  halfway up, below which was a brass knocker. Then the door was open: in a dark hallway a large man with a neat moustache, who stood up very straight. A woman, much smaller, was trying to see round

  him, just her head and shoulders showing and sandy brown hair. She knew now that these people had been her grandparents, but she had never seen them again after that day. Things were said, no

  voices raised, but a poisonous tone, eyes narrowed, frowns, then the door slammed in their faces. And on the way back her mother kept talking in sharp bursts, but not to her. There were enormous

  emotions somewhere. That was what her mother was like. Just under the surface, something swelling, frightening, that Katie could never understand.




  Very rarely, her mother’s emotions did burst out, like on those mornings with Uncle Patrick when Katie was small.




  Patrick was her father’s elder brother by eight years, but looked a good deal older. He was thin to the point of emaciation, slightly stooped, with sunken cheeks and stone-grey eyes. But

  his voice reminded Katie of her father, and his eyes were like her own, a blue that seemed to contain a vision of the sea. He was very variable: sometimes full of endless, wiry energy, full of

  songs and tales; at others, silenced, almost unable to move.




  ‘Your uncle has been in Africa,’ her mother told her. ‘The climate takes it out of people. It doesn’t suit everyone. He and your father were Cork men – that’s

  a very different sort of place, by the sea and full of mists and cool greenness.’




  Her mother seemed to be in love with the idea of Ireland as much as she had been with the husband who had come from there. It was all part of the fairytale.




  Katie was used to Patrick as someone kind and gently spoken, except when he was in his excited moods, when he became loud and talked so fast that the words tripped over one another and he began

  to seem alarming. To her, he was never anything but kind. Information came to her as torn rags, never a full cloth. Uncle Patrick had come back from a country called Uganda, where he had been with

  a Catholic missionary order of the White Fathers. When he told Katie this, she imagined everything about them ghostly white: skin, hair, long white robes. Maybe that’s why her uncle’s

  hair was almost white, unlike her father’s raven-black. They might not have let him join otherwise.




  ‘I was never a Father,’ he told her in his lilting voice. ‘I was just one of the humble Lay Brothers, doing a bit of teaching and other jobs they found me. I was never anyone

  of importance, don’t go thinking that.’




  She did not know why he had come home to his brother’s widow; perhaps because he had nowhere else to go and knew that she was alone and needed support. There was nothing for him in Ireland

  now, and he seemed to feel a duty to look after Vera.




  ‘It’s a terrible thing, your father going like that,’ he would say to her sometimes, shaking his head sadly. ‘God knows, a man in his prime like that, with a

  family.’ The implication was always that it should have been he who died instead.




  Though in Uganda he had at some time been teaching young children, he never looked for the same work in England. He could not have managed it. But he did work – at any job he could find.

  He looked after Vera, in his way, and she him. Katie had also come to take for granted the mysterious mixture of rage, shame, regard and tenderness with which her mother seemed to regard him.




  But she remembered those mornings, once or twice, when she was still quite small, waking to hear her mother weeping hysterically next door, in the tiny bedroom that was Patrick’s. They

  were living off Thimble Mill Lane by now, not in the first house they had when Daddy was alive, which was bigger and in a better area because Daddy was an engineer, who’d been through all his

  apprenticeship. They had come down in the world. Her mother had been left in poverty, that was all she knew, like Enid Thomas, their neighbour, who had lost both her husband and son in the Great

  War.




  ‘Please,’ Vera was shrieking desperately, ‘Get up, for pity’s sake.’




  Katie crept to the door, her thumb in her mouth. Patrick slept on a mattress on the floorboards in the barest of rooms, insisting that he didn’t need more. He was used to Africa, to having

  very little, and seemed to feel he deserved even less. He was lying curled tight on his side, and Vera had hold of his arm. She was down on one knee in a posture utterly unlike her usual reserved

  dignity, tugging frantically at him.




  ‘You’ve got to. What’s the matter with you, in heaven’s name? Just lying here – get yourself up!’ Another tug on his arm. ‘You’re already

  late – they’ll sack you if you keep this up, and then where will we be? I’m hardly getting any work living in this slum – we’ll end up in the gutter!’ She

  stopped pulling at him and put her hands over her face, breaking into deep sobs. ‘I can’t do everything: I can’t manage . . .’




  Her tears seemed to get through to him and Katie saw Patrick sit up as if it pained him, as if a pile of lead weights had been heaped upon him. He dragged his hands down over his hollow face. He

  looked so sad, but all he said was, ‘All right, all right, Vera. I’m up now. Don’t be shouting. Just leave me be.’




  But there were days, just a few, back then, when he couldn’t get up at all. Katie didn’t notice very often, especially once she was old enough to go to school. She hardly realized

  that jobs came and went. He worked in factories, on building sites, at the wharf, came home black for a time when he was a stoker in the retort house at the gas works. He would lose one job, find

  another.




  But there were other days when he bounced about, as if he had more energy than anyone else. He would get very excited, talk loudly and endlessly, and there was always a plan for something

  big.




  ‘I’m going to start my own little firm very soon,’ he’d say. At first Vera had seemed to believe him, not knowing the pattern. In spite of everything, she looked up to

  him. He’d had an education. Patrick’s schemes – for making umbrellas, then a new kind of wheelbarrow, a car even, then sweets another day – all sounded marvellous and almost

  plausible. He knew exactly how to do it: whatever it was, no one had ever done it this way before. He knew where to get money, he had his eye on some premises somewhere and he knew just the fella

  to help him and get the business up and running. They’d soon be out of here, living in a grand house in the suburbs with a vegetable garden and roses.




  Patrick had a particular love of the psalms, and amid the stories from Irish folklore and the songs he sang to Katie in his tuneful voice as she stood at his knee, he often read her psalms. In

  what Vera came to call his ‘quick moods’, he saw very particular significance in them – some lines shining out, intended specially for him.




  ‘Come here now, Katie,’ he’d say, his ocean eyes aflame with excitement. Scooping her onto his knee, he’d hold the scripture in front of her – his worn old Douay

  Bible, one of the few possessions that he’d carried back with him from Uganda. She could feel his scrawny legs under her and see how shiny thin his trousers were, so old that the black had

  faded to grey and smelled unwashed. His shirtsleeves were frayed at the ends and his jacket patched repeatedly by Vera. Around her, Katie would feel his body thrumming and twitching, never still.

  His breath smelt of tea, or sometimes of camomile or rosemary. He had a great belief in herbs as being good for him in some way




  ‘See here now – this is it: “For thou shalt eat the labours of thy hands: blessed art thou, and it shall be well with thee.” D’you see now? That shows for certain

  we’re going to prosper – it’s all going to happen, see? See? And look here . . .’ Flick, flick. ‘“Thou hast understood my thoughts afar off: my path and

  my line thou hast searched out.” It’s all God speaking, loud and clear: “The Lord is my helper, I will not fear what man can do unto me.”’ Phrases were flung out,

  using the Bible like a fairground lady with a crystal ball. ‘“Thou openest thy hand, and fillest with blessing every living creature.” Oh yes – the tide’s turning,

  girls, you can be sure of that.’




  In his slow moods, he would never ever have addressed Vera as a ‘girl’.




  Katie came to know and love the words and rhythms of the psalms through these strange conversations, while Patrick’s dry fingers flicked the pages restlessly back and forth. And for his

  kindness and attention to her, she came to love him too.




  Sometimes Patrick disappeared for several days and came back even more whippet-thin. He told them he spent the days walking, out to the Lickeys, the Clent Hills, or wandering the roads, as far

  as he and his shoe leather could last, while the burning desperation had taken hold of him. Katie remembered him coming back looking completely spent, having inexplicably lost all the buttons from

  his coat, the flaps held round him with a piece of farmer’s twine, his socks gone and the shoe leather splitting away from the soles.




  ‘Dear God, look at you!’ Vera breathed when she saw him come in the door. Her voice held anger and pity, and a desperation of her own. ‘What will people think? And look at your

  shoes!’ She seized the coat and sewed on more buttons.




  Katie was used to the fact that while this was normal for her, the reality of their home life was to be a secret from everyone else. People were not invited in, and none of her friends from

  school ever came to the house. Vera held herself apart from her neighbours: no one was to see Patrick any more than was necessary. No one was to know – not even Enid, Vera’s one friend

  in the district. She kept up the pretence that no one noticed.




  ‘One of the boys at school said Uncle Patrick is a loony,’ Katie told Vera once, while she was still at St Joseph’s. ‘He said that’s why the Fathers sent him

  home.’




  Vera’s face tightened. Again there was one of those inner storms that didn’t break out, but you could feel its vibrations.




  ‘Now look . . .’ She gripped Katie’s hand so tight that she squealed. ‘If anyone says anything to you about your uncle, you say to them, “I don’t know what

  you mean. My uncle has been in Africa. He’s suffering from a tropical complaint.” Don’t get angry – just pass it off casually. Say you don’t know any more.’ Once

  more she gripped hard. ‘Look at me . . .’




  Katie raised her eyes to her mother’s intense gaze. Mother was far more frightening that Uncle Patrick. She didn’t understand what was the matter with him, only that he struggled

  heroically day after day.




  ‘There is no one in this house who is fit to be called a “loony”. It’s a spiteful lie and we’re not having it – d’you understand?’




  ‘Yes.’ She was trembling. ‘Mother.’




  One of the best things about Uncle Patrick was that he lived a very austere life. He was not a drinker or smoker, so had a few pennies to spare. Above anything else, he loved

  being in water.




  ‘I learned to swim by jumping in the waves,’ he told Katie. ‘We’d spend hours down on the strand. Nothing like it. I’ll teach you one day.’




  Neither of their poor little houses had a bathroom, and Vera flatly refused to use the tin bath that hung on a nail in the yard at the back.




  ‘I’m not going back and forth round there with buckets of water,’ she said with a shudder. Even if Patrick offered to carry the water, she wasn’t having it. ‘I

  shall wash myself in privacy – heaven knows, there’s little enough of it round here as it is.’




  Once every week or ten days they walked up to Nechells Park Road to the huge, ornate building that contained the Public Baths. Vera and Katie would pay their pennies for a hot bath and a towel

  and join the queue waiting on the benches for the bath cubicles. The soap the baths provided was a yellow carbolic, hard as a stone, so Vera brought their own soap, a cake of Lifebuoy sliced in

  half so that each of them could take it in with them.




  You were not expected to spend much time in the bath. The attendants who came in, in overalls with their big scrubbing brushes to clean the bath after each customer, were banging on the door if

  you’d been in there ten minutes.




  Katie loved the baths, and lying in the warm water, especially on cold winter days when you’d gone in with freezing feet, was a real treat. Sometimes they stung as she got into the

  luxurious, shimmering water and her chilblains would ache and itch. She would ease her long, slender body down into the warmth, pick up the soap and wash away any tide marks as fast as possible so

  that she could lie there, the tiles of the steamy cubicle dewy with condensation, wallowing until the banging started;




  ‘Hurry up in there. Time’s up – there’s plenty more waiting out ’ere!’




  Katie and her mother took baths, but Uncle Patrick went as often as he could afford to the main swimming baths in the same building. He plunged his bony frame into the water and, with a jerky,

  awkward style, ploughed up and down, one length breaststroke, one length crawl, alternating. Whatever state he was in before he left the house, he always returned looking a bit better.




  ‘The water’s grand,’ he told Katie. ‘Nothing like getting in there for a good bathe.’ And occasionally, on the way back, he brought home fish and chips and pease

  pudding, all of which Vera seemed to think was vulgar, but she ate it anyway and Katie thought it the most delicious food you could ever have.




  Every so often Patrick would promise, ‘When you’re a bit bigger I’ll take you along with me.’




  Katie grew up used to her double life, the secrecy of home. But then Em’s mother Cynthia was taken away and everything was confusing. Even then, she understood dimly that what had happened

  was too close to home, and that it made her and her mother cruel in their fear of disgrace. Who was mad? What did that mean? How was any of this to be understood when no one ever talked about it

  properly? All she knew was that it was frightening and that no one wanted to be near it. It led to disaster. So she in her turn had been cruel to Em. Had had to be.




  







  Four




  Shortly before Christmas when Katie was nine, something happened that changed their lives. Vera O’Neill got a job in the millinery department of Lewis’s Department

  Store. She was employed to help with the Christmas rush, but when she had been there only a few days, she was asked if she would like to take on a permanent job, working Tuesday to Saturday. With

  her knowledge of sewing and her old-fashioned, ladylike ways, she was well equipped to work there and she jumped at the chance. It seemed to be exactly what she needed to restore her lost

  confidence.




  ‘I’ll be able to take on some of my tailoring still,’ she said, flushed in the face as she told Patrick and Katie that evening. ‘And you’re old enough for me to

  take on a job outside the house now, Katie. You’ll have to be very grown-up and responsible.’ There was a note of warning in her voice as she paced up and down the room, as if to say:

  Don’t think I shan’t be watching your every move, even if I’m not here! ‘Now, I have a feeling we’re on the way up. Everything’s going to

  change.’




  Patrick was having one of his calm days. He smiled, looking up from his paper and said, ‘That’s good, Vera. That’s very good now.’




  The transformation in her mother was startling. Vera seemed younger, lighter in herself. Katie had not known, until then, what life had sucked out of her. In celebration, after school had broken

  up, she took Katie out for a treat, dressed in her Sunday best, a dark-red dress. They had been in Lewis’s before, of course, but then it had always been a case of: look, but don’t

  touch.




  ‘I’ll take you in to see Father Christmas,’ Vera said. She was excited herself. Katie had never before seen her in such an indulgent mood. ‘And while we’re at it,

  it’s high time you had your hair cut.’




  Lewis’s, with its grand building in Corporation Street, was always exciting to go into, as if you were entering the world of wealth and glamour. When you walked in, there were those lovely

  smells, of soap and scent wafting from the perfume and make-up department on the ground floor. Then all those stairs up, up the high building, and the floors full of clothes and gloves and shoes,

  and soft, lacy undergarments and silk stockings – things that they could never afford, but that it was achingly fun to admire.




  ‘Can we go and see the pets?’ Katie asked, clutching her mother’s hand as they climbed up the stairs to see Father Christmas. ‘Please?’ The very fact that

  she felt she could ask showed that this was a day unlike any other.




  Vera hesitated, as if calculating in her head, then the most wholehearted smile Katie had seen in a very long time spread across her face.




  ‘All right then – just this once.’




  It was a day Katie would never forget. First of all they queued to get into Santa’s grotto, where she stared amazed at Santa’s long, white beard as he lifted her onto his lap.




  ‘Well, you’re tall, but you’re a very light little girl,’ he said. Katie put her hand up to her ear. His voice was so loud and booming! ‘How old are you then, my

  dear?’




  ‘I’m nine,’ Katie whispered.




  ‘My, my,’ he said. ‘Who would have thought it? Now – what would you like Santa to bring you for Christmas?’




  My daddy, was the plea that welled up in her, but she knew that was silly, so she said, ‘A nice dolly.’




  She came away not with a doll, but with a colouring book, but she was pleased with that too. Then they visited the millinery department where Vera worked, behind one of the long wooden counters

  with brass tape measures screwed into them, and all the big bolts of cloth behind. Katie took everything in, thinking it was lovely. Her mother looked around as if claiming it in some way.




  From there, they went to Pets’ Corner, where you could stroke the rabbits and guinea-pigs, and there were even chimpanzees like old men with sad, brown eyes. She loved the way the rabbits

  kept nibbling and watching her at the same time, as she stroked their smooth, soft backs.




  ‘In the summer they take them out on the roof,’ one of the ladies who worked there told her. ‘But it’s too cold for them at this time of year.’




  ‘Can we come in the summer?’ She looked up at her mother eagerly.




  ‘We’ll see,’ Vera said. It was so strange, suddenly having her mother say ‘yes’ to things or even ‘perhaps’, instead of ‘no’ as it had

  always been, so that Katie had given up asking.




  Next they went to the children’s hairdressers. Katie gasped with excitement as she went inside. She had never seen anything like it before! The children having their hair cut were seated

  on horses rather like the ones she had once seen on a carousel at the fair! It was nothing like the little barbers’ shops she saw in the streets near where they lived.




  ‘Oh!’ she cried. ‘Can I go on one of those?’




  ‘Yes – just wait your turn,’ Vera said, with a polite nod to one of the hairdressers as they took their place in the queue. It felt almost as if they were play-acting at a life

  they didn’t really have.




  She loved sitting on the horse, pretending she was out for a ride, and a number of inches were shorn off her hair so that it only reached just below her shoulders.




  ‘That did need a tidy-up, didn’t it?’ the woman said. Then she tied it back with a pink ribbon, which looked lovely against her dark, wavy locks. Katie was ecstatic and bounced

  happily back to her mother.




  To finish this extraordinary afternoon, Vera took them both to Lewis’s tea room. Katie sat at the table, aware of her shorter hair, which also smelled envelopingly nice because the lady

  had sprayed something on it. Every so often she put her hand up and felt the ends of it, and the ribbon. She gazed round the tea room with its little tables with white cloths and comfortable

  chairs, at the waitresses in their neat black-and-white uniforms, offering cakes to the customers on three-tiered stands. Katie’s mouth was watering before the cakes got anywhere near them.

  There was piano music in the background, and there was nothing ugly or dirty to be seen. It was like being in heaven. If only things could always be like this!




  ‘I want to be a waitress when I grow up,’ she said passionately.




  Vera glanced at her with distaste, then away, trying to attract one of the waitresses’ attention. ‘Oh, I don’t think so.’ Her voice was acid and forbidding. Katie shrank

  inside. Mother was back, the usual Mother who could turn on you in a second.




  But she did not feel crushed for long because one of these heavenly beings came to take their order, smiling prettily as they requested tea and a cake. The choice of cake was very difficult, but

  she picked a delicious pink sponge with cream in the middle and cherries on the top. Vera had a scone with jam and a tiny pot of whipped cream, and showed Katie how to eat daintily with a little

  cake fork, and they each wiped their mouths on the starched napkins.




  ‘I shan’t need any dinner,’ Katie said, scraping the last trace of cream from her plate with a sigh of satisfaction. She looked across the table at her mother and saw with a

  new shock how she looked as if she was in the right place, in a way she never did in their poor little house.




  ‘Mom?’ Vera didn’t correct her this time for not saying ‘Mother’. ‘Are we rich now?’




  A bitter expression passed across her mother’s face for a second. ‘No, dear. Not rich. But things will get better. We shan’t have to live in that slummy place for much

  longer.’




  After Christmas they moved house. Katie could feel her mother’s grim relief as they left Kenilworth Street behind. Patrick hired a van to take their belongings and got a

  friend to help him.




  ‘Are we going too?’ Katie asked. ‘Can I ride on top?’




  ‘No, you certainly can’t,’ Vera said sharply. ‘There’s not the room, and I’m not having us perched up with our chattels for all the neighbourhood to see.

  I’ll take you on the tram. Your uncle will go ahead of us.




  The only sad part was saying goodbye to Mrs Thomas, but both women promised that they would remain friends and visit each other. Mrs Thomas kissed Katie on the cheek and said, ‘Bye-bye,

  love. I’m hoping we’ll see something of you. Don’t forget your Auntie Enid, will you?’




  She stood on the step waving her hankie when Katie, with tears in her eyes, waved back until they couldn’t see Mrs Thomas in her pinny any more.




  They moved to a nice little house in Sparkhill, not far from the park with its lovely green space and bandstand, where Vera said there would be music on warmer days. The house had a back and a

  front room, three bedrooms including an attic and, best of all, a scullery at the back with a copper to heat up for laundry, and a strip of garden with their own private privy behind the house.




  As they walked along from the tram stop on the Stratford Road, the van was still outside. The street was cleaner and much nicer than the one they had left, and when Vera stepped inside the new

  place where their belongings, including her sewing machine, were being unloaded, she put her face in her hands and burst into tears.




  ‘Oh, at last,’ she sobbed. ‘A halfway decent home – after all this time.’




  Katie was excited by the move. She had a room of her own now, up in the attic.




  ‘It’s no good putting your uncle up there,’ Vera said.




  She didn’t need to say more. Sometimes Patrick paced the floor for parts of the night. It would have driven them to distraction trying to sleep underneath.




  Very soon after they moved in, Patrick disappeared for several days. Vera seemed calm about it.




  ‘He’ll be back,’ she said. ‘He likes it here really – he’ll be able to go to Mass in Evelyn Road. He just doesn’t take very well to things changing. It

  sets him off. Like when he came back from Africa.’ That was her explanation for things. Africa. She always blamed it on things outside him, like the weather, or Africa. She was never, ever

  able to acknowledge that Patrick himself had anything wrong with him.




  Over the next weeks Vera O’Neill set to work with her Singer, making pretty curtains to give them privacy and turning the bare house into a home. Gradually she saved up

  for some pieces of furniture – not new, but in reasonable condition. She found a table and chairs for the back room and a comfortable couch for the front, with a curved wooden frame and

  upholstered in deep-blue velvet. She bought some rugs to go by each of the fires.




  Moving house also meant a new school for Katie. She was glad in a way. Cromwell Street School was all right, but ever since what had happened with Em all those months ago, they had been avoiding

  each other and had scarcely spoken a word, even when Em came back to school. Katie had wanted to explain – it wasn’t my fault, it was Mother – but when she saw Em playing with

  that Molly Fox, of all people, and looking through Katie as if she didn’t exist, it had hurt Katie’s pride. She had expected Em to be less self-sufficient and strong, to beg her to be

  friends. She made do with Lily Davies and a few others, but it had never been the same. Even though she would be starting at Clifton Road School when the term had already begun, she looked forward

  to a new start. And though it was hard at first, some of the girls were friendly and she soon settled in.




  







  Five




  Summer 1937




  ‘Disgraceful – absolutely disgraceful.’ Katie heard her mother’s voice as she slipped in from school and the sunny afternoon. ‘And

  she’s so common. I don’t know why they’ve allowed it. Is that you, Katie?’




  ‘Yes,’ she called, putting her worn old satchel down in the front room.




  ‘There’s tea in the pot.’




  She knew what she would find, going through to the back room. It was Monday, washday, the day Vera didn’t work at Lewis’s. Once the morning toil of a copper full of water and the

  mangle was over, often Vera got together with Enid Thomas – usually in Sparkhill, because although Enid had to go to the trouble of making the journey once or twice a month, she liked

  coming.




  ‘You’ve got your house so nice, Vera,’ she’d say. ‘It’s a pleasure to visit.’




  Vera was still working four days in the week and did not have much time for any social life. She had joined the Townswomen’s Guild and very occasionally went to their meetings, and was on

  civil terms with her neighbours, but she was so closed and aloof in her dealings with people that Enid was still her only real friend. Enid’s role, Katie could see, was to listen a great deal

  to Vera’s opinions and feel honoured to be her friend.




  They were sitting at the table with the brown teapot in a crocheted cosy and their cups, and a plate with the remains of a cherry Madeira cake. The back door was open, giving them a view of the

  narrow strip of green garden along which the full line of whites hung, puffed out gently by the breeze.




  ‘Hello, bab,’ Enid greeted her, peering up at Katie through her wire spectacles. ‘Oh, my word, I think you get prettier every time I see you! Isn’t she lovely, Vera? Not

  long now, eh – and then it’ll be all over. Out in the working world.’




  ‘Yes.’ Katie smiled, pouring herself a cup of tea and hungrily cutting a slice of cake.




  ‘Your mom says you’re going to the Commercial School?’




  ‘Umm.’ Katie nodded, through a mouthful.




  It was her last term at school. If anyone had asked her how she would like to spend her future days once her education was over, she might well have said, ‘Reading.’ But no one did

  ask, and sitting with your nose in a book was obviously no way to earn a living. Vera had decreed that Katie should apply to the Commercial School on the Stratford Road to learn shorthand and

  office skills, and Katie had agreed, having no idea what else she might do apart from work in a factory or shop.




  ‘And what about that friend of yours – Amy, is it?’




  Katie swallowed. ‘She wants to work in Woolies – like her mom.’




  She saw Vera frown.




  ‘I think I’ll go outside,’ Katie said. ‘Leave you to it.’




  There was an old tree stump a little way down the garden and she sat down, holding the remains of her cake in one hand while she pulled off her socks with the other. The cool stalks of grass

  felt lovely between her slender toes. There was a little apple tree at the end of the garden, which already had tiny, hard fruits on it. She breathed in, enjoying the peace, hearing the rise and

  fall of the women’s voices inside. No doubt Mother had resumed her enthusiastic demolition of the character of Wallis Simpson –Twice divorced! And American! – who had been

  the reason for the King’s abdication.




  ‘Disgraceful!’ Katie mimicked. ‘Absolutely disgusting!’ She giggled to herself. They had all celebrated the coronation of the new King, Edward’s

  brother George VI, last month, and there was still bunting left fluttering across some of the streets to remind them. But even all that excitement had not given them as much to chew over as

  Edward’s marriage to her – that dreadful woman. Promises were made to be kept; it was disgusting. Katie could see her mother swell with outrage whenever she talked about it. She

  couldn’t really see why her mother got so het up about it all. Being the King and Queen didn’t sound much fun anyway.




  She sat, dreamily enjoying the feel of the sun on her face and eating her cake. Voices could be heard in other gardens and, somewhere in the distance, a dog barked on and off. Sitting there,

  Katie realized that she couldn’t now remember the last time she had heard the sound of her mother’s weeping coming from the bedroom next door.




  Over the past years while they had been in Sparkhill, things had settled down in the O’Neill household, or so it seemed.




  This was what made what came later such a shock.




  Vera O’Neill had turned her little terraced house into what appeared to be a haven of genteel peace. She had made curtains and covers for the beds. She had persuaded Uncle Patrick that he

  did deserve to sleep in a bed and not just on the floor, and had made peg rugs to cover some of the bare boards of his room. Scattered round the house, and especially in the front room, were

  delicate lacy mats she had crocheted, and on a larger one, placed on a side table in the front room, she kept a glass vase of flowers that she replenished every week, buying fresh ones from the

  lady in the Bull Ring on Friday afternoon, when she was selling them off. In front of the vase rested a picture of Katie, taken in a photographer’s studio when she was just thirteen. She had

  had her dark hair arranged loose over one shoulder and her head turned very slightly to her left, so that she was looking round at the camera, half smiling. Katie was quite surprised by how nicely

  it had turned out. After all these years of teeth dropping out and being replaced and feeling awkward, she suddenly looked more grown-up.




  ‘It’s a lovely picture,’ Amy had said wistfully. She was a good-natured, easy-going girl who lived the other side of the Ladypool Road, where they did a lot of their shopping.

  She had a gaunt face with dark rings under her eyes, a beaky nose and slightly protruding teeth. No one could have called her a looker, but she was good company.




  The other picture, in pride of place, was the wedding photograph. Vera in an ivory-coloured dress, her smile frozen forever, stood with her arm slipped through that of her tall, dashing new

  husband Michael O’Neill, looking up at him with his glossy black hair and that smile, which would win any heart. The adoration was clear in her face.




  As Katie grew older, more and more she saw her own features in her father’s smile. But what would he have been like? It was terrible not knowing. Would he have resembled Uncle Patrick at

  all, have been kindly but unstable? When she asked her mother that question, she got a scornful snort in reply.




  ‘Of course not! D’you think I’d have chosen someone like him!’ She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, indicating Patrick’s room. They were completely different

  – you only have to look at them.’




  And it was true. How did Michael’s winning smile and handsome features in any way resemble Patrick’s ascetic, haunted ones? All that you could see in common was the shape of their

  hairline, a marked curve, dipping to a point in the middle and arching back – no receding hair in their family.




  ‘If your father had lived, he’d have been a successful engineer, not a navvy like Patrick, humping coal around.’




  ‘But he looks after us,’ Katie argued. ‘Doesn’t he? And he can’t help it.’




  ‘Huh,’ Vera acknowledged, but she couldn’t argue.




  Katie didn’t like it when he mother was unkind about Patrick, even when he couldn’t hear it. Every day he came faithfully home, turning down the entry and in through the back

  door.




  ‘Don’t bring all that muck and mess in through the front,’ Vera ordered him. But Katie knew that Vera didn’t want people to see him coming in the front. She made him wash

  in the scullery sink before he came through into the house.




  But even Patrick had settled, at least into a pattern that they could more or less predict. His moods came and went in waves, fast and slow, as Vera called them, with brief periods of calm in

  between, when he was almost like a normal person, before it all began again.




  His involvement with things ebbed and flowed. You could tell how he was by his comings and goings in his parish, the English Martyrs in Evelyn Road. For some weeks he’d stay away,

  sometimes not even going to Mass on a Sunday. At first, when they moved to Sparkhill, the parish priest, Father Daly, called round when Patrick disappeared. He soon gave up, recognizing the pattern

  himself. Within a few weeks Patrick would start going back to Mass, his thin hair carefully combed back. He’d gravitate, by gradual stages, from slipping in at the back of the congregation to

  moving forward to the front. Katie went with him sometimes, so she saw the way it went. Soon after that he would rejoin the choir. Patrick had a lovely baritone voice and it was a joy to hear him

  sing his heart out. He would help with the St Vincent de Paul Society, giving support to the poor, and anything he could – while he was in the right frame of mind. This would last a while and

  then he’d be off again, not to be seen for weeks. The choir got used to it too. That was the thing about Patrick; he was so polite and gentle, and basically lovable, that in the end he found

  people who tolerated him. As she grew up, Katie realized that the White Fathers must also have tolerated him for a long time before he became too much of a handful and was despatched home.




  It had been similar with jobs. He’d worked in factories at first, but – having no skills – had done menial jobs, packing, fetching and carrying, which also suited his

  restlessness better than standing still. Among other smaller firms he’d been at Cannings and Co. in Great Hampton Street, and at Wilmot Breedon at Hay Mills. He preferred being outdoors and

  for a while was with Midland County Dairies. But his disappearing for three days once, without a word, did for that job.




  Then he had a stroke of luck. After they’d moved to Sparkhill, he met the Lawler brothers. They were twins, though not identical, and Catholics from the neighbouring parish in Balsall

  Heath. They ran their own business, Lawler’s Coal and Coke Deliveries.




  ‘I think Father Daly must have put in a word,’ Patrick said when he’d been with them for a time. ‘They’ve been very good to me, God love them.’




  The work suited him: it was outdoors and physical, and Seamus and Johnny Lawler were able to tolerate his occasional absences. They had a younger brother, Dougal, who was the

  ‘special’ one and not quite all there. He didn’t have a proper job, but helped out a bit when Patrick didn’t turn up. So he had been working for the Lawlers now for several

  years and would drag himself along there, however bad he was feeling now, to repay their kindness to him.




  It was in his ‘fast’ moods that he was more likely to disappear. Katie liked it best when a ‘fast’ mood was building up, because Uncle Patrick would be full of energy. He

  would fill the house with noise coming from his room, pacing and talking, and now and then a muffled shriek, as if he was letting it all out into his pillow. There’d be endless talking and

  recounting of stories, tales of his childhood in Ireland and anecdotes about Uganda. Katie learned about some of the children he remembered and about miraculous healings, like the woman who had a

  gigantic growth in her body. To cure it she decided to carry her rosary beads everywhere with her, praying to them and kissing them morning, noon and night, and within a few weeks the growth shrank

  and withered right away. There were all sorts of stories about animals and snake bites, and then his money-making schemes, and after a time Katie would stop enjoying the mood because the twitching

  and talking and pacing increased until he was like a loose wheel that was about to spin off. And that was when he would disappear, for two days, three – even a week once – and come home

  bony, dishevelled and exhausted, his chin stubbly as a doormat, his shoes in need of a cobbler. And already he would have begun to sink.




  Even in all this, his wild moods, she had scarcely ever felt afraid of him. Katie had spent quite a lot of time with Patrick during her childhood. Almost every Saturday, unless he really

  couldn’t manage it, they went swimming.




  They had gone to the baths in Nechells, and now to the big brick building on the Moseley Road. Katie had taken to the water like a fish and was now a strong swimmer, so that Patrick didn’t

  have to tow her along by her hands, telling her to ‘Kick your legs now, Katie – that’s right, nice and strong.’ She liked going into the echoey old baths with their little

  cubicles for changing along the side, and it always felt like a treat. Uncle Patrick had an ancient costume, or ‘togs’ as he called it, which covered him top and bottom, its baggy

  blackness only highlighting the scrawny whiteness of his arms and legs. Katie’s costume was a dark-red knitted thing, which got so heavy when wet that it felt more of a hindrance than a help.

  But they both got in eagerly and swam up and down as best they could, amid the other earnest swimmers and dive-bombing lads. To anyone who gave them funny looks, she’d give one right back:

  she felt protective towards Uncle Patrick.




  When they got outside, their wet hair slicked back over their heads, as often as not Patrick would say, ‘Let’s just go in next door for a few minutes, shall we?’




  It was he who had introduced her to the library, and the hushed, brown atmosphere of the books lining shelves and the newspapers, heads bowed over desks.




  ‘Here now – why don’t you give this one a try?’ he’d say, on every visit, pulling out old cloth-bound copies of David Copperfield or Walter Scott or Robert

  Louis Stevenson. ‘These are some grand books.’ Katie read some of them, and for herself picked girls’ school stories: Queen of the Dormitory and The School by the

  Sea by Angela Brazil, What Katy Did by Susan Coolidge and Little Women by Louisa M. Alcott.




  She discovered other worlds, and how she could travel off into a book, into a place so different from these streets, which were the only scenes she had known; places where she didn’t have

  to tiptoe around Mother, and where the sudden stark silence of the house when Uncle Patrick crashed into his black, slow times were lost to her. She was far away in America with the sisters Meg,

  Beth and Amy, and best of all Jo, who wanted to be a writer. Or she was gasping with horror as Katy fell off her swing and was confined to bed for months and months. Or laughing at the pranks of

  Angela Brazil’s schoolgirls.




  ‘You’ve always got your nose in a book,’ Vera would say, half grateful at getting some peace and half resentful that Katie’s attention was diverted away. ‘You could

  be helping me, not just sitting about. When do I ever have a chance to read?’




  The truth was that Vera was not a reader at all. She thought reading was all right for men, but that Katie ought to be perfecting her sewing.




  ‘It’ll stand you in good stead for life. Look at me – I was in desperate straits when your father died. If I hadn’t been able to sew, where would we have been?’




  Reluctantly Katie learned hand stitching, cross-stitch and blanket stitch, running stitch and back stitch, open seams and French seams, pin tucks and collars, buttonholes and zips. In fact her

  fingers were nimble and, like most things, she took to it quite easily. But she was always more than happy the moment she could escape from sewing and bury herself in a book again.




  She knew, when she stopped to think about it, that most of the things she liked best she had been taught by her uncle.




  







  Six




  ‘One more week,’ Amy said, through a liquorice lace she was chewing, ‘and we’re free forever! Here, d’you want some?’ She dug down and

  brought out a coil of liquorice, dusted with bits from her pocket, but Katie wasn’t fussy. After all, sweets were sweets.




  ‘Oh, yeah – ta.’ Soon she was chewing away too. Amy had sweets far more often than Katie, because of her mom working at Woolies. Because of her sticking-out teeth, she always

  looked rabbitty when she was eating.




  ‘Cept you’re not going to be free, are yer?’ Amy said pityingly. She saw the working world as a heaven of grown-up freedom after the classroom. ‘Going to the Commercial

  School and that. D’yer want to go – really and truly?’




  Katie shrugged. ‘Dunno. Mom says it’s the right thing. I’ve gotta do summat.’




  As soon as she stepped outside the house into the school world, Katie changed the way she talked and became much broader Brummie.




  Amy shook her head, her ponytail swinging. ‘Stuck back in classrooms again, with teachers bossing yer – I’d hate it!’




  They were walking along the Stratford Road amid the bustle of traffic, trams and cars and horses and carts. It was a hot day and the smellier for it, the fumes from the buses, sweating horses

  and people, and piles of manure with shiny-green flies buzzing round.




  ‘Shall us go to the park for a bit?’ Amy said.




  ‘I can’t be bothered to walk all down there,’ Katie said. ‘My feet hurt. I want to get home and get my shoes off.’




  ‘Oh . . .’ Amy’s face fell. ‘I don’t want to go home yet. Mom’s out – there’s only Granddad there. I mean, you can come to ours if yer want . .

  .’




  Katie did go to Amy’s house sometimes, but today it wasn’t an inviting thought. It was a beautiful afternoon and at the back of Amy’s house there was only a little yard, which

  at this time of day was full of blue shade. Amy knew by now never to ask to go to Katie’s, but a plan was forming in Katie’s mind. She thought of their sunny strip of garden, she and

  Amy lazing on the grass with a drink of lime cordial and a biscuit. Her mother and Uncle Patrick were both at work . . . The idea grew. She’d never thought of defying her mother before. Fear

  of her ran too deep, and she and Amy usually went to the park or said their goodbyes and went home after school. But there was already an end-of-term feeling.




  ‘Why don’t you come to ours instead?’ she blurted out, before she could change her mind.




  Amy stared at her. ‘What – your house? I thought you weren’t allowed?’




  ‘I ain’t – but just for once, who’s gonna know?’




  ‘You sure your mom won’t be there?’




  ‘Nah – she’s at work.’




  ‘All right then.’ Amy linked her arm through Katie’s. ‘Come on – skip with me.’




  ‘No!’ Katie moaned. ‘My foot hurts!’




  Giggling, they approached the house. There was no warning. Everything seemed quiet and just like normal from the outside.




  Katie fumbled with the key in the lock at the front and the two of them got the titters again.




  ‘Sshhh!’ Katie said urgently.




  ‘Hurry up,’ Amy said, crossing her legs. ‘I don’t half need the lav.’




  Both giggling, they burst into the hall. Then froze.




  Through the open door of the front room, Katie saw a large, pink-faced young man sitting in the chair opposite the door. It took her another second to realize that he was a policeman. He had

  taken his helmet off and was holding it on his lap, as if for reassurance.




  ‘Katherine?’ Her mother’s voice came from somewhere else in the room.




  Frantic, Katie turned to Amy and mouthed, ‘Go home! Quick!’




  Amy didn’t need telling twice and shot back out through the front door.




  ‘Yes?’ Wondering if her mother had heard Amy, Katie moved into the front-room doorway, but soon forgot all about that. There was even more of a shock. The sun was shining brightly

  through the nets onto two figures sitting by the window, who were thrown into silhouette. One was her mother and the other she recognized, squinting, as Father Daly, the assistant parish priest.

  She couldn’t see either of their faces properly, but the atmosphere in the room was very solemn.
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