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  PART ONE





  







  One




  Ladywood, Birmingham, 1926




  ‘Oi, Maryann – pack that in or your shoes’ll be all scuffs. You’ll ’ave our mom after yer!’




  Sally Nelson sat primly on the step of the Garrett Arms, skirt pulled well down over her knees, thick blonde hair fastened back with a rag ribbon, and her baby brother clasped tight on her lap.

  There was a frown on her round, pretty face as her younger sister skipped impatiently up and down, aiming kicks at the grime-encrusted wall.




  Maryann turned, sticking her tongue out as she sprang back and forth, an ice cream in one hand and ample signs of it in evidence round her top lip. She stopped for a moment and stared down the

  length of her skinny, scab-kneed legs to her feet, pushed into an old pair of cast-off shoes, their buckles dulled with wear.




  ‘They’re all scuffs any’ow, so what yer on about?’ She licked urgently at the ice cream before beginning again on her hopping and twirling, her bobbed, black hair flying

  wildly round her face. ‘Oh – where’s our dad got to? ’E should be ’ere by now!’




  Sally’s big-sister bossiness couldn’t rile her today. Maryann was as full of fizz as a bottle of Nanny Firkin’s dandelion and burdock and just as close to exploding with

  excitement. It was 17 September, her twelfth birthday, the sun was still shining even though the summer was over and they were back to school, and today was the day their dad had promised

  they’d go and fetch the kitten home from Nanny Firkin’s. Even though she’d have to share it with Sal and Tony and babby Billy, really it was going to be hers.




  After school that day she’d come dashing home well ahead of Sal, her excitement even overcoming her wariness of her mother. ‘Mom! Mom! You there?’ She tore up the entry, to

  find Flo Nelson in the yard still toiling away on the mangle outside the brewhouse. It was Monday, washday. Billy, with just a vest on, was stamping to and fro in a scummy puddle of washwater with

  his little peter out on show, the lot. Wet clothes strung on lines along the yard, flapped against Maryann’s face.




  ‘Course I’m ’ere. Where else would I be, sunning meself in the South of France?’ Flo Nelson snapped, wiping her wet hands in an irritable gesture over her blonde hair to

  keep it out of her face. She was a broad-hipped, rather stately woman, once as beautiful as Sal would one day be, but sagging now. Her manner was petulant and long-suffering. ‘And keep yer

  grubby ’ands off of there. I ain’t been slaving away all day for you to come and bugger it all up. ’Ere—’ She reached down the front of her blouse for a twist of cloth

  from which she took a sixpence.




  Maryann’s eyes widened with glee. Mom was never going to give ’er a whole tanner! Blimey, she knew it was her birthday, but Mom never handed out even a farthing without being

  asked! Flo Nelson bent and hoiked her youngest son to his feet.




  ‘You and Sal go and find yerselves an ice cream – and get some drawers on ’im and take ’im with yer – ’e’s running me ragged.’




  A beam spread across Maryann’s freckly face.




  ‘Ice cream, oh ta, Mom. Come on, Billy – eh Mom, what about Tony?’




  Her five-year-old brother would be whining round her if he saw her with an ice.




  ‘’E’s round with Alec.’ Flo jerked her head towards the wall adjoining the next-door yard. ‘What ’e won’t know won’t hurt ’im. Make sure yer

  finish ’em before yer get back ’ere!’ Her face surrendered to a rare moment of softness at the sight of her scallywag of a daughter. ‘Go on with yer, birthday girl. This

  time twelve year ago I weren’t enjoying meself any too much I can tell yer.’




  Sal was just coming along the road.




  ‘’Ere Sal! Our Mom’s being nice today – I’ve got a tanner!’




  The girls found an Eldorado ice-cream cycle on the corner of Garrett Street and went back and settled by the door of the pub. Dad wouldn’t be back yet, however much Maryann willed him to

  be. They’d long finished the ice creams, wiped Billy’s face and were trying to stop him crawling in to play on the beery, sawdust strewn floor of the Garrett Arms when the men started

  coming out of the factories.




  ‘Awright, Sal?’ some of them said, coming into the Garrett for a pint or two after work. ‘Waiting for yer dad, are yer? ’E’ll be ’ere in a tick,

  Walpole’s is out.’




  Maryann noticed that when some of the men spoke to Sal, their voices altered, as if they were telling her a joke that Maryann didn’t understand. And one or two of them would give her a

  wink. Sal favoured her mother’s fair looks: the pale skin, gold hair, the white, rounded body. Quite the young lady she was and they treated her almost as if she was a grown-up woman. They

  didn’t do that to Maryann, a skinny whippet of a kid, with her black hair hacked off straight round her jaw and her face all freckles. She didn’t care: she was a tearaway, a tomboy,

  besotted with animals and hungry for adventures.




  She carried on skipping about. Walpole’s were out! Walpole’s, a firm making aluminium ware, was where her dad worked, the only man she cared about. After all these years he had a

  proper job and was earning a good wage and everything was getting better and better. Next year Sal would turn fourteen and there’d be two wages coming in. Then Mom’d never have to take

  in washing again.




  Sally turned from bending over Billy to find Maryann shinning up the lamp-post on the corner by the pub.




  ‘Oh get down before yer kill yerself,’ she snapped. ‘’Ere, look – it’s our dad. Yer that busy fooling about you’ve missed ’im coming.’




  Maryann slithered down the pole and tore along the road, all sharp knees and skirt flying.




  ‘Dad!’




  Harry Nelson, a tall man with a lean, tired look, watched his daughter’s wild progress along the street, followed more sedately by her older sister and baby brother. Harry stopped,

  throwing his coat over his shoulder, a grin spreading across his face. He held his arms out as Maryann catapulted herself at him.




  ‘’Eh – you’re getting too big for that!’ He laughed, fending her off.




  ‘Dad, Dad – can we get the kitten now?’




  ‘Well—’ He eyed her, teasing. ‘I had in mind a couple of pints with the lads first.’




  ‘Oh Dad!’




  He laughed. Harry Nelson had big, tombstone teeth and needed only to part his lips to look as if he was smiling. ‘There’ll be no peace till we do, will there?’




  ‘She’s been keeping on and on,’ Sal said, trying to sound superior, although in truth she was almost as thrilled about the kitten as Maryann.




  Maryann dragged him by the hand. ‘Come on then!’




  Nanny Firkin lived in a back house on a yard off Ledsam Street, along from the Borax factory. It was a short way across Ladywood, the other side of the railway shunting yard

  and the cut in which lay the sluggish, scum-ridden water of the Birmingham Mainline Canal to Wolverhampton. The house where Maryann and the rest of the Nelsons lived was also a back house, with two

  tiny bedrooms on the first floor and an attic, but Nanny Firkin’s house at the far end of the yard was more by way of a cottage: two up, two down, with a little patch of garden at the front,

  and Maryann loved going there. Nanny Firkin, a widow of some years, loved animals too and told Maryann she was a ‘chip off the old block’.




  When they reached Ledsam Street, Maryann ran on ahead, heart pounding with excitement, up the entry to Nan’s and across the greyish-blue bricks of the yard. The door was open, as it nearly

  always was, and one of Nanny Firkin’s cats, an exceptionally hairy ginger tabby, was curled, asleep on the front step. Maryann peered into the dark kitchen, which smelled of coal and onions

  and the sour odour of the parrot’s cage.




  ‘Nan? It’s me, Maryann! Dad’s brought us up for the kitten.’




  ‘I didn’t think it’d be long before you made an appearance.’




  Nanny Firkin limped over to the door, a twinkle in her eye. She was a tiny lady, thin as a wisp, who lived on next to nothing and was always dressed stiffly in black, but with a little wizened

  face from which looked two eyes, watery and blue, and brimming with warmth and vivacity. She was full of affection for her granddaughters and son-in-law. It was her own daughter Flo she found it

  less easy to rub along with, forever mithering and carrying on, although Nanny Firkin had done everything in her power to help Flo while Harry was away fighting – and the pair of them once he

  came back from France. Flo was a houseproud chit but lazy and self-pitying with it. Always hankering for a spick and span house but thinking it ought to get done by magic instead of knuckling down

  and doing the work herself. Flo Nelson called her own mother’s house a ‘bloody flea-ridden menagerie – yer go there alone and you come back with company.’




  But Maryann had hardly ever caught a flea at her nan’s. She’d be more likely to pick up company of that sort at her friend Nancy’s house in another yard across Garrett Street,

  if the truth be told.




  Nanny Firkin’s kitchen was a cosy place. Her grandmother had been chopping an onion at the table and the kettle was hissing on the hob over the black range. Beside it was squeezed the old

  chair with its horsehair stuffing bulging out through holes in each of the arms. In one corner, balanced on a crate, was the cage where Walt her parrot lived, named after her late husband.




  ‘Talks to me a darn sight more than Walter the flesh and blood man ever did,’ Nanny Firkin often said.




  ‘’Ello, Walt!’ Maryann called to him.




  ‘’Ello,’ Walt said. ‘’Ello.’ And added a metallic sounding shriek for good measure, closely resembling the noise that came from one of the factories behind

  the yard.




  When Harry Nelson appeared at the door with Sal and little Billy, Maryann was already bent over the black cat who was lying under the big chair with her litter. Out of the mass of warm, hairy

  bodies, Maryann saw a tiny face, tiger-striped grey and black, with shiny brown eyes gazing up at her.




  ‘Oh look, Nan! Look at this one – the little tabby!’




  She took the creature on her lap and it settled there, seeming quite content.




  ‘Ain’t they grown, Nan!’ Sal exclaimed. ‘No, Billy – yer must be gentle with ’em.’ She restrained Billy’s strong, pinching fingers.




  ‘Oh Nan, can I ’ave this one!’ Maryann looked into the animal’s eyes and knew he wanted to be hers. ‘Look at the way ’e’s looking at me.’ The

  kitten twisted playfully on to its back and pawed at her fingers.




  ‘Don’t I get a say then?’ Sal stood over her, but she was smiling in spite of herself at the kitten’s antics.




  ‘It is madam’s birthday,’ Nanny Firkin said, brewing tea for Harry. She was always mothering him, trying to feed him up. ‘Anyroad, I reckon ’er’s

  picked the best of the bunch.’




  While her dad gratefully drank his tea and ate Nanny Firkin’s sticky ginger cake, and Sal and Billy played with the other kittens, Maryann sat with her new pal in her lap, laughing as his

  fur tickled her bare knees. She could scarcely believe it: a living creature, so tiny and perfect and beautiful, and he was all hers . . . She stopped, looking carefully at him and turned to her

  grandmother who was sitting, as she always did, perched at the very edge of her chair as if in her long life she had never learned to take her rest and be comfortable.




  ‘Is this one a boy or a girl, Nan?’




  ‘Oh that’s a lad, that one. Tigerface I call ’im.’




  ‘Tigerface—’ Maryann cocked her head at him. ‘I think I’ll just call ’im Tiger.’ She nuzzled her cheek against him, brimful with delight. ‘Thanks,

  Nan. ’E’s the best ever.’




  Maryann lay cuddled up close to Sal that night on the bed they shared in the attic. There was a strong whiff of damp, but they barely noticed, being used to it. They had an

  army blanket and a couple of old coats, and apart from that they had to keep each other warm. The nights were still quite mild now but it was perishing cold in the winter. Now she was older, Sal

  refused to have a ‘bucket of wee’ by the bed and, however cold the night, if she needed to go, she took the key and went off down the yard to the freezing toilets. Maryann wasn’t

  so fussed and would go down and relieve herself in the bucket in Tony and Billy’s room if needs be. Sal was getting far too particular, she thought.




  ‘Move over,’ Sal moaned. ‘I’m half hanging off the edge of the bed over ’ere.’




  ‘Sorry.’ Maryann shuffled along the lumpy mattress. There was a pause. A mouse scuttled across the floor. ‘Tiger’s so lovely, ain’t ’e?’




  ‘Oh Gawd, not again. Yes, Maryann, ’e’s lovely. ’E’s the most perfect cat in the whole blinking world. Now will yer shurrup?’




  There was silence for a moment, then Maryann poked her in the ribs and Sal rolled over, giggling. ‘Oi, pack that in!’ But she was only pretending to be cross. The two of them

  snuggled up together. Despite being so different they were close. They’d had to be, the way their mom was.




  There’d been great excitement when they carried Tiger home. Nancy Black and three of her brothers had invaded to look him over until Flo Nelson unceremoniously shooed them out again.

  Maryann had spent the whole evening holding him and playing with him and even Flo admitted he was ‘awright, I s’pose’. Now he was asleep, exhausted, on a strip of rag by the

  range.




  Maryann lay looking up at the dim rectangle of sky through the uncurtained attic window. The nights were drawing in now. ‘I don’t want to leave Tiger when I go to school,’ she

  whispered. ‘I wish ’e could come too.’




  ‘Don’t talk so daft,’ Sal murmured. They lay together talking fondly about the kitten’s antics until the downstairs door opened and they heard their father’s tread

  on the stairs. Flo Nelson was always harassed and irritable in the evenings and hustled them straight from playing in the yard up to bed out of her way. She had Billy to settle down and

  didn’t want any added trouble from them. But their dad always came up to say goodnight. Maryann squirmed with delight. It felt so cosy in bed, with Dad coming up to give them a kiss.




  He had been a stranger to them when he came home from the war in 1919. Sal had been eight then, and Maryann five and it had taken them some time to get used to one another. Flo, exhausted after

  years of coping with two young daughters alone, of scrimping and queuing and struggling, had expected a man to come home who she could lean on, who would take over. Instead, for those first years,

  she had an unpredictable, helpless wreck on her hands. Often she exclaimed angrily that the men who came home may have survived, but they were ‘no bloody good to anyone, the state they were

  in’. The girls didn’t understand what it was all about. They didn’t understand the war, or the suffering of the soldiers, or that the man who had come home was one who had changed

  and couldn’t fit in, wouldn’t, for a long time, be able to hold down a job. But they did know they were loved. Harry Nelson was a man who felt incomplete away from his family. He adored

  his children, and that separation, added to the horror and degradation of the war, had increased his trauma further.




  ‘How’s the birthday girl?’ he said, stooping his long body and sitting down on the bed.




  Maryann giggled.




  ‘That little Tiger of yours is asleep. Worn out.’ Maryann felt him rub her back with his warm hand and he gave Sal a pat. ‘Night night.’ He leaned down and kissed them

  both. Maryann felt his lips press her cheek, the prickle of stubble on his top lip.




  ‘Eh – ’ow about you sing to me, eh – our special song? Just the first bit. How’ds it go?’




  The song was one Sal had sung at school while the war was on, a prayer for the soldiers and sailors. She had told her father about it when he came home and they had sung it many times. Now they

  both piped up:




  

  

  

    

      God bless our soldiers




      Guard them each day




      Make them victorious




      All the way.




      In the great conflict




      May they endure,




      And God bless our soldiers




      And make victory sure.


    


  


  


  




  In the early months after he came home, he would ask for the song, and when they sang it he would sit on their bed, his shoulders beginning to shake until he was weeping

  uncontrollably. It had frightened them at first, but he was such a kind, gentle man that they used to sit beside him and put their arms around him. Flo had become resigned to his suffering and

  fractionally more understanding. They had had the two boys, who filled Harry with joy. It had taken years, but now, with the passing of time and the help of his family, in particular his children,

  Harry Nelson knew that the emotional wounds of the war were slowly healing.




  Now he no longer wept when they sang to him. He sat quietly listening, then stood up as they finished. ‘Nice voices, you wenches. Sleep tight.’ Maryann listened to him going slowly

  down the stairs to see the boys, the familiar creaks of each tread. She closed her eyes. She felt safe and warm and loved. Later, looking back at those cosy nights, she would wonder how she could

  have taken them for granted, when they were all too soon snatched away.




  







  Two




  It happened two months later, quickly, horribly, all in an afternoon.




  Maryann was with her friend Nance. Nancy Black had been Maryann’s best pal ever since they’d started school together. Maryann loved going to the Blacks’ because there was

  always something going on. Even when Nance’s dad came home tanked up he never took any notice of her – he and Mrs Black had a right lot of shouting matches, but he’d never done

  her any harm. As often as not when he arrived, Maryann and Nance’d shoot across the road to Maryann’s house to keep out of the way until the trouble died down.




  The Black family consisted almost entirely of boys: Nancy was sandwiched between three older and four younger brothers. Her dad, Joe Black, known as Blackie in the district, scratched what might

  have been a reasonable living as a cooper, going round the yards mending the maiding tubs, if he hadn’t parked his barrow and drunk his earnings away most afternoons. Nancy’s mom,

  Cathleen Black, had a head of salt and pepper curls, one crossed eye and a moany voice. Maryann’s mom said Cathleen Black was a Catholic and ‘not up to much’ and having one eye

  crossed like that ‘served her right’. Nancy said her mom was born like that so Maryann never understood how it could serve her right. Did God do things like that? Didn’t he like

  Catholics? And was that why she had to take in washing and cart other people’s bundles off down the pawn shop on a Monday morning to make ends meet?




  ‘Well, it’s no good relying on that drunken bastard,’ Cathleen said, placidly, of her husband. ‘Or we’d all’ve starved to death by now.’ But then, with

  a distant look in her eyes, she’d add, ‘’E was never like that before the war.’




  Cathleen Black seemed to overlook the fact that Nancy was a girl most of the time and except for school, Nance wore her brothers’ cast-off shorts and shoes, and her hair, black and curly

  as her mom’s, was cropped short. Nance strutted about with her elbows stuck out and you didn’t cross her. She was tough. Flo Nelson said it was a shame, her never looking like a proper

  girl, but she was damned if she was passing down her girls’ clothes to people like that.




  It was chilly that November afternoon, threatening rain, the air damp and rank with factory smells from all around and the stink of the yard privies. Both Maryann and Nancy had been ordered to

  keep an eye on their baby brothers, and Billy Nelson and Horace Black were at one end of the long, narrow yard, playing with a collection of marbles.




  ‘Don’t you go putting ’em in yer mouth, Horace,’ Nancy shouted to him. ‘They ain’t rocks for sucking.’




  Billy’s fair head and Horace’s dark one were close together and they kept picking up the marbles, throwing them at the wall, watching them bounce off and roaring with laughter.




  ‘They’re awright,’ Nancy said, long-sufferingly. ‘Let’s leave ’em be.’




  She strode over in her patched, baggy shorts to where two of her older brothers, Jim, thirteen and Percy, ten, were trying to cobble together their own cart out of a wooden meat-crate

  they’d bought for tuppence – the proceeds of selling empty jam jars – and some old pram wheels.




  ‘Get lost!’ Perce scowled at her as he did something important with a piece of wire. ‘You’ll only muck it up.’




  ‘Let’s play hopscotch,’ Maryann suggested. ‘I gotta bit of chalk.’




  For all her boyish ways, Nancy loved having another girl to play with. Blowing on their cold hands, they ran up the yard and started marking out a hopscotch grid. Nance started the game,

  throwing a pebble along the ground and jump-hopping back and forth. Mrs Black came out of the house with a scarf over her head and a cigarette jammed in one corner of her mouth and started hanging

  out a line of washing. She took the fag out and turned to them. ‘Yer’d better not muck this lot up or I’ll belt the pair of yer.’




  The girls ignored her. One or other of their moms said this to them several times a week every week and had done ever since they could remember. It had the same effect as ‘Don’t get

  dirty’, which also went straight in one ear and out the other.




  ‘Is yer dad in yet?’ Maryann whispered to Nancy as she took her turn on the hopscotch.




  Nancy pulled her mouth down and shook her head. Not many minutes later though, they heard his voice in the entry, mumbling furiously to himself as he staggered along. He was a red-eyed,

  barrel-chested man, with such skinny legs to support his rotund girth that they looked as if they’d been pinched off someone else’s body. He came lurching into the yard, cap in hand and

  swearing fit to blister paint.




  ‘Oh, ’ere we go,’ Cathleen Black said, vanishing inside her house to clear away the breakables.




  Blackie stormed into the middle of the yard and bawled, ‘Someone’s nicked me fuckin’ barrer!’




  Nancy and Maryann looked at each other. Nancy’s big brown eyes rolled expressively skywards.




  Jim and Percy straightened up at the end of the yard. Other neighbours round the yard barely turned to look, this was such a usual occurrence. Blackie’s favourite watering hole was the

  Beehive Inn in the next street. He’d bring his barrow, loaded with iron strips for mending the maiding tubs in which everyone did their washing, and leave it out at the front of the pub. By

  the time he came out it had almost invariably gone – moved for a lark by local lads who then watched Blackie’s alcohol-befuddled indignation at its disappearance. Week after week he

  never seemed to remember that if he left the barrow outside the pub, the same thing would happen. That, Flo Nelson said, was because he was ‘so bloody thick yer could stand a spoon up in

  ’im’.




  ‘You sure, Dad?’ Jim said, cautiously.




  Blackie attempted to stride masterfully towards them, but ended up struggling to keep his balance.




  ‘’Course I’m bleedin’ shewer! What d’yer take me . . .’




  ‘It’ll turn up, Dad,’ Percy said. ‘It always does, don’t it?’




  He and Jim weren’t going to volunteer to go and get it and face the jeering ridicule of the lads in the next street.




  ‘Someone’s nicked my . . .’ Blackie was just beginning all over again, when Sal came rushing up the entry, her face white as a china doll’s.




  ‘Maryann – oh Maryann!’ she cried, then burst into hysterical sobbing. At the sight of her sister’s emotion, a sick, cold feeling came over Maryann. For a moment they all

  stood numbly, waiting.




  ‘Our dad’s been in an accident,’ Sal blurted out at last. ‘A terrible accident.’




  Cathleen Black left her sozzled husband to his own devices, picked up grime-streaked little Horace and marshalled all the children across the road to the Nelsons’ house.

  Maryann immediately caught hold of Tiger and hugged him to her. Her chest felt tight, as if it was going to tear open. Nancy watched her with wide, concerned eyes.




  ‘Our mom’s up the h-hospital.’ Sal sat down, still crying, at the table. ‘This copper come and said our dad’d been hit by a c-car and ’e couldn’t come

  home and Mom had to go with him. M-Mom told me to come over and get Maryann and stay ’ere with Tony and Billy till ’er gets ’ome.’




  ‘Did the copper say ’ow yer dad is?’ Cathleen stood over her. She couldn’t stand Flo Nelson, always looking down her nose as if from a great height, but she was fond of

  the Nelson children, and she couldn’t just leave the kids in a state like this.




  Sal shook her head. Maryann started crying then. They’d taken her dad away and she’d never been inside a hospital and didn’t know what it was like, only they looked big,

  frightening places, and he was hurt and she just wanted him home and everything to be back to normal. Her tears started Tony and Billy off crying too, and Horace looked at them all and began

  bawling as well.




  The evening passed like a terrible, blurred dream. They tried to eat the mash and mushy cabbage Mrs Black cooked for them, but Maryann felt as if her throat had closed up and

  she could hardly swallow. The older ones went out into the yard after tea, but all Maryann wanted to do was play with Tiger and hold him tight.




  Nancy tried to get her involved in a game, but Maryann just shook her head. Her dad, was all she could think of. She ached for him to come home, to pick up Tiger in his big hands and say,

  ‘How’s our little moggy then?’ But the evening dragged on and still he didn’t come, and neither did their mother. Everything felt strange and horrible.




  It was after eleven when Flo Nelson finally walked in. Cathleen had got Tony and Billy to bed. Tony had cried and screamed and Maryann went up and sat with him, stroking his head until his eyes

  closed, his distraught little face relaxing finally into sleep. Sal and Maryann had been adamant that they would not go up until their mom came back. They sat silently at the table, Nancy with

  them, draped wearily over its surface, too tired to do anything and too worried to sleep. The younger Black boys had dozed off on the floor and Horace was fast asleep on his mother’s lap with

  his thumb in his mouth. His nose was bunged up and his breathing was the loudest sound in the room.




  Despite the fact that Cathleen Black barely ever set foot in her house normally, Flo Nelson showed no surprise at them all being there. As she came in through the door, Maryann knew immediately

  that everything was different. Her mother’s eyes wore the glazed, exhausted look they had had in the days after she had given birth to Billy, only then she had been cheerful, had carried him

  proudly about. Now her pained, defeated body looked as if she had been punched so hard she would never stand straight again. She closed the door and turned, seeming unable to raise her head and

  look at them all.




  ‘How is ’e?’ Cathleen said, softly. She struggled to her feet, still holding her sleeping son.




  Flo Nelson shook her head. She couldn’t speak. After a moment she put her hands over her face.




  ‘’E’s not . . .?’ Cathleen was deeply shocked. She hadn’t thought it would be the very worst. Not this. ‘Flo, ’e’s not . . .?’




  Flo nodded, hands still over her face. Slowly she pulled them away, staring at the table, not looking directly at anyone. ‘Ten o’clock. ’E never came round – never knew

  what happened. ’E was in Icknield Port Road – it was a motor car knocked ’im down – his head . . .’ She put a hand to her own head. At last she looked directly at her

  neighbour, eyes wide with shock and bewilderment.




  ‘He was on the Somme, Cathleen. He came all through the Somme.’




  Maryann and Sal lay clinging to one another in the cold darkness.




  ‘We’ll never see ’im again,’ Sal sobbed.




  The word ‘never’ stabbed through Maryann like a sharp sword. Never. Ever. No – it couldn’t be true. Wasn’t real. Tomorrow he would come back, she’d wait for

  him outside the pub, take Tiger for him to stroke with his long, rough fingers. Sundays they’d go down the cut or go over to Edgbaston reservoir with a fishing line and a jam jar. She’d

  hear him slowly, wearily climb the stairs to say goodnight, the same rhythm of his tread night after night . . . Never. Never again. She pressed her face against Sal and felt sobs jerk out from the

  very depths of her body. Everything felt frightening, and cold and utterly lonely.




  







  Three




  During the time between Harry’s death and the funeral, his children stayed away from school. Flo couldn’t cope with any of it and the girls had to take over their

  brothers completely. Sal minded Billy, while Maryann looked after Tony, helping him get dressed, trying to keep him occupied and out of Flo’s way. For two days their mom scarcely moved from

  her bed, lying there with her pale hair matted round her head, face swollen with crying, and it was Nanny Firkin who came to take charge. She was not one for kisses or cuddles but she kept them fed

  and her busy presence in her rustling black dress was a great source of comfort. As she had all through the war, Flo leaned on her mother for help. Nanny Firkin came and cooked for them and stayed

  with the children while Flo hauled herself out of bed to go to the undertaker’s on Monument Road, to make arrangements.




  ‘Where’s my dad?’ Tony kept asking. He was five, and he didn’t understand death. His dark-eyed little face was so solemn, so hurt, that Maryann could hardly stand looking

  at him.




  ‘’E’s not coming ’ome again, Tony,’ she said, gently at first.




  ‘Why? Where’s our dad gone?’




  ‘’E’s – ’e’s had an accident, Tony, and ’e ain’t coming back.’ She sat him on her lap, cuddling him, stroking his soft, squashy legs.




  Night-time was the hardest, when he didn’t come back from work. They couldn’t hear his voice through the floorboards from downstairs, his loud yawn as he came up to see them. The

  house felt so quiet and empty. Their mom’s sobbing was the only thing they heard, sometimes with Nanny Firkin’s voice trying to comfort her.




  ‘What ’m I going to do?’ she kept saying over and over again. Every time she said it Maryann froze inside. Her mom was afraid they’d all starve! ‘Four children and

  no ’usband! ’Ow’re we going to get by? It were bad enough in the war, but then you ’ad to put your own troubles aside when they were over there fighting. But now

  there’s four instead of two, and there’ll be no end to it all . . .’




  ‘You’ll ’ave yer widow’s pension,’ Nanny Firkin said.




  ‘But that’s next to nowt! ’Ow’m I going to keep ’em fed and clothed?’ She was tearful again. ‘Life’s cruel – so cruel. After all these

  years, these bloody ’ard, struggling years, Harry gets ’imself a decent job and then this ’as to go and ’appen!’ She sank into a chair by the table and broke down.

  ‘We’ll not ’ave a stick of furniture – I’ll ’ave to sell it all. Oh, I can’t go through all that again – I want a bit of rest and comfort in my life,

  not scratching and scraping for every farthing till the end of my days!’




  Nanny Firkin pursed her lips. It grieved her more than she could ever express that Harry had been killed. She’d loved the man like a son and her own heart was leaden with it and even more

  at the sight of her grandchildren’s faces, especially little Maryann, so like him in looks and his favourite. The child was heartbroken, clinging to that kitten. They should have had a better

  life, Harry and Flo. Married at eighteen, then Sally had come along. Harry had an apprenticeship then and they looked set for a fair passage. He was going to work his way up to being a skilled

  worker, then emigrate with his family. There’d been big advertisements before the war, asking for people to go to Australia. That was Harry’s dream, to start a fine new life away from

  the stink of Birmingham factories and the shabby, vermin-ridden houses of old Ladywood.




  ‘I’ve got the energy of two men,’ he used to say. ‘You’ll see, Mother Firkin. This family’s going up in the world, up and out of ’ere and right the

  other side of the world. Flo and me’ll live like kings – and we’ll see to it you do as well. You can come and join us when we’re all set up.’




  And then the war came, and instead they faced the shadow of a man whom the fighting had spat out and sent home to them: used, then discarded, abandoned to eke out a future on ruined health and

  confidence, on shattered nerves. Whatever rays had broken through from that bright, possible future had faded and gone out and now all was darkness for Flo.




  But Nanny Firkin had never been one to get carried away by dreams. You could dream, oh yes, dreams were what kept you going, kept you living one day after another. But stepping right into them

  and thinking life would pull itself round just to suit you – that was something else. Moonshine, that was. She watched her daughter’s grief, day after day, and she saw things very

  clearly as they were.




  ‘Well, Flo,’ she said in her cracked little voice. ‘You know I’ll give yer all the help I can. It’s no hardship to me spending time with my grandchildren –

  when I’m allowed,’ she added rather tartly. Flo looked up at her, her tear-stained face desperate. ‘But as for you, you’re gunna have to get yerself a job, one that pays

  enough to keep this family together. I can’t do that for yer, Flo, I’m past all that. If I ’ad anything to give yer, yer could ’ave the teeth out of my head, but I

  ain’t even got them now. You’d best get yerself into a factory on the best wages yer can find.’
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  Harry’s funeral was held at St Mark’s Church, next to St Mark’s School, where Maryann and the others attended. Maryann sat next to Tony in the immense gloom of

  the church while grand words from the Book of Common Prayer whirled round her head. Her dad’s coffin was draped with a Union Jack, the reward of respect given to a serviceman of the war.




  At the cemetery they stood round in watery sunshine and a cold wind. Flo was distraught. She seemed to have no comfort to give to her family. She stood across the grave from them, being consoled

  by her younger brother Danny and his wife Margie. It was Nanny Firkin who stayed close to the children, arms stretched out, trying to spread her tiny frame behind them like a fan. Tony clung to

  Maryann. As they lowered the coffin into the grave, Tony turned and buried his face against her.




  The undertaker, Norman Griffin, was a tall, respectable-looking, middle-aged gentleman, his broad shoulders encased in a smart black coat with a white wool muffler at the neck,

  black gloves and shoes gleaming with polish and elbow grease. She could see, from under his bowler hat, that his hair was a faded ginger, and his complexion also had the faded freckliness of the

  redheaded. His manner was tactful and deferential. When they had driven back to the house from Lodge Hill and Mr Griffin had dispatched the carriages, he lingered in the street with them for so

  long that eventually Flo felt obliged to say, ‘Can we offer yer a cup of tea or summat for your trouble, Mr Griffin?’




  ‘Well, I must say,’ Mr Griffin said, rubbing his hands together, giving a practised, moderate, undertaker’s smile, ‘it’s a right cold day – I won’t stop

  for long, of course, but I’d be very grateful, I truly would.’




  Flustered moments followed of building the fire and Nanny Firkin fetching water for the kettle while Mr Griffin sat by the hearth, looking round the room and lighting up a cigarette. Maryann

  watched him. He had sat himself, without a by your leave, in the chair that had been Harry’s when he came home from work. Maryann gritted her teeth. She didn’t like the smell of Mr

  Griffin’s cigarette smoke (her dad had never taken to smoking), and even more she didn’t like him parking his backside in her dad’s chair, however much of a gentleman he was.

  Besides which, it was the most comfortable seat, so Nanny Firkin was left perched on a hard chair by the table.




  Flo laid out their handful of best cups and saucers and poured the tea after the eternity it seemed to take to get ready, while none of them had anything to say. She spooned condensed milk into

  the cups, her fingers trembling.




  ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit on the weak side,’ she apologized miserably, as if the tea was representative of their desolate state. ‘Get Mr Griffin some sugar,

  Maryann,’ she ordered, adding in a hissed whisper, ‘and don’t bring it in the packet.’




  Maryann tipped the large grains of sugar on to a saucer, found a spoon and dutifully offered it to Norman Griffin, coughing as his blue smoke wafted up into her nostrils.




  ‘Ah—’ Mr Griffin turned to her and she felt herself turn red under his close examination. ‘Thank you . . . er, my dear.’ Close up to him, as well as the smoke,

  Maryann could smell sweat and some other funny chemical smell. Without meaning to she wrinkled her nose. Now he had taken his hat off she could see his hair was thinning on top and was smoothed

  back with soap or Brylcreem. He sat very straight, with an almost military bearing. As well as his smell, Maryann disliked his affected way of talking as if he was really posh, and the way he had

  ousted Tiger from by the fire with a rough shove of his shiny shoes, their soles muddy from the cemetery.




  But they had to be polite and thankful to Mr Griffin. He had handled Harry’s funeral at a discount: the hearse pulled by gleaming black horses, the wreath, the cards announcing the death.

  In the circumstances, Flo Nelson had genuine cause for gratitude.




  ‘We couldn’t ’ve managed it – not proper like – without yer being so kind,’ she was saying, from a wooden chair opposite him, a tremor in her hands as she

  held her cup and saucer.




  The children sat round, dumb with misery; Maryann squeezed on to a stool next to Tony, each of them with one leg on, one off. Sal was sitting holding Billy, asleep in the dim gaslight. Cathleen

  Black had looked after him for the day and he’d worn himself out playing with Horace. Mr Griffin seemed to take for ever to drink his cup of tea. Maryann could see the strain in her

  mother’s face, her need to be left alone, not to have to be polite, to weep.




  ‘Of course, I understand your feelings at this inauspicious time,’ Mr Griffin was saying, clinking his half empty cup down on the saucer. His fingers were pale and stubby, the backs

  of his hands freckly and still red from the cold. ‘My own dear wife passed away not two year ago.’




  ‘Oh,’ Flo Nelson said, with an effort. ‘I’m sorry to ’ear that, Mr Griffin. I didn’t know.’




  ‘’Course I’ve only the one son – worked for me in the business for a bit, till ’e decided to go his own way. I tried to persuade him to stay – ’e made a

  beautiful coffin when ’e put his mind to it . . .’ As he spoke he looked round the room again. Sizing it up, Maryann thought.




  ‘You’ve got yer ’ouse looking nice, Mrs Nelson. Daresay you’d move to a bigger place given the chance though, eh? Very cramped these yard ’ouses – with all

  the family you’ve got.’




  ‘’Er’s always managed,’ Nanny Firkin put in, sharply.




  ‘We ain’t got much chance of moving now,’ Flo said. ‘To tell yer the honest truth, Mr Griffin, I don’t know ’ow we’re going to manage with my Harry gone

  . . .’ Unable to hold back her emotion any longer, she burst into tears and Sal began sobbing as well. Maryann felt her own emotions swell inside her as if she might explode, but she

  wasn’t going to cry with him here! She folded her arms tight across her bony ribcage, pressing herself in.




  Mr Griffin leaned forwards, breathing loudly through his nose. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, now, now. I am sorry for your trouble, my dear. I do know what a terrible time this is for you . . . You

  know, I feel very sorry for you, a woman left to fend for ’erself with family. Now if you need any help – if there’s anything I can do for you . . .’




  Maryann squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Go away, you horrible smelly old man! her mind screamed. Get out of our dad’s chair, and out of our house!




  At last he stood up, seeming to take up half the room, and put his hat and coat on. Suddenly he turned and enacted a little bow towards Sal and Maryann.




  ‘Goodbye then, girls. You’ll help look after yer mother, now won’t yer?’ They sat, mute, not even meeting his eyes.




  ‘Thank you again, Mr Griffin,’ Flo said meekly. ‘I don’t know what to say, yer’ve been that good to us.’ She saw him to the door.




  ‘Goodbye, m’dear.’ Mr Griffin lingered for a moment. ‘Now don’t you go forgetting what I’ve said, will you?’




  Flo stood on the step, staring thoughtfully after him as he disappeared into the smoky gloom.




  







  Four




  December 1927




  ‘And where d’yer think you’re going?’




  Flo’s question was flung furiously across the room, through the paper streamers which hung in sagging loops from yesterday’s Christmas festivities, at Maryann, who was by the door,

  forcing her arms into the sleeves of her coat.




  ‘Out.’




  Flo advanced on her, hands still black from shovelling coal.




  ‘Oh no you ain’t, yer little madam. You get back ’ere and find a civil tongue for Norm – for Mr Griffin for once in yer life. ’E’ll be ’ere any minute

  and yer can sit there and be polite. There’s summat ’e wants to say to you all.’




  But Maryann was already out and across the yard, still pulling the coat round her, the door rattling shut in Flo’s face. It opened again.




  ‘You get back ’ere, yer uppity little cow!’




  Maryann disappeared at a run, down the entry to the street. She felt the cold come down on her like a weight, the raw air biting into her cheeks on this day of deep, silent midwinter. The

  cobbles were icy and the slates glazed with it: the sun hadn’t broken through all day. She pushed her hands deep into her pockets, thrusting her chin down. She had on a pair of Sal’s

  old stockings, held up with garters. Everything she had handed down from Sal was on the big side. She could feel the stockings wrinkling down her legs.




  Flo’s angry words seemed to propel Maryann along the road. ‘I’m not staying in there – not to see ’im,’ she said out loud, her breath swirling away

  from her, thick and white.




  She turned down towards Nanny Firkin’s. In her left pocket she found a halfpenny, and gripped her hand round it, squeezing hard. She and her mom had never been what you’d call close,

  but nowadays all she ever seemed to be was on the wrong side of her. All year it had been like this, getting worse and worse. Since her dad had died and since Mr Griffin kept on coming round week

  after week bringing presents: joints of meat, cakes, thrusting bags of sweets under their noses, sitting himself by their fire on Sunday afternoons. He had even begun to take off his shoes and park

  them up against the fender as his socks steamed in the heat.




  Maryann knew exactly what Mr Griffin wanted to say that afternoon. She was sick at the thought, because it had been coming all year. He was going to sit there in the chair, her

  dad’s chair, with them waiting on him hand and foot. There’d be her mom’s, ‘Oh yes, Mr Griffin, no, Mr Griffin,’ which had gradually turned into, ‘Oh

  yes, Norman, no, Norman,’ as Flo recognized a chance if ever she saw one. Mr Griffin was going to sit holding a cup of tea in those pudgy, freckled hands and tell them he was going

  to marry their mom. And he would say it in that wheedling, smarmy voice which made Maryann want to be sick all over his shiny shoes.




  She knew this as clearly as anything, because as his visits had become more frequent, Norman Griffin had come making hints and promises.




  ‘You’re a good woman, Mrs Nelson, showing such kindness to a poor old widower like me. You shouldn’t ’ave to spend the rest of your days slaving away on yer own . .

  .’ ‘Nice little family you’ve got ’ere, Mrs Nelson – you need someone to take care of yer . . .’ And gradually, ‘You want to get yourself wed again, Flo

  – the factory’s no place for a fine woman like you . . .’




  Late in the summer, when a reasonable period of mourning was seen to have passed, and Flo had wept and worried and worked so hard in the brassware factory she had turned scrawny, she started

  going out for the odd walk with Mr Griffin on a Sunday afternoon, returning with flushed cheeks and a hard, determined look in her eyes.




  When he came to the house Maryann tried to avoid even looking at him. She hated him being there and refused to speak to him unless forced to. Sal was more biddable. She missed her father but

  brushed out her long, pale hair on a Sunday, made tea and was polite. Maryann pulled hideous faces behind his back and dropped dust and dead ants in his tea, reduced to being childish by her

  powerlessness over the situation. She missed her dad with a terrible ache in her that never seemed to get any less.




  She kicked at a rotten piece of wood on the pavement and it skittered into the gutter. She bent over and spat on it. ‘Norman! Bloody sodding Norman!’ She stamped and spat

  until tears ran down her cheeks.




  Walking on, wiping her eyes, she crossed over the railway and went along to the spot where there was a hole in the fence and she could get down to the cut, scrambling down through scrubby bushes

  and alongside the wall of a warehouse on to the path. Down here it felt even more cold and utterly still. Fog hung thickly over the canal so that she could see only a few yards ahead: the

  factories, chimneys and warehouses were all shrouded in the saturated air. The place felt completely deserted. It was Christmas of course, and she saw the water of the canal was frozen over. Near

  where she was standing a stick poked up, frozen in at an angle, black against the grey ice. She walked along the path in the eerie whiteness, in towards the middle of Birmingham, over a little

  humpbacked bridge and past the Borax Works towards the wharves at Gas Street. Ahead of her she could just see the ghostly shapes of the wharf buildings and in front of them two rows of joeys, the

  boats which mainly did journeys of a day there and back. They were tethered shoulder to shoulder along the Worcester Bar. As she moved closer, she became aware of a sound coming to her

  intermittently through the fog. She wasn’t alone down here then. Someone was coughing, a laboured sound which went on and on.




  Then she saw him, on the path in front of her, close to a boat which was tied by the bank. He was bent over, coughing from drenched-sounding lungs and struggling for breath. At first she assumed

  he was an old man, but as she approached, intimidated, yet somehow fascinated as well, she saw this was not so. He was quite unaware that she was there because he had to submit completely to the

  process of coughing and this made him seem somehow vulnerable. Maryann was also drawn by the look of him. He had a thick head of curls and a beard, all deep auburn, which appeared to glow in the

  greyness of the fog like a sanctuary lamp in a church, and he was clad in thick, brown corduroy trousers and heavy boots, and a thick jumper with a worn, black worsted jacket over the top and a

  muffler at the neck. As he stooped, hands pressing on his thighs, one hand also held a black cap.




  She saw that the boat by which he was standing was a horse-drawn family boat, and she noticed too that the man’s hands, clasped so tightly on his thighs, were black with coal dust. Near

  him, on the ground, was a galvanized bucket.




  At last the fit passed and he stayed in the same position for a moment, seeming exhausted by it, let out a low groan and shook his head quickly from side to side as if to shake the fit off.

  Then, still bent over, he raised his head and looked up along the path. Maryann felt her heart beat with panic, and she stayed quite still. For a moment the two of them looked at each other in

  silence. The man had a round face, though his cheekbones jutted a little, adding a chiselled look to it. His eyes, from the distance at which Maryann stood, looked dark and his gaze was strong and

  unflinching. He stared at her without hostility. Just looked, taking her in. Then slowly, he straightened up and replaced the cap on his head.




  ‘’Ow long’ve you been stood there?’ His voice was soft and quite gentle.




  Maryann swallowed. She had been ready to run if he was angry or strange, but didn’t feel the need now. The man didn’t talk like Birmingham people, she noticed.




  ‘Only a minute.’




  ‘What’re you doing out? It’s Christmas, ent it?’




  Maryann shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She felt conscious of her stockings, wrinkled round her ankles. ‘Well, you’re ’ere.’




  ‘Well – yes, that’s true.’ She thought she heard him give a wheezy chuckle.




  ‘Why?’




  He indicated the boat. ‘I live ’ere. We ent s’posed to be ’ere – brought a load of coal from Cannock to the Borax Works – before Christmas that was. And got

  blooming iced in, dint we? They ent ’ad the icebreaker out to free us up. I’ve been smashing it up at the edge ’ere to give ’er a wash out.’ He indicated the bucket.

  ‘Got to get the coal washed out, see, before we can put a new load in.’




  Maryann nodded and moved closer. The long hold of the boat was black with coal dust and the rope fenders were grubby with it too, but apart from that she looked in good trim. She was painted red

  and yellow, with castles painted in the panels of the cabin doors, roses round the edge, and on the side of the cabin was painted her name, Esther Jane. Maryann looked at her with great

  curiosity, at the painted water can on the roof, the brass trimmings on her chimney, from which drifted dense yellow smoke. She looked round.




  ‘Where’s yer horse?’




  ‘Old Bessie? Stabled up. Having a rest.’




  ‘Can I see inside?’




  The man smiled. She saw he had big, square teeth. The smile creased up his face and gave him a comical, cheeky look. ‘You’ll get dirty.’




  Maryann shrugged. ‘Don’t matter.’




  ‘Come on then – just for a minute but mind where you put your ’ands.’




  She thought he seemed pleased. He climbed aboard ahead of her and when she stumbled climbing down into the boat, he gripped her arm. He felt very big and burly and strong.




  ‘Go easy!’ Another low chuckle came from him. For some reason he seemed to find her rather amusing. ‘You don’t want to hurt yourself. Look – that’s the tiller

  – what we steer the boat with. Now, come on in.’




  He opened the cabin doors and Maryann found herself stepping down into a miniature house. The man, who was too tall to stand upright in the cabin, sat down on a bench along the side, and

  gestured for her to sit beside him.




  ‘There you go – this is our ’ome in ’ere.’




  She gazed round, astonished. It was like being in a magic story where everything had shrunk. In front of her was a little black-leaded range, which made the cabin so stifling hot that Maryann

  unbuttoned her coat and took it off. There was a brown and white teapot and a big brass kettle, well polished, on the hob, which gave off a lovely warm glow. To her right was what looked like a

  cupboard, which jutted out into the cabin, and further back, a little area where there was another bench, divided off by red and white check curtains, tied back at each side. On the near side of

  the cupboard and on shelves on the wall by the stove were pretty china plates, some with lattice edges with velvet ribbons threaded through and tied in a bow. The man watched her taking it all in

  with some amusement.




  ‘We pull this down ’ere—’ He opened a small cupboard in front of him and the flap folded outwards. ‘That’s our table. That cupboard you can see’ –

  he pointed towards the back – ‘folds down for a bed.’




  ‘But it’s so . . . small!’




  ‘It’s small all right.’




  ‘Don’t you ’ave a house to live in an’ all?’




  ‘Nope. I was brung up on ’ere – lived ’ere all me life. Only time I been on the bank was in the war.’




  She gaped at him. ‘I’ve never seen in one of these before.’




  ‘I can see that!’




  ‘Who lives on ’ere with you then?’




  ‘My dad, my little sister, Ada – she’d be a bit younger ’un you I’d think – and Jep, that’s our dog. They’ve gone off to get us some food and see

  about who’s going to get the ice broke up. We can’t stick around long, you see – ’ave to get moving. We was s’posed to be at Napton by Christmas but we got stuck

  ’ere. We ent starving yet though. ’Ere—’ He reached to a little shelf at the side of the cabin. ‘Want a bit of this?’




  ‘Ooh yes!’




  She took the two thick squares of Cadbury’s chocolate, nibbled and sucked slowly, making them last. The man bit some off too, smiling at her enjoyment. He had such a kind face, she

  thought, somehow old and boyish at once.




  ‘How old’re you?’ Maryann said.




  ‘Me? Old as the hills.’




  She frowned. ‘’Ow old’s that?’




  ‘I’m going on twenty-nine. What about you, since we’re asking?’




  ‘Thirteen. What’s yer name?’




  ‘Joel Bartholomew. And what’s yours?’ He was making a game of it. Maryann found the corners of her mouth turning up.




  ‘Maryann Nelson. I’ll always be Maryann Nelson.’




  ‘Will you? Why?’




  ‘’Cause no one’s going to make me be called anything else.’




  ‘Well – that’s settled then.’ Joel watched her carefully, rubbing his huge hands on the legs of his trousers. Then he stirred himself. ‘Best get on – the

  others’ll be back soon and they won’t take to me idling.’




  They stepped back out on to the bank. It felt very cold outside after the snug little cabin. Joel showed no sign of being cold, but he saw her shivering.




  ‘D’you live far, Maryann?’




  ‘Garrett Street.’




  This meant nothing to him. ‘Shouldn’t yer be at home?’




  Maryann shrugged, miserable again at the thought of home. ‘I wish I could come with yer.’




  Joel smiled. ‘Not this time o’year you don’t.’




  They stood by the bank and she felt shy again, as if she’d stayed too long. She put her coat back on.




  ‘Better go then.’




  Joel suddenly held out his hand in a teasing way and she took it. His was big and very rough.




  ‘Nice to meet you, Maryann Nelson.’




  ‘Can I come and see yer again?’




  ‘’Course you can – if you can ever find us. T’ent easy that, on the cut!’




  She turned and left him, pulling her too-big coat in closer round her, face and hands aching with cold. Reaching the bridge she turned back and saw Joel watching her. She waved, and for a moment

  he raised an arm.




  She went to Nanny Firkin’s house next, although she didn’t say a word to her grandmother about Mr Griffin and why she wasn’t at home and her nan didn’t

  ask. She could see the girl’s unhappiness in every line of her. She’d had words with her daughter and would have more, but she wasn’t going to inflict more on her

  granddaughter.




  ‘Yer just making up to ’im for a meal ticket!’ she’d accused Flo, and Flo whirled round, livid.




  ‘Yes – I am! ’E’s said ’e’ll move us into a bigger ’ouse and I’ll not need to stand in that stinking factory turning out kettles all day long.

  I’ll be able to live without being worried to death about where every meal’s coming from. Harry’s gone – ’e ain’t coming back and a meal ticket’s what I

  need, without any sodding lectures on the subject. I don’t want to end up like you, living on nothing and surrounded by mangy flaming cats for company!’




  Maryann stayed with Nanny Firkin, warming herself again by the fire and drinking a cup of tea. She sat stroking the cats and talking to Walt the parrot, in the musty familiarity of her

  grandmother’s house and she waited long enough so that Mr Griffin would have gone through his usual rigmarole of wiping his mouth, putting on his jacket and shoes and standing, holding his

  hat in front of his stomach and thanking her mother, with a little bow, for the afternoon tea which, he always said, brightened his lonely life. She thought about Joel and the boat and hugged this

  to herself as a lovely, warming secret.




  When she got home she pushed the door open cautiously, making absolutely sure she was not going to see Norman Griffin’s head, with the pasty, balding patch at the back, still in place in

  the chair.




  Sal was putting away cups and saucers on the shelf. She turned and raised her eyes to the ceiling, implying that Flo was upstairs, then shrugged, with an expression of sorrowful resignation.

  Tony ran to Maryann.




  ‘Where’ve yer bin, Maryann? Our mom’s ever so cross with yer and she’s going to get wed to Mr Griffin. Don’t say anyfing and make a row, will yer?’




  They heard their mother’s tread on the stairs. She had almost reached the bottom and stopped, staring across towards the door. Maryann waited for her temper to erupt, but she just stood

  there and they all gazed back at her. Maryann looked at Sal, then back to her mother.




  ‘’Ow can yer, Mom?’ Maryann said quietly. ‘’Ow can yer do it?’




  ‘I’ll tell yer how I can do it.’ Flo came down the last of the stairs and across to fix her younger daughter with the steely, determined expression that had become hers since

  her husband’s death. ‘By thinking about what life’ll be like if I don’t. Norman Griffin’s got a business. ’E’s got enough money to keep us, we’re

  going to a new ’ouse and ’e’s got a job lined up for Sal.’




  ‘Do I ’ave to work with ’im, Mom?’ Sal asked timidly. ‘I like where I’m working now.’ Sal’s first job after school was with a local bakery.




  ‘Yes. You do. We’ll be all right now. We shan’t ’ave to worry. I know ’e’s not yer dad, but from now on ’e’ll be the head of this family

  and you’ll treat him with respect and a bit of gratitude. D’you ’ear?’




  







  Five




  1928




  ‘There’s someone at the door, Maryann!’ Flo Nelson shouted.




  Maryann went to the front door and found Nancy grinning in at her. ‘So this is yer new ’ouse then!’




  Maryann’s solemn expression broke into a smile as well. ‘Come on – I’ll show yer.’ Nancy went to St Peter’s, the Catholic school, so the girls didn’t

  see one another in the daytime.




  Flo and Mr Griffin were married in the new year, and soon after he announced that there was a house waiting for them two roads away in Anderson Street and they were to move in immediately. He

  had it all planned. It was a little bit nearer his premises, where Sal had started work straight after Christmas, and was a two up, two down, with a tiny yard out at the back behind the kitchen and

  definitely a step up from a back-to-back.




  You stepped straight in off the street into the front room. By the hearth was a peg rug, which Flo and Sal had botched together, and Harry Nelson’s chair. Apart from that, the only piece

  of furniture which came from the Nelsons’ old house was a small cupboard. The other two chairs and a low table were provided by Mr Griffin. He had a little china cabinet, a table and chairs

  and another comfortable chair (although he still preferred Harry’s) and a heavy brass oil lamp which he liked to keep well polished and light in the evenings. It had been his father’s,

  and his ‘beloved mother’ who lived in Handsworth, had passed it on to him.




  Nance’s eyes were wide, looking round.




  ‘Ooh, it’s nice, Maryann—’ After the cramped squalor of her family’s back house this seemed almost palatial.




  Flo was in the kitchen cooking and there was a smell of ham knuckles boiling.




  ‘Oh – ’ello, Nancy,’ Flo said, rather snootily. Cathleen Black may have helped her out in her time of need, but that didn’t make them equals in Flo’s eyes.

  They had only moved two streets away, but it felt far enough to represent a new start. Flo was managing to pull herself up in the world and she was going to do it, no matter what the cost. There

  always was a price: that was just how it was. She hadn’t anything in the way of feelings for Norman Griffin, except for gratitude that he’d come along and been prepared to take on her

  and her family. That was no small thing. But he was gentlemanly in his ways, and he’d shown her the gateway out of absolute poverty: she never, ever wanted to be faced with that again.

  She’d have to live with his mauling her about in bed of a night – she shuddered slightly at the thought of Norman’s white, flaccid body, his thick lips and tongue. But that

  wasn’t too high a price to pay, she thought: he wasn’t one of these oversexed men, thank heaven. And he showed great consideration – never went all the way, so to speak.

  They’d agreed that there weren’t to be any more children. Her own four were enough of a handful.




  ‘Go on and show Nancy upstairs,’ she said, irritated by the girls watching her.




  ‘You ain’t been round our ’ouse for ages,’ Nancy complained as the two of them clattered up the stairs.




  ‘I know. We’ve been busy. Moving and that.’




  Upstairs were two rooms, one shared by the new Mr and Mrs Griffin, with Billy on a little bed on the floor, and the girls and Tony in the other. Maryann wrinkled her nose as they went in. She

  could smell urine from where Tony had wet the bed again that morning. He was forever asking if he could get in with her and Sal, but they said they weren’t having him wetting them too. Tiger

  was curled up asleep in the middle of the bigger bed that Maryann shared with Sal. She and Nance sat down on it and Maryann reached for Tiger and stroked him. He arched his back, purring.




  ‘D’yer wanna come and play out then?’ Nancy said. She wasn’t one for sitting still for long.




  Maryann kissed the stripy top of her cat’s head, between the ears. He was such a comfort, amid all the changes.




  ‘Maybe – in a bit,’ she said. She felt edgy, almost tearful, sitting there with Nance. Nance was her best pal, but there was a distance between them suddenly that Maryann

  didn’t know how to overcome. Her emotions were all tangled up and confused and she couldn’t find the words to tell Nance how she was feeling. She cuddled Tiger tightly. The day they

  moved their few possessions out of Garrett Street, Norman Griffin had stood in the living room and prodded Tiger with the toe of his boot.




  ‘We don’t need to take that with us, do we?’ he said.




  Flo looked at him, not understanding for a moment. ‘You mean the cat?’ Even she could hardly believe what he was suggesting.




  ‘We don’t want a cat in the new house, do we? Dirty animal, under yer feet all the time. I nearly tripped down the stairs over the thing the other day. Be a good time to get shot of

  it.’




  Maryann stood behind him, so tensed with shock at what he’d said that for those moments she couldn’t react. She saw her mother look across at her. Flo ran her hands over her pale

  hair, as if preparing herself, and stepped closer to her new husband.




  ‘Norman – I really don’t think we can leave the cat behind. The children . . . I mean, it’s Maryann’s. It’d break ’er heart.’




  Norman turned and saw Maryann’s piercing expression. For a moment he hesitated, then decided to smile. ‘Oh, awright then. If we must, we’ll take the thing. It’ll most

  likely follow us over there anyhow.’




  So Tiger had come. At least her mom had stood up for her over him. That was something.




  ‘’Ow’s Sal getting on?’ Nancy asked. ‘What’s she doing at Griffin’s? Eh—’ She dug Maryann in the ribs. ‘She ain’t building

  coffins?’




  ‘No!’ Maryann elbowed her back. ‘Don’t be daft. I dunno. She’s in the office. Bits and bobs. Messages, taking down details for cards and that. She ain’t

  really said a lot.’ Sal never seemed to say a lot about anything nowadays.




  ‘Sounds awright,’ Nancy said. ‘Soft job that.’ With a giggle she added, ‘If yer go for that sort of thing.’




  Maryann managed a laugh, feeling Nance dragging her up out of her gloomy mood.




  ‘Yer dad home yet?’ she asked Nancy.




  Nancy rolled her eyes. ‘Sleeping it off. But we could go over the yard, take Billy – Tony as well, if you like?’




  ‘Awright then.’ Maryann stood up without much enthusiasm.




  ‘We’re going over Nance’s!’ Maryann called out, downstairs.




  ‘Take Billy with yer then!’ Flo predictably shouted back.




  It was cold, but bright outside. The girls set off with Billy between them holding their hands, and Tony dragging his feet behind so they kept having to turn round and call, ‘Come on, Tony

  – get a move on, will yer!’




  Maryann took a deep breath of the freezing, acrid air and managed to grin at Nance. This is better, she thought. Away from that house, his house, she felt lighter, free again.




  ‘I’m glad yer came over,’ she said to Nance.




  Norman Griffin had habits of almost clockwork precision. On certain nights of the week he locked up his premises, went down to his favourite pub, the Duke of Wellington, for a

  pint, then came home. Every evening he expected them all to polish their shoes and line them up against the fender ready for the next day. He inspected them every night, turning each one over,

  frowning if there was obvious wear in the sole. On Sundays they all had to go to church with him, and afterwards he spent the rest of the morning in Handsworth with his mother. But for once tonight

  he was late, and Flo was especially exasperated as it meant Sal was late too, and she had the dinner all ready.




  Maryann was pleased. The later he came back the better so far as she was concerned. The place felt much more like home, their real family, when he wasn’t there. It was quite cosy with the

  gas mantle popping away and the warmth from the range. Flo was dishing up stew and potatoes when they heard the door open out of the dark winter evening.




  ‘’Bout time,’ Flo muttered, relieved. Norman didn’t take too kindly to them starting without him.




  ‘Summat smells good!’ they heard him say. Sal, her face paler than ever in the gaslight, slid into the room and sat down quietly at the table.




  Norman came through, smoking the butt end of a cigarette. Maryann didn’t like it when he stood over them. He was so big it felt intimidating. She saw Tony shrink down in his seat.




  ‘What’s happened, Norman?’ Flo asked, serving his food. ‘You seem pleased with yerself.’




  ‘Oh no, no – nothing much. Just glad to be ’ome with you, my dear,’ he said, sitting himself at the table. As he did so, Tiger stirred from where he had been sitting

  under the table and brushed against his legs.




  ‘Get that thing out while we’re ’aving our tea!’ Norman said, scraping back his chair. He stood up and kicked Tiger out through the door. The cat let out a screech of

  pain and Norman slammed the door. Maryann burst into tears.




  ‘Never mind.’ Flo, startled by this sudden outburst, tried to appease her. She watched Norman anxiously. He was breathing heavily. ‘Shoosh now,’ Flo snapped at her.

  ‘T’ain’t summat to blart about.’




  But Maryann couldn’t stop. The tears just kept on coming out of her eyes, though she tried as hard as she could not to make any noise. Norman kept eating, steadily. Tony and Billy were

  wide-eyed, but they ate up obediently. Sal kept her eyes on her plate. Eventually Maryann let out a loud sniff and Norman leapt to his feet.




  ‘Go on – get out of ’ere! I’ll not ’ave yer snivelling and blarting at my table. If you can’t eat quietly you’ll not eat at all.’




  Maryann, keeping her head down, left the room and ran upstairs. She lay curled up, crying, the clogging taste of the stew still in her mouth. When she was calmer she lay looking up into the

  darkness. She thought about her father, about the dreams Nanny Firkin had told her about. That he’d said he was going to take them to Australia.
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