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  One




  November 1930, Floodgate Street, Birmingham




  ‘It’s a hovel. Nothing but a filthy hovel!’




  The words forced out through Peggy Mills’s lips, full of bitter resentment. Rachel, a sturdy five-year-old, clutching a floppy old doll, looked up at her mother with anxious grey eyes.

  Peggy was a slender woman of thirty, her frizzy brown hair fastened back under a hat with a narrow brim and a thin face with a waxen complexion. Her usually pretty features were soured with rage at

  the sight of their new home. In her arms, as they stood there in the winter dusk, she was hugging the last remaining bundle of their possessions.




  ‘It’s even worse than . . .’ She whispered the words, but even so, Rachel could hear the intensity of her bitterness. ‘Look at it – a slum. What can it be

  like inside – verminous . . . Oh!’ There was a shudder in her voice. ‘I can’t bear to go in. My God, look what he’s reduced me to. I’ll be begging on

  the street next.’




  It was the last in a row of mean back-to-back terraces, crouched hard up against one of the soaring, blue brick arches of the viaduct. As they stood there a train rumbled deafeningly overhead,

  raining down smuts. The window frames were caked in soot and grime and the bridge cast the place into permanent shade.




  They had walked here, from the comfortable villa in which they had lived in Sparkhill, along the busy Stratford Road towards the middle of Birmingham. The further in they progressed, the more

  closely crammed together were the factories, the tiny, dark workshops and cramped, rotting dwellings. The air had thickened, smoke and fumes filling their nostrils. Along the streets, through the

  chill afternoon air, came the clang of metal against metal, the drone and roar of machines whose heat sometimes breathed, dragon-like, in their faces as they passed the factory doorways. Male

  voices could be heard shouting over the racket of machines and the wheels of carts clattered by on the road. The cold air was gritty and sour with a mixture of smoke and metallic dusts, sharp with

  chemicals, and ripe with the stench of horse manure trodden into the cobbles and refuse piled in the crowded back courts of houses. This was the old quarter called Deritend.




  People passed them in the gloom, some eyeing them curiously, others with heads down, wrapped up in their own business. White breath streamed from them in the cold. Peggy flinched away from

  anyone who came too close. All she wanted was to get safely inside where prying eyes could not see her or guess that she might be the wife of that man named in the newspapers . . . But now that she

  was in front of the house, she hesitated, looking fearfully at it.




  ‘I can’t bear to open the door,’ she said. ‘God knows what’s behind it – and I don’t suppose there’s even a nub of coal in this godforsaken

  hole.’




  As they stood there, a man emerged from an entry along the street and moved towards them with an odd, shuffling gait. He was small of stature and dressed in black. As he drew near, Rachel shrank

  back closer to Peggy, seeing that the man had a terribly misshapen face, distorted by a hare lip. Brown, angry eyes fixed on them from under his cap. Peggy tried to move away, reaching for

  Rachel’s hand. The man addressed them, barking out a series of abrupt sounds that made no sense. Saliva hung in a string from one corner of his mouth.




  ‘Get away from us,’ Peggy cried, her voice shrill. Rachel felt her mother’s fear in the sharp tug of her hand, pulling her frantically towards the house, which suddenly seemed

  like a haven. ‘Come on – get in!’ she hissed, shoving the door open.




  Leaving the man still addressing them, mystifyingly, they almost fell inside and shut the front door – a row of parched, nibble-edged planks somehow hanging together – hard behind

  them.




  After the shadowy street, the gloom was even greater inside, the cold even danker. At first there were the smells: long-dead ash, a rank, vegetable odour and underlying all of it, a stink of

  damp. Something scuttled and squeaked in the corner. Rachel shivered and gripped her mother’s hand. As their eyes cleared they took in the filthy iron range, the ash and rubbish scattered all

  over the floor, the stained walls. Otherwise the room was bare except for a lopsided table and two chairs, one with the two back legs missing so that it was keeled over, resting on the back of the

  seat. Peggy stepped over, peered at the surface of the table and blew across it before putting her bundle down. Without removing her neat black coat, she went to the stairs. Not wanting to be left

  down there, Rachel followed her up the rotten treads. In the waning afternoon light, through the narrow windows of two mean rooms looking over the street, they saw that the only furniture, in the

  larger of the rooms, was a thin mattress slumped up against a wall, covered in stained ticking. Peggy said not a word.




  Downstairs, she sank onto the one useable chair, her hands bunched into fists. Her breaths came loud and fast as if she were an angry pair of bellows. Rachel felt her insides knot with dread.

  Mom looked as if she was going to burst.




  Rachel stood still and waited. Already, during these terrible weeks, she had learned to keep a little secret part inside her locked away from her mother, to take her mind somewhere else because

  Peggy’s rage and bitterness were so terrifying. She wanted to make things better for Mom but she did not know how and she was starting to feel as if she might burst herself. Her thoughts

  escaped to the horse she had seen further along the street, an enormous creature with a thick black mane, its face pushed into a nosebag. As they passed, the munching animal had lifted its head and

  stared at them – at her, she was sure. That horse is my friend, she thought. She wanted to go outside again and find it, to pat it and rub her cheek against its neck for comfort.




  She knew to stand quiet, not to interrupt her mother’s rages. It was something she had had to learn in these weeks since her father’s disappearance, since the day his body was pulled

  out of the Grand Union below the Camp Hill locks. And that was only the beginning of the life they had known being snatched away from them.




  ‘Look at me!’ Peggy’s words jolted from her. ‘Look at what you’ve done to me, Harold Mills – made me into a pauper! Damn you . . . Damn you!’

  Her fist slammed on the rotten table. ‘You stupid, feckless fool! As if I had anyone else to turn to – oh, I can’t bear it!’ She pulled herself upright, then turned suddenly

  on her daughter with a burning expression of loathing in her eyes.




  ‘And you – always there like a millstone round my neck. I never wanted children, you know that, don’t you? Oh no! I let him have one, just for the sake of it! One child! One

  rock – that’s enough to drown you!’ She gave a horrible, harsh laugh. ‘If it wasn’t for you, I could get away from here and have a life. Look at this place

  –’ She looked wildly around the room. ‘This is our life now – thanks to your father. Poor, outcast and living in a slum – that’s our life now. So

  you’d better get used to it!’




  







  I




  







  Two




  1932




  ‘Get back, you silly girl – how many more times’ve I got to tell you?’ Peggy snapped as Rachel tried to follow her up the path to the front door of

  the big house. ‘Stay behind that wall out of sight.’




  This outburst brought on another bout of Peggy’s coughing. She leaned groggily against the wall for a moment, curling forward as her chest rattled and she gasped for breaths of the cold

  air.




  Rachel, now a solemn-eyed seven-year-old, used to doing exactly as she was told to try and please her mother, shrank back into the gloom outside the imposing gateposts. In her arms she held

  their little bundle of the day so far, wrapped in a sheet. As her mother’s coughing died down she heard her give a low groan. Rachel wanted to put her fingers in her ears. Mom kept making

  these terrible, frightening noises. Her chest sounded so bad. Peggy had insisted that Rachel come with her after school, though when they set out she hardly seemed to have the strength to get

  along. Some of the people today had been so rude and nasty, so Mom was upset and angry as well as poorly.




  They were outside another of the big Edgbaston houses which all seemed like palaces to Rachel. She shifted so that she could see through the gate. The glow of electric lights through the long

  windows showed glimpses of the curves of deep red curtains fastened back at each side, the elegant symmetry of a china vase, its blue and white patterns lustrous, on the sill inside. It was all so

  grand and beautiful! How she longed to creep along the path and slip inside, to lie by the fire which she knew must be crackling in the grate in the big room, a soft hearthrug in front of it for

  her to relax into and feel her frozen limbs uncurl in the warmth . . .




  In the front garden was a horse chestnut tree, its remaining leaves wizened into autumn colours and glowing in the dusky light like a shower of bronze. She wanted to gaze and gaze at it. Fancy

  having an enormous tree right outside your house! When they stepped out of their house it was straight onto the narrow street with not a blade of grass in sight. Until recently she had forgotten

  that there were such houses as this, or places where the air was not thick with smoke and factory smells. She thought they were only in stories, not in Birmingham.




  She put the bundle down on the ground behind her. It was nice and soft and she thought about sitting on it but decided she’d better not. It was dark and growing colder, a late October

  evening with the mist beginning to seep along the streets. Rachel shivered. Under a navy gaberdine, so big it reached most of the way down her shins, she had on the little grey tunic which Mom had

  made for school. The sleeves of the gaberdine were too long and the cuffs frayed so Mom told her to keep them rolled up. Now, defiantly, she pulled them down to try and warm her hands, but the cold

  air seemed to slither its way up the sleeves and across her chest. After a moment she crossed her arms and pushed each hand up the opposite sleeve, hugging herself. She was a pale child, her grey

  eyes looming large in her face. Her mouse-coloured hair just reached her shoulders and was parted on one side and pinned back with two kirby grips. On her feet were scuffed black boots that they

  had been given at one of the houses. The soles were worn thin and they were too large as yet, so that she slopped along in them and it was hard to run in the school yard. But they were not

  Mail boots, handed out as charity by the local newspaper! Mom said over her dead body was she ever wearing those – she’d pawn her wedding ring first.




  Rachel looked around her. The wide road was very quiet and clean compared with Deritend. Except for a couple of people whose steps she could hear further along the street, it was almost

  deserted.




  One of them, a man, was trundling along towards her, pushing a barrow. As he drew closer in his shabby clothes, she saw that he was quite an old fellow, a knife grinder with his tools on the

  barrow, who must also have been working his way along the street. His head was lowered and he was mumbling to himself. He did not look up as he passed Rachel. She heard his muttering and the creak

  of the barrow, caught a whiff of stale sweat and then he was gone round the corner. She thought he sounded angry but she wasn’t sure. He was another of those people Mom said she

  shouldn’t talk to.




  It was quiet enough to hear her mother’s footsteps moving along the side of the house towards the servants’ entrance. Don’t let her start coughing again, Rachel prayed. It

  seemed wrong for a stranger to see Mom bent over, helpless like that. Rachel heard the door open and quickly hid herself again. There was a quiet exchange of women’s voices, but even so,

  Rachel’s innards tightened with dread. She was not used to this yet. They had only started out selling on the Rag Market just a few weeks ago, when they could get a pitch. She always went

  with Mom now, two or three days a week after school, to help carry things. They’d take the tram or a trolleybus out to one of the spacious suburbs and work their way along the streets of big

  houses. Mom always put on the most genteel voice she could and spoke very politely:




  ‘I was wondering if you had any unwanted clothes or items to sell, madam. I’ll give you a fair price.’




  Last week at a house in Moseley, a man answered the door. ‘You clear off!’ he burst out, voice full of scorn at the very sight of them. ‘I’m not having any of your sort

  round my place. You go back where you belong, you filthy gyppos!’




  ‘Heaven damn him,’ Peggy burst out once they were along the street. In a low voice she added, ‘May they rot. Rot!’ She stopped and stared at her shaking hands as if she

  did not know what to do with them. ‘Do I look like a gypsy? Do I?’




  Of course the answer was no. She was a neat woman, quietly spoken and as well dressed as she could manage in her precarious circumstances, in a black coat belted at the waist and her dark green

  hat with a peacock feather tucked in the brim. The comfortable life she thought she had been promised by her dead husband, Harold Mills, had been cruelly snatched away, both by his death and by the

  hard truths she found out about him afterwards – the gambling debts, the dreams he had spun in the face of hard reality. After two years of struggling with every kind of work she could do to

  stay home and out of the factory, cleaning and taking in laundry, outwork from factories like sewing pins or snap fasteners onto cards, she had hit upon an additional source of income – the

  markets. After all, they only lived a stone’s throw away from them. So she had become a ‘wardrobe dealer’.




  Today they had been to several houses already. Some of the ladies had dismissed her abruptly – or at least, instructed their maids to send her packing. Rachel, waiting outside, heard front

  doors close with an emphatic bang and then her mother’s hurried footsteps in her black shoes with their tidy heels, their strap and button.




  ‘Right snooty little madam that one,’ Peggy fumed as one of them ordered her to leave. ‘Putting on airs. Anyone’d think she owned that brassy monstrosity of a house

  herself when she’s nothing more than a skivvy.’




  More often though, after being turned away as if she was something dirty, Mom would be silent, sprung taut as a mousetrap. Rachel could feel it in her, waiting for her to snap.




  The air grew colder while she waited, hugging herself as a ghostly mist spread along the street. She hoped this would be the last one, that they could just go home and get in close to the fire .

  . . She stood hopping from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. Her stomach was gurgling with hunger. What on earth was going on? She couldn’t hear a sound. After what seemed an

  endlessly long time, she heard voices again. The door closed quietly and she heard her mother hurrying back down the path.




  Peggy stepped out onto the street, a parcel in her arms. Rachel could hear the faint crackle of paper. But before she could say anything, her mother turned her face to the wall, the parcel

  clutched to her breast and her other hand over her eyes, and burst into tears. Her shoulders shook as the pent-up sobs forced their way out and her weeping made her cough and gulp. Rachel listened

  helplessly.




  ‘Mom?’ she dared to say eventually. Her voice came out sounding small and scared. Had this lady been nasty like the others?




  ‘Oh!’ Peggy managed, trying to control her tears and her coughing. And ‘O-oh!’ again, a long, distressed sound which twisted Rachel inside. She never knew what to do for

  Mom but she felt she must do something, because who else was there? It felt as if there was no one but her and Mom in the world. She clutched the long ends of her sleeves tightly in her hands,

  tears of helplessness rising in her own eyes.




  But Peggy turned to her, tugging the backs of her wrists across her eyes, trying to stifle her crying.




  ‘So kind!’ she said, her voice still wavering like a child’s. ‘She was so kind. It was the mistress of the house herself came and spoke to me. Look –’




  She hurried towards a street lamp a few yards away. Rachel picked up their bundle and scampered after her.




  ‘Such lovely things – look.’ In the circle of light Peggy was unfolding the paper from around the treasure inside. ‘So pretty . . .’




  Rachel saw a folded cream blouse with a collar of intricate lace and little pearl buttons. It was such a delicate, beautiful thing that she did not dare reach out and touch.




  ‘And look –’ There were several pairs of lacy bloomers in a peach colour. ‘They’re new – brand new! And this –’




  At the bottom of the little pile of clothes was a silk garment, also in a blushing peach shade. Rachel did not know what it was, but it looked very pretty and Mom seemed so pleased that she said

  ‘Ooh’ and ‘Oh!’, infected by her mother’s excitement.




  Peggy turned her pale face towards her. There were dark rings under her eyes which gazed at Rachel so intensely that she had to look away at the pretty armful of clothes with their indications

  of a soft, feminine life.




  ‘She didn’t take anything for them – not even a farthing!’ Peggy laughed suddenly, a strange, overwrought sound. ‘She said she didn’t want money for them, she

  just wanted rid of them. These bloomers are brand new!’




  Rachel smiled up at her, the tide of dread receding slowly. Mom was happy – oh, for once, Mom was in a good temper! Her mother’s mood brought light into the world – or

  darkness, depending. What her father had done was beyond her understanding. But it was Mom who was always there, was here now.




  ‘Come on. Bring the other stuff.’ Peggy started to walk off rapidly along the street. ‘We’ll go down to the Bristol Road and get the tram. And once we get to town

  we’re going to buy a tanner’s worth of chips to warm us up, that we are.’




  Rachel skipped along beside her. Never, in all the days since her father died, had things felt as good as this. It felt like the grandest celebration in all the world!




  Mom insisted that they take the chips home. ‘I’m not eating in the street,’ she said. ‘It’s not ladylike.’ Even though the smell of them

  through the newspaper, hot and tangy with vinegar, was making them both drool.




  Peggy built up the fire with the last bit of kindling and slack and put the kettle on for tea. Both of them drew up as close as they could and Rachel turned this way and that, toasting first her

  front, then her back as she devoured her salty chips with what was left of the bread.




  It was a front house that they lived in – one of two dwellings under one roof, backing onto one another and consisting of merely one room downstairs with a tiny scullery and the two

  upstairs bedrooms. The house backing theirs opened onto a small yard, reached by a narrow entry between the houses. The shared toilets were in the yard, as were the shared tap and the dustbins. At

  the back of the yard, in a low cutting, the River Rea flowed almost unseen through the heart of the city, bringing added damp to the houses and sometimes bursting its banks. At the front was the

  constant shadow of the viaduct. Bit by bit, over the months, Peggy had done what everyone in these jerry-built houses had to do – make the best of it. She scrubbed and cleaned, fixed up what

  she could, stitched curtains and acquired a few sticks of furniture. But it was still a poor, damp, tatty place, prone to infestations of bedbugs and silverfish which had to be stoved with a

  sulphur candle. And the family who lived in the back house, facing the yard, were noisy and quarrelsome and only added to Peggy’s rage and bitterness over her blighted life. But her anger did

  give her energy – the raging energy of one who wants, desperately, to get up and out of there.




  Peggy coughed, groaning as the fit passed. But she seemed a little brighter now, thanks to the warm food and tea and the small victory of the afternoon. She sat with her hands warming around her

  cup. Rachel sat on the peg rug at her feet and stared into the fire. It was quiet for a few moments, with only the hiss of the flames which were quickly dying back for want of fuel. Just for a

  moment things felt good. Then there came a bang and shouts of raucous male voices from the house behind, the thud of boots on the wooden stairs.




  ‘Dear God –’ Peggy closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for the racket to die down.




  The feet descended the stairs again. The voices carried on, but quiet. A woman had joined in. Peggy opened her eyes




  ‘We’ll go from this place,’ she murmured.




  Rachel did not know if she was talking to her. She kept very still. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go somewhere else. There were things she didn’t like about living here. She often

  saw rats in the yard at the back, where they had to use the lavatories. Every time she went, she was in fear of meeting one of the rats with their horrible fleshy tails. But from her point of view

  not everything was bad. She went to the little school along the road and played out with some of the children. She had become an adaptable child, tougher than she might have been had things been

  different.




  ‘I’ll not punish myself with this place much longer.’ There was a silence, then in a voice full of venom, Peggy hissed, ‘His fault. His. His vile

  habits.’




  Rachel squirmed a little. By now she understood that her father, a vaguely kind, male shape, had piled up debts. He had a business as a portrait photographer which seemed to be prospering. But

  the gains from the business were nothing compared to the losses from his habit.




  ‘Betting,’ Peggy had told her. ‘On horses. By God, he was good at picking losers!’ Peggy had not known a thing about it until afterwards. ‘Up to his neck,’

  she said. A debt so big it must have overwhelmed him. Everything they owned had gone towards paying it off. Any thought of her past marriage was stalked by betrayal.




  Rachel was getting sleepy. She felt her mother’s hand on her shoulder, bony but warm now.




  ‘We’ll be out of here soon. I vow we shall.’




  Peggy’s voice was gentler now, not blaming Rachel for all her burdens. The young girl looked up and saw her mother’s intent face, her eyes reflecting little orange furnaces of fire.

  She didn’t mind where they lived, not really. She just wanted Mom to be well, not to be sick and angry and struggling, forever exhausted taking in washing and cleaning other people’s

  houses until her hands were red raw. Perhaps now they were on the market everything would be all right. She closed her eyes and leaned against her mother’s leg. And on that happy, memorable

  night, Peggy stroked her hair until she was almost asleep, then she took her hand and led her up to bed.




  







  Three




  It was the Saturday after that, at the Rag Market, that Rachel saw Danny Booker for the first time.




  Market day was Saturday. By midday the fruit and veg traders who had set up early in the morning had cleared away. The place was swept up and it was time for the Rag Market to move in. The gates

  were closed while they set up, to keep the crowds out. Not everyone got a pitch. Some had permanent pitches in the market, but the ‘casuals’ had to queue up to see if there would be a

  pitch for them. It was a nerve-wracking business when you were desperate for the trade. For Peggy to line up amid the other jostling casuals, some of whom she was afraid of – sometimes fights

  broke out – only to be turned away was a huge disappointment and meant she would have to find other bits of work to get by for the week. Peggy was especially irritable with nerves on a

  Saturday morning and nagged Rachel for them to get out as early as possible. But she seemed to have endless energy, as if driven by rage and by her determination that she was owed a better life.

  She was getting quicker at reaching the front of the queue. If they did not get a pitch they waited, and sometimes managed to scramble into one if someone else sold out early and went home.




  Every time Rachel passed through the immense iron gates decorated with the city’s crest – an arm bringing down a heavy hammer, and the exhortation ‘forward!’ – she

  brimmed over with excitement. Peggy felt that market trading was something she had had to stoop to, but Rachel loved everything about the markets.




  Her first job was to go round to the stables at the back of a pub in Bromsgrove Street where for a couple of bob a week, the landlord allowed market traders to store their carriages with

  whatever leftover goods would fit in them. The ‘carriage’ was a big wicker basket on wheels. Rachel always felt very important, fetching it out of the dark stable building, and wheeling

  it round into all the bustle of the streets.




  As she pushed the carriage over the cobbles and along Jamaica Row – Smithfield, the huge wholesale market on one side and the meat markets on the other – and into the Rag Market, all

  around her was the raucous, busy bustle of lorries and carts and banter of the trade. The air was full of voices calling out, the low rumble of the carriage wheels, the smells of roasting chestnuts

  and potatoes, of tobacco smoke on the winter air. And all around, amid the legs, skirts, bundles, carts, trestle tables, prams and hat stands, grew up piles of second-hand clothing for sale, rolls

  of cloth, ribbons and bows, hats and coats, all in a host of shapes and rainbows of colour. And other wares were laid out – crocks and glass, zips and buttons, cutlery, scent, food, sheets,

  toys, table linen . . .




  When she found Peggy that morning, her mother – on her own as usual, not joining in the banter – was setting out the new clothing she had brought that week. Peggy was still not very

  well, troubled by her cough. But Rachel knew her mother always gave off this aura of self-contained isolation, almost as if there was a line drawn around her. I am not really here. I am above all

  this. Head down, under her sporty hat with the feather in it, she was laying out the sheets from her bundle on the ground to keep the clothing off the floor and arranging things folded to look as

  neat and attractive as possible.




  ‘It’s no good throwing them down any old how,’ she’d remark sometimes. ‘That’s what Harold would say, I know he would.’




  These were rare moments when she spoke of her dead husband with respect. Harold Mills’s photographic business in Sparkhill had had a marvellous display window, full of his best portraits

  artistically arranged. ‘Oh, Harold was very good at appearances,’ Peggy would say in more bitter moods. The debts she had inherited were a worse shock than the loss of her

  husband itself. People understood grief – they gave sympathy. A body in the cut, as the canal was known locally, and a legacy of debt was another matter altogether. Harold took with him to

  his grave her trust and respect, buried them forever and left her with fear, bitterness and penury. She had left the neat villa where they had lived and the neighbours she could not look in the

  eye, found the cheapest place she could bear to rent and set out to earn her own living.




  Peggy was laying out the clothes from the lady in Edgbaston, giving them pride of place. Rachel had wondered if her mother would keep the blouse. It was so pretty and she could see she was

  tempted. But no. There it was, carefully folded to show off the lace collar. The peach-coloured garment had turned out to be a beautiful, expertly tailored dress. Usually Peggy spent a long time

  with any clothes she bought, washing and pressing them so that they would look their best, in addition to the other washing and sewing she took in to keep afloat. But these clothes needed no

  improvement – they were new and of good quality.




  ‘Why did ’er give ’em yer, Mom?’ Rachel had asked as they went home that night, clutching their chips.




  ‘She, not ’er,’ Peggy said sharply. ‘She. For the love of God speak properly, not like those urchins at school. She said they were her

  sister’s. I never asked any more. P’raps they’d had a death in the family. It wasn’t as if she’d tell me, was it?’




  As they went to set up their pitch that morning – the day of Danny – in the middle of the market, Rachel saw, to her consternation, that another woman was with her mother and that an

  argument was brewing. She had seen the lady before and she was rather fascinating – tall and voluptuous and wearing a dress with rusty-coloured flowers all over it. Her broad, big-boned face

  was heavily powdered, the lips bright scarlet, and her thick blonde hair topped by a wide-brimmed hat.




  ‘You just move over!’ the woman boomed at Peggy. Beside her were bundles of clothes in disorderly heaps. ‘You’re on my pitch – look, you’ve pinched nearly a

  yard – I’m paying for this. You just clear off!’




  Peggy had her hands on her waist and was standing tall, looking proud and disdainful. ‘You just stop shouting at me,’ she was saying. ‘You only need to ask. There’s no

  call to be so unpleasant.’




  ‘Eh, eh, now, ladies . . .’ a deep, tobacco-laden voice interrupted. Rachel saw the person they called the Toby Man, with his pouch at his waist, striding over towards them. He was a

  solidly built man with a bottle-green neckerchief tied in the opening of his shirt, and a cap resting at a sideways angle on his head, from under which looked out a fleshy face with brown,

  twinkling eyes. His manner was relaxed, as if dealing with squabbling women was a completely familiar part of the job. But he knew he was in charge. ‘What’s going on ’ere

  then?’




  ‘’Er’s pushing onto my pitch . . .’ the red-lipped woman began again. ‘These casuals don’t know how to go on. This is mine – up to ’ere,

  see?’ Rachel could see her mother seething but she was holding her anger in. It would do her no good to get into a fight. ‘Tell ’er to move over. I ain’t paid for my patch

  to ’ave ’er moving in on it.’




  The Toby Man eyed Peggy up and down. He stroked his stubbly chin for a moment, and considered the wares the two women were setting out.




  ‘So far as I know,’ the Toby Man retorted, ‘you ain’t paid for nowt yet today, Aggie, so yer’d best button it ’til you ’ave.’




  ‘’Ere’s my money –’ The woman rummaged about in her cleavage and slammed some coins into the man’s outstretched hand. The Toby Man made a comical face.




  ‘Flamin’ ’ell, Aggie – where’s this lot been?’




  ‘Never you mind,’ Aggie said tartly, rearranging her upper storey by yanking at her clothes so that her mountainous breasts lurched about. ‘Now you tell that one –’

  she nodded her head towards Peggy – ‘to pay up and shove over.’




  ‘Here you are,’ Peggy said quietly, holding out her own rent for the pitch. Her solemn face and neat, simple dress automatically gave her a dignified appearance.




  ‘Ta.’ The Toby Man looked intently down at the ground where the goods were laid out as if reading it in some way, then declared, with a wave of his hand, ‘Move yerself over a

  foot this way, missis. Aggie’s right – you’re too far over.’




  ‘Told yer, didn’ I?’ Aggie crowed. ‘That’s it – you shift yerself.’




  Aggie stood, arms folded, and was obviously not going to move until Peggy did as she commanded. Without responding or looking at her neighbour, Peggy tugged at the edge of her sheets, easing the

  whole pile over.




  ‘You just stay there,’ Aggie said, with a self-righteous nod.




  Rachel watched her mother’s face, but it was a blank. As the Toby Man moved away, he patted Rachel’s head. ‘That’s it, wench – you ’elp yer mother get

  settled.’




  ‘Get the rest of the clothes out, Rachel,’ Peggy said, calmly ignoring Aggie.




  ‘’Er’s a proper snooty bit, that one,’ Rachel heard Aggie mutter behind her.




  Together they lifted the bundle of clothes out of the wicker carriage and laid those out as well. There were some very large bloomers and camisoles, a pair of gent’s trousers which were on

  the small size and which no one had wanted last time, and a misshapen man’s jacket with a paint stain on one sleeve. It smelt smoky and musty. Peggy folded it to make it look as good as she

  could. There were several hats that they had bought at a church jumble sale and Rachel enjoyed arranging those. Peggy had also acquired a set of embroidered table mats.




  The queue of shoppers was building up outside. Excitement mounted before the gates opened. At last as they swung back, a tight crowd in hats and coats poured in, the ones at the front jostling

  good-naturedly, laughing and moving out all around the market. Some already had bags of meat from Jamaica Row or other goods they had bought; some were in deadly earnest looking for bargains, and

  others were there just for a mooch around. Soon the place was buzzing with crowds and activity.




  It was a cold, overcast day. Rachel looked around her, watching one lady haggling for a nesting trio of pudding basins, another comparing the feel of skirt lengths. Customers approached her

  mother’s pitch and immediately took interest in the new things she had on display.




  ‘Ooh – look at that! How much is that?’ a woman asked, pointing at the peach creation with its silken ruffles along the neckline. Rachel thought that such an enormous lady

  would never fit into the dress. Surely she didn’t want it for herself?




  ‘Three pounds,’ Peggy said. ‘It’s brand new – never been worn. Very good quality. Made in Paris.’




  ‘Three pound?’ The lady chortled incredulously. ‘I’ll give yer ten bob and that’s robbing myself.’ Peggy shook her head with disdain.




  ‘Huh!’ Rachel heard the woman say as she turned away. ‘She’ll be lucky – three quid! This ain’t Lewis’s, you know.’




  As the market got into full swing Rachel wandered back and forth among the crowds, taking it all in. A man stood in a gap to one side of a crock stall juggling plates, letting out banter at the

  same time. Rachel watched, smiling. Would he drop one? But he never did. One lady was selling cheap bottles of perfume and the sweet, heady smell filled the air. There were mouth-watering aromas

  from all around of roasting chestnuts and potatoes and meat and frying onions from the cafe by the gates. From the edges of the market came a cacophony of shouting. Only those who were lucky enough

  to have places along the walls were allowed to pitch their wares and they were almost always the regulars who had worked their way into the best pitches.




  Gradually, as Rachel wandered back towards her mother, she became aware of a voice sailing upwards over the cries of other traders. It was high and strong and thrumming with energy.




  ‘Come and get yer comics ’ere – get yer Champion, the Tip-Top Story Weekly! Get yer Triumph, yer Buck Rogers . . . ! A farthing each – three for a

  halfpenny! Never say I don’t give yer a bargain!’




  Rachel realized that the voice was coming from somewhere across from them where a woman called Gladys Poulter regularly had a pitch against the back wall. Gladys was a handsome woman with

  strong, high cheekbones, a sharp blade of a nose and piercing blue eyes. Rachel thought Gladys looked rather forbidding, with an air of strength and dignity which defied anyone to give her trouble.

  She wore her dark brown hair plaited and coiled up into a bun and dressed her wide, curvaceous body in dark, old-fashioned clothes, a black skirt, high-necked blouse and, in the cold, a black

  woollen shawl hugged round it.




  There were some women at Peggy’s pitch leaning down to feel some of the clothes and Rachel could see her mother watching them carefully.




  ‘Those underclothes are brand new,’ Peggy was saying to them.




  Feeling she was not needed, Rachel wandered away again through the milling shoppers, amid the smells of people’s coats, their sweat and perfume, towards Gladys’s pitch. That voice

  was still coming through loud and clear. Through a gap she saw a young lad, about her own age, standing in front of Gladys’s cascades of clothing, belting out his patter. He held one hand out

  like a seasoned professional. She smiled, impressed. The boy looked like a grown-up man who had shrunk. He too had striking blue eyes. He must be Gladys’s son, she thought.




  ‘Best comics!’ he bawled. ‘Come and get ’em – Football Favourite! Three for a halfpenny!’




  The boy’s electric energy drew Rachel in. He had a selection of comics laid out on the ground in front of him and a tobacco tin in which to keep his takings. He was a thin, wiry boy, with

  thick brown hair cropped very short, big blue eyes which looked out at the world very directly and a squarish face with a strong jawline.




  ‘There’s girls’ comics as well,’ he announced, pointing rather grandly, as soon as he saw she was interested. His patter did not include the girls’ comics. Tiny

  Tots and The Schoolgirl were clearly not names he saw fit to be broadcast by someone as manly as himself.




  ‘You’ve got a lot,’ Rachel said, impressed. She loved comics, though Peggy could never spare the money for any. There were several piles of them, some of them looking

  very dog-eared.




  ‘I’ve got a good supplier,’ the boy said, folding his arms.




  ‘You tell her!’ Gladys said, laughing with another woman. ‘Good supplier – what’ll he come out with next?’




  The boy was a little taller than Rachel and had on threadbare grey shorts, one of the front pockets torn, a shirt which looked several sizes too big and a green V-necked jersey with frayed

  cuffs. Rachel saw that he was wearing black Mail boots and that they were badly scuffed.




  ‘’E’s been off round the jumble sales,’ Gladys told her, coming round to speak to them. ‘Found himself a new line of business, ’ain’t yer, bab? Now you

  give ’er a good bargain mind, Danny. You’ve got to learn to keep your customers happy!’




  ‘What d’yer want?’ the boy said gruffly. His blue eyes looked very directly at her.




  Gladys Poulter cuffed his head affectionately. ‘What d’yer want? What kind of way is that to speak to your customers? You tell ’em what you’ve got, you ask if

  there’s anything they like the look of – and then whether there is or not, you show ’em summat they can’t resist . . .’




  The boy had such a compelling gaze that Rachel knew she could not just walk away. But she had only come to have a nose – she had not intended to buy anything.




  ‘I’ve got a farthing,’ she admitted.




  ‘Well – tell yer what,’ the boy said, folding his arms and considering carefully. ‘I’ll give you a special deal. Two for a farthing. How’s that?’




  ‘That’s more like it,’ Gladys chuckled.




  Rachel felt herself become daring. At school she found boys were easier if you stood up to them. ‘Three.’ Eyes full of mischief she looked up at him. ‘Make it three.’




  She heard Gladys let out a hoot of laughter. ‘What’s ’er saying? You driving a hard bargain, miss, are yer?’ She bent over and Rachel saw her dark lashes and the rough

  ruddiness of her cheeks. ‘What’s your name, bab?’




  ‘Rachel Mills,’ she said. ‘My mother’s over there.’ She pointed in Peggy’s general direction. She saw Gladys Poulter sizing up her mother.




  ‘Oh ar – that new one,’ she said. ‘I’ve not seen much of ’er. Come on then, Danny. What’s it to be?’




  Danny looked pained. ‘I’m crippling myself,’ he said. ‘I can’t go lower than a halfpenny.’




  ‘You’re a one, Danny!’ Gladys laughed. ‘You got the whole box for tuppence!’




  ‘I’ve only got a farthing,’ Rachel repeated.




  Danny let out a theatrical sigh and shifted his weight onto one leg as if in resignation.




  ‘All right. Pick three. Girls’ ones. And don’t go spreading it around or everyone’ll want the same.’




  Rachel squatted down and went solemnly through the pile of comics. But she was more interested in Danny. She thought he was funny.




  ‘How old’re you?’ she asked.




  ‘Eight.’




  ‘I’m nearly eight,’ she told him, even though he showed no real desire to know. In fact she was not due to be eight for months yet.




  ‘You’re seven then,’ he said with some scorn.




  ‘I’ll have these.’ She held out the comics, their paper feeling fragile between her fingers as if they had been read countless times already. She handed over the farthing.




  ‘Don’t you go selling them on now,’ Danny warned sternly.




  ‘They’re mine now,’ Rachel said, tucking them under her arm. ‘Mom says once you’ve bought summat it’s yours.’ She had no intention of selling them, but

  somehow the boy brought out a mischief in her.




  Danny looked at her and grinned suddenly. ‘Don’t go selling them on anyway,’ he said. ‘Even if they are yours.’




  ‘Want a humbug?’ Gladys called to her, holding out a little white bag.




  ‘Ooh, yes!’ Rachel squeaked, unable to believe her luck. ‘Please,’ she added. She decided she liked Gladys Poulter, even if she did look fierce. The bag, held open in

  Gladys’s hand, contained a sticky mass of tiny mint humbugs.




  ‘Take a couple or three,’ Gladys offered. ‘They’re not much.’




  Rachel managed to pull two mints away from the others.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said shyly. She stood, uncertain, holding the sweets between her fingers, as her mouth watered at the smell. She wanted to talk to Danny more but she couldn’t

  think of anything to say.




  ‘Better go,’ she said.




  ‘Bring a halfpenny next time,’ Danny advised.




  Rachel skipped back to their stall across the way, feeling as if it was her lucky day.




  







  Four




  All that week, Rachel kept thinking about Danny. Would he be at the market again next Saturday? And would they get a pitch themselves? She was always disappointed if they did

  not, but now she was praying, Please let us, and make him be there! She had friends at school but there was no one as exciting as Danny. He had a sparkiness and force of personality that

  drew her in. He was not like anyone she had ever met before.




  Now that Peggy was working at the market more, she was able to let up a bit on some of the other jobs she was doing. Many a night Rachel had fallen asleep knowing that her mother was still all

  the way round in the yard, in the brew house, the shared wash house which was usually being used by someone else in the daytime. She would be slaving over a copper of water full of dirty clothes

  and toiling away with the maiding tub and dolly by the light of a candle. Rachel didn’t like having to go to sleep without Mom in the house and Peggy’s hands were often red raw and

  itching from all the wetness and harsh soap. Now she could make better money on the market. The first things she had bought as soon as she could afford them were an old flat iron and a secondhand

  Singer sewing machine. She could make more money taking in sewing and mending things for the market. Now, the hot, scorching smells from the iron were from ironing her own wares, not from other

  people’s laundry.




  One day, after school that week, Rachel calculated that her mother’s mood seemed quite good. She was an expert now at reading Peggy.




  ‘Mom,’ she said, through a mouthful of bread and margarine, ‘can I have a halfpenny this week – just once?’ Mom sometimes allowed her a farthing, for a few

  sweets.




  Peggy was standing at the range in her apron, stirring a pan of soup. She frowned. ‘What’s got into you? You’re not going to spend it on those old comics again, are

  you?’




  Rachel gazed back at her, head on one side as she finished chewing. Mom said it was rude to talk with your mouth full. With her eyes she pleaded with her mother to agree.




  ‘It’s reading,’ she wheedled, once she had swallowed. ‘You like me reading.’




  Peggy gave a sigh of exasperation. ‘You’re a determined miss, aren’t you?’ She brought her cup of tea over and sat at the rickety table, giving a rare smile.

  ‘You’re a little monkey. All right – just this once. But I don’t want you coming home with those dirty old things every week.’




  She had sold the silk dress for eighteen shillings – less than she had dreamt of, but a high price for the market and eighteen shillings for nothing was a good profit. The blouse and

  pretty underwear had also fetched in more than she had ever taken at the market before.




  Rachel could feel lightness and hopefulness coming from her. Though she did not know it now, these were some of the sweetest hours she would ever spend with her mother.




  ‘D’you know,’ Peggy said, holding her cup in both hands, ‘I really do believe that soon we shall be able to look for a new place to live. We can get out of this rat-hole

  and start again.’ She looked at Rachel, sat a little straighter, a fierce pride burning in her eyes. ‘And I’ve done that – all of it. Kept us out of the clutches of the

  parish and those means-test harridans. I haven’t taken a penny from anyone!’




  As Rachel trundled their basket-carriage into the market the next week, there was no sign of Danny. But while she and Peggy were setting up, she saw Gladys arrive, a powerful

  figure in her black dress, pushing her own carriage. Danny was striding along beside her, holding a cardboard carton in his arms. Rachel saw that his shorts were so patched and darned they looked

  like several garments in one. She didn’t laugh – her heart fluttered at the shame of it. Why didn’t his mom dress him a bit better when she had all those clothes to sell? They

  must be very poor, she thought. But Danny strutted along in his Mail boots as if he was dressed to kill.




  Once the market opened, Danny’s strong voice rang out through the high space amid the other hawkers. ‘Come and get yer comics! Nearly new comics – halfpenny for three! Get

  yerself a bargain!’




  After a time she could not resist going over to look. There were a couple of boys there, looking down at the comics. Rachel recognized one of them from school and shrank back. He was a bully

  with a face she thought looked like a pig’s. The girls always kept out of his way in the school yard and she didn’t want anything to do with him now. But the boys were taking no notice

  of her.




  ‘’Ow much?’ The pig-faced boy pointed at the pile of boys’ comics. His voice sounded sneering.




  ‘A farthing,’ Danny repeated. ‘Three for a halfpenny.’




  ‘They’m all mucky. Give us three and I’ll give yer a farthing.’




  Rachel listened carefully. This was the deal Danny had allowed her last week. She wanted to think she was special and that Danny wouldn’t do the same for just anyone.




  ‘Nah,’ Danny said, pushing his hands deep into his pockets and standing up very straight. Once again he reminded Rachel of a little man. A hard man at that. ‘Can’t do

  that. Three for a halfpenny or nowt.’




  ‘’S too much. Fight yer for it.’ The boy raised his fists.




  Rachel felt her heart thump harder. He was always fighting, this boy. It was the main thing she remembered about him. He was a strapping lad. Danny would never win a fight against this heavily

  built bully. She glanced at Danny’s mom for help, but Gladys was surrounded by a gaggle of customers all fudging through her piles of clothes and she was talking to them, hands on hips,

  watching them like a hawk. Thieving was a constant danger in the market and you had to keep alert.




  There was a silence between the two boys for a moment, their eyes locked together. Rachel stood clenching her hands. She desperately didn’t want to see Danny humiliated by this great lump

  of a boy.




  ‘Nah – I ain’t fighting yer,’ Danny said, casual sounding. ‘That’s the price. If you don’t like it you can clear off. Take it or leave it.’




  ‘But I said . . .’ The boy moved towards Danny.




  Rachel could stand no more. She marched up to Danny’s row of comics and said, ‘I want to buy some! I’ll have three. Look – here’s my halfpenny.’




  She didn’t look at the other boy. She acted as if he wasn’t there.




  ‘All right,’ Danny said, turning his attention to her as if to a proper customer. ‘Pick ’em then.’ To the other boy he said, over his shoulder, ‘Come back

  when you’ve got the right money.’




  Rachel bent over the comics, choosing the ones that had the most words in them and would last her the longest. The back of her neck tingled with the sense of pig-face boy behind her and she

  waited for the fight to break out over her head. But nothing happened. She was aware of Danny standing over her, his bony knees close to her. When she raised her head, the story comics clutched in

  her hand, the boy had gone. She stood up.




  ‘I’ll have these.’




  Danny pocketed her money. ‘Ta. So yer got the right money this time.’ He had a brisk, distant air, but she thought she saw a smile trying to escape round his lips.




  Rachel nodded. She couldn’t think what else to say. She wanted to say something, anything, to give her an excuse to stay there.




  ‘That boy’s in my form at school,’ she said. ‘He’s stupid. Thick as a brick.’ She’d heard someone say that and she thought it was funny.




  Danny didn’t smile. ‘Looks it,’ was all he said.




  ‘Eh, bab!’ Gladys called to her. Her customers had temporarily thinned out. ‘You buying our Danny out again, are yer? Want one of these?’




  She was holding out another sweetie bag. Inside this time were sherbet pips, what seemed liked hundreds of them.




  ‘Go on, take a good few – and take our Danny some while you’re at it.’




  ‘Ooh, thank you,’ Rachel said. Fists full of little sweets she went back to Danny. ‘’Ere – these are for you.’ She emptied one hand into his palm. ‘Your

  mom’s nice.’




  ‘She ain’t my mom,’ Danny said as they both tipped the little sweets into their mouths. ‘That’s my Auntie Glad.’




  ‘Oh,’ Rachel said. ‘Well – she’s nice.’




  She never knew quite what to say to Danny. As the weeks passed and Christmas drew nearer, the market was at its busiest. School broke up and in the week before Christmas the

  market was open on more days. Peggy didn’t always manage to get a pitch, but she made sure her name was always on the Toby Man’s list and more and more often, she was successful.




  Whenever Peggy and Rachel walked into the market, the first thing Rachel did was look for Danny. Her heart jumped faster whenever she saw him there in his raggedy clothes and big boots. If she

  had any money she bought comics which she read avidly afterwards as if the comics themselves were an extension of him. And Gladys usually had her supply of sweets.




  ‘She says it’s either them or fags,’ Danny told Rachel one day. ‘And ’er likes sweets better.’




  They had brief, gruff conversations. She didn’t think Danny had much time for girls, but at the same time she had the impression he was pleased to see her, flattered perhaps by her

  devotion, even if he only showed it by not telling her to go away. He treated her in a lofty, amused way as if she was a faithful dog whom he could choose whether or not to pat.




  She tried asking him questions and got very short answers.




  ‘Where d’you live then?’




  ‘Down Ladywood. Summer Hill.’




  ‘Where’s your mom then?’




  He looked away, suddenly very distant, not answering.




  ‘When’s your birthday?’




  ‘It’s the day I were born.’




  She got out of him that he was about a year and a half older than her. It seemed far more. He felt aged, like a granddad.




  ‘’Ve you got any brothers and sisters?’




  ‘Three sisters.’




  ‘What – no brothers?’




  ‘No – I’d’ve said if I had, wouldn’t I?’




  ‘What about your dad?’




  ‘What about ’im?’




  It was hard work getting anything out of Danny.




  Times were very hard: the depths of a depression; three million unemployed. The government had introduced the means test the year before, shredding the already poor even

  poorer. No one could have public assistance before any last possession worth anything had been sold, whether it be the piano or the sewing machine.




  The well-to-do might take their children to Lewis’s department store to see the winter wonderland and Father Christmas. But in the markets, everyone could mingle among the crowds amid the

  festive atmosphere. Late on these cold winter afternoons the place was lit by naphtha lamps and everyone went out of their way to make it cosy and festive. Streamers hung high across the wide

  space; some of the market people had brought oil lamps and wrapped red crepe paper round them to create a warm glow; others decorated their pitches with tinsel and lametta, winding strands of it

  round their hair and hats. Sprigs of mistletoe made an appearance and kisses were begged and granted or laughingly refused.




  The sights, sounds and smells filled Rachel with excitement. The market seemed louder, more vibrant and busy than ever. Horses and carts were lined up outside the gates, the animals’

  steaming breath swirling in the freezing air, their warm smell mingling with the smoke from all the factories, with manure and the musty smells of the old clothes. Mixed in with all these were the

  enticing aromas of chestnuts roasting and other whiffs of hot, delicious food. And there was all the vendors’ shouting and the chatter and bustle! It was so exciting, so much better than

  being at home, and Rachel could see that despite her scruples about being there, Peggy had grudgingly learned to enjoy some of it too.




  But Gladys seemed very quiet that afternoon. It was the one thing that put a dampener on the day. Every so often, she shouted, ‘Buy yerself a Christmas treat! Come on, ladies –

  gloves and scarves – keep the cold out!’ But compared with normal, her heart wasn’t in it. There was a visible heaviness to her, as if something was dragging at her. She seemed

  shut away with her own sad thoughts. Disappointed, Rachel kept out of her way.




  Peggy had a pretty array of table linen that she had bought from a widow in Handsworth.




  ‘My mother-in-law gave it to us when we were first married,’ the woman had confided in Peggy. ‘I never saw eye to eye with her at all and I hid it away in the sideboard and

  only used it once or twice when she came round. I’m glad to see the back of it to tell you the truth. You can have it, dear, and good luck to you.’




  Peggy was hoping someone would like it to give as a Christmas present and she had ironed it all carefully and laid it right at the front.




  Rachel skipped back and forth between her mother’s pitch and Danny’s, sucking the barley sugar Gladys offered her and standing beside Danny, hoping everyone would think they were

  running the comic business together. She had not bought anything from Danny lately because she was saving her farthings to buy a present each for Mom and Danny for Christmas. The trouble was she

  only had a penny halfpenny even now and there didn’t seem much you could buy with that. She noticed that Danny, like his aunt, seemed especially distant today and his shouting had a harsh,

  angry edge to it. She wondered if she had done something wrong.




  ‘Get yer comics here!’ he bawled into the general racket, ignoring her. ‘Get yer Christmas comics – two for a farthing!’




  The price had gone down as the day waned, Rachel noticed. Darkness had fallen and the place was lit up now that it was getting on for closing time. Cigarette smoke tingled in her nostrils. She

  shivered under her jumper. Her feet in her little boots felt like blocks of ice, but she didn’t care. Gazing round at all the animated faces in the crowds, at Danny, his swaggering way of

  standing, his voice singing out, she was full of happiness – even if Danny was in a mood. She loved the decorations and the feeling of Christmas coming. And life was so much better than when

  Mom had just been slaving away on her own!




  And then it happened. She didn’t see it coming. She was standing near Gladys and Danny. The man was just another stranger, burly, in dark clothes like all the other men, pushing through

  the crowd. She couldn’t tell that he was drunk and in a rage. Shoving his way through, he was suddenly upon them.




  Afterwards she did not know what happened first. Rachel saw the man’s wide fleshy face, thick, dark brows under his cap, a merciless expression. Gladys’s voice shrieked, ‘Oh

  no, you don’t – you get away from ’ere, you bullying sod you!’ And Danny, who saw him too late, twisted round and tried to duck away. But the man seized him by one ear,

  yanking cruelly at it.




  ‘You – come with me, yer little rat . . .’ he slurred. ‘You’re coming along with me – now.’




  In those seconds she could see Danny was in pain and that he was trying not to cry out. He was helpless as the man twisted his ear, then grabbed him by the arm.




  Gladys shot out from behind her wares and was game to fight the man with all she had. ‘He’s staying with me –’ She started punching his chest, pulling on him, but he was

  so big, he just shoved her away.




  ‘Get off, you meddling bitch . . .’




  All in seconds, as Gladys staggered backwards and other people around exclaimed in protest, Danny was disappearing with the man across the market, squirming and struggling, but defeated. The two

  of them merged with the crowd and disappeared.




  Gladys stood watching, panting, hands on her waist, a terrible bitter expression on her face. Rachel was rocked to the core, seeing Danny like that. In the seconds as the man grabbed him, she

  saw an anguished, despairing look cross Danny’s face. He was suddenly young. Very young and scared. Her legs were shaking.




  ‘Who was that?’ she asked Gladys, her voice trembling.




  Still staring across the market, Gladys said, ‘That’s his father. Married to my sister. Poor cow. Was, that is.’ Gladys sagged then. ‘’Er’s just passed away,

  Wednesday. Heaven help them all.’ Her voice crumbled. She drew a clenched fist into her body, as if to quell a spasm of pain, and she turned away shaking her head. Rachel knew she could not

  ask any more.




  Every time she went to the market from then on she looked for Danny. Nothing was the same without him and she could not shake off the memory of his face that day, the helpless fear in his eyes.

  His mom had died and he had not said a word. Her heart turned leaden at the thought of it.




  ‘Is Danny coming back?’ she asked Gladys once or twice. Gladys’s strong faced filled with anguish. ‘They’ve gone away, that’s all I know. As for them coming

  back – I don’t know, bab. I really don’t.’




  







  II




  







  Five




  May 1938




  ‘So – here is our new home.’




  Rachel raised her head, resentfully, at Peggy’s triumphant announcement. After following her mother with dragging feet from the bus stop on the Coventry Road, she found herself in front of

  a shop with a sign over the door which read, in curling script, HORTON’S DRAPERS & HABERDASHERS.




  ‘We’ll be living upstairs, over the shop,’ Peggy said as they hesitated outside with their bags and bundles. Her voice was purring with excitement. ‘It’s quite

  roomy and Fred’s got it very nice up there.’




  Rachel looked up at the sizeable brick terrace, its gables decorated with ornate, bottle-green barge-boards. Like every other house in the city it was dusted with soot. But the windows looked

  newly washed and reflected the morning sun. Compared with the houses they had lived in so far, it was a step up indeed.




  Only at this moment, though, as they stood in the warm spring air, did Rachel take in fully what this meant, what Peggy’s wedding yesterday to a man called Fred Horton – at the big

  church, St Cyprian’s in Hay Mills – implied. It meant that both of them had to change their names. That Rachel had to leave her school, leave the neighbourhood. Mom had only told her a

  week ago.




  Rachel, now twelve, dressed in her best Sunday frock, turned her face upwards with a stony expression.




  ‘I don’t want to live here,’ she muttered. ‘I don’t like it. I want to go home!’ She felt helpless, as if she had been tricked.




  ‘What d’you mean?’ Peggy laughed. There were new, happy lines on her pale face. ‘Of course you want to live here. Look at it – after the other ratholes we’ve

  been in! This is my chance for some life. A new start – and nothing’s going to get in the way of it – not you, nor anyone else . . . Now don’t you go making trouble

  for me, or . . .’ Whatever she was going to say, it died on her lips as the shop door swung open.




  ‘There you are at last, Peggy, my dear!’




  Fred Horton was a man of barely more than five feet tall, his mouth beaming pink under a clipped moustache, gingery-brown hair slicked back on each side of a middle parting, freckled cheeks,

  pink and bunched like tiny plums under his ginger-lashed eyes.




  ‘Come in – come in!’ He gave a silly little bow and his jacket swung open to display a tightly fitting weskit beneath, and a watch chain. ‘Your home, my dear!’

  There was something aged about Fred Horton. Although in his forties, seven years Peggy’s senior, he seemed very old to Rachel. Old and peculiar and stinking of tobacco. She wrinkled her nose

  at the very look of him.




  ‘Fred – yes, here we are, with our few chattels,’ Peggy said in a jolly tone. It felt to Rachel as if they were being taken in like beggars, taken pity on. But of course her

  mother was now this man’s wife. And she had a stepbrother seven years her senior, who she had disliked on sight. It felt strange and all wrong. ‘Come along now, Rachel. This is our new

  home, thanks to Fred.’




  ‘We’ll take your things upstairs,’ Fred instructed. He had put on an expansive air, as if showing them around a palace on behalf of the king. ‘We don’t want to

  clutter up the vestibule.’




  They passed along the hall and Rachel glimpsed the shop through the first door to the left. The stairs led straight up in front of them, covered with a runner of moss-green carpet. Soon they

  were on a narrow landing.




  ‘There’s a small storeroom downstairs, and the back kitchen. We conduct most of our life upstairs, though,’ Fred told them. Rachel looked the other way as he talked. Why should

  she be interested? And Mom had already been round the house, though she seemed happy to be shown it all again and exclaim over it as if she was seeing it for the first time, which just seemed

  silly.




  ‘Our room will be at the front of the house, Peggy dear.’ Fred spoke in a voice that made Rachel shudder. Already she loathed him, for existing, for marrying her mother.

  ‘We’ll save that one for later. Now – this is the parlour.’ They peeped into what might once have been a bedroom, in the middle of the house, with a narrow window

  overlooking the yard at the back. It was a glum-looking place. The floor was covered in brown linoleum. To one side, dark brown leather chairs were arranged stiffly around a little lead fireplace;

  to the other, away from the window, was a gateleg table with no covering on it and four chairs, squeezed up towards one corner. It felt chill, even in the spring weather. The only thing on the

  narrow mantelshelf was a photograph of what seemed to be Fred, standing beside a woman in a wedding dress. The woman was not Rachel’s mother.




  ‘You see, Peggy,’ Fred said. ‘The place is badly in need of a woman’s touch. Our little daily only does the very basics. But now you’re here, my dear.’




  Rachel saw one of his stumpy, freckled hands move across her mother’s back. Fred leaned in and pressed his lips to his new wife’s cheek. He was barely half an inch taller than Peggy.

  Rachel felt herself shrink inside. She felt alone, as if there was no one else with her in the world. She didn’t want some strange, freckly man laying his hands on her mother.




  But there was nothing she could say. Peggy was quite closed off to her. There was no choice. They were to live in this house, owned by Fred Horton, whose business, ‘Horton’s Drapers

  & Haberdashers’, was thriving on the Coventry Road. During the past three years Peggy had moved out of the ‘hovel’ as she called it, in Floodgate Street, to a bigger –

  though still small – terrace in Bordesley, not too far from the markets. That had not been a rathole. It was ordinary enough, and Rachel had liked it. But now Peggy was onto greater things.

  She was going up in the world, to comfort and security, to the station in life she felt she was due and with a man to look after her. But Rachel would have done anything to stay in that little

  house with Mom and Mom alone – even if her mother was often harsh and unhappy.




  Peggy had met Fred Horton in his shop. One day, as she was in the area looking to buy clothes, she had gone into Horton’s to see if he had any remnants for sale which would suit her to

  make up into garments. She was a good seamstress and had had a lot of success selling her own clothes. That was how it started. Fred’s first wife Alice had died a year earlier and he was on

  the lookout. Within three months the two of them were engaged – but not before Peggy had been introduced to this house and all that went with it. And she had not said a word to Rachel –

  not until the last minute.




  ‘He’s got a maid!’ she’d said, excited. ‘Imagine!’ Harold Mills had never run to domestic help. Now Peggy knew why – all his money was being sucked off

  elsewhere.




  The dark corridor seemed to Rachel to stretch for a very long way between the front and back of the house. After the parlour Fred Horton showed them a bathroom – with running water! Peggy

  exclaimed with excitement again.




  Stairs turned off the landing to another floor. ‘The attic – that’s where my son Sidney’s going to be now. He’s moved out of his room specially to give it to you,

  you see.’




  And as they progressed to the back of the house, Fred announced, ‘And here’s where you’ll sleep, little Sally!’




  ‘Rachel, dear,’ Peggy corrected. ‘Not Sally.’




  ‘Rachel. I do beg your pardon.’ Fred turned in the passage, forcing them all to stop rather abruptly. ‘Rachel – of course. I don’t know why, but

  you look just like a Sally to me.’




  Rachel withered further inside. She did not trust his oily apology. She wanted to run outside into the sunshine, to run away, back home – except home had gone. There was nowhere she could

  run to. She made a face at Fred’s back.




  ‘Here we are – this is all yours,’ Fred said, opening the door grandly.




  The room was tiny, barely bigger than a boxroom. At that moment it was advantageously bathed in sunlight, the one thing which gave it a cheerful look. The bed was to the right of the door,

  though there was nothing on it but a mattress covered in dusty-looking ticking. Along the left wall next to the door was a dark wooden chest of drawers with a tatty white crocheted mat on it. The

  floorboards were bare, except for a square offcut of brown carpet by the bed.




  ‘We’ll soon get your bed made up,’ Peggy said, cajoling as she saw Rachel’s mutinous face. The sunlight could not disguise the stained distemper and smell of damp in the

  room. But it wasn’t the room she minded – that was certainly no worse than other rooms she had slept in – it was that she didn’t want any room in this house, with this man

  who she did not like.




  ‘But it’s so far away,’ she whispered. She reached for her mother’s hand, but Peggy shook her off as they followed Fred Horton’s dumpy figure.




  ‘Oh, our room’s only just along here,’ Peggy said in a determinedly cheerful voice. ‘Not far away at all. And you’re a big girl now – you don’t need to

  sleep near me, do you?’




  That Sunday they spent unpacking their few belongings. Rachel’s took up very little space in the dark chest of drawers. She went to look out at the back, wondering if

  there was a garden, but there was nothing but a scrubby brick yard with weeds pushing up between the cracks.




  In the evening the four of them sat at the table in the parlour above the shop. Rachel’s feet did not touch the floor and the seat of her chair had sunk in its frame so that she felt as if

  she was sitting on a lavatory. Fred was at one end of the table and Peggy the other. Opposite Rachel was Sidney Horton. He was nineteen years old, with the same looks as his father, muddy red hair

  and eyes which Rachel hardly saw throughout the meal because he never looked up for long enough. His brow was clenched in a permanent frown. He worked at Webster & Horsfall’s, the wire

  factory in Hay Mills. He was silent and graceless and ate with loud slapping, squelching sounds, paying no attention to Rachel, as if she wasn’t there, which suited her well enough because

  she wished she wasn’t. But his smell wafted over to her, sweaty, metallic and alien.
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