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  I dedicate this work to the memory of my little sister Susan Mary Nixon




  Susan died 25 August 2000 in Hamilton, New Zealand, aged 52 years.




  







  Saturday’s child works hard for a living.




  







  One




  Few people spoke to Nellie Hulme.




  For one thing, she hadn’t cleaned and stoned her step since the turn of the century, while the inside of her house was reputed to be worse than Charlie Entwistle’s rag-and-bone yard.

  Lily Hardcastle, who suffered the questionable fortune of sharing party walls with Miss Hulme, was inundated with mice, silverfish, cockroaches and some little brown things for which no-one could

  discover a name.




  Lily was worn out with it all. She felt like bringing in the sanitary people, but she couldn’t quite persuade herself to do it. There was something sad and pitiable about the lonely woman

  next door, that shambling figure that made its way from home to shop, from shop to library, out of the library and back home to squalid isolation.




  Another reason for avoiding Nellie Hulme was that she stank like old books, aged sweat and, for some strange reason, over-boiled cabbage. According to theory, she never cooked, living instead on

  chip shop meals, pasties, pies and the odd sandwich on a Sunday when shops were closed. As cabbage was not a part of this odd equation, the folk in Prudence Street guessed that some ancient

  vegetable matter had found its resting place beneath piles of newspapers and rat droppings.




  Whatever, the old lady was a disgrace, while her house should have been condemned years ago – even the bombed-out properties in the street were in better condition than number 1. Yes, the

  first house in Prudence Street was a festering boil, and something should have been done about it years ago.




  Lily Hardcastle, who was scrubbing her step and her ‘first flag’ – decent people always scoured the slab just outside their front entrance – stopped the movement of brush

  and sandstone when Nellie Hulme’s door opened. Even now, out in the so-called fresh air, Smelly Nellie’s aroma tickled Lily’s nose. The woman was a disgrace. Soap and donkey-stone

  cost nowt. Nellie had enough old clothes in that house to swap for a hundred scrubbing stones off a passing rag cart. Should Lily have another go at getting through to Nellie? Did she have the

  energy for such a confrontation?




  Lily sat back on her heels. It was no use; there was no point in going through all that mee-mawing again. Nellie Hulme was deaf and dumb. To communicate with her, a person had to enunciate each

  syllable and match the words to invisible drawings produced by hands waving about in the air. Lily was fed up with carrying on like a windmill. It was all right for everybody else in the street,

  because Nellie’s house was an end one, so poor Lily was the only one who suffered the constant smell and the frequent invasions by wildlife of many denominations. ‘Mucky owld

  bugger,’ she said under her breath. ‘House wants burning down, everything in it and all. Aye, the lot needs shifting.’




  Lily’s youngest, an urchin named Roy, joined his mother in the doorway. ‘Her ashpit’s got maggots in it,’ he declared, ‘loads of them. I reckon I could sell them to

  people what go fishing. I wonder how much I could get for ’em?’




  Lily clouted him across a leg with her floorcloth. ‘Get out of me wet,’ she ordered, ‘mind me donkey-stoning. Any road, you’re supposed to be in bed, lad. Have you been

  scratching them spots? What have I told you about that, eh? If you keep digging away like that, your gob’ll be smaller than the pox.’




  Roy was not a thing of beauty; his freckle-spattered face was topped by a bright red thatch, and his skin was not improved by several bloody pits from which he had dug the pustules of chicken

  pox. ‘You’ll be marked for life,’ chided Lily. ‘Get back inside before I clout you again. And I hope you’ve not been poking and piking about over yon.’ She waved

  a chapped hand in the direction of next door. ‘It’s trespassing, is that. One of these days Nellie Hulme’ll get the police on you, me lad.’




  Roy went back inside. He had ‘gone over’ once more, even though Mam had told him to stop. She had told him so often that his backside had stung from many a slapping, yet he could not

  resist climbing the yard wall to have a dekko through Nellie Hulme’s scullery window. It wasn’t easy, either, all that muck inside and outside the panes, but he had scraped a bit off

  and now wanted to tell somebody about the tree. It wasn’t every day a lad found a tree growing in a scullery.




  Mam came in, her body bent sideways by the weight of a bucketful of water. ‘You’ve been and gone and done it again, haven’t you?’ she asked. ‘After all I’ve

  said, you’ve been hanging about in that filthy midden next door.’




  He nodded mutely.




  ‘You’ll catch summat. You’ll catch the back of my hand and some terrible disease and all if you keep going over that back wall.’ She clattered the bucket onto the flagged

  kitchen floor. Curiosity overcame her. ‘Well?’ she asked. ‘What did you find this time? More maggots? Rats as big as cats?’




  ‘There’s a tree growing in the sloppy,’ he said.




  ‘Dirty owld bugger,’ muttered Lily. ‘In the slop-stone? It’ll be an onion. She likes raw onions on her cheese butties, or so I’ve heard. What else?’




  The thin lad raised a shoulder. ‘I saw a mouse eating some bread. Well, I think it were bread and I think it were a mouse – could have been a small rat. Tins everywhere, milk gone

  green, newspapers on the floor. And the kitchen fire’s been raked out all over the place, ashes everywhere.’




  Lily leaned against the table. She was getting wearied to the back teeth with Miss Nellie Hulme. Here she was, doing her best against all odds, three lads, a husband who liked his ale, a

  tuppence-halfpenny job at the Prince William, not a decent rag to her back. And at least half her day was taken up by fighting this losing battle against Smelly Nellie. ‘I’ll have to

  fetch the town,’ she declared. ‘Because it’s not right – we shouldn’t be living next to all that. She should be cleaned up and moved out. We’ll all be coming

  down with some sort of a plague – you mark my words.’




  Roy picked at another itchy spot on his forehead. Mam was always going on about how everybody should mark her words.




  ‘I said mark my words, not your face. Now, give over doing that – I’ve told you,’ yelled Lily. ‘Scarlet fever’ll get into your system through them holes what

  you keep digging. Mithering about round ashpits while you’ve got open wounds – have you got no sense at all?’




  Roy sighed. He didn’t know what to do with himself, because he didn’t feel ill, yet no-one was allowed to come near him until he had stopped being infectious. Although he disagreed

  with the theory that education was a necessity, he had to admit that school was a damned sight better than being stuck here with Mam, washing, ironing, cooking and scrubbing. He couldn’t even

  go next door. Nellie Hulme didn’t seem to mind; she had seen him, had made no effort to chase him off. ‘I’ve nowt to do,’ he moaned, wishing immediately that he could bite

  back the words. ‘I can find summat,’ he added hastily, ‘I could read in me bedroom or . . . or I can make sums up, practise, like, for when I can go back to school.’




  Lily skewered him with a hard look, handed him the Zebo and some rags. ‘Get that grate shining,’ she ordered. ‘Use plenty of leading and elbow grease. No finger marks, no dull

  bits and wash your hands when you’ve finished.’




  ‘But Mam—’




  ‘You heard me, so shape.’




  ‘The heat makes me spots itch,’ he moaned, ‘and I’m still not well. See, I’ve got a fever, all sweaty and . . . and . . .’ His voice died. The expression on

  his mother’s face declared that all negotiation was fruitless, that there would be no treaty, no quarter given. ‘All right,’ he mumbled. He smeared Zebo on the oven door and

  wished with all his heart that he had kept his mouth shut, because Mam often found work for idle hands, declaring that she would use them before the devil did. That was yet another of Mam’s

  sayings – the one about the devil and idle hands.




  Lily stood in front of the dresser mirror and looked at the reflected stranger. She was only thirty-eight. Her eldest was seventeen, her middle one fourteen, her youngest, now making a feeble

  effort to shine the oven door, was nine. ‘I suppose I’m a lucky one,’ she mouthed. After all, Sam wasn’t at her all the time, wasn’t forcing her to have a baby every

  year. And there were ways and means, methods unavailable to the hordes of Catholics across the street. Aye, things could have been a damned sight worse, she reminded herself yet again.




  But she looked so tired, so faded. It was a toss-up, she supposed, between poverty caused by too many children, or the same produced by a man who drank half his wages, thereby rendering himself

  incapable of procreation most nights of the week. Well, she would try hard to be grateful, she really would. The inner voice wore a sarcastic edge.




  Lily wanted more than this, more than a life that had become a fight against many kinds of filth. Even thinking about the men’s lavs at the Prince William made her gorge rise, all those

  deposits left everywhere, vomit, faeces, phlegm. And some of it was likely Sam’s, as he was one of the ne’er-do-wells who frequented that particular hostelry. Yes, she hated cleaning

  that pub. She was meant for better things, for a decent home, a pleasant life . . . wasn’t she? Was any member of her generation going to step outside these mean streets with their

  soot-coated walls and ill-tasting air? Where was there a decent life? Where should she go to seek it out? God, she had no idea what she was thinking about.




  She’d been a bonny girl in her time, apple-cheeked, auburn-haired, straight of spine, strong in wind and limb. But now . . . She stepped closer to the speckled mirror. She could have been

  any age over forty, just a white face whose definition had become blurred by the fatty deposits from a poor diet, faded hair that was almost mousy, tired eyes, a forehead lined by care.




  ‘Mam?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Do I have to finish it?’




  Lily swallowed. Marriage finished it every bloody time. She thought about the friends she’d had at school and in the mill, every last one of them worn down by motherhood, poverty, some by

  abusive husbands. That was the other good thing about Sam – he had never lifted a hand to her or the kids . . .




  ‘Mam, I’m tired.’




  Aye, they were all bloody tired, all pale-skinned through living in narrow alleys supervised by mill walls, mill chimneys, mill smoke. There had to be more than this, she told herself. The best

  she could expect was a chara ride to Blackpool once a year, some visits to and from relatives, a cigarette when she could afford one. There was no point in expecting new frocks and decent shoes, no

  sense in dreaming about a hairdo or a lipstick. And the idea of a better, cleaner life had to be the product of a disturbed mind. She had to accept it, live with it, just like everybody else . .

  .




  ‘Mam?’




  ‘Oh, leave it, Roy – you’re getting on me bloody nerves – and that’s swearing.’ Not one of her sons could be described as either use or ornament. Like their

  father, they were selfish, thoughtless, feckless. No, that wasn’t true, because Danny sometimes looked at her sideways before handing her an extra shilling.




  ‘Mam?’




  She rounded on him. ‘Go,’ she said, her tone dangerously quiet. ‘Go and look at her next door’s tree, her maggots, her green milk. I’m past caring, Roy. I’m

  past all of it. Only don’t come running to me when you catch the scarlet.’ She was tempted to add, ‘Because I might not be here’, but motherhood held back those words.




  Roy studied his mother for a few moments. She had a temper as red-raw as any Irish Catholic’s, but there was something a lot worse than temper in Lily Hardcastle. She had a cold place, a

  part of her that sat way below ordinary anger. Perhaps that was because she wasn’t a Catholic. Catholics lived on the other side of the street. They were noisy, ill-kempt and full of fun.

  When he grew up, Roy Hardcastle was going to become a Catholic. They had singsongs, tunes played on a melodeon, fights, dramas.




  He went outside and thought about climbing over the wall, but the excitement had gone now that he had Mam’s permission; things weren’t half as exciting when adults approved. He

  scuffed clog irons on yard flags, kicked a stone about, admitted that chicken pox was not a good idea. He missed having people to talk to – even teachers were better than nothing at a

  pinch.




  Lily sank into a fireside chair. She was in a funny sort of mood, one she couldn’t quite get to grips with. Her thoughts were all over the place, darting about like a butterfly on a hot

  summer’s day. And how many butterflies had she seen this year? How many chances had there been to look for a butterfly? Week after week, she went from posser to clothes line, oven to table,

  cleaning to ironing, the only change in routine a three-hour shift as dogsbody at the Prince Billy. Had she cleaned the ashtrays, did she know they were nine beer glasses short, when was she going

  to scrub the floors? And it would likely go on like this for ever.




  ‘Thirty-eight,’ she said aloud. ‘Thirty-eight and bloody finished. Well, it’s either me or them, and it’s not going to be me. I’ve got to get out of here

  before I turn daft.’ An inner voice told her that she couldn’t go, but she shushed it, her tongue clicking impatiently against her front teeth. A door opened to let folk in and to allow

  others out. Surely stepping away would be easy?




  She looked at the Home Sweet Home sampler above the fire, glanced at a few blue-and-white plates on the old dresser. Whatever was she thinking of? She had three sons, one down a Westhoughton

  pit, one ready for leaving school, Roy still a little lad. Then there was Sam, who was not the worst husband in the world. She noticed how she kept processing the same thoughts, the same excuses

  and reasons. She was staying put because things could have been worse, was trying to prevent herself from looking for better. This might be 1950, but women were still not allowed to wander. They

  could vote, could run a country while men ran about with guns, but they remained morally tethered to their duties.




  She saw Roy through the window, knew from the noise that he was sparking his clogs against the flags. Normally, she would have berated him for wearing out his irons, but she couldn’t be

  bothered any more. Something had ended today. What, though? What was different about today? What was suddenly so wrong? Perhaps she was having the change of life early.




  There was usually enough food on the table; even when Sam drank his way through five bob, they managed to have sufficient to eat. But bellies were topped up by Lily’s Prince Billy money.

  By rights, Prince Billy money should be saved for Christmas, for days out, clothes, kids’ birthdays. He wasn’t pulling his weight, wasn’t Sam. He had never pulled his weight, come

  to think.




  She tapped her fingers on the edge of the fireguard. Agitated on the surface, she was experiencing an inner calm that was almost frightening. It was ten minutes to one. Danny, her eldest, would

  be back from the pit at about six o’clock. She had a soft spot for Danny, who helped out as best he could when it came to money. Aaron, the fourteen-year-old, would be leaving school in a

  couple of months. That left Roy, nine years old and as much trouble as a barrel of monkeys. He was too young to be abandoned. Had she stopped loving her children, then? Was she one of those women

  who lacked true maternal feelings? Questions, questions, no bloody answers, no way of escaping the eternal circle.




  And where the bloody hell did she think she was going, anyway? Buckingham Palace? ‘Excuse me, King George, but I could do with a job – oh – and can my Roy go to school with the

  little princesses?’ No, the princesses weren’t young any more – the older was married with a baby son of her own. Lily was losing her mind . . . or was she? A note to Danny

  – please look after Aaron. Aaron. Daft name, that. But Sam had insisted on it, as Aaron had been his grandfather’s name.




  Perhaps that was the answer – she had never been allowed much of a say in anything. Sam went to work, brought in the wage – after it had been depleted by his drinking – so he

  ruled the roost. Men ruled. They were in charge, which was why the world was for ever at war. ‘I’ve got to do it,’ she explained to herself. ‘I have to get myself off out of

  here before it kills me.’ But there was no certainty in the words, no conviction. It was a dream.




  ‘I’m going,’ she announced firmly. She would not run to her family. She was determined not to become a burden to anyone. So first, she had to find herself a job, somewhere to

  live, a new school for Roy . . . Raising her head, she looked at him once more. He was hanging over the wall that separated the Hardcastle family from the disgraceful house next door. Roy adored

  his father. Lily could not discuss her half-formed plan with a nine-year-old. Born after his father’s enlistment for war, Roy had made a hero of the man who had returned with a scarred face

  and one finger missing.




  ‘I can’t say a word to you until the last minute,’ she whispered at a disappearing pair of legs. ‘And if you don’t want to come, I won’t force you.’

  This was like a fairy tale, something out of a book with big coloured pictures inside. She wove the story, wished with all her heart that she dared to live the fable.




  She took a deep breath. The twentieth century was half done and the war was long over. Some items were still rationed, many things were hard to get, and there was a restlessness in people, a

  feeling that things should be better after a five-year ceasefire. They had suffered deprivation beyond measure, had endured hardship because the country had needed to ‘pull together’ in

  the face of the enemy. Where was the reward? Where was the compensation? War widows existed on pensions too paltry to feed a cat, a few wounded heroes sat on doorsteps waiting for life to begin

  again. As for herself – Lily Hardcastle had lost two stone since the birth of Roy, had directed all rations at her children, had become old.




  ‘I’m not ready for old,’ she informed the grate. ‘I don’t love him any more. Sometimes, I wonder if I ever did really love him. Did I really think we’d be

  different, me and him?’




  She thought about various men in the vicinity who had abandoned wives and children, could not bring to mind any women guilty of the same crime. When a man left home, people looked to the wife,

  pitied her, wondered whether she had treated her husband properly. How would they react when a woman took off? she wondered. Females stayed. They endured all kinds of ill-treatment, yet they

  remained simply because they were housewives, skivvies, creatures owned by their men.




  Lily gulped. Even the thought of such a venture brought fear to her heart. No, she wasn’t frightened, not really. Still calm, she was beginning now to worry about the children of a woman

  who had chosen to absent herself. Danny and Aaron would be talked about, but they would survive. As for Sam – well – he could drown his sorrows in another pint of Magee’s.




  Roy wandered in. ‘Mam?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Why does Smelly live like that?’




  Lily stared at her son, through him, into a future that she needed to change. ‘She’s lost all heart, Roy. She just can’t be bothered with anything.’




  ‘Why?’ His face screwed itself into a mask of questions.




  Lily shook her head slowly. ‘Well, she’s deaf and dumb for a start. She’s lonely and miserable, she’s got nothing to do, nothing to hope for in the future.’




  ‘She can read, Mam.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘She goes to the library and reads all sorts. They’ve even made her her own corner because she stinks so bad. Nobody’ll sit near her. And why is she always going to the picture

  house if she can’t hear what’s being said?’




  Lily sighed and swung the kettle over the fire. ‘Somewhere to go,’ she muttered.




  ‘Did she have a mam and dad?’ Roy asked.




  ‘Course she did,’ answered Lily impatiently. ‘Everybody has a mam and dad. But they’ll be dead now. Nellie Hulme’s not far off seventy.’




  Roy looked at his own mam. She seemed different, a bit sad, down in the mouth. ‘You’ll never get the town to her, will you, Mam?’




  Lily gasped. This was a rare moment of empathy, a few beats of time during which she realized that this boy, her youngest, understood her completely. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I suppose

  I won’t.’




  ‘Because that’d be cruel, wouldn’t it?’ asked the voice of innocence.




  ‘Yes, lad, it would.’




  She heard him trudging upstairs, the metal-studded clogs crashing into each step. He had set her thinking about Nellie Hulme now. The mystery of Nellie Hulme – it sounded like a crime

  book, one of those her own mother had used to read.




  According to folklore, Nellie had simply appeared one day, the adopted daughter of Sid and Edna Hulme, a childless couple in their late forties. They had lived here, in Prudence Street; the

  little girl had been kept at home and taught by them. She had learned to read, to write, to count, to do a bit of lip-reading, had grown up under the protective gaze of two solid, trustworthy

  citizens.




  After their deaths, Nellie had remained in the same house, had allowed it to fall into its present state. Her original beginnings were unknown, though she never seemed completely bereft of

  money. So she had probably come from a comfortable family, people who could not cope with a deaf child, preferring instead to pass her on to folk who would take a wage for rearing her.




  ‘Poor owld soul,’ murmured Lily as she made a brew in a pint pot. ‘Still, they must have left her a few bob.’ Nellie had never worked, had kept her body and soul together

  on conscience money, no doubt, payments from her real family, a cache from which the now elderly spinster could take her weekly pittance.




  Lily sipped at hot, sweet tea. Aye, this was a strange street, all right, Catholic on one side, Protestant on the other, never should the twain mix, though those rules had relaxed somewhat since

  the end of the war. The other end of Prudence Street had been bombed, leaving several houses uninhabitable, others flattened, two mills intact. ‘Trust them to survive,’ said Lily now.

  ‘Bloody mills and pits, they’ll never stop killing us.’




  She thought her way along the houses, lingering on each dwelling as if saying her goodbyes. There was Nellie Hulme at number 1, sad, overweight, deaf, lonely. Then, at number 3, the Hardcastles

  struggled along – Lily herself, Sam, the three lads. Five Prudence Street housed Dot and Ernest Barnes whose family had long grown and left. Ernest and, for a while, his boys had been the

  Orange Lodgers, the taunters of the Catholics, though time and a bolting brewery horse had eroded their zeal for that cause. The sons had grown out of it and into sensible men, while Dot had never

  been involved at all. It had been him, Ernest, bad bugger he was.




  Charlie Entwistle occupied the last house on Lily’s side. He owned a rag-and-bone yard, was a miser and a target for many a woman’s attention. Since his wife had passed away, Charlie

  had spent a great deal of time polishing his running shoes, as he had no intention of sharing his wealth with the women who chased him. ‘What’s he saving it for?’ Lily asked out

  loud. ‘No kids, no-one to leave it to. What’s he doing living here? He could afford a grander place, I’m sure.’




  Her mind’s eye sallied across the street to the papist side. A lovely woman lived at number 2. She was named Margaret O’Gara, though most called her Magsy, a nickname she had

  acquired as a child. She had a daughter called Beth and a late husband who was buried in Italy. Then there were the tearaways at number 4, a brood reared by John and Sarah Higgins. Lily had lost

  track, though she knew that all the children were girls and that their names included Eileen, Theresa, Vera, Rachel, Annie – and others too numerous to mention. A running joke in the

  neighbourhood supported the legend that Sal Higgins called a register every morning just to make sure that all members were present and correct.




  Which left only Thomas Grogan, the orphan. The sole survivor of an air raid, Tommy Grogan had been taken in by the Higgins family. He was their son, the boy they had never managed to produce.

  With her eyes closed, Lily saw the lad’s face, eyes haunted by the sudden absence of his family. His dad, whose sight had been terrible, had never been called on to fight for his country. He

  had died in his home and in the arms of his loving wife.




  There had been no division then, when the bombs had been deposited on Prudence Street. Catholic and Protestant had struggled side by side to release little Tommy from beneath a solid kitchen

  table. Oh yes, everyone had come together against the Germans.




  He was ten now, little Tommy Grogan. He owned the face of an angel, cherub-cheeked, red-lipped, the beautiful countenance topped by a mass of blond curls which he flattened with water. After a

  few minutes, the curls would spring up again and all around him would smile. He was the perfect child. Although indulged by the Higgins family, Tommy Grogan managed not to be spoilt. Lily wondered

  where they all slept; rumour had it that several had beds in the parlour, while the lovely cuckoo in the nest occupied the kitchen at night. Well, Sal Higgins had best keep herself to herself

  – any more babies and they’d be using the scullery and the coal hole as sleeping quarters.




  Time was passing, as it inevitably must. Lily rose and began cobbling together a stew that enjoyed a passing acquaintance with meat. Sam had drunk the black market meat money, of course. Oh,

  God, she couldn’t go. She was the one who made sure that Danny and Aaron got a hot meal after work and school. As for Roy, he would never leave his father.




  Lily dropped into a ladder-backed chair, peeler in one hand, carrot in the other. So this grim, grey life would go on and she, like so many others, would fade into her grave like a mere shadow,

  forgotten as soon as earth and sods were replaced.




  She blamed much of her disquiet on Charles Dickens, a writer she had discovered in the big town library. A little boy in a graveyard, a woman sitting at a decayed wedding breakfast, a girl who

  would break Pip’s heart. ‘Great Expec-bloody-tations,’ cursed Lily. ‘Just a book, a pile of lies. Nobody meets a rich criminal in a cemetery, not in real life.’




  Dickens had known all about real life, yet the man had dared to project a ray of hope onto the backcloth of merciless reality. ‘They have to do that, writers,’ she mumbled as she

  attacked vegetables, ‘have to make sure it all comes right at the finish – otherwise, who’d bother flaming reading?’




  There would be no Magwitch for Danny, Aaron or Roy. They would work down pits until their skin became blue with absorbed dust, until their eyes were reddened by that same gritty substance, until

  their lungs were scalded and too ravaged to do their job.




  Lily closed her eyes, saw her father coughing into a blackened cloth, watched the black as it turned brown, then scarlet, heard the laboured breaths shortening as his body closed down. Oh, for a

  Magwitch! Oh, for just enough to buy a little business, sweets, tobacco, newspapers, bits and pieces. How could she sit and watch while Danny and Aaron donated their youth to coal?




  ‘You’re selfish, you are, Lily Hardcastle,’ she informed herself in a whisper. ‘You want to go off just because life doesn’t suit, because you can’t care

  about nobody except yourself. Well, get fettling and make life suit.’ She got fettling, mustered her stew into order, piled ingredients into a soot-blackened pot, treated herself to a

  Woodbine.




  As she inhaled rich Virginia, she thought about Charlie-at-the-end, that famous rag man who bestrode his useless fortune like an old hen squatting on a precious egg. He had money, yet his life

  was no better than hers, not really. Poor old Nellie in the next house had little but death and the Tivoli cinema to anticipate, while the Higgins clan across the street lived from hand to mouth,

  hardly a pair of clogs between two girls, barefoot on the cobbles, voices raised in prayer every night as they did the rosary.




  What good had their prayers done? Lily squeezed the end of her Woodbine and placed the remaining half behind her ear. In the Vatican, Pius the twelfth lived among riches beyond counting, while

  those who supported him and his pastors had to take turns going to school, sharing clothes and shoes, headlice, fleas and diseases. It was a rum world, all right.




  Lily stood up, smoothed her hair, retied her pinny. She stirred the stew, seasoned it, went to the front door for a breath of air. Across the street, Magsy O’Gara stood on a wobbly stool,

  a ragged leather in her hand.




  This was daft, Lily thought. Why shouldn’t she cross the street? In shops, everyone spoke to everyone without asking, ‘You a Catholic or a Protestant?’ And the war had pulled

  people together, while the religious maniac who lived next door to Lily was quieter in his old age. Surely those days of religious discrimination were over?




  Pinning a smile to her face, she crossed over and steadied Magsy’s stool. ‘There you are, love,’ she said, ‘we can’t have you falling, can we?’ Bugger the

  Orange Lodge, thought Lily. Bugger the lot of them. It was time the women stuck together, whatever their denomination.




  ‘Er . . . thank you,’ said Magsy.




  ‘You’re welcome,’ answered Lily. And she meant it.




  







  Two




  Nellie Hulme had a habit of smiling to herself as she waddled along, often completely oblivious of those who avoided her or gossiped about her. Although stone deaf, Nellie had

  a strong sense of atmosphere, while her sight was as sharp as any gimlet. But usually, she managed to absent herself, wallowing in a secret pride, a knowledge that in one particular area of life

  she was special, almost unique, certainly a one-off in the township of Bolton. What would they say if they ever found out? Would they want to become friends, to rub shoulders with her hitherto

  unacceptable persona?




  None of them knew. Even the Hulmes, Nellie’s adoptive parents, had not survived long enough to discover her talent. Nellie’s vocation had been discovered on a wet day some forty

  years ago, a dismal Tuesday with low-hanging clouds, persistent drizzle and a chill that cut through to the bone. Every time she remembered that day, Nellie shivered, partly with the remembered

  weather, mostly because of its glorious outcome. She had sidestepped into a wonderland called Bolton Central Library, had wandered, cold and dripping, through the arts and crafts section.




  Of course, the house had started to deteriorate soon afterwards, but the house had not mattered then, scarcely mattered now, though she thought about it sometimes, wondering how long it would

  take to clear up. What mattered most was the astonishing fact that Miss Helen Hulme of 1, Prudence Street, Bolton, Lancashire, was so sought after that people of note wrote begging letters, while

  her order book was fuller than a newly opened sardine tin, crammed with names, specifications, measurements. Miss Helen Hulme was a self-made star.




  On her grimy parlour fireplace, crested cards were stacked three and four deep, messages from the staff of earls and dukes, two or three in the copperplate hands of princesses, one from the

  queen herself. Nellie lived in a world of bobbins and damask, of threads and linens and fine, sharp needles; Nellie was lacemaker to a king, to lords and ladies, to the newly rich and to the

  established upper crust. She was wanted, needed, valued.




  She opened her door, kicked a few boxes out of the way. Nellie knew every creak of her floor, though she did not hear anything; she felt movement in boards, was aware of vibrations when a door

  slammed, when an unsteady sash dropped its window too quickly. She could see for yards ahead, was able to sense any change in weather long before it arrived, had the ability to sit for hours on end

  with pattern books, bobbins and threads. She was thoroughly focused on her calling and, apart from her visits to the library or the Tivoli Picture House, she devoted most of her time to the design

  and manufacture of household linens.




  Straight away, she had known how to make lace. Her first set of bobbins had been extensions of her own fingers, implements she had recognized right away. Had she been here before, had she lived

  already in another time, in a place where women had sat in the Mediterranean sun, digits flying over cottons, silks and linen?




  Not interested in newer, quicker methods, disenchanted by cheap materials, Nellie stuck to the old rules, her work cemented in centuries long dead, patterns culled from Brussels, France,

  Nottingham, Honiton. She was a true perfectionist, an artist with imagination, flair and the determination to succeed. So, while the residents of Prudence Street imagined her to be lazy, she was,

  in truth, dedicated to work that was absorbing and intensive.




  She threw a pile of old clothes to the floor and settled her bulk on an ancient armchair. In a minute, she would get up and take off her coat, but she was so tired, so . . . Her eyes closed and

  she was asleep in seconds. For the thousandth time, she was picking up the letter, the letter, the one that had changed her life. Beneath the crest of York, a few words, fourteen words,

  ‘Thank you for the beautiful tablecloth; the duke and I shall treasure it always’ . . . And she had signed it herself, Elizabeth, Duchess of York. What a boost that had been to the ego

  of Helen Hulme. That same Elizabeth was now queen, while her gentle, frail husband occupied a throne vacated by a cowardly man who had chosen an easier way of life.




  Nellie snored and snorted her way through the dream, recalling invitations to visit the palace, writing again in her sleep the polite refusals. She was too deaf to travel, too frightened, too

  ill. She was far too dirty for Buckingham Palace, though she never told them that. How could she inform a lady-in-waiting that, in truth, she was too weary to wash, too keen to sit up each night

  with her threads and bobbins? No-one would ever understand fully, so she made no attempts to explain herself.




  Thus a scruffy, deaf woman from a northern town had become a maker of table linens for the gentry. One day, after her coffin had been carried from the house, the street would learn that she,

  Helen Hulme, had made and decorated cloths to cover tables bigger than her own parlour, had woven love into sets of sixty or eighty napkins, had served her king, her queen, her country. Royal heads

  rested on Hulme antimacassars, while silver coffee pots and delicate cups stood on Hulme tray cloths.




  She shifted, and the dream changed. The world was big and green; a man dangled her from his shoulder, pretended to let her fall. Nearby, a pretty lady smiled. Birds sang. She heard them,

  listened to cadences so precious, so sweet . . . Oh, what joy there was in the throats of those feathered creatures. The wind in the trees was audible, whispering and rustling among leaves before

  emerging at the other side to skip away towards other mischief. The pretty lady laughed, a tinkling noise that sounded almost like little bells rocked by a breeze. When the man laughed, Nellie

  shivered. His laughter was deep, low, almost threatening.




  Nellie woke with a jolt. Sound. Only in sleep did she remember sound. Hearing had been taken from her, had been removed by the hand of . . . Whose hand? Had God done this to her, had He visited

  this upon an innocent child? Perhaps she had been ill, laid low by a fever that had invaded her brain and her ears.




  She needed to remember, had to remember, could not remember. And therein lay her bitterness, her unwillingness to comply with rules, to live as others lived. Because, once upon a time and in a

  faraway place, she had been a hearing, speaking child. But her fairy tale promised a different ending; there was no prince, no slayer of dragons. The words happily ever after were not on the

  page.




  Roy ran into the kitchen, his face almost purple, a look of triumph decorating the homely face. ‘Mam?’ Breathlessly, he gulped. ‘I’ve seen it. You

  won’t believe it when I tell you, Mam, ’cos you’d never guess in a month of Sundays.’




  Lily was doing shortcrust to make a lid for the stew. In her experience, a layer of pastry on top of a dish made the food go that bit further. She moved a rolling pin to and fro, not needing to

  glance down at her handiwork. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘you look suited. What have you done now?’ He had at least six holes on his face and would probably grow up looking like an

  uncooked crumpet.




  ‘I’ve seen it, I’ve seen it and she’s come back, Mam.’




  ‘Has she? I’m right pleased to hear that, Roy. And who’s she? The cat’s mother?’




  Roy hopped from foot to foot. He was bursting with words, yet he couldn’t organize them into a sensible sequence. ‘Drainpipe,’ he achieved eventually. ‘I went up it while

  she were out, Mam. Smelly’s drainpipe. It weren’t easy to climb, but I managed at the finish – and – well, I saw it.’




  Lily slammed the rolling pin onto the table’s surface. ‘You what? You daft little bugger. Everything in that house is rotted, lad, including the drainpipes. It’s a wonder

  you’re not lying in her yard with your back broke.’ She noticed that his expression was one of shock and bewilderment. ‘Well? Has the cat’s mother took the tongue from your

  head?’




  He sat down. ‘Back bedroom,’ he stammered, ‘her back bedroom. Mam, it’s clean. It’s . . . it’s cleaner than our house, cleaner than owt I’ve ever

  seen.’




  ‘You what?’




  ‘It’s clean,’ he repeated.




  ‘Clean? What do you mean, “clean”? Her’s never batted a mat since we moved in here. As for a sweeping brush, I bet she hasn’t got one to her name.’




  ‘There isn’t no mats. It’s lino or oilcloth, I think, and the room’s full of stuff. There’s a big, long table, Mam, all shelves up the walls, boxes on them, a

  massive chair what she must sit on with a little table next to it and loads of oil lamps and books and cotton – big reels, not like what you have in the sewing box, Mam – and cloth,

  white cloth stood up in a roll and it’s clean. It were like looking into a hospital room, all spotless, like.’




  Seconds staggered past. ‘Clean? Clean? She never has a bath. Yon tin bath in her back yard fell off the wall years since, when the handle rotted away.’




  ‘One clean room, Mam. Window’s clean and all. She must have sat out.’ Sitting out was an activity that always frightened Roy. The women of the street often chatted to each

  other as they cleaned the upstairs windows, bodies outside, legs inside and usually pinned down by children whose responsibility was to stop their female parents from dropping to certain death.




  ‘She’s never sat out, Roy. I’d have noticed.’ Very little in Prudence Street escaped the notice of Lily Hardcastle.




  ‘She might do it at night, Mam.’




  Pastry forgotten, Lily cupped her chin with her hands, thereby depositing self-raising flour all over her neck. ‘Well,’ she breathed, ‘I’ll go to the foot of our stairs

  and sing “Land of Hope and Glory”. Whatever next?’




  ‘There’s a thing hanging on the door,’ he offered now.




  ‘A thing? What thing?’




  Roy struggled once more for words. ‘It’s on a coat-hanger, but it’s like . . . like a big frock, only it’s not a frock.’




  Lily waited, watched as gears fought to mesh within her son’s nine-year-old brain. When was a frock not a frock? And was this youngest of hers all right in his head?




  ‘It’s like . . . like two sheets sewn up with a hole for her head and holes for her hands. Like a tent, it is.’




  Well. Lily Hardcastle didn’t know what to think or say, so she took the docker from its place of residence behind her right ear, lit it, inhaled deeply. A clean room? In Nellie

  Hulme’s house? ‘I thought she never went upstairs, Roy. I thought she slept in her front parlour.’




  ‘It’s not a sleeping room,’ the boy answered, ‘it’s a making room. She makes things.’




  ‘What things?’




  He shrugged. ‘Cloth things.’




  Lily, seldom at a loss, could not lay her tongue across a single syllable. Cloth things? Anything coming out of Nellie Hulme’s dump must have stunk to high heaven and low hell. And if the

  old woman was making clothes, why didn’t she fettle a few bits for herself? There was neither rhyme nor reason to this. ‘Are you sure, Roy Hardcastle?’




  ‘Yes, Mam.’




  ‘You’re not making it up?’




  ‘No, Mam.’




  The mystery of Nellie Hulme was deepening fast. ‘Put that kettle on, son, I need to get me brain working.’




  He put the kettle on. ‘And a paraffin stove.’




  ‘You what?’




  ‘There’s a paraffin heater, Mam. That’s clean and all, like shiny. It were that much of a shock, I near slipped off the drainpipe.’




  ‘Then don’t go up it again, else I’ll tell your dad.’




  ‘Right.’ He inhaled deeply, hopefully. ‘Can I have a dog?’




  ‘No, you can’t.’ Roy often did this, distracting her then slipping in that same request, though sometimes he asked for a cat. He was desperate for an animal of some kind.




  ‘Well, a cat would kill the mice,’ he said, ‘and a dog would chase the rats away.’




  Lily threw her cigarette end into the fire. She draped pastry across her rolling pin, flicked it effortlessly onto the top of her brown baking dish. He wanted a dog, a cat, a rabbit and a good

  hiding. ‘Did you see any of the things Nellie had made, Roy?’ Lily scalded the pot and made tea.




  He folded his arms. ‘I could look after a dog.’




  She sniffed. ‘You looked after them goldfish, didn’t you? Dead in a week, they were. You fed them enough to keep a whale going for a year.’




  ‘Cloths,’ he replied.




  ‘What kind of cloths?’




  ‘I’d take it for walks. I could take it to the park every day after school. It would guard the house and all.’




  Lily fixed him with a hard stare. ‘What kind of cloths?’ she repeated.




  ‘I could teach it tricks. They sit up and beg.’




  ‘I’ve enough beggars round my table, so think on and tell me about them cloths. No use leaving me with half a tale – you know it’ll mither me for the rest of

  today.’




  He studied his mother, assessed that her mood was fair-to-middling. ‘Holes in the corners,’ he replied finally. ‘At the pictures, in posh houses, they wipe their gobs on them

  while they’re having their dinners.’




  Lily popped the dish into the fireside oven. She had learned more today about her next door neighbour than she had found out in ten years. But she still couldn’t work out how Nellie kept

  the stuff clean. Then she remembered. She’d seen Nellie once coming out of the Chinese laundry on Derby Street, a large brown paper parcel under an arm. Nellie in a laundry? It was like

  trying to imagine an iceberg in the desert.




  ‘Cats don’t eat much,’ persisted Roy.




  ‘Neither do I,’ retorted Lily, ‘and we’re not having a cat, they howl in the night.’




  ‘A dog, then,’ he wheedled.




  ‘I’ll think on it.’ She threw a handful of cutlery onto the table. ‘Get shaping and set the places,’ she snapped.




  He set the places. Mam had said she would think on it. Next time the subject came up, he would remind her of that. Now, all he had to do was choose a name for the dog.




  At the other side of Lily Hardcastle, number 5 Prudence Street, lived Dot and Ernest Barnes. Like Nellie Hulme, they had survived two world wars and had spent many years in the

  same house, doing the same things week in and week out, no hiccups in the regime, no excitement, few surprises.




  Ernest, whose contempt for Catholics had become a legend in his own lifetime, no longer attended lodge meetings. The owner of a troublesome leg, he walked infrequently, with a limp and with the

  aid of two walking sticks. He slept in the parlour, read a great deal and listened to the wireless every evening.




  But Ernest’s main hobby, wife-beating, had been all but removed from him by a bolting brewery horse. Bitterness about this accident had twisted his face and his mind, rendering him coldly

  furious, implacable and verbally abusive to the point of slander.




  Dot hated him. She hated him quietly but thoroughly, wishing him dead every moment of every day while she cooked, cleaned, washed and shopped her way through each waking second of time. Shopping

  was the best; she stayed out as long as possible, gossiping in queues, meeting old friends on corners, pretending that life was normal and liveable.




  But when she returned to Prudence Street after these expeditions, her feet slowed, her expression changed and her limbs stiffened in anticipation of the greeting she would inevitably receive.

  She had married a bad man and had paid the price for forty-five years.




  Still nimble at the age of sixty-five, Dot knew exactly where to stand to be beyond the reach of Ernest’s heavy sticks. But sometimes he caught her unawares, sneaking up behind her when

  his leg was not too painful, cracking her across the back with a length of thick, polished wood. When this happened, Dot would absent herself by leaping through the scullery, out into the yard, and

  locking herself in the lavatory. It wasn’t fear that drove her out of her home, not any more. When her sons had been in residence, she had experienced terror; now, she ran off into solitude

  to pray. She prayed fervently and endlessly for strength; she prayed that however powerful the temptation might become, she would not kill him.




  Dot was bringing in her washing when Lily Hardcastle’s face peeped over the wall. ‘Hello, Lily,’ said Dot, syllables contorted as they fought past two pegs gripped between her

  teeth. ‘Bitter for September.’




  Lily had never mentioned to Dot the noises she had heard over the past decade. It would have been impolite, intrusive, because, in spite of her situation, Dot Barnes was blessed with a quiet

  dignity that did not invite expressions of sympathy. ‘Our Roy’s been up Nellie’s drainpipe,’ Lily explained, ‘and he says she’s got a factory up in that back

  bedroom. Do you know owt?’




  Dot shook her head and dropped clothes and pegs into a wicker basket. ‘Nothing surprises me any more, Lily. I’ve gone well past shock, I have.’




  Lily understood. Here stood the creature in whose soft-padded footsteps Lily might well follow. The woman from 5, Prudence Street was enough to put anyone off marriage. Dot had shrivelled into

  her current state, had allowed herself to be dried out by a man who should have been hanged, drawn, quartered, minced and thrown to the lions at Belle Vue. Lily jerked her head sideways in the

  direction of Dot’s house. ‘How’s Ernest?’




  ‘All right.’ Dot folded a towel. ‘Well, he’s as all right as he gets, if you take my meaning.’




  This was a different day, Lily told herself. Today, she had walked on the Other Side, the Catholic side where few Protestants trod now that war was finished. Of course, they were all polite to

  one another when they met by chance in shops or in other streets, but the quiet division remained here, on Prudence Street. ‘Nowt prudent about it,’ Lily said now.




  ‘You what, Lily?’




  ‘Name of our street – it means wisdom. What’s been wise about it, eh? I mean, I know it’s different now, but I had to think before crossing over to stop Magsy

  O’Gara falling off her chair.’




  Dot managed a slight blush. ‘Well, we know whose family were at the back of all that.’




  A very different day, Lily realized. Nellie Hulme was running a one-woman industry, Lily had enjoyed a brief conversation with a papist widow, Ernest Barnes’s wife had not only expressed

  an opinion but also had finally admitted that her man had caused more trouble than enough in these parts.




  ‘He’s not up to much these days,’ commented Lily.




  A corner of Dot’s mouth twitched disobediently. ‘No,’ she answered after a pause, ‘no, he’s not.’




  Lily waited for more, was not surprised when Dot offered nothing. ‘I’ll see you later, then,’ said Lily.




  ‘Wait.’




  Lily froze.




  ‘Have you got ten minutes?’ asked Dot. ‘Can I come in for a cup of tea?’




  ‘Ooh, course you can. There’s a good half hour before they come back from the pit,’ said Lily, her ‘they’ encompassing her husband and her eldest son. ‘And

  our Aaron’s gone straight to the baths after school.’ Roy was in, but he was upstairs with the Beano and the Dandy. Trying to keep the shock away from face and voice, Lily

  went back into her house.




  Dot left her washing where it was, walked through her gate and into the entry, then through Lily’s back gate. At the rear door of number 3, she hesitated for a few seconds.




  ‘Come in,’ yelled Lily from the scullery.




  Dot hovered in the doorway. ‘Eeh, Lily, I’ve not been in here since . . . I can’t remember.’




  ‘Since better and worse days, Dot.’




  ‘Aye, since better and worse.’




  Not much had changed about Dorothy Barnes, thought Lily as they sat at the kitchen table, each with a pint brew of Horniman’s and a thin slice of walnut cake from Warburton’s.

  ‘Not same as home-made,’ declared Lily, ‘but it’ll do at a push.’




  ‘Aye, at a push,’ said Dot.




  Dot agreed with everybody, usually about three times. When she made a rare statement of her own, it dropped slowly from her lips and was underlined immediately by repetition. The visitor stared

  into her tea for a few moments.




  ‘You all right, Dot?’




  After a further pause, Dot raised her face. ‘I’m not, Lily,’ she replied. ‘No, no, I’m not.’




  Lily teetered, both physically and mentally, on the edge of her seat. People in these parts didn’t go in for tea parties, weren’t forever in and out of each other’s domains.

  During the war, doors had always been left unlocked so that neighbours could have a borrow. Many was the time Lily had come in to find a note: ‘I owe you two spoons sugar, Dot next

  door.’ But things were a bit different now that rationing was less stringent. The camaraderie of war had ended with the signing of treaties; peace had brought unease and wariness. Yet here

  sat Lily Hardcastle, drinking tea with Dot Barnes from next door.




  ‘It’s not the same any more, is it?’ said Lily.




  ‘It’s not as bad now as he can’t hardly walk,’ came Dot’s cross-purpose reply.




  Another opinion, noted Lily.




  ‘I . . . er . . . I don’t know how to say it, Lily. No, no, I don’t know how to say it.’




  Lily paused, hand containing cake hovering halfway between mouth and table. ‘Just say it,’ she answered. ‘Get it over and done with, Dot.’




  ‘Just say it,’ echoed Dot. ‘Right, I will, I will.’




  Lily’s cake found its way back to the plate. She waited, watched Dot’s face closely. ‘Come on, love,’ she wheedled. The men would be back soon and Lily had to know. Why,

  she wouldn’t catch a wink tonight if Dot Barnes didn’t cough up.




  Dot drew in an enormous breath. ‘I’m going,’ she said.




  Lily waited. ‘Going where?’ she asked at last.




  ‘Away, love. I’m leaving him.’




  The hostess sank back against the spindles of her chair. Hadn’t she entertained the same idea only hours ago? Wasn’t this wizened woman one of the very people in whose tragic

  footsteps Lily was following? Oh, she’d never been hit, but Lily Hardcastle felt just as squashed and hopeless as Dot plainly was. ‘Where will you go?’




  ‘To our Frank.’




  ‘Your Frank?’ Dot had Lily at it now, repeating, repeating.




  ‘He’s got a little general store up Bromley Cross,’ said Dot, her spine straightening with pride. ‘Saved up, he did, then got a mortgage on the house at the back of the

  shop. I’ll be selling all sorts, Lily, selling all sorts.’




  ‘Well, I am pleased for you, love.’




  Dot took a great gulp of tea. ‘There’s a bit more to it, Lily, a bit more to it.’ She sucked thoughtfully on her dentures, ran a hand over thinning hair.




  Lily set herself in waiting mode once more, watching as Dot drained her cup right down to the dregs. She glanced at the cheap clock on the mantel, hoped it wasn’t running slow again.




  ‘You know my Frank, Lily. Aye, you know him.’




  ‘Course I do.’




  ‘He’s forty-two soon. Forty-two, Lily, and still a little lad to me. Shy, he is. I thought he’d never marry. Time and again I’ve told meself he’d always be a

  bachelor.’




  ‘Aye, he’s shy all right,’ answered Lily encouragingly.




  Dot shivered. ‘Courting, Lily. Been courting about six month.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘Lily?’




  ‘What, love?’




  ‘It’s one of the Higginses.’




  It was Lily’s turn to gulp in mouthfuls of air. ‘But they’re only young, them Higginses, Dot . . .’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘And they’re . . . Catholics.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘And he’s . . .’ Lily jerked a thumb in the direction of Dot’s house, ‘he’s . . .’




  ‘He’s a swine.’ Dot completed Lily’s sentence for her. ‘He hates Catholics, especially the Higgins lot. Remember that time he threw stones at the statues during the

  walks? Then when Peter and Paul’s church were set afire – that were him, Lily. So, I’ve had to tell you, because you live next door to him. When I go, there’ll be murder.

  There will, there’ll be murder.’




  ‘God help us,’ gasped Lily.




  Dot’s hand crept across the table and grasped one of Lily’s. ‘Frank’s for turning,’ she whispered.




  ‘No!’ In the silence that followed, a dropping pin would have achieved the same impact as a bomb. Turning was unheard of in these parts. Turning was a form of brainwashing, weeks on

  end of sitting with a priest while you learned a load of rules and promised to bring your kids up as Catholics.




  ‘See, when Ernest hears, Lily . . . When Ernest hears . . .’




  Lily agreed, though she tried to look on the brighter side. ‘There’s not much he can do, Dot, not with his leg.’




  ‘I don’t trust him,’ declared Dot. She looked her neighbour straight in the eyes. ‘You must have heard it all, Lily.’




  ‘Aye, I have, love.’




  ‘He battered my boys, too, long before you moved in. Years I’ve had. Years and years.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘So I’m going. Aye, I’m going, lass.’




  Lily gripped Dot’s hand tightly, noticing that it was drier, harder even than her own. ‘You can trust me, you know that. Anything I can do, just tell me.’




  ‘I will.’ Dot’s eyelids blinked rapidly, a few reluctant tears squeezed out by the movement. ‘When I’ve gone, I’ll write to you.’




  Lily shivered involuntarily. ‘Hey – I’ve just thought – what about that lot across the road? How will they take it?’




  Dot smiled through her sadness. ‘They’re thrilled to bits, Lily. They know their Rachel will be looked after and they’re not bothered about the age difference, specially seeing

  as how he’s turning. Aye, he’s all right because he’s turning.’
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