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  PART ONE





  1942–3




  





  One




  August 1942




  ‘There we are, my dear.’ The midwife leaned over to receive the baby from the doctor after the cord was cut. ‘And it’s another little lady!’




  In a moment the screams of the second twin joined those of her sister, who was already lying, wrapped in a scrap of sheet, in an apple box on the side bed of the cabin.




  The young mother’s groans of pain had ceased and she lay back, drained of strength, without even the energy to raise her head and look at her babies. Her eyes were glazed with exhaustion,

  the dark hair slicked to her head. She seemed barely conscious as the doctor stitched her up. The second babe had been awkwardly positioned and he had resorted to forceps.




  Miss Lyons, the midwife, stepped outside onto the counter at the back of the boat while he finished off, pleased to be out of the blasted man’s way. She was running with sweat, her hair

  damp round her temples and the nape of her neck, but it was blazing hot outside, the breeze so sluggish that it was barely more than a ripple against her clammy skin. She perched on the gunwale,

  wiped her face with her hanky and let out a long sigh. Thank heavens that was over! She could scarcely remember a labour that she had so dearly wanted finished, such was the distress and fragility

  of the mother. And birthing women in these cabins was a challenge all of its own, with it being dark and no more room than a shoebox, and the stove lit – in this weather! – to boil

  water. It was like a furnace in there. Even so, the doctor had done more than his fair share of complaining, she thought.




  When she’d realized it was twins and sent to him for assistance, only one of them could attend to Mrs Bartholomew at a time and neither could stand up fully without hitting their head on

  the ceiling. The doctor, who was new to delivering boaters’ babies, had cursed disbelievingly at the lack of space.




  At last he emerged from the cabin with his bag, clothes crumpled and puce in the face.




  ‘All yours,’ he said curtly. ‘Everything’s as it should be.’




  The air in the cabin smelt rank with sweat and blood.




  ‘Let’s get you all cleaned up now, shall we?’ Miss Lyons said kindly, pouring water from the kettle. Poor lamb, she thought, watching the silent figure lying limply on the

  stained bedding. Many of the boatwomen she saw were hardened and robust, born to the life, but this one was finding it all a struggle, though she certainly tried hard. She occasionally saw Mrs

  Bartholomew standing at the helm of the Theodore in her long, dark skirts with a colourful scarf round her hair, a slim, wiry figure, chin jutting out at a determined angle. There were

  usually one or two of the kiddies up on the cabin roof. Course, she’d had a bad time losing that last little one, and now she looked so beaten down. The cabin floor was covered in filth and

  the crochet work along the shelves, which the most houseproud boatwomen kept scrubbed white, had turned a jaundiced grey. As she washed the young woman’s body, talking soothingly to her, she

  couldn’t help but see the bug-bites on her skin. The bed was obviously alive: she’d have a little word once things were sorted out.




  Maryann could barely even manage to open her eyes, even though the babies were crying for attention. Miss Lyons gave each of them a quick dunking, which made them roar even more, then wrapped

  them securely in the old bits of sheet and blanket Maryann had put ready.




  ‘Come on now, lovey – these little ones need you,’ she said gently. ‘Let’s get you sat up a bit. We’ll get a nice cup of tea down you and I’ll show you

  how to feed them both at once, shall I?’




  She helped Maryann position the infants to suckle, and the cabin suddenly went quiet, except for one of the babies making tiny squeaks as she fed. Miss Lyons perched beside her as the tea

  brewed.




  ‘Well, you’ve done it. And these two look fit as fiddles. How d’you feel?’




  Maryann looked up at her, lank hair falling down each side of her thin cheeks. She tried to smile.




  ‘As if I’ve been under a tram!’ But her eyes filled and her mouth wobbled. ‘Oh, Lord above – twins! Whatever’m I going to do?’ Tears rolled down her

  face. ‘I can hardly manage the other three as it is – what with everything else.’




  ‘It’s a shock, I know.’ The midwife touched her hand comfortingly. She was about thirty, not much older than Maryann herself, though she seemed far more mature, a motherly

  person, with a round, pink face and blonde hair. She had delivered Maryann’s last son, Harry, and had wept with her when eleven months later Harry, sick with pneumonia, gasped out his last

  breath on a November day as grey and hard as the steel billets they were carrying in the boats. When she came this time to attend to Maryann in early labour, she put her instrument to

  Maryann’s ripe belly and kept moving it about, frowning.




  Eventually she said, ‘I’m sure I can hear two heartbeats.’ She looked into Maryann’s eyes. ‘Did you know you were carrying twins?’




  Maryann stared down at them now, each suckling a breast. She was very sore underneath from the stitches, and the babies’ feeding made her belly contract so that she winced with pain. The

  midwife had shown her how to hold them facing her and latch them on with their legs back under her arms, supported by a pillow just behind her on each side. The girls sucked greedily. The larger of

  the two was dark haired, but the other had ginger colouring like their father. The combination of the pain and her confused emotions of wonder at her new babies and dread of what their arrival

  would mean made her cry all the more.




  ‘Here –’ Miss Lyons helped her sip the sweet tea – ‘let’s get some energy into you. Husband off with a load today, is he?’




  Maryann nodded, managing to free a hand to wipe her eyes. ‘Only to the Light. He’ll be back soon.’




  ‘They’re a good size, anyway, the two of them,’ the midwife comforted her. ‘Both over five pounds – that makes things easier. You’ve done ever so well.

  There’s just one thing – you know you’ve got a little problem with vermin in the bed, don’t you?’




  ‘I know.’ Maryann blushed miserably. ‘Only we’ve been so pushed on this last trip and I was so heavy and tired and there was all that rain on the way up . . .’




  ‘Of course, of course – I just thought I’d mention it. You can stove the place as soon as you’re on your feet again. And you will cope, dear, I’m quite sure.

  I know you boatwomen – you’re marvellous.’




  With further words of comfort and advice she left, saying she’d come back later and urging Maryann to ‘have a nap while you can, lovey’.




  Stepping out onto the path in the sultry afternoon, she looked back at the tiny cabin and shook her head. Good luck to her, she thought, because, my goodness, she’s going to need

  it.




  Though she was exhausted, Maryann found it impossible to sleep. Childbirth sent her into a high, jangled state from which it took time to come down, and she was conscious of

  the two snuffling bundles on the bed beside her. Carefully, wincing at the pain from her stitches, she leaned up on her elbow and looked into their tiny, squashed faces. So sweet, they were, so

  beautiful! And healthy by the look of them, thank heavens.




  ‘Hello, our girls,’ she whispered tenderly. Tears filled her eyes again. ‘I just hope you’re not going to be the death of me.’ She felt so worn down, so alone.

  She’d had no idea how hard this life would be, and harder all the time as they had more children. Other boatwomen – real boatwomen – always seemed so tough and capable.

  Some boats were more rough and ready than others, of course, but they had grown up seeing their mothers cope with all their offspring in these cramped cabins, which were only nine feet long by

  seven wide. They’d grown up used to the life, whereas Maryann was increasingly coming to feel she couldn’t cope any more. Joel, bless him, was such a loving husband, but he often seemed

  to forget than she was not a narrowboatwoman born and bred. Even after eight years on the cut, she still felt she was having to prove herself, and lately all she had felt was that she was making a

  miserable job of it.




  She lay back, feeling as weak as a baby herself and about to give in to a good weep, when she heard distant voices on the path, and a moment later someone leapt onto the counter of the butty and

  knocked on the open hatch.




  ‘Coo-ee! Anyone home?’




  Maryann’s heart beat faster with pleasure. ‘Nance?’ She pulled aside the red gingham curtains which screened the bed. ‘Oh, Nance, am I glad to see you! Get yourself in

  here, quick!’




  A pair of worn, brown boots appeared on the coalbox, and then a long black skirt fastened at the waist by a belt with a brass buckle and a dark blouse scattered with huge, scarlet flowers. A

  second later, Nance’s face followed on, weatherbeaten and brown as a berry, topped by her unruly black curls. In her ears were large, gold hoops. Following her was her daughter Rose, a

  two-year-old, robust, curly-haired copy of her mother.




  ‘We’ve only just got in. They said you was here. You’ve had it then?’ Her brown eyes were full of delight and anticipation. ‘Thought I’d come along and find

  you screaming blue murder!’




  Maryann pulled back the shawl covering the two infants and Nance’s mouth gaped open.




  ‘Two? Oh my word – twins? Look, our Rose, two babbies! Oh, Maryann!’ She sat down on the edge of the bed, staring at them in astonishment, then leaned back and let out her

  loud, deep laugh. ‘Oh my God! Ooh, they’re beautiful, Maryann, that they are –’ She wiped her eyes. ‘But you’re going to have your work cut out for you,

  aren’t you? – No, don’t poke them Rose, gentle now! – What are they? Wenches?’




  Maryann nodded. Seeing Nance had made her feel better already. They’d been friends since childhood in Birmingham; their men, Joel and Darius, were brothers from the Bartholomew family,

  from generations of boaters. The two women knew each other back to front and they were both from ‘off the bank’, not born on the cut. In Nance’s company, Maryann was completely at

  home. With the life on the cut of long journeys and chance meetings, they sometimes didn’t see each other for weeks on end and she was always overjoyed to see Nance, and never more so than

  now.




  ‘Twins – fancy. And you never knew?’




  ‘Not till the midwife said. Got a hell of a shock – I still can’t take it in. Though, thinking back, carrying them was like having a flaming great octopus squirming about

  inside, so I should’ve guessed.’




  ‘What you going to call them?’




  ‘I’ve hardly thought yet.’ Maryann eased herself up, grimacing.




  ‘Bit sore are we?’ Nance said sympathetically, but then pulled a mocking face.




  ‘Stop making me laugh!’ Maryann groaned, laughing anyway and trying to find a way of sitting comfortably.




  ‘So where’s your old man – he taken a load up?’




  ‘Mr Veater’s sent him to the ’Lectric Light.’




  Maryann was lying in her usual sleeping quarters on the butty boat, Theodore, one of a pair which she and Joel worked for the carrier S. E. Barlow. They were moored up at Sutton Stop, the

  boaters’ name for Hawkesbury Junction at the meeting of the Oxford and Coventry Canals, where they usually received their carrying orders from Mr Veater, the traffic control officer. Many a

  child came into the world at the ‘back of Mr Veater’s shed’, and Samuel Barlow and Mr Veater would kindly send the expectant father on short-haul trips while his wife and

  ‘mate’ was indisposed. Joel and Bobby, the lad who worked with them, had taken the motor boat, the Esther Jane, on a local trip to Baddesly colliery to bring coal back for the

  Coventry’s Light – the voracious power station at Longford. With them they’d taken Maryann’s other three children – Joley, who was seven, Sally, five, and Ezra,

  three.




  ‘We’ve just come up from the jam hole,’ Nance said, referring to the jam factory at Southall, which was always hungry for coal. ‘And we brought a load of cement up for

  some airstrip they’re putting in, worse luck – filthy lot that was. I’ll have to get back and clean up. Here – let’s have another cuppa first, though.’ She

  reached up to the cabin roof for the painted water carrier – to the annoyment of Spots, one of the family’s two cats, who had been snoozing in its small patch of shade – filled

  the kettle and set it to boil again on the tiny range just inside the door. ‘I’ll go and fill your cans for you and get your groceries in – and I’ll bring a bite to eat

  round later for you and Joel. The kids can come and eat with us tonight. Save you moving.’




  ‘Thanks,’ Maryann whispered, tears welling in her eyes. ‘You’re golden you are.’




  ‘Nah,’ Nance said easily. ‘It’s not every day you have twins, is it?’




  Maryann was ashamed of the state of the stove, all grease and rust spots. She hadn’t got round to cleaning or blacking it. She watched Nance move about so capably. Nancy had taken to the

  life and never looked back, especially as she’d had to risk so much to be with Darius, leaving her violent husband, Mick, to whom she was still officially married. Except during the

  unhappiest time of her marriage, Nance had always been full of wiry energy, a tomboy as a child, who now managed the all-weathers, ever-demanding work of the cut with vigour and enthusiasm. She

  even looked the part, with her dark hair and earrings glinting in the light from outside. But just as Maryann was about to pour out her woes, her fear of how she was going to manage, Nance turned,

  the teapot in her hands.




  ‘I’ve got news for you an’ all – I’m expecting again!’




  Maryann swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to smile. She knew how much this meant to Nance. Her marriage to Mick had been childless and she’d ached for babies of her own. Now she

  already had Darry, Sean and Rose, but at the turn of the year she’d miscarried and Maryann knew how upset she’d been.




  ‘Oh, Nance – that’s lovely!’ Maryann hoped Nance couldn’t hear the tears in her voice. ‘I’m ever so pleased for you both!’




  They spent half an hour, snatched away from Nance’s chores, drinking tea, and Nancy handed her a good hunk of bread with more butter than the scraping of wartime frugality allowed.




  ‘You should have triple ration today!’ she said, as Maryann ate ravenously. The twins slept and for the moment Maryann felt quite lifted out of herself and less desperate as she

  reminisced with Nance. She even managed to doze for a little after Nance left, and the twins, exhausted from the process of coming into the world, slept on.




  Joel got back in late that night when Joley, Sally and Ezra were already asleep on the Esther Jane.




  ‘Two little ’uns, then?’ he said in wonder. His thick beard glowed bronze in the lamplight and he sat, his burly form perched on the edge of the bed, staring at the two little

  girls. In the light from the oil lamp, the look on his tired, gentle face at the sight of his new daughters filled Maryann with a deep, poignant joy. There was such pride, such tenderness, in his

  eyes. She told herself how ungrateful she was being to feel so burdened by the arrival of these little ones. She’d made Joel so happy! He was always cock-a-hoop at the births of their

  children. And she couldn’t help remembering the last one, when he first saw their little Harry with his pale hair, now in his grave in a Banbury churchyard. Joel had been heartbroken when

  they lost him. It was the only time she had seen him cry like a child himself.




  ‘I think that one looks like an Esther,’ Maryann said, pointing at the dark-haired infant who was lying dozily beside her. ‘And madam here – ’ the ginger-headed one

  was at her breast, a tiny fist flailing in the air – the fidgety one – well, she seems more of an Ada to me.’




  Joel’s eyes met hers and he reached over to stroke her head, drawing her closer to kiss her lips.




  ‘Thanks, my little nipper. Thanks, my lovely.’




  Maryann smiled back at him, her feelings twisting inside. He was so loving, his children meant so much to him after his years of struggling on alone with his father. How could she ever deny him

  this joy and satisfaction? But couldn’t he see it was wearing her down, all of it, week by week, until she wondered if one day she would just drop with exhaustion and sink under the waters

  for good?




  





  Two




  ‘Hello, my sweet little bird.’




  Joel’s warm hand moved over her in the darkness. They were in their bed in the Theodore, the babies Esther and Ada deep in a snuffling sleep together in a nest of bedding on the

  floor. The other children were with Bobby on the Esther Jane to keep them from being disturbed by the twins’ nightly squalling when they woke to be fed.




  Maryann lay facing the back wall, the bulwark between cabin and cargo, eyes squeezed closed. Joel’s hand brushed her hair back and kissed the nape of her neck. This whiskery tickling used

  to make her giggle so she couldn’t keep up any pretence of being asleep. And the girls were nearly six weeks old now; her stitches had healed. Her husband wanted her. What reason could she

  find for depriving him any longer? Yet the thought filled her with dread.




  Opening her eyes, she turned slightly towards him. There was nothing to see. The lights were out in the cabin, checked curtains drawn across the bedspace.




  ‘My girl . . . My lovely . . .’ He was easing up her shift, kissing her breasts, and she stiffened against him. She was alarmed at herself. Hadn’t she always loved his

  caresses? Loved being held and cuddled close? Making love with Joel was such a solid, reassuring thing. She loved lying with him in the cosy light from the lamp, taking time to look into his face,

  stroking the strong hairs of his beard, seeing the love in his eyes. She would run her hand across the firey hair on his chest, down over his belly, its comforting softeness into which she could

  burrow, teasing, nuzzling, yet tight like a drum when he tensed. She had been so afraid at first, at the thought of lovemaking, after her stepfather. But she had pushed those memories away, buried

  them deep and learned how to love Joel.




  And yes, she did love him, with all her heart, and would have turned to him happily, tired as she was, if it was not for the thought of another child. She lay beside him stiffly, frightened to

  respond. She couldn’t face all that again. Not the sickness, the feeling so done in that sometimes she nearly fell asleep at the helm of the butty, the gruelling agony of birthing them . . .

  and all that even before the constant worry of their little lives. Of them toppling off the boats, catching in the locks, or falling sick like their poor Harry, who never got better.




  ‘Joel?’ she whispered. ‘I can’t. Not another babby. Not yet.’




  He nuzzled her, stroking her belly. It was stretched now, used. A place for people to stop in for a while, she thought, like a cabin. She felt like a battered old boat, trying to keep moving

  on.




  ‘You won’t, will you? Not so quick after the last?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she pleaded. She knew nothing about how her body worked, what she could do to keep things under control.




  Joel lay back with a long sigh which cut right through her. Her ghosts, her insecurities, crowded in. She hated to hurt him, to refuse him anything. She knew how kind he was, how loving. He

  didn’t complain about any of her shortcomings. But what he called his ‘bit of loving’ was so important to him. He never tired of her: she was his wife and he needed it from her.

  What if she couldn’t give it to him? What then? He had taken her in, saved her, and her greatest fear was that of being without him.




  ‘Joel?’ She reached over and kissed him and Joel took this as a sign that he should continue. They clung together in the darkness and soon she heard his quick gasps of need and

  pleasure as he moved on top of her, and she felt the bite of him entering her, that pain of the first time after a birth. But the sharpness did not last and she held him close as he rested in her

  afterwards. He laughed softly, close to her ear.




  ‘Back to normal,’ he whispered. ‘My dear one. With our lovely family. We’ll make Number Ones out of them again – you’ll see. We will.’




  His arm round her waist, he fell into a deep, satisfied sleep.




  The next day they set out to take coal to Birmingham. Bobby Jenks, a twenty-year-old lad from another boating family, had been working with them for a couple of years. Working

  a motor and butty two-handed with children had soon proved too much for Maryann. ‘Bow-hauling’ the butty, having to haul it by hand with ropes into locks, was almost too much for her

  small frame, and she worried constantly about the children’s safety. They needed a third hand. They’d had a succession of helpers, but now Bobby had stuck – he was a good worker

  who’d been steering boats solo by the age of seven or eight. He was a strong, cheerful lad, with a head of wild hair and a sudden, cheeky smile. His family, the Jenks, were a much respected

  family of Number Ones who had been working boats for generations, but had now also sold out to Samuel Barlow. Bobby had been schooled in the true boatman’s qualities of agility and hard work,

  as well as a quiet courtesy, and Maryann had never had any problems with him joining them. Though she was only a few years older, she had developed a motherly fondness for him.




  Joel had worked short trips with the monkey, or motor boat, during those weeks. Maryann stayed tied up at Sutton Stop to get to grips with looking after two extra children and to go and be

  churched in the parish of Longford. One day, when Nancy and Darius tied up there again, she was able to leave the twins with Nance and go into Coventry to collect new ration books and indulge in a

  beautiful long soak in the public baths. She knew she’d had more rest than most boatwomen had after their births.




  The twins took it out of her good and proper and she often felt weak and tired, but Nance had been a marvellous support. Darius had left her with them for a couple of days, working his boats

  two-handed with a lad on board, and she helped Maryann stove the cabins and scrub and clean them. She’d washed the curtains and crochet work, hanging them in a flapping line along the

  Theodore to dry in the August sunshine, then polished the brass strips on the chimneys and knobs on the doors.




  Maryann sat feeding the babies, watching helplessly, but with relief and gratitude as Nance whisked about, while Joley, Sally and Ezra played with Darry, Sean and Rose on the bank. Darius had

  tied a rope to the branch of a tree and knotted a stick onto the bottom to serve as a seat. The older ones were having a fine time, swinging and whooping as they did so.




  ‘You can start off nice and fresh now, can’t you?’ Nance said, blacking the stove.




  ‘It looks lovely,’ Maryann said, gloomily wondering to herself how long it would last. What’s the matter with me? she asked herself. She never seemed to feel she could

  get on top of things somehow. She’d wanted to keep such high standards on the boats, like some of the boatwomen whose curtains and pinners were immaculate, their brasses winking in the sun

  against the bright colours of the boats. She dreaded their scorn. They seem to accept her because she had married Joel, who was so respected, one of the old families of Number Ones who owned their

  own boats, even though the declining trade had forced them to sell out to Essy Barlow before the war.




  ‘You’ll soon pick up,’ Nance said. ‘Eh – ’ she turned to look at Maryann, cloth in hand – ‘I hope Darius’s going to get us a load up to Brum

  one of these days. I want to go and see our mom.’




  Maryann nodded. She couldn’t say she felt the same about seeing her own mother.




  ‘Still gives me a shock when I go there – the mess! Great holes and that all over the place. I’m glad we were out of it, really.’




  They had been aware of the Blitz, of course. Who couldn’t be? And there were a few hairy nights round Birmingham, Coventry and the London docks when the bombing had come frighteningly

  close. But in many ways life went on much the same on the cut, war or no war, except for identity cards and ration books. The sides of the locks and the bridge-holes were painted white, and

  they’d had to keep the hatches closed at night and paint over the lamps on the boats for the blackout regulations, but in the countryside and along the cut things went on much as usual,

  except that now there was an increase in traffic. More loads to fuel the war effort: to make munitions and vehicles, to build air strips and shadow factories.




  They travelled into Birmingham from the north side, along the Bottom Road or Birmingham–Fazeley Canal. Maryann knew this was most people’s least favourite trip. They came in from the

  collieries, their boats loaded up and low in the water. Once they’d got past Minworth, coming into Brum, the cut became more and more filthy, walled in by factories and warehouses and built

  over so heavily that it seemed steeped in muck and gloom. On top of that the locks were all single, so instead of being able to breast up the motor and butty side by side and put them through, the

  butty had to be bow-hauled in with a rope, which was exhausting. Thank heavens they had Bobby with them!




  It was here you could see a few more signs of the war. She caught glimpses of fat, fish-shaped barrage balloons in the sky. As the city closed in, she was filled with an increasing sense of

  unease. Her mother still lived here and her two brothers, and it was where she came from, yet Birmingham could always arouse the painful memories buried inside her, which she tried strenuously

  never to think about. Above all, she dreaded ever seeing him. What was he calling himself these days? she wondered. To her he had been Norman Griffin, undertaker, wrecker of her family,

  thief of her childhood, and the man responsible for her sister’s death. He had disappeared afterwards, and none of them knew where he was. But he must be somewhere, could easily still be in

  Birmingham.




  Once, just once after all this time, she thought she saw him. It was a few months ago when they were tied up at Tyseley, one smoky, drizzling winter night. A figure walking along the wharf

  caught her eye, making her freeze inside. Moving along the row of warehouses ahead of the boats was a dark figure, burly, hat pulled down so that she could see nothing of his face except the

  glowing tip of a cigarette. There was something in the build, the gait . . . Maryann stepped down onto the coalbox and peered out.




  ‘Mom – what’re you doing?’ Joley asked, puzzled at his mother boobing in the hatches.




  ‘Nothing – just eat your piece,’ she snapped.




  Narrowing her eyes, she watched, heart thumping, as the figure moved further along then out of sight. Joley had squeezed in front of her.




  ‘Who was that?’ he said, following her gaze.




  ‘No one, Joley. Come on – let’s see if we can find a scrape of jam to go with that, eh?’




  It was ridiculous, she knew. He was long gone with his foul, cunning ways. With his disfigurement he wouldn’t be able to con his way into another family to trap its daughters in fear and

  shame. Margaret had seen to that. Little Margaret, whose widowed mother had innocently taken on the ‘respectable Mr Lambert’ as he was calling himself then, after he left

  Maryann’s mother. Margaret, whom he had pushed past the bounds of sanity. Margaret, who was in the asylum now . . . The feelings began to rise in her, swelling until her very veins seemed

  ready to burst with rage, with shame. She was breathing as if she had been running. No, she must push this away! All the memories he brought with him of her past, of her dead sister Sal. That

  wasn’t the man she saw – it was a mistake. Norman Griffin belonged to the past and there he must stay. Ever since that day she had frozen out those thoughts. She was never going to

  think about the past again.




  When they tied up that afternoon at Tyseley Wharf, she left the babies and Ezra with Joel and took Joley and Sally with her to pick up groceries, the ration books pushed into her pocket. As they

  crossed the wharf, she caught sight of a gangling young man in dark clothes which appeared too large for him passing in through the gates. Tucked under his arm was a thick, black book.




  Sally tugged on her arm. ‘Who’s that?’




  Maryann barely glanced at him. ‘Dunno. Some holy Joe I s’pose. Come on – let’s get going.’




  They shopped as fast as the queues and length of young children’s legs would allow. Sally solemnly carried the bread. Joley staggered along, insisting he could manage the vegetables. At

  seven years old, he was already very strong.




  ‘Now then,’ Maryann said, ‘shall we go and see Mr Osborne?’




  Joley and Sally perked up.




  ‘Will he have summat for us?’ Joley asked.




  ‘You’ll have to wait and see, won’t you?’ She grinned at them. ‘I think Mr Osborne must have filled his cellar with sweeties before the war like a squirrel,

  don’t you?’




  Mr Osborne owned a butcher’s shop in one of the streets near the wharf. Maryann had switched to buying her meat from him over the past few months as she found him so cheerful and kind that

  she always looked forward to seeing him. He made a point of remembering their names, invariably had a treat to offer the children and tried to stretch the ration for her as far as possible, unlike

  some other shopkeepers, who would scrimp on it. He seemed to have taken a shine to her, so that now Joel teased her whenever they reached Tyseley. ‘Off to see your fancy man then?’ and

  she’d protest, ‘He’s old enough to be my father, you daft thing!’




  Osborne’s shop had an entry along one side and Joley and Sally always liked to run up and down it. Houses, with their warrens of entries and back yards, were an exciting novelty for them,

  coming off the cut.




  ‘Come on,’ Maryann scolded. ‘I want to get home today!’




  The shop window was bare, denuded of its peacetime array of joints and chops. It was hard to get hold of anything but essentials these days. As the door opened with a ‘ping’, they

  walked into the smell of meat and sawdust and saw that Mr Osborne still had a decorative pig’s head on the counter with an apple in its mouth, something that always fascinated the

  children.




  ‘Ah, hello there!’ Mr Osborne cried. He was a short, comforting looking man in his white overall, balding crown lapped by soft white hair. Despite his friendliness he had a hesitant,

  shy way with him, barely meeting Maryann’s eyes, but he was always very attentive towards the children.




  ‘Down at the wharf again then? Seems a long time since you were last here. Now, you youngsters, before your mother and I get down to business, how about a chocolate lime each?’




  Joley and Sally nodded with delighted smiles.




  ‘Thought you must be sold out as there’s no queue,’ Maryann said as he handed out the pale green sweets.




  ‘Oh – never you fear.’ Mr Osborne went briskly back behind the counter, while Joley and Sally drew patterns in sawdust with their feet across the black and white tiles.




  ‘There, just a bit extra,’ he said, eyeing the scales as he weighed her mince and began parcelling it up. ‘Everyone well on board?’




  ‘Yes – thanks.’ She told him about the twins and Mr Osborne went quite soppy, marvelling at the thought. ‘No wonder you look tired. I thought there was something –

  dark rings under the eyes. Well, well. Bring them in and let me see them next time, won’t you? Nothing like new, young life.’




  Maryann asked after Mrs Osborne. The couple lived a few streets away rather than over the shop.




  ‘It’s the smell, you see,’ Mr Osborne had explained once. ‘It’s a silly thing, really, but the wife’s almost a vegetables-only sort of eater. We’re a

  bit like Jack Sprat and his wife! She can’t tolerate the smell, you see, not living here . . . So I rent out the upstairs, off and on.’




  ‘Anyway.’ He smiled now. ‘I’m glad all’s well. What’re the names of your boats again?’




  ‘The Esther Jane and the Theodore,’ Joley and Sally piped up.




  ‘Of course, of course,’ he laughed. ‘Now – ’ he held up one finger like a magician about to perform his most demanding act – ‘I’ve got something

  special for you. A little treat – no charge.’




  Disappearing out the back for a moment he returned with a male pheasant, fully feathered.




  ‘Here we go – no questions asked. Have that to be going on with.’




  It was the season, of course. Out in the country they kept hearing the sharp squawk of the birds across the fields. If they’d had a dog they could have nipped one in the bag more often,

  but they only had cats now. Jep the old dog had died years back. And all food was welcome.




  ‘Thanks ever so much,’ she said, taking the dead weight of the bird from him across the counter. ‘Are you sure you don’t want anything for it?’




  ‘No, no. Growing family you’ve got . . .’ He seemed almost bashful. ‘Will you be coming up this way again soon?’




  ‘Oh – you never know.’ She gave the children a look that indicated it was time to go. ‘Pick up your bags,’ she told them. ‘We can never be sure where

  we’ll be off to next.’




  ‘See you again, then,’ he said.




  They pinged their way out, Maryann saying, ‘Ta for the bird,’ once more.




  ‘I think he must like us,’ she said to the children as they headed back to the wharf. ‘Not sure why, though.’




  ‘I think he likes us, not you,’ Sally said smugly. ‘He gives us sweets, not you.’




  ‘Huh!’ Maryann said indignantly. ‘He gave me a pheasant, didn’t he?’




  ‘He says there was a bloke round looking for you!’




  The lad ran out of the toll office the next morning, urgent with a message which he had remembered at the last minute. He pursued the butty, shouting to Maryann.




  ‘Me?’ Maryann squinted across at him, with Esther held in one arm and the tiller under the other. ‘Oh – ta. That’ll be my brother. If he comes again, tell him

  I’ve had twin girls. I’ll drop him a line when I get a minute!’




  The boat slid away faster, her words unfurling behind it. She attempted a weary smile, as Bobby, who had been checking the snubber, climbed back towards her over the sheeted-up planks and took

  the tiller. Her younger brother Tony was the one person in her family she had any contact with now. She didn’t know if the message would get through, but it was nice to think of him coming to

  look. It gave her a feeling of ties, however slim. Joel’s family, the surviving members of the Bartholomews who had not been taken by war or sickness or the dangers of the cut, shared strong

  bonds. Being with them made her feel safe and protected.




  Maryann stood in the hatches for a few moments cradling Esther, while Bobby steered the butty. Joel, as normal nowadays, had their sons aboard the Esther Jane with him. Sally was on the

  roof of the Theodore next to the chimney, smudging her fingers in the dust and murmuring to herself. The cut was busy with joeys and other working pairs, and the sounds of traffic clattering

  over bridges, a train, a screech of metal from a nearby works, filled the air. It was a beautiful, early autumn morning, and even the weary, soot-choked walls, the glamourless industrial buildings

  cramped shoulder to shoulder, took on a pleasing mellowness in the rich light. A feeling of sudden, swelling contentment rose in her and after the past weeks of feeling so drained and tired she

  felt more optimistic. The night had not been so bad – she had only been up once with the girls – and with more sleep and in the freshness of morning she looked at her old home with

  fondness and a touch of regret.




  It’ll be all right, she thought. At least today. I can manage today . . . She didn’t want to count her chickens too soon, but it was a moment of lightness after so many

  exhausting weeks. She saw Joel ahead of her and watched him tenderly, doing so expertly what he had always done. What he was born for. Nothing like this life, she thought, suddenly full of

  optimism. Maybe I can manage. I can get by, so long as . . .




  The worry was there, always, the deep pang of dread. So long as she didn’t fall with another child. Not yet. Preferably not ever. But please God – she repeated the prayer she’d

  made in the church at Longford – no more babbies for a long time yet.




  





  Three




  The trip down to Oxford was always Maryann’s favourite. The cut followed a beautiful, winding route along the toes of hillsides, past Braunston and round the curves south

  of Napton, where the sails of the ruined mill on the hill appeared then disappeared with each bend, only to appear again unexpectedly a few wiggles later. They were blessed with glowing autumn

  days, early morning mists over the water, berries clustered red in the hedgerows and early frosts.




  This route was the first Maryann had ever travelled with Joel and his father, many years ago now, it seemed to her, when as a desperately unhappy child she’d run away from home and asked

  to stay on the boat with him. There were always ghosts of her former self along the way. There were also, along the route at Claydon, Cropredy, Fenny Compton, the familiar faces of lockkeepers and

  lengthsmen and their families, other boat families and smiles and hellos from behind the counters of pubs, tiny grocer’s shops, and bakeries, greetings of ‘Nice to see you down this way

  again!’ and exclamations at the sight of the twins. Sometimes the cut and its people felt like an extended family, one in which Maryann had always done her utmost to try and belong and be

  accepted.




  Joel knew this section of the cut so intimately that a newly felled tree, a section of the path more or less overgrown than usual or a silted bend in need of dredging where the propeller

  struggled and threatened to go aground – all these details he noticed at once. And it was this cut, the Oxford, which Maryann knew gave him the most poignant reminders of what had been lost.

  Though he seldom spoke of it, she knew it cut Joel to the heart that the old ways were slipping into the past: that he was no longer a Number One like his father had been, with his own boat, a king

  of the cut, gliding along silently, accompanied not by the relentless grinding of the engine, but pulled by a horse, its hooves and the chink of the harness or flick of a rope the only sounds,

  except for those of animals and birds and the swish of water. There were certainly compensations for working for an agent like Samuel Barlow, one of which was not having to chase loads. Essy sorted

  those out, as well as maintaining the boats and paying tolls and insurance. For Maryann these seemed adequate compensation. They still had the Esther Jane, after all. But for Joel being

  owned, having S. E. Barlow painted across the panel of the Esther Jane amid her roses and castles instead of the name Bartholomew and No. 1 – no, she knew there wasn’t a

  day that passed without him still thinking of this painfully.




  It wasn’t just ownership. The demise of horse-pulled boats meant that a way of life which had previously supported all sorts of other tradesmen – stable hands, saddlers, blacksmiths

  – was also disappearing. A number of them had gone off to war. Even some of the lockkeepers were now in the ARP. Though the cut was now busier than it had been for years, friendly faces were

  gone. And Joel had plenty of time to brood on the fact as he steered the monkey boat up front, still with the proud, upright stance of a Number One, but feeling aggrieved, diminished inside.




  When the boats were empty they travelled with the butty tied up close behind the motor, which meant that the butty needed little steering. This was usually not for long, between dropping off one

  load and collecting another, and Maryann made the most of her hands being free to get ahead with cleaning or cooking and feeding the twins. The Theodore was their family butty now since, not

  having a motor on board, the cabin was a little bigger. So when she wasn’t steering she could duck inside and put the kettle on or see to the babies’ napkins.




  Once there was a load on, however, the butty was towed further behind, the snubber or towing rope extended seventy feet between the two, and it was necessary to steer almost all the time to

  prevent the butty veering from side to side, out of control. On a long pound with no locks Bobby came back and steered, jumping off the Esther Jane under a bridge-hole where the cut narrowed

  right down, then leaping easily onto the Theodore as it came past.




  Without Bobby life would have been impossible. Even before Ada and Esther were born, Maryann found the days a long succession of strains and stresses. There never seemed to be a moment when she

  could relax. As well as keeping the boats moving and steering, there were constant thoughts of Oh, I must make a cup of tea or I must get the dinner on, or the stove and floor need

  cleaning, or Sally and Ezra are bored and roaring on the cabin roof. Not to mention all the washing, mending and shopping she had to to catch up with when they stopped to unload. She had

  forced herself to develop the other boatwomen’s ability to perform several tasks all at once. Everyone did it – there was no choice. You’d tuck the helm, or ‘elum’ as

  the boaters called it, under one arm, and with the dipper full of water and potatoes on the roof, stand and peel them as you went along. Or you’d sew or splice ropes – whatever was

  needed. There was one woman she saw sometimes with a sewing machine in action on the cabin roof while she steered her butty boat.




  This particular trip they had a ‘good road’. There were so many possible calamities and delays on the cut – clogged propellers, other boats stuck in locks or bridge-holes when

  the water was low, locks all set against you, not to mention foul weather – that they had developed a patient fatalism which overlay the general need to get a load on and keep moving.




  They reached Juxon Street Wharf in Oxford a bit later than hoped, after a delay on the second day with a snarled propeller south of Duke’s cut. As the men began unloading, Maryann set off,

  a twin under each arm and Sally and Joley beside her, to go and ‘find Granddad.’ The chores could wait a few minutes while she went to the little terraced house in Adelaide Street

  nearby to tell old Darius Bartholomew that they’d tied up at the wharf. The old man never missed possible moment on his old home, the Esther Jane.




  The door was opened by his sister, Mrs Simons, a rosy-cheeked, sweet-natured woman, who still had a look of the boatwoman she once was, her stout body dressed in a dark blue skirt, topped by a

  rusty red woolly. Her feet were pushed into baggy old slippers to ease her bunions.




  ‘Oh, hello, moy dear! Oh, my goodness me, look what we have here?’ She gazed, astonished at the sight of Maryann’s face smiling out between those of the two babies.

  ‘Come in, come in! Hello, Joley, Sally, Ezzy – how’re you, moy dears? Darius – look who’s here! You’ll be wanting to see! – Come on through –

  he’s having a snooze by the fire,’ she added.




  Though Mrs Simons had not lived on the cut for many years now, her backroom looked like a home from home, a larger version of a narrowboat cabin, with its gleaming range and colourful peg rug,

  and plates, their filigreed edges threaded with ribbons, and photographs and brasses displayed all over the walls. Maryann’s father-in-law was getting out of his chair by the fire. Darius was

  in his shirt sleeves and adjusted his braces as he smiled shyly. Maryann was always delighted to see him. He looked just the same, she thought, lined face suntanned even in winter, the white beard

  and long white hair round his bald crown, the same sinewy, if slightly stooped stance. His deep blue eyes lit up with pleasure at the sight of them all.




  ‘Well now, lass – what’ve we got here?’ Though he knew Maryann had been expecting, this was the first time they had been to Oxford since the girls arrived.




  ‘Look at these two!’ Alice Simons exclaimed. ‘Here, your arms must be pulled out of their sockets. Put them down on my chair!’ Maryann laid the girls down and they kicked

  and gazed round, stimulated by the faces looking down at them. Esther smiled and blew bubbles. Ada kicked and moved her head, trying to see everything.




  ‘This one is Esther,’ Maryann said softly. The old man’s wife, Joel’s mother, his ‘best mate’ for years on the cut, had been called Esther Jane. When she

  died, he had renamed the boat in her honour. ‘And this is Ada.’




  A wistful smile appeared on the old man’s face. He watched the babies, fascinated.




  ‘Two of them,’ he said eventually. He shook his head in wonder. ‘With the best names.’




  Tears came into Maryann’s eyes. She could tell how moved this reserved old man was at the sight of his granddaughters and she loved him for it. He stood for a long time, eyes fixed on

  them.




  ‘Bonny,’ he said eventually. ‘Very bonny, the pair of ’em.’ As he passed Maryann, for a second she felt his hand pressed warmly on her shoulder. He went to the

  front and they heard him putting on his jacket and old trilby. The front door opened and closed. Darius didn’t want to be away from the Esther Jane a moment longer.




  ‘Well now,’ Mrs Simons said, ‘we’ll have a nice cup of tea. Let those men do the stroving – you stay here and have yourself a rest, moy dear.’ She filled the

  kettle and set it on the range, where it whispered as it heated up. ‘Now – I want a nice long hold of these lovely babies.’




  They passed a happy hour together. Joley and Sally always enjoyed the novelty of being in a house, which seemed like a palace to them in comparison with the Theodore. Mrs Simons found

  them some bits and pieces to play with and they went out the back to see the chickens. Maryann settled contentedly with the old lady, who had always been kindness itself to her. Whenever they came

  to Oxford, Maryann felt she was truly coming to see family. Alice had been heartbroken for them when they’d lost Harry.




  Alice Simons cuddled Ada and Esther in turn, talking to them, making them smile. When they started squalling she handed them back to be fed.




  ‘Our Nancy’s expecting again,’ Maryann told her. ‘Pleased as punch about it she is.’ Nancy and Darius had been working the Grand Union a lot recently and

  hadn’t been down to Oxford.




  She had Alice Simons’s immediate attention. ‘Oh well, isn’t that nice! Marvellous. You girls’ve been such a blessing to Esther’s boys. She keeping all right, is

  she? And how’re you managing, Maryann dear?’




  ‘Oh – I’m all right,’ Maryann said. There was a silence. The clocked ticked. She so longed to pour out her worries to someone. She’d met boatwomen who’d

  brought up fifteen children, more even, on the boats. Was that what Joel wanted? Children and more children in a never-ending line? She had some better days now, but come the hard winter, the times

  of heavy rain, of ice, she knew she’d start to feel herself sliding under it all again.




  Hesitantly she said, ‘I don’t know how I’ll manage if we have any more, though.’




  ‘Oh no, dear.’ Alice Simons snapped to attention, sitting forward to perch on the edge of her chair. ‘Dear me, no. Thin as a railing you are already. No –

  childbearing’s all very well in its place, but you have to call a halt somewhere. My mother died after she’d had her eleventh. I saw her slip away – worn out she was, with it all.

  Now you know I was the eldest daughter, so of course I was landed with it all.’ She shook her head.




  Maryann thought bitterly for a second of her mother. Even if Flo had been prepared to see her, she’d never’ve been able to talk about anything like this. There’d be no sympathy

  there. Flo’s attitude was always, ‘I’ve had to suffer, so why shouldn’t you?’ Since she’d met Alice Simons, though, the old woman had always been on her

  side.




  ‘I wasn’t having that – not for me,’ Alice went on. ‘When I met moy William down here and we was wed I told him straight: “William, I said, “I’m

  not marrying you to be a brood mare like my mother.” Well – as you know, we had the three, and they was enough for me. Quite enough. You want to look after yourself, dear.’




  Maryann looked down at the colourful peg rug by the range, longing to ask the unspoken question which now hung between them. But how did you keep from having any more?




  ‘Joel’s a good boy – I’ve always said so,’ Alice Simons was saying. ‘I know the men in my family and we’ve never had a bad ’un. Not really. But

  they’re men – you know what I’m saying, dear.’ Maryann could feel a blush rising up her neck to her ears. What was Mrs Simons going to say next?




  Just then Sally ran in from the back, her coat flying open, and clearly full of excitement.




  ‘Them hens want some food!’ she said. ‘Can Joley and me give them some corn?’




  Maryann clenched her hands, desperation rising in her. The moment was lost. She couldn’t ask now.




  ‘You go out to the privy,’ Alice Simons said. ‘And you and Joley take a couple of handfuls from the bag out there. Let Ezzy have a go too, there’s a good girl. Shut the

  back door now!’




  Sally’s boots clattered out again in a great hurry.




  Alice Simons leaned forward. ‘I wouldn’t normally say such a thing –’ she touched Maryann’s arm – ‘because I know people don’t go for talking

  about it. P’raps they should,’ she added fiercely. ‘Only I don’t want to see you waning away in front of my eyes.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You’ll

  have to have a word with Joel and get him to change his habits. You have to get them to pull back before they goes the whole way. That way you don’t catch, see?’




  The blush had taken over what felt like Maryann’s entire body by now, but she looked back at Alice Simons with gratitude.




  ‘Are you sure? Oh – I don’t know if Joel . . .’




  ‘Well, tell him it’s that or nothing,’ Alice said with a sniff. ‘That’ll make him think.’




  Maryann looked down again, trying to imagine. Is that really how you do it? she wondered. Joel gets so carried away. How am I going to ask him to stop?




  But she heard the urgency in Alice Simons’s voice as she spoke again. ‘Sometimes what it comes down to is it’s them or you. And you don’t want these children growing up

  without their mother, do you?’




  





  Four




  Old Darius Bartholomew was up to watch them pull away from Juxon Street Wharf early the next morning. Maryann saw him fade into the mist of an Oxford dawn, his face lined by

  time, just standing still in his coat and hat, eyes fixed on the boat as it moved away, putt-putting gently past the other moored craft. The sight of him wrung Maryann’s heart, as she knew it

  did Joel’s.




  ‘He goes down to the wharf every day,’ Mrs Simons told Maryann each time they visited. ‘Every day without fail. Stands there watching. Poor Darius – he’d give

  anything to be young again.’




  Maryann feared that the same fate – being left behind on the bank – would befall her husband and perhaps at a much earlier age. Joel’s chest was weak from a dose of gas in the

  last war so his health was fragile. She had come to dread winter and the first cough. The crackling wheeze in his chest, which was always there, even in summer, was made far worse by the wet and

  cold which crept up on them through the autumn. She always hoped for Indian summers and mild winters, dreading his racking coughing fits, the risk of him falling so sick he could no longer work his

  boats. It was too painful to imagine Joel stranded on the bank with that deep, longing look she saw in his father’s eyes. Darius, at least, was old. He had known it would come to him one day

  and he still had the comfort of knowing that his two sons and their families were working the cut.




  They loaded a cargo of stone for Birmingham. The following days were wet, and in parts where the locks were widely spaced Maryann sat in the Theodore with the children, while Bobby took

  the helm. In between her chores she tried to teach Joley his letters.




  ‘Oh, Mom, do I have to?’ he’d complain as she tried to get him to stay at the table with a scrap of paper and a pencil.




  ‘Just sit still for a minute and have a go,’ Maryann urged. ‘You don’t want to grow up and not be able to read, do you?’




  Joley shrugged, resting his chin wearily on his hand as if to say, ‘Oh well, if I have to.’ Maryann was unusual in being a woman on the cut who was a ‘scholar’.

  Having been brought up on the bank, she had been to school until she was fourteen. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like not to understand any of the signs in the shops or to read a

  newspaper, and she wanted her children to be able to do the same as her. But, to Joley, what counted in his everyday life was being able to catch a rope, jump on and off a boat or have the strength

  to shaft the fore end off the mud. Why did he need to know letters? With a long-suffering air he wrote his name, JOEL BARTHOLOMEW, laboriously with the stub of pencil, tongue curled back over his

  top lip. She taught him to write THEODORE and ESTHER JANE and the names of other boats they passed, which he did under sufferance, wriggling wrestlessly all the time he was made to sit on the

  bench. Sally was quite different. Her clear blue eyes took in everything and even at three she had been keen to copy everything, struggling to mark erratic lines on the paper. At five, now, she had

  overtaken her brother.




  ‘Look – I’m writing!’ she’d proclaim proudly. Joley would scowl at her eagerness, and Maryann often found it tempting not to bother with him and to

  concentrate on Sally. But Maryann was determined that all her children would at least be able to read and write. What if they didn’t spend all their life on the cut?




  Those first days of the trip the rain fell and fell. Joel was delighted. The cut was low, the ‘bottom too near the top’ as some of the boaters put it. At least they weren’t

  pumping out water to put out fires as they had in Birmingham and Coventry during the bombing, but it was never good news when the water level fell and Joel was glad to see some water coming in.

  They pushed on through the wet. Once they were well into the Midlands, though, the rain stopped and the sky cleared. By the time they reached the bottom of the great flight of Hatton locks up to

  Warwick, the afternoon was bathed in mellow autumn sunshine, weeds and grass shining with water droplets and the air heavy with moisture.




  Maryann was at the helm, with Bobby on the bank ahead, lock-wheeling. Another pair of boats had gone up ahead, which meant that the locks would all be set against them. Maryann sighed. For a few

  seconds she dashed down into the cabin, brewed tea and fetched Joel’s soaked corduroy trousers to lay on the cabin roof in the sun. When she came out, she could see Joel signalling to her

  that he was going to tie up and wait for another pair to come down. Even when the locks were set for them it was a good two to three hours’ work getting to the top of Hatton. The great flight

  of locks, the ‘Stairway to Heaven’, towered above them, the black and white beams of the gates and the paddle ratchets rising up the hill towards the sky, looking as if they were

  stacked on top of one another. The combined rise of the twenty-one locks would lift them almost a hundred and fifty feet to the fringes of Warwick.




  They waited at a distance from the bottom lock, drinking tea and eating bread and lard in the sunshine. Joley and Sally got off and scampered about on the bank and Maryann sat holding Ada. Bobby

  stood ahead by the lock, watching for boats. Something would be along soon.




  ‘Once we get up here, we’ll tie up before Warwick,’ Joel said. ‘That’ll do us for the day.’




  Quite soon Bobby called to them, ‘Pair coming down!’




  The two boats from the Grand Union Canal Carrying Company appeared eventually out of the bottom lock, side by side, loaded and sheeted up. As they emerged from the last lock, the butty was

  released skilfully so that the snubber extended gradually to its full length and the motor boat went on ahead. As they passed, the man at the helm of the motor started waving and shouting about

  jossers coming up, and turning to look, Joel and Maryann suddenly realized that there was another pair of boats from the Fellows, Moreton and Clayton company steaming up behind them. They

  hadn’t heard the engine over the sound of the Grand Union carrier.




  Eyes fixed on the approaching green-and-orange painted boats, Joel slammed his tea mug down furiously on the Theodore’s cabin roof. There was no sign of the pair slowing down.




  ‘I don’t believe it. Them buggers ent going to stop!’ It went against the etiquette of the cut not to wait if another boat was lined up for a lock. ‘Right.’

  Joel’s voice was grimly determined. ‘Bobby!’ he roared. ‘We’re coming in.’ He ran along the bank to the Esther Jane, whose motor was still gently turning.

  Maryann looked round for the children.




  ‘Joley – Sally! Come back on – we’re going. Quick!’




  They children hopped aboard in seconds. Maryann speedily deposited Ada in the cabin and pushed the butty off as Joel pulled away.




  If this other pair were determined to push their way in without waiting for them to come up, they’d be back to square one, with all the locks set against them. And besides, there was a

  principle at stake – how dare they try and steal the flight of locks!




  The jossers (nicknamed after Joshua Clayton, a founder of the company) were almost upon them. Their fore end was almost touching the back of the Theodore.




  ‘What the hell d’you think you’re playing at, you silly sods?’ Maryann yelled, furious, and frightened that the boat was going to ram them.




  Seeing Joel had managed to cut in front just in time to take his rightful place in the lock, the man steering the josser motor flung it into reverse, which was the only way to stop a boat apart

  from driving it into the bank. Joel and Maryann, their skill honed by anger and determination to prove their point, breasted up the boats in quick time and edged side by side into Hatton’s

  bottom lock. Over the engine they could just hear a trail of filthy oaths and abuse being flung their way from behind. As Bobby swung the gates closed, Joel turned to Maryann, lifted his cap and

  saluted her for an excellent job of work. Maryann grinned back and put one thumb up and Joley stood on the counter with her laughing and cheering.




  ‘We beat those sodding jossers!’ he piped.




  ‘Joley!’ Maryann ticked him off, but she was laughing. It was such a good feeling to beat someone who was trying to put one over on you. She had felt better and more energetic

  in those moments than she had in weeks.




  After that, they were full of energy for the Hatton flight, and always a few locks ahead of the jossers, who had to empty every lock they entered since they were in too much of a lather to get

  on to wait for anyone else to come down. Every time the crews caught sight of each other there was yelling and sparring, triumphant on the Bartholomews’ part, but with genuine resentment on

  the part of the jossers. Joel grumbled about them thinking they owned the Grand Union. Thought themselves above an S. E. Barlow boat.




  The afternoon stayed warm and sunny, and halfway up the locks they received unexpected help. As Bobby was leaning on a gate to open it and let the boats through, he was joined at the other side

  by a man in shapeless, ill-fitting clothes, who pushed against the beam with solemn concentration. Bobby called out his thanks in his usual good-natured way.




  As they waited for the next lock to fill, Maryann watched the man. It was difficult to guess his age. He could have been in his thirties, perhaps older. The sleeves of his jacket were far too

  short, barely reaching down below his elbows, yet his trousers were loose and too long. He walked with a strange, lumbering gait. He was a large man with heavy features and a slow, childlike look

  to him.




  He’ll have come from the asylum, Maryann realized. The Warwick asylum loomed to the left of them, a little further up. On fine days some of the more capable inmates did come out at

  times and help boaters work the locks.




  A couple of locks later she took her turn on the bank, moving from lock to lock with the windlass tucked in her belt. The man kept pace with her, carefully watching her movements to see what he

  needed to do next. As she crossed over a pair of gates to raise the paddles on the other side, she said, ‘Ta – I could do with some help.’




  The man nodded and gave a sudden laugh. He had narrow, dark eyes and his hair was receding at the front, two smooth inlets curving back into his hair line as if water had washed the hair from

  his scalp. ‘I can help,’ he said in a wooden voice, but she could see the eagerness behind it. ‘I can help.’




  ‘You from the asylum?’




  He nodded, pointed at the high, forbidding building.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  He thought for a moment. ‘Thomas.’ And snickered again.




  ‘Well, ta, Thomas. You’re doing a good job for us.’




  All the way up the remaining locks, Maryann chose to stay on the bank, as Bobby signalled to her that the twins were asleep. Although the lock-wheeling was tiring, it was good to be off the

  boat, walking the bank. But she was filled with a sense of unease, which increased as the afternoon went on. Her feeling or buoyant well-being earlier on seeped away and she felt strange and tight

  inside, brushed by memory. She knew what it was: the asylum. Seeing the buildings, meeting Thomas, brought to the surface another thing she preferred not to think about. Little Margaret Lambert,

  the child whom Maryann’s stepfather, Norman Griffin, had brutally degraded. As her sister Amy was helpless to protect her, Margaret had tried to end her tormentor’s life in order to

  save her own. Margaret had been nine then. Now she’d be fifteen, a young woman. Instead of being sent for trial she was consigned to the asylum in Winson Green. One prison instead of

  another.




  Maryann fastened her windlass onto the ratchet of one of the final set of paddles and pulled it round with all her strength, feeling the muscles work in her arms, stomach and back. She tried to

  let out the fury and grief which rose in her when she was assaulted by thoughts like these. Margaret in there, locked away all these years of her young life – because of him. Beginning to

  sob, she crossed the gates and flung herself at the second paddle. Once the gates were open, Thomas peeled off and vanished down the hill again without waiting for thanks. As the pair emerged from

  the lock, Maryann called to Joel, ‘I’ll walk on.’ She saw he had noticed her tears. But she knew he wouldn’t ask. Joel was cowed by emotion.




  Maryann walked slowly behind the boats, glad of time to be alone. Just a few minutes away from the children, from the non-stop demands, the cabin being in a mess and the washing not done –

  the feeling that she just couldn’t keep up. Now thoughts of the past welled up, raw and bitter, as she walked, pushing weeds and tussocks of grass away with her feet, trying to force the past

  back to where it belonged: behind her. Hadn’t she come to this life to get away from all of that? To be with Joel and begin again? It was all years ago: there was nothing she could do about

  any of it now, so why couldn’t the memories leave her alone? But this evening her mind wouldn’t obey her, wouldn’t fold its old emotions away, and dark thoughts followed her all

  the way to the spot where they tied up for the night.




  She had been quiet all evening. The lamp was lit and Joel sat on the side of the bed as Maryann stood undressing, legs straddling the twins, who were bedded down on the floor

  because she worried about them rolling off the side bed.




  She could feel Joel’s eyes on her as she unbuttoned her blouse, loving him watching her, yet dreading what it might mean. She felt desperate. She loved Joel so much, but every time he

  touched her now she felt worried, angry that he couldn’t see how terrified she was of catching with another baby. Why does it have to be like this? she thought.




  She had her back to him, and his warm hands reached for her, pulling her back onto his lap. He sighed with pleasure, kissing her neck, watching, over her shoulder, as his hands parted her

  blouse, lifting and stroking her pale breasts.




  Maryann’s mind flailed from side to side like someone locked in a cupboard.




  She wanted to . . . to . . . She scarcely had a name for their lovemaking. To give in to him, to give him pleasure, give him everything he wanted. But all that went with having babies crowded

  into her memory. Even him touching her filled her with dread and she felt panicky. She’d never felt like this before with Joel. It’s just because I don’t want to catch for

  another one, she told herself.




  As Joel laid her back on the bed, Mrs Simons’s advice rang in her head. ‘Get him to pull away . . .’ Last time she hadn’t found the courage to say it. But she had to do

  something or she’d be expecting again, sick and worn out – no, she couldn’t stand it.




  Hands under his shirt she stroked his wide, strong back, felt the muscles in it working as he moved in her, his excitement gathering. She struggled for words. Quick, she had to say something or

  it’d be too late!




  ‘Joel,’ she burst out desperately, ‘don’t go all the way in me – pull out before you finish.’




  But her words seemed to have the opposite effect and it was too late. With a low groan her husband completed the act which gave him seconds of pleasure and her weeks of fear. He stayed on top of

  her, face pressed close to hers.




  ‘What did you say to me?’ he asked, contentedly.




  Maryann’s cheeks burned. She managed to make herself say, ‘I asked you to pull away – before you finished.’




  There was a silence. Joel lifted his head at last, frowning. ‘What? You mean – when I’m going strong?’




  ‘So’s I don’t have a babby every time,’ she whispered.




  She saw genuine puzzlement, hurt almost, in his eyes. She was learning about her husband, that while he was the most kind and tender of men there were certain things you couldn’t get past

  him on: boats and babies.




  ‘But we’ll get by. We always do, don’t we, eh? And think of little Harry. What if summat happens to them, eh? Then where’d we be?’




  ‘But I can’t do it again – not yet,’ Maryann said, stroking his face, her eyes pleading. ‘I can hardly drag myself about some days and I never get everything

  done.’




  ‘Course you do. You’re a good ’un.’ Joel kissed her. ‘Best wife and best mate a man could ask for. I’ve no complaints, my little bird.’




  Tears in her eyes, she looked up at him.




  ‘Please. Just see if you can!’




  Doubtfully he said, ‘Well – I’ll try it. But that don’t sound natural at all to me.’




  





  Five




  ‘Ah – Mrs Bartholomew, how nice to see you. I’ll be with you in just a moment!’




  The woman in front of Maryann in the queue at Osborne’s turned and gave her a nasty look.




  Maryann, her shopping bag in one hand, Sally’s hand in the other, gave a faint smile, feeling a blush rise in her cheeks. It was embarrassing to be singled out like that, but at the same

  time she couldn’t help being pleased. It was nice to find such a welcome. It almost gave her a sense of family.




  ‘Come on, let the ladies off the cut through first, they’ve got work to do!’




  ‘Well, so’ve the rest of us,’ someone grumbled from by the door.




  Maryann and another boatwoman in the queue gratefully produced their ration books and the butcher served them straight away. As he put together Maryann’s rations, he was full of questions.

  Tied up at Tyseley Wharf again, were they? Loading up this morning? Pity the weather wasn’t nicer for them, wasn’t it? Wouldn’t be staying tonight then?




  Handing her the bag of meat, he said, ‘And how are those two fine babbies of yours?’ As Maryann answered, he winked at Sally and beckoned her closer, slipping something into her

  palm.




  ‘One each for your brothers as well – and mind you hand them over!’ he whispered.




  ‘Oh – say thank you!’ Maryann instructed her daughter, and blushing even more deeply. ‘Mr Osborne’s ever so good to you.’




  By the time they stepped out into the cold and rain clutching the meat rations, Sally’s cheek was already bulging with the lump of toffee Mr Osborne had given her.




  ‘Well – wasn’t that nice?’ Maryann said to Sally, stopping to retie her scarf round her head to keep out the wet. ‘Though I don’t know what those other people

  must’ve thought.’




  The child wasn’t taking in anything she was saying, but was gazing dreamily round her at the street, the shops and houses. She was a sturdy, solemn little girl. Her coat, which Maryann had

  made herself out of a piece of wool tweed, was too big and trailed almost to the ground.




  I never was much good at sewing, Maryann thought gloomily. At least I remembered to wipe her face before we came out.




  You could only just see her little boots below the coat. Sally’s thick blonde hair looked as if it had long been stranger to a comb and her hands were grimy with coal dust, but her face

  was round and glowing pink in the cold. Maryann suddenly bent over and pressed her lips against the chill, peachy skin of Sally’s cheek.




  ‘You’re my little bab, aren’t you?’ she said fondly.




  ‘Why don’t we live in a house?’ Wide eyes looked up at her, topped by a slight frown.




  Maryann took her hand. ‘Oh – because we’re a boater family. We don’t live in houses. But when I was a little girl I lived in a house. Over there – a few miles away.

  In a place called Ladywood.’ Your grandmother lives there even now, she could have said, but kept the words to herself. Her children had never met her mother.




  ‘Can we go there? See your house?’




  ‘One day. D’you remember your uncle Tony? We’ll go and see him one day soon.’




  Sally and Joley were intrigued by life on the bank. She could see Sally excitedly drinking in the sights around her, even though they were in the drabbest back end of Tyseley. On Maryann the

  streets of Birmingham had quite the opposite effect: they filled her with a profound sense of anxiety. The later years of her childhood here had been so unhappy, tainted by experiences which robbed

  her of her innocence. When she went to live on the cut, hard as the life was, it gave her back something of herself. She found love, a sense of safety, enchantment even, out in the open air, with

  nature all round them once they were away from the cities with their soot and grime. The routine of the cut and the birth of her children had given her back something of her own childhood sense of

  life again, before it was spoilt and corrupted. But back here in these grey streets shadows of the past seemed to lurk, waiting to pull her down again, breaking through the peace that she’d

  struggled for. She liked to come back to Birmingham, but there was always a sense of relief, too, when they slid out again from between its black, confining walls. Instinctively, she took

  Sally’s grubby hand as they turned back round the corner into the wharf.
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