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Chapter One


Violet was eleven when the first of the babies came.


A scrawny, cringing stranger appeared at their door 

and they had to peer out past Mom to see, she was such 

a big woman. She and her sister Rosina, who was eight, 

stood by the range, listening to the whispers.


‘My sister . . . Might be able to manage when she’s 

better . . . A few shillings, that’s all we’ve got . . . They 

sent me to you . . .’


On the freezing air through the door came the smoke 

and stink of the metal-bashing factories and the sweet 

sawdust from the timber yard.


Violet’s mother, Bessie, was a strapping matron of 

thirty-four. She stood with her hands on her hips in her 

white, starched apron, her face hard as granite, lording 

it over this poor woman. Bessie was gaffer of the yard 

here, and she knew it. Everyone looked to Bessie Wiles, 

but by God you didn’t want to cross her. She’d take her 

time to answer if she wanted.


‘I might be able to,’ she said at last.


After a few questions – the sick mother of the child 

lived round in Summer Lane – she said, ‘All right. Give 

it ’ere,’ and held out her arms.


The visitor said ‘Thank you’ twice over in a grovelling 

voice and Violet knew her mother had never seen 

the woman before and wondered why she had come 

here.


It was only when Mom turned that they saw the 

baby, a pale, odd-looking thing. Its head seemed too 

big, and was topped with a fuzz of gingery hair.


Rosina ran straight up and peered at it. ‘A babby! 

Whose is it?’


Violet held back, wary of Bessie’s beefy, slapping 

hands and bullying tongue, and the cat o’nine tails she 

kept fixed to her belt. Violet was a frail girl, coltishly 

thin, with pale, almost luminous skin, straggly blonde 

hair and sad, blue eyes.


She saw a new glow in her mother’s eyes.


‘It’s a little wench. Miserable scrap she is – look at 

the size of her! The mom’s been taken bad so we’re 

looking after her. There’re worse ways of earning a few 

bob. Don’t go poking her, Rosina, you’ll wake her.’


Marigold came downstairs then and joined in staring 

at the red-haired baby. Charlie was out playing with his 

pals. Marigold and Charlie were twins, two years older 

than Violet, but Marigold wasn’t quite ‘all there’, was 

what Mom said. ‘She’ll never amount to much.’ She said 

that too, as if Marigold was a stone with no feeling. 

Violet saw some flicker of hungry emotion in Marigold’s 

dark eyes and she clung on at her mother’s side. 

Marigold couldn’t seem to get enough of the baby.


‘You going to give ’er your titty, Mom?’


Marigold had been old enough to see her mother feed 

Rosina, and Mrs Cameron next door was seldom without 

a child hanging off her little pimple breasts.


Bessie gave a harsh laugh, her big body quivering. 

‘Ooh no, I’m past all that, bab, more’s the pity!’ Violet 

had once heard her saying to Mrs Cameron and Mrs 

Davis out in the yard that after Rosina she’d had it ‘all 

taken away’. She said it in a low, mournful voice, with 

a big sigh from the depths of her. Mrs Davis said that she wished she could bleeding well have it all taken 

away too, that all these babbies would be the death of 

her, but Bessie looked at her with tears in her eyes. It 

was the only time Violet had seen Mom overcome like 

that.


‘Ooh no, Clara – my Jack – God rest him – always 

liked me with a big belly on me and a babby in my 

arms. Nothing like it.’


‘You daint lose any of yours though, Bess,’ Mrs 

Davis said. ‘Bring ’em into the world and watch ’em 

fade away – that’s when it does for you.’


With a grunt, Bessie knelt down on the rag rug on 

the rough brick floor, barking out orders as usual. ‘Pass 

my shawl over, Marigold, and we’ll lay her on it for a 

bit, have a look over her. Violet – get the kettle on.’


Violet did as she was commanded, then looked 

grimly down at the child. She didn’t want the puny 

thing there. There was barely enough to go round as it 

was.


‘Mom. How long’s it got to stay? Mom?’


But Bessie wasn’t listening.


Marigold knelt over the baby. Her black hair was 

chopped into a bob, chin-length, parted severely down 

the right side and yanked back from her face with a 

couple of kirby-grips. She stared and stared.


Rosina, baby of the family herself, stood twiddling 

her long plaits, full of questions and jack-in-the-box 

energy. No one could ever miss the fact that Rosina was 

there. Violet stayed back, feeling outside it all, seeing 

her mother’s thick, stockinged calves and the worn heels 

of her shoes as she knelt over the child.


‘Mom?’


‘Oh, shurrup, Violet – stop keeping on!’ Bessie was 

peeling back the rags in which the baby was wrapped.


‘Don’t see why we have to have it,’ Violet said 

sulkily. ‘It’s ugly.’


‘Not half as ugly as you were. And it’s a girl, not an 

it.’


‘What’s her name?’ Rosina asked.


‘The woman never said.’ Bessie knelt back on her 

haunches. ‘We’ll have to think of summat. What about 

Daisy? Marigold – there’s a tanner in the jug up there – 

run over to Mrs Bigley’s and ask her for a tin of 

Carnation. I’ll have to feed her, soon as she wakes.’


Marigold followed her orders, as usual.


Bessie scooped the child off the floor and stood 

looking at her, deaf to anyone else. She started humming 

a little tune and carried her through to the back, with 

Rosina following as if the baby was a magnet. Rosy 

wasn’t frightened of Mom.


Violet stood scowling in the front room, in her old 

dress that was too short, socks sagging down round her 

ankles. She stuck her thumb in her mouth. As usual, she 

felt invisible.




 





Chapter Two


Daisy was the first in a long line.


There was nothing official about it, not then. In the 

seething, over-populated slum houses of north Birmingham 

there was many a mother at the end of her tether, 

worn down by having child after child. Bessie made her 

name in the district.


‘Take the babby round to Bessie Wiles – number 

two, back of sixteen in Spring Street. She’ll have it off 

you for a bit. And her house is clean as a pin.’


She was already a tough heroine of survival in their 

eyes. There was Bessie, widowed at twenty-six with 

four to bring up, worked like a Trojan, up cleaning 

pubs before dawn, taking in washing, carding buttons 

and pins for the factories. All the energy in the world, 

while weaker vessels fell along the way. And everyone 

came to her for advice. She had the neighbourhood just 

where she wanted them – respectful, fearful and under 

her thumb.


Bessie took in the babies of mothers who died birthing 

them, or were taken with infections or plain worn 

out. She kept them until they went back to their families, 

or handed them over to the orphanage and was 

paid for her trouble.


That wasn’t the first time they had had other children 

living in the house. Bessie had once taken in some of Mrs 

Davis’s children. Mrs Davis, a weak, cringing woman, lived two doors away then, and life was one long 

struggle. They were ‘three-up’ houses, with two tiny 

bedrooms on the second floor and cockroach-infested 

attics, and Mrs Davis had eleven children, nine of them 

boys, a wastrel of a husband and her father-in-law lodged 

with them as well. For two years, off and on, during the 

Great War, Bessie had taken the two girls in every night 

and they slept top to toe with Violet and Rosina.


‘You’re golden, Bessie,’ Mrs Davis frequently said, 

with whining gratitude. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without 

you, that I don’t.’


‘Oh, I know what it’s like in a big family, Clara,’ 

Bessie would say magnanimously. ‘What are neighbours 

for, bab, if not to help?’


Violet was four when the Davis children started 

sleeping in her bed. They were wriggly, vexing girls, 

prone to itchy suppurating rashes. Violet could remember 

the feel of little Ethel Davis’s freezing cold feet if 

she stretched out, and Florrie Davis wet the bed. The 

room always stank of wee and every morning when 

they woke the mattress was freezing cold and wet. She 

was overjoyed when the Davises did a moonlight flit to 

dodge the landlord and she could sleep in a dry bed 

again without Ethel’s scratchy toenails.


Now it seemed that a whole parade of babies couldn’t 

do without Bessie either. As fast as one was sent off to 

a new home a new one arrived, and at times there were 

as many as three at once. Bessie rose to the occasion 

magnificently. She got Uncle Clarence, her brother who 

lived with them, to build cradles out of apple boxes. She 

knitted coloured squares for blankets. There were 

always kettles of water on for cleaning out babies’ 

bottles and Bessie was seldom without a child in her 

arms. All life seemed to revolve round her.


Marigold and Charlie were thirteen then, and Bessie 

made a decision. One evening as they sat over tea in the 

sputtering gaslight, with a baby asleep in the corner, she 

said, ‘I’ve been thinking about our Marigold, Clarence. 

There ain’t no point in her stopping on at school – ’er’s 

never going to be one for books and learning, not the 

way she is. You can stop at home and give me a hand 

from now on, Mari.’


Marigold looked dreamily up from her plate of liver 

and onions, barely seeming to realize what was being 

said. There was a thick streak of gravy down the front 

of her blouse. Violet knew that Marigold didn’t like 

school. She could just about read and write but she was 

slow in every way, couldn’t keep up with the running 

about, and all the teasing from the others.


‘I don’t know,’ Clarence said. He ruffled a hand 

through his receding hair as he often did when Bessie 

asked his opinion. He was as thin and weedy as she 

was big and ebullient. Even in his early thirties he 

seemed like an old man, sitting there in his shirtsleeves, 

shoulders hunched. ‘We’ll have the bloke keep coming 

round from the Board if you keep her home.’


‘Oh, I’ll soon see to him,’ Bessie said, drawing in a 

fierce breath that expanded her enormous bosom even 

further under her black frock. ‘You’d like to help with 

the babbies, Marigold, wouldn’t you?’


‘Can I stop at home an’ all?’ Rosina asked.


‘Don’t talk stupid,’ Charlie sneered at her.


Rosy stuck her tongue out at him when Mom wasn’t 

looking and Charlie gave her one of his stodgy looks. 

He was like an old man as well, Violet thought.


Clarence wiped his chin on the back of his hand. 

‘Whatever you think’s best, Bess.’ That was what he 

alway said in the end.


So at thirteen, Marigold stopped going to school and 

stayed at home and learned about looking after babies. 

She never said if she cared either way. In any case, 

Violet never heard anyone ask her.




 





Chapter Three





1927





‘Cat’s got the measles, the measles, the measles . . .’ 

Rosina was skipping ahead, dark plaits switching up and 

down.


Cat’s got the measles, the measles got the cat! Oi – ’ 

She swivelled round, landing on both feet. ‘Vi – d’you 

think Mom’d give us a tanner to go up the Picture 

House?’


‘You’ll be lucky!’


Violet stared at her in amazement. Trust Rosy! She’d 

never dare ask Mom for money, straight out.


‘You ask – bet she won’t.’


It was the end of the summer term and school was 

out. Eight weeks of freedom stretching ahead, and the 

day was hot as they trotted along in the blue shadow of 

the houses with the heady feeling of being set free from 

school routine into the wide, shapeless time of the holidays. 

Long days ahead to play out at hopscotch and tip-cat 

and hide-and-seek!


Violet was excited, because you couldn’t not be 

excited at the end of term with all of them pouring out 

of the school gates on to the street, everyone running, 

shouting, cheering and tearing off home or to the park. 

But there was also a sad feeling because she liked her 

teacher Miss Green, who was about to leave the school. 

Miss Green was plump and comforting, with curly 

brown hair, and she knew Miss Green liked her and had taken notice of her the way no one else had ever done, 

so she’d done her very best for her.


‘You’re my star pupil in arithmetic,’ Miss Green had 

said a few days ago, smiling through her spectacles. 

‘You’re working very well, Violet.’


These were words of very high praise from a teacher. 

Miss Green was very strict but she was fair-minded, and 

any words of praise coming Violet’s way were rare 

indeed. She carried them inside her as if they were 

fragile birds’ eggs. Clutched in her hand was the envelope 

containing her school report. Had Miss Green 

written something nice in there as well? If only she 

could get it out and read it, but she didn’t dare – what 

would Mom say? She bubbled inside in anticipation.


Rosina adored the pictures. She’d sit through anything, 

laughing at Buster Keaton and Laurel and Hardy 

until she was nearly sick, riding in her seat through 

Westerns until people behind snapped at her to sit still, 

and most of all enjoying the ones with the actresses, 

with their big soulful eyes full of emotion and their 

lovely clothes like none they’d ever seen in real life. 

Rosina laughed, cried, trembled with them. She lived 

every second of it. She especially loved Lillian Gish and 

Mary Pickford.


They ran up the entry. Mrs Cameron was mangling 

clothes in the yard. The door was open as usual and 

they ran straight in. Charlie had beaten them home and 

was filling his face with a crust of bread and lard. Bessie 

stood, perspiring in the heat and rocking the latest 

orphaned infant in her arms, and the room was full of 

his wailing.


‘Mom, Mom – can we go to the flicks?’ Rosina 

demanded.


‘I’ve got my report, Mom!’ Violet thrust the envelope towards her mother. She knew it was the wrong thing 

to do but she couldn’t help herself.


‘Can’t you see this babby’s running me ragged!’ 

Bessie roared. ‘Can’t you see, you stupid wench. What’s 

that flaming thing?’ She looked at the brown envelope 

as if it was dirt. ‘I don’t want that – stick it on the 

mantel.’


Heart sinking, Violet did as she was told. Stupid – 

yes, to think Mom might want to know. Rosina carelessly 

put her report up there as well, then persisted 

with what she wanted.


‘Mom, Mom – can we? It’ll get us out from under 

your feet.’ Rosina never gave up. If she couldn’t get her 

way one way round she could think of half a dozen 

other avenues to try.


‘You’d wear out rock, the way you keep on,’ Bessie 

said crossly over the baby’s screams. But she dug under 

her apron pocket, just near where she kept the leather 

cat o’ nine tails which could switch stingingly across 

hands or legs. Instead she brought out a shilling. ‘Go on 

then, all of you – clear off. I don’t know what Clarence’ll 

say though.’


Bessie always said this, even though Clarence never 

said anything of much note and she was firmly in charge 

and always had been.


‘Come on, Vi!’ Rosina cried.


Charlie and Marigold came as well and they sat in 

their threepenny seats through something all about the 

Alps, and then a Buster Keaton picture called The 

Navigator. Violet laughed along with Rosina and the 

others, but all the time in the back of her mind there 

was that envelope on the mantelpiece where things were 

written about her and she wanted to know what. Could 

she, Violet Wiles, be good at something – anything? Had Miss Green seen something in her that no one else 

had?


That evening Bessie was snapping at them all, trying 

to feed the wretched baby and get the tea cooked. She 

stood by the stove in her huge flowery apron and the 

house stank of boiling fish. She’d obviously forgotten 

completely about the reports. Violet went over to the 

mantel and stared at them, hoping her mom would 

notice.


‘Get to the table,’ Bessie ordered.


‘There’s our reports – from school,’ Violet said, 

perched on her rickety stool. ‘You gunna read them?’


Bessie’s face darkened. She gave a big, impatient sigh.


‘Best get it over with, then.’


Violet scrambled eagerly to get them, heart thudding 

as her mother tore open Charlie’s and looked at it. 

Bessie ran her eyes swiftly down the rows of brief 

comments from his teachers.


‘Ah well, son.’ She looked across at him. ‘Not long 

now and you’ll be out of there.’


Charlie and Marigold would be fourteen in October 

and then he’d be out to work. For Bessie it couldn’t 

come soon enough. She had a shuddering dislike of 

schools and everything about them.


She picked up Violet’s report and ripped it open so 

carelessly that she tore the paper inside. Violet sat, not 

eating, forgetting to breathe. What did it say?


Bessie eyed it in the same offhand manner as before, 

then moved on to Rosina’s. Soon she dropped all the 

papers on the floor by her chair.


‘Well, that’s that. Get on with your tea. It’ll be cold 

else.’


Violet shrank inside. She didn’t want to eat smelly 

boiled fish. She felt sick and crushed. Course, Mom never took any notice of anything to do with school. 

She just thought this time she might have done well and 

Mom might say something. Her eyes filled with tears.


‘What’s up with you?’ Charlie said.


‘Nothing,’ she whispered, and tried to swallow down 

the fish.


When they’d finished eating, Bessie got up and brewed 

a pot of tea. She plonked the bottle of sterilized milk on 

the table.


Violet still couldn’t contain herself. She could sneak 

a look at the reports herself, of course, but if there was 

something special from Miss Green in there, she wanted 

to hear it, like an announcement. Wanted the others to 

hear it.


‘Uncle Clarence – ’ she whispered. ‘Will you read my 

report?’


Clarence was sitting back, comfortable after his tea, 

and struggling to light his pipe.


‘All right – pass ’em over,’ he said indifferently. 

Clarence wasn’t interested in anything that didn’t centre 

on himself. Apart from two years in France in the Great 

War, he’d been looked after by Bessie all his life, and 

that suited him very well.


Violet’s was on top. Clarence read, in his toneless 

voice, the remarks about her reading and sewing. They 

were ordinary enough. Violet’s pulse quickened. Now 

he was coming to Miss Green.


‘“Violet is very strong in arithmetic and geometry,” ’ 

he read. Violet sat drinking in every word. ‘ “It would 

be a waste if she did not go on to greater things.” ’


The sweet honey words had not had a chance to seep 

into her when her mother gave a great mocking guffaw.


‘Who the hell wrote that load of flannel?’ She continued 

to laugh, shaking her head, her belly quivering. ‘What “greater things” is she on about, d’you think? 

Tea at Buckingham Palace? God, they live in another 

world, these people. What bloody good does she think 

geometry – ’ she put on a mock-teacher voice, ‘is going 

to be when there’s a babby in her belly and no food in 

the pantry, eh?’


She sat shaking her head. Violet didn’t hear any more 

of her report. She tried to hold on to Miss Green’s 

words. Very strong! Greater things! But every last spark 

of her brief glow of pride was snuffed out by her 

mother’s scorn.




 





Chapter Four





1929





Two years later the gates of school closed behind Violet 

for the last time.


Miss Green had long left, with her words of encouragement. 

Violet tried to forget her excitement over that 

one school report. That little opening, those thin threads 

of light from a dream world not her own, was long in 

the past now. When she received her character from 

school, for arithmetic it just said, ‘Good.’ So, good 

enough, but nothing special. And now it was time to 

start looking for work, on a rainy April morning, two 

days after her fourteenth birthday.


‘Marigold – look after the babbies.’


Bessie was putting her hat and coat on. Violet stared 

at her, a terrible realization beginning to dawn.


‘Where’re you going, Mom?’ she asked, dreading the 

answer.


‘You needn’t think I’m letting you loose looking for 

a job by yourself,’ Bessie said, doing up her buttons. 

‘You’ll say yes to anything for slave wages – or you’ll 

end up in service, skivvying for a pittance. I’m not 

having that. Come on – set your hat straight, wench. 

No good going out like a bag of muck tied up in the 

middle.’


There was no point in arguing. They stepped out into 

the Aston drizzle. Bessie cut a forbidding, matriarchal 

figure, striding out of the yard in her black winter coat which only just fastened round her. She always wore 

her hair, raven black like Marigold’s, in two plaits coiled 

round her head, and over these she pulled a black hat 

with a narrow brim which curved upwards.


‘Morning, Mrs Wiles!’


‘Awright Mrs Wiles – off up the shops?’


‘No – I’m going to find our Violet a job.’


These greetings were repeated several times, all with 

deference, a few with cringing timidity. Bessie, as the 

gaffer of the yard, was often consulted about quarrels 

which broke out with so many people living cheek by 

jowl under the stresses of poverty; she held the ‘didlum’ 

money, the savings people put in week after week to 

save for Christmas or to have some money put aside for 

an emergency, like paying the doctor. She was respected, 

for her dominant toughness as much as her immense 

capacity for taking things on.


Walking beside her, Violet felt any vigour of her own 

draining away. Her mother had this effect on her. 

Bessie’s energy seemed to flatten her, like a steamroller. 

Bessie lived in constant terror of the poverty of her 

childhood and fought it even when there was no need. 

She never went out without a chunk of bread pushed 

into her pocket.


‘You never know when lightning’s going to strike,’ 

she always said.


Violet trailed along after her. Her coat sleeves were 

too short and one of the blue buttons was missing. 

Although she had tied her hair back and tried to look 

neat and tidy, she felt scruffy and awkward and childish. 

All she wanted was a decent little job she could just slip 

into, with a few friendly faces around her. If only Mom 

could let her go out and do it for herself!


They walked a way along Summer Lane. It was a notorious area, famous for its poverty and gangs of 

violent lads. Violet looked round. She was never out at 

night to see what went on. Everything looked normal 

enough now. She could just hear sawing from one of 

the mills round the back. The streets were busy with 

people, women with small children out on their way to 

the shops, drays from the brewery and the Co-op, one 

of the horses lifting its tail to deposit dollops of manure 

along the street. It had barely finished when a tiny lad, 

no more than four years old, was in the road scooping 

it into a pail. Its sale to anyone who wanted fertilizer 

brought in handy extra pennies. Another cart passed 

loaded with blocks of salt, its driver yelling his way 

along the street.


‘Right.’ Bessie paused suddenly, and from the house 

they were standing beside a cloud of dust and dirt was 

flicked all over them by a broom. ‘ ’Ere!’ she shouted, 

brushing down her coat. ‘Watch where you’re throwing 

yer muck and mess!’


‘Well how was I to know you was standing out 

there?’ came a voice from inside. ‘I’m not a bleedin’ 

mind-reader you know. Why don’t yer just bugger off 

and stand somewhere else if you’ve nowt to do?’


Bessie stalked away huffily. She was out of her own 

little orbit and people weren’t showing her the same 

respect.


‘Down here.’ Bessie led her along several streets, all 

tightly packed with yards of houses leading off entries 

and front houses with their doors flung open to let some 

air in and, squeezed between them all, factories and 

workshops. At the end of one street they came to a 

bigger works. ‘Steel Castings’, it said across the front.


Without a word to Violet, Bessie went to the door 

and knocked. After a wait, a swarthy man with a moustache came to the door. Violet felt herself shrink 

inside. She didn’t like the look of the place or the man’s 

grim expression.


‘What d’you want?’ he demanded.


‘I want a position for my daughter. You got any 

vacancies?’


Violet was very embarrassed by the aggressive tone 

in her mother’s voice, and she had an almost physical 

sensation of the man running his eyes over her from top 

to toe. To her great relief he said, ‘Skinny little mare 

like that ain’t no good to us.’ And shut the door.


‘Huh,’ Bessie said. ‘Well, bugger him.’


Oh Lor’, Violet thought, full of dread, what if she 

ends up shooting her mouth off? Bessie had a terrible 

temper on her when she got going. Mind I don’t lose 

my temper, was one of her warnings.


In the next street, though, they came to a factory 

called Vicars which made brass hinges, and this time, 

while Violet prepared herself for being called a skinny 

mare again or something worse, in fact the middle-aged 

man who opened up to them looked kinder. He was 

certainly more polite.


‘Er’s got a good character,’ Bessie said, thrusting the 

School Leaving Certificate at the man, which said that 

Violet was reliable and capable of hard work.


The man stroked his face as if he had a beard, 

although he didn’t.


‘You’re young, but we can use you,’ he said. ‘You 

can start tomorrow. Seven and six a week.’ He introduced 

himself as Mr Riddle.


It was only then that it really dawned on Violet that 

when she went out to work she would be earning her 

own money. Seven and six! It wasn’t a princely sum, 

not by a long way, but it was still more than she’d ever earned before. She found herself beaming at the man, 

and Bessie said, ‘Yes, she’ll take it.’


On the way home, she said, ‘You needn’t get any 

grand ideas about your wages – you’ll be handing them 

over to me, for your keep.’





The inside of Vicars was one big workshop, with long, 

grimy windows all along one side, a loud, dirty, stinking 

place with all sorts of different machines working at 

once to turn out brass hinges of a whole variety of sizes. 

However, Violet rather liked the atmosphere, especially 

as the first morning she heard someone singing ‘Yes, 

We Have No Bananas!’ in a cheery voice over the racket 

of the machines.


Mr Riddle came to Violet that first morning and 

handed her an overall.


‘Don’t worry, love – no one’s going to bite you.’ He 

smiled at her anxious expression. ‘I’ll start you off over 

here – in at the deep end, sort of thing. You look like a 

sensible sort of wench and I need someone with a bit of 

dexterity. Lil who normally works there’s been taken 

poorly.’


He instructed her in the use of a drilling machine, set 

to drilling screwholes into tiny brass hinges which one 

of the other girls told her were for jewellery boxes. 

Though it took concentration because of the size, she 

found the work quite straightforward and after a few 

mistakes she settled in well. Over the next few days she 

learned about all the machines, for milling, drilling and 

countersinking, the capstan lathes and a big stamping 

machine for carriage door hinges. And she also got to 

know the faces behind them, some friendlier than others. 

She was relieved to find there was a jolly-looking girl called Jo who was not much older than her. And she 

also identified the source of a lot of the singing – a 

stocky lad of eighteen with shiny black hair and a 

laughing, jaunty air about him, called Harry Martin.




 





Chapter Five


Marigold watched sparks flying from the knifegrinder’s 

stone. Narrowing her eyes, she made the dots of light 

come into better focus. She didn’t know she was a bit 

short-sighted, so it seemed normal to her that the gas 

lamps round the Bull Ring, the naphtha flares on the 

traders’ stalls, even the match struck by a man close to 

her to light his cigarette were a soft-edged outburst of 

light and colour. Standing amid all the shouting as the 

traders vied to sell off Saturday night’s cheap cuts of 

meat and fruit and veg, the glowing lights made her feel 

nice. A smile lit up her normally vacant expression.


‘Want one?’


At first, she had no idea that he was talking to her. 

People hardly ever did talk to Marigold directly, except 

to give her orders. They talked round her and about 

her. Marigold won’t want one of them. Marigold doesn’t 

do things like that . . .


A few days ago she had turned sixteen. Under her 

old tweed coat she wore a muddy-grey frock from the 

pawn shop. Rosina, at eleven, wore the prettiest clothes 

because she had the nerve to keep on and get what she 

wanted. Violet was far too mousy to talk back to their 

mother, but at least she could save for bits and pieces 

with what was left of her wages. Bessie had relented and 

let her keep two bob a week now. But she wouldn’t let 

Marigold go out to work. Oh no – she was needed at home. So Charlie and Violet were bringing in a wage, 

but not her. She never had any money to call her own. 

Marigold didn’t complain because no one heard her if 

she did.


She was a frumpy sight in her old woman’s clothes 

and flat shoes, wide as boats, her black hair chopped 

chin-length and kirby-gripped. Weighing her down were 

the carriers of meat and fruit. Marigold’ll go into town 

for the meat auction – she likes it. For once Mom was 

right – she did like it. It was Marigold’s one taste of 

freedom. But she didn’t think foramoment that any man 

would bother talking to her or that her ripe, solid shape 

and dark brown eyes might be of interest to anyone.


‘I said d’you want one?’


Marigold jumped, alarmed by the attention. He’d 

come close and was holding out a single cigarette. The 

face that looked out from under his cap was gaunt, 

tired-looking, but his pale eyes were friendly.


‘All right.’ She’d never smoked a fag before.


He leaned closer and pushed the end of the cigarette 

between her lips.


‘Here you go.’


She saw that he opened the box of matches with one 

hand and then leaned down and struck the match on the 

ground, bringing the little flame carefully up towards her.


‘Good job it ain’t windy.’


She saw his left arm was missing, or part of it, and 

the sleeve of his jacket pinned.


Marigold was about to speak, but she breathed in a 

great chestful of the smoke without meaning to and 

coughed and retched until her eyes ran.


‘First one, is it?’ the man asked, grinning, once she’d 

stopped gagging.


Marigold nodded, gulping. She took another cautious puff on the cigarette without breathing in. That worked 

better.


‘What happened to your arm?’ Her throat was stinging.


‘Wipers, that’s what “happened,”’ he said sourly. She 

saw the muscles in his cheek clench for a moment. ‘No 

one wants a bloody cripple working for ’em.’


‘Oh,’ Marigold said.


He seemed amused at her lack of pity. ‘Oh? Is that 

all you can say?’


Marigold shrugged and puffed on the cigarette again.


‘Tastes like tar,’ she said.


He laughed. ‘Does a bit.’


There was a pause. Sounds of the market surrounded 

them. The air was full of smells of smoke and cooked 

meat, mild ale and crushed oranges.


‘Where’re you going then?’


‘Get a chicken,’ Marigold said.


‘Come on then.’


He told her his name was Tommy Kay.


‘Tommy Kay,’ Marigold said in wonder. ‘You look 

quite old.’


‘Old as the hills,’ he teased. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Marigold.’


She giggled with him this time, bubbly and excited. 

‘Violet, my sister, says it’s a cow’s name.’


He didn’t ask her age.


Together they walked through the crowds to where 

a group were gathered round a chubby, red-cheeked 

man in a blood-smeared overall. There was a lot of 

pushing and jostling and shouting wisecracks. Tommy 

helped her buy a chicken, holding it up with laughing 

eyes.


‘Look at the state of that – looks as if someone’s sat 

on it!’


The chicken did look flat and dejected. Marigold 

giggled again. Everything seemed funny with Tommy 

Kay.


Tommy asked her where she lived.


‘I live up Lozells. I’ll walk up with you.’


Bessie always told Marigold to use a penny for the 

tram, but Tommy was insistent.


‘No need – it ain’t far. Give us one of your bags.’


‘All right,’ Marigold said, suddenly feeling shy and 

overwhelmed by the thought of walking all the way 

home with him. What she wanted now was to get on 

the tram and remember his smile, safely, like a picture 

from the front of those Peg’s Papers that Mom liked 

Violet to read out to her, not have to go on with him. 

Why did he want to walk with her, daft old Marigold?


As they left the crowded Bull Ring she saw that 

Tommy walked with a limp. He didn’t say much. Once 

or twice he whistled scraps of a tune she hadn’t heard 

before.


‘You’re a nice girl,’ he said suddenly. They were in a 

street with houses and factories, noise coming from the 

pubs.


Marigold giggled.


They crossed over a dark street and there was a 

factory with an alley down the side. Tommy stopped.


‘Come and put your bag down a minute.’ He was 

speaking softly suddenly. ‘We’ll have a rest.’


Marigold did as she was told. There was a lamp

outside the front of the factory, and Tommy took her

hand and pulled her into the deep shadow of the alley.

Marigold thought it was a funny thing to do.


‘You’re nice, you are.’ His voice had gone queer, low 

and tight. He wrapped his good arm round her and 

pressed her close to him.


‘We’re having a cuddle,’ Marigold said. It was strange, 

but she found she liked it. It gave her an excited feeling 

in the bottom of her tummy. It was so dark she could 

barely see him, only feel him pressed against her.


Then Tommy started sucking at her lips and Marigold 

drew back, disgusted.


‘What you doing?’


‘Kissing you, silly.’


‘That ain’t kissing – that’s dirty!’


‘You never had a kiss before? I’ll show you what it’s 

like.’


The kissing was all right when she got used to it and 

it gave her all sorts of other feelings.


‘Unbutton your coat for me,’ Tommy breathed. ‘And 

your other bits. This flaming arm – takes me an age to 

do buttons.’


She obeyed, not sure what was happening. It was 

frightening but exciting. The night wasn’t too cold but 

she felt funny, undoing everything outside. Her large 

breasts lolled free under her threadbare old camisole and 

Tommy gave a groan of pleasure, running his hand over 

them. He teased up the edge of her vest and Marigold 

felt him reaching for her nipples.


‘Ooh,’ she heard herself say. Her body was flooded 

with feelings such as she’d never had before. She 

squirmed with pleasure and pressed against Tommy. It 

had an effect on him that she wasn’t expecting. He 

pulled back and fumbled at his clothes.


‘Christ . . .’ He sounded angry. Marigold was confused.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘I’m a cripple, that’s what! Get your bloomers off for 

me – quick!’


‘My bloomers?’ She was giggling. ‘What for?’


‘Just get ’em off – you’ll soon see . . .’


She never did see anything, in the dark, could only 

feel. Tommy groped at her skirt, trying to hoik it up, 

once she’d obediently removed her bloomers. He was 

panting and cursing, his breaths hot and frantic against 

her neck. Then she felt something jabbing at her thighs.


‘Open your legs!’


There were a few moments of frustrated confusion 

and she heard him cursing, trying with one arm to find 

his way to her, to control himself. Then he was jabbing 

up between her legs.


‘Christ!’ he said again. ‘Let me in . . .’


And she felt a burning and a hard thing up inside her 

and it ached and glowed with sensation and his jabbing 

in and out of her set something off in her body that 

started to rise and spread. It was the loveliest feeling 

she’d ever had and she didn’t want it to stop. But it did 

stop, abruptly, because Tommy shoved into her very 

hard for the last time, gave a long grunt, and then all the 

urgent moving stopped and he pulled away.


‘You can put your bloomers on again,’ he said out of 

the darkness, and she fumbled to find them, confused 

by the warm burn of her feelings.


Tommy came up close again.


‘Like that, did you, wench?’


Marigold decided she had liked it. ‘Yes, ta,’ she said.


‘D’you come down here every Saturday?’


‘I come for my mom – for the meat.’


‘Well – I’ll be here again.’ He steered her out to the 

road and picked up the bag. ‘How about it, Marigold?’


Marigold?’ 

‘All right,’ she said.





She was met back home with a slap across the face.


‘Where the hell’ve you been, you stupid good-for-nothing?’ Bessie roared. ‘How’m I s’posed to cook the 

tea if you don’t bring the bleeding shopping home? 

Can’t do the simplest thing, can you, you bonehead! 

Where’ve you been?’


‘Nowhere,’ Marigold’s eyes were stinging from the 

slap. She felt wet and sore between her legs.


‘Took you a bloody long time to go nowhere then,’ 

Clarence observed. He was kneeling by the fire with his 

boot stuck on the end of a piece of wood, trying to fix 

the heel back on with weedy hammer blows. Violet and 

Rosina were sitting quiet, out of the way. There was no 

sign of Charlie. The room was full of steam and as usual 

a line of washing was strung across the ceiling so that 

they had to keep ducking under it to get around.


Marigold put the bags down wearily on the table, 

waiting for Mom’s usual complaints about the stuff 

she’d bought and she didn’t know why she didn’t go 

herself. Bessie loomed over the bags of shopping.


‘Is that the best you could do – look at that!’ Bessie 

scoffed. The crushed-looking chicken hung limp in her 

hands. ‘Looks as if a cartwheel’s been over it!’


Marigold took no notice. She thought of Tommy’s 

hands moving inside her clothes. She had a secret that 

was hers. Mom was never going to know that, however 

much she kept on.




 





Chapter Six


Violet liked working at Vicars. As the months passed 

she learned to operate the different kinds of machines, 

turning out brass hinges of all different sizes. It was 

very noisy and dirty, but the gaffer Mr Riddle was a 

quiet, fair-minded man and she found the other people 

friendly.


One of the girls, who had given her a cheerful smile 

when she arrived, was called Josephine Snell. Josephine 

was closer to Marigold’s age than Violet’s but they 

were the two ‘babbies’ of the works and ended up 

sticking together. Josephine had wild brown hair which 

she tied into a thick plait, and lively grey eyes. Her 

house was only round the corner from Vicars and 

she started asking Violet back for a bit after work 

sometimes.


‘I can’t stay long,’ Violet said nervously, the first 

time. ‘Mom’ll go mad. I have to get home and help.’


‘Just have a cuppa,’ Josephine said. ‘She won’t mind 

that, will she?’


You don’t know our mom, Violet thought, but she 

desperately wanted to go with Josephine. She was so 

happy that Jo was prepared to befriend her.


The Snells lived in a front house that opened on to 

the street, though in every other way it was almost 

identical to the one Violet lived in. What went on in 

that house compared to her own, though, was a revelation to Violet. She would never have taken Josephine 

back to her house, because of Mom.


When they got to Josephine’s house, Mrs Snell was 

out at the front talking to a neighbour. She was a small, 

sweet-faced woman, and very kind.


‘Mom – I’ve brought Vi home for a cuppa,’ Josephine 

said.


‘All right,’ Mrs Snell said easily. She nodded in a 

friendly way at Violet. ‘You the new girl at Vicars are 

you?’


‘Yes,’ Violet said shyly.


‘Go in – the kettle’s on, Jo. Cuppa tea’ll set us up.’


As she got to know Mrs Snell, Violet found she was 

always doing little things to ‘set herself up’, a cup of tea 

being the chief among them. She was also a widow and 

had had a hard life.


Violet found herself visiting a haven of quiet, female 

company. She felt a pang of envy, seeing this gentle 

woman with her daughters and the obvious affection 

between them. And how peaceful and quiet their house 

was, not full of babies and all the washing and smells 

that went with them!


On the first day she had asked Josephine about the 

lad who was always singing. It always cheered her to 

hear him across the factory floor. He looked a good bit 

older than her and she felt rather intimidated by him.


‘You mean Warbling Willie?’ Josephine laughed. ‘His 

voice is quite nice really, isn’t it? That’s Harry – Martin, 

I think his other name is. Why?’ She asked coyly.


‘D’you like the look of him?’


‘Just wondered, that’s all,’ Violet said. She found she 

was blushing. She had barely known Jo then. Now they 

were better friends, Jo said, ‘I reckon that Harry’s taken 

a shine to you. He was asking about you today.’


‘What? He never!’ Violet really did blush then. 

‘You’re having me on!’


To tell the truth she had barely thought about him. 

He seemed so much older and more superior to her – 

why would he even notice her?


‘Ah well, you never know.’ Josephine gave her a 

mischievous wink. ‘You wait and see.’


Violet kept thinking a lot about Harry Martin after 

that. Was it true he had been asking about her? She 

deliberately didn’t look in his direction or go out of her 

way to speak to him. She was very shy and blushed just 

thinking about him, knowing that she imagined talking 

to him, or him saying her name or giving her a look just 

for her with his dancing eyes.




 





Chapter Seven


It took months before anyone noticed, because no one 

ever noticed Marigold.


Her belly started to swell. She was already a large 

girl, in the mould of her mother, and she wore loose, 

shapeless clothes. But one evening Bessie came panting 

up into the girls’ room and caught a glimpse of Marigold 

getting undressed in the narrow space between the beds, 

silhouetted in the candlelight.


‘Christ Almighty!’ she erupted.


Violet, who was just getting into the three-quarter 

size she shared with Rosina, turned to see Marigold’s 

swollen outline in the candlelight. It had crossed her 

mind once or twice that Marigold was getting a bit 

stout. Now her belly ballooned out, forcing her camisole 

up.


‘You filthy dirty little bitch!’ Bessie loomed over her, 

seeming larger than ever in her fury. She grabbed the 

back of Marigold’s vest and hauled her over to the door.


‘Ow – Mom, stop it! What you doing?’ Marigold 

whined.


‘What’s that when it’s at ’ome?’ Bessie ran her hand 

roughly over Marigold’s belly. ‘You’re five or six 

months gone at the very least, you little hoower!’ She 

gave Marigold a furious slap round the face.


‘What you doing?’ Marigold burst into tears. ‘Don’t 

hit me, Mom! Why’re you hitting me?’


‘I’ll cowing hit you, you filthy little bugger! Whose 

is it?’


Violet and Rosina sat side by side, both hugging their 

knees. Rosina’s hair hung loose down her back like a 

black shawl. In the gloom, Violet saw that her eyes were 

stretched wide with fright. Violet had a sick feeling in 

her stomach. What was Mom saying about Marigold? 

Rosina looked round desperately at her. What does she 

mean? Why’s Mari in trouble? her eyes begged.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Marigold 

was sobbing, knuckles in her eyes like a big, ungainly 

child.


‘You’ve got a babby in your belly – that’s what, and 

I want to know who the filth was that put it there. 

You’ve been with a man, Marigold – ’ Bessie lowered 

her voice a bit. Violet imagined Mabel Cameron listening 

slyly the other side of the wall. ‘Did ’e take advantage 

of you?’


‘What d’you mean?’ she wailed.


‘Did someone force you, you gormless wench?’ Bessie 

had Marigold by the shoulders and was shaking her.


‘No! It was Tommy – he’s my . . . We’re courting!’


‘Courting – you!’ Bessie laughed, cruelly. ‘Oh, very 

nice. You been out in the monkey run, picking up a 

fancy man, Marigold? I’d like to see that, that I would!’


‘He meets me in the Bull Ring, Sat’day nights.’ 

Marigold could never stand up for herself against the 

force of Bessie. Her mother could crush her to powder 

in seconds. ‘He’s my friend.’


‘Is ’e going to marry you then?’ Bessie demanded 

harshly. ‘You’d better get down to the Bull Ring and 

see what sort of friend he turns out to be.’


With utter loathing she shoved Marigold back on to 

the bed. ‘You filthy, disgusting little cow . . .’


Violet and Rosina sat, not moving as Bessie clumped 

heavily down the stairs.


‘Tommy’s my pal – he’s nice to me.’ Marigold’s voice 

came out all muffled. She lay on her side, hugging her

swollen belly, and sobbed.





Bessie put a stop to Marigold’s jaunts to the Bull Ring. 

She wouldn’t even hear of Marigold going to find 

Tommy Kay to see if he’d do the decent thing and 

marry her.


‘You’re staying here, where I can see you my girl. I 

don’t want you out of my sight.’


Violet felt sorry for Marigold, but there was nothing 

any of them could do. Marigold was stuck, almost 

unmoving, at their mother’s side now, handmaid to her 

every whim. She wasn’t allowed to go out of the yard, 

but there was no hiding the fact of her ripe condition 

from the neighbours. She got bigger and bigger, had to 

resort to wearing dresses of Bessie’s, and walked leaning 

backwards with a slow, lumbering gait. Bessie brazened 

it out with the neighbours – even managed to get some 

sympathy.


‘Our Marigold’s so simple – a man took advantage of 

her. My poor, innocent girl. Wicked isn’t it, the things 

a man’ll stoop to?’


When Charlie found out he looked at his twin sister 

with pure disgust, as if she was a bad smell under his 

nose. Violet wondered how Marigold felt. She didn’t 

seem any different from usual, huge and passive, very 

little expression registering on her face.


Except once. One Saturday afternoon, in the heat of 

July, Violet went up to their bedroom to take her 

stockings off. It was too hot to stand them. Before she had even climbed the stairs she heard Marigold’s voice, 

and she went in to find her sister on her bed in a great 

big flowery dress of Bessie’s. Marigold was lying on her 

side, her chopped black hair a line across her chin and 

falling over her face. She was curled forwards, her hand 

stroking her belly.


‘. . . and you’re my little babby,’ Violet heard. ‘It’s all 

right, ’cause I’m your mom and we’re gunna be all 

right . . .’


‘Mari? What’re you doing?’ She found the sight 

disturbing.


But Marigold raised her head and her face was full of 

a shining joy Violet had never seen in her before.


‘I can feel it, Vi. I was talking to him. Here – ’ She 

rolled on to her back. ‘Feel him.’


The baby had pushed her body up like a steep hill. 

Reluctant, but fascinated, Violet put her hand on the 

hard drum of Marigold’s belly.


‘Move it around,’ Marigold ordered.


After a moment, Violet felt something, a little ripple, 

something independent of Marigold herself, moving in 

there.


‘Oh!’ Violet said. It was alarming. She hadn’t let 

herself think too much about how it got in there. ‘It 

feels funny!’


Marigold beamed, cradling her arms round herself. 

‘It’s my little babby.’




 





Chapter Eight





August 1930





‘Right, Violet – I want you over here today.’


Mr Riddle led her to one of the rows of Taylor’s 

lathes at the far end of the workshop, their belts all 

looping up to the pulleys high above their heads. 

‘You’ve never worked this one, have you? I’ll get Harry 

to show you – hang on a tick.’


Violet stood by the lathe amid the bashing, stamping 

and drilling of the other machines, her heart beating 

fast. Had Mr Riddle gone to get Harry Martin? So far 

the most they’d ever done was exchange a simple hello. 

What would Harry think, having to come and help her?


Don’t be so silly, she ticked herself off, even as her 

palms began sweating. It was a warm day, and she was 

all nerves. He’s just coming to work the lathe for you. 

It’s work, that’s all.


She saw Mr Riddle coming back, and Harry’s striding 

walk and slick black hair. His dark eyes met hers shyly 

for a moment, then looked away. His face looked ruddy 

in the heat.


‘Get Violet started on here,’ Mr Riddle said. ‘She’s a 

fast learner – she’ll soon get the hang of it.’


‘All right,’ Harry said. As Mr Riddle went off, Harry 

gave Violet a wink which made her giggle. She was surprised 

to see Harry’s neck turn even pinker – did she 

imagine it? – and he turned quickly towards the machine.


‘Right – I’ll show you. Come and stand here.’


Harry was an expert. Violet watched in admiration 

as he turned out a perfectly drilled hinge, his fingers 

strong and precise, his movements quick and intelligent.


‘There – think you can do that?’ He turned to her.


‘Think so.’ She was a bit nervous but wanted to 

prove she could. She was also a fast, accurate worker 

and her first attempt was quite reasonable. Harry stood 

leaning over, watching her concentrate. She could feel 

his eyes on her. Her pale hair was tied back but she had 

to blow a strand of it out of her eyes, and shook her 

head back. Suddenly he reached forward and held it 

back for her.


‘Ta – I need a kirby-grip for that.’


‘That’s not bad.’ He turned her hinge over in his 

hands. ‘D’you want me to show you again just to make 

sure?’ And he winked again, his brown eyes full of 

laughter. Both of them knew she didn’t need showing 

again, she’d got it right the first time, but she wanted 

him to stay and he didn’t want to go.


‘All right. Just in case.’ She smiled back, cheekily.


Harry drilled the holes in another hinge, taking his 

time over it. He turned to her. Violet was watching 

earnestly. She liked Harry’s hands. They looked like 

hands that should be good at playing the piano, 

although she didn’t suppose he could. He looked round 

into her eyes and this time he was grinning.


‘D’you want me to show you once more?’


A smile spread across Violet’s face. This was handsome, 

cheeky-faced Harry Martin, going out of his way 

to stay with her!


‘Go on then.’


‘Blimey – ain’t she got the hang of it yet?’ one of the 

other girls shouted over to them. ‘You forgotten how 

to do it an’ all, Harry?’


‘If he ever knew!’ someone called with a ribald laugh.


‘Better be off,’ Harry said. ‘See you, Violet.’


‘See you,’ she said.


‘He likes you,’ Josephine told her as they poured out 

of the factory at the end of the day. The girls walked 

the pavement, taking their time, heads close together.


‘Who?’ Violet asked, blushing.


‘Harry Martin – who else?’ Josephine teased. ‘Look 

at your face – like a flaming beetroot! Want to know 

how I know?’


‘No!’ Violet protested, nudging Josephine in the ribs.


‘Bet you do!’


‘I don’t!’ Of course Violet wanted desperately to 

know every detail.


Josephine kept looking at her, eyes full of fun, until 

Violet could stand it no longer.


‘Oh, all right – tell me then.’


‘Cissy told me. One of Harry’s pals told her.’


‘Told her what?’


‘Said he thinks you’re really pretty and nice and he 

hadn’t plucked up the courage to talk to you until today 

when he had to.’


Violet swelled with excitement. Had Harry really 

been watching her, wanting to talk to her? It had taken 

him long enough to get round to it! She dug Josephine 

in the ribs again.


‘You’re having me on – he never said that!’


‘He did – I swear to you!’


‘I bet he’s been out with half the works already. 

What about that Mary Price?’


‘Well, he may’ve gone with her but he doesn’t want 

to any more, so what does it matter?’ They reached the 

corner of the street where the Snells lived. ‘You coming 

back for a cuppa?’


Violet hesitated. Josephine never questioned why 

Violet didn’t invite her back to their house. The Snells’ 

was on the way home, so it would have taken Josephine 

out of her way, but Violet sensed that Jo knew it was 

more than that and never invited herself. Violet was 

always glad to go to Jo’s house; anything, in fact, to 

stay away from home. Charlie was courting with a girl 

called Gladys and was hardly ever at home. Rosina 

played round at her best friend’s house as much as she 

could to keep out of her mom’s way. And Marigold 

stayed in the house nearly all the time, quietly, disgracefully, 

swelling. Violet didn’t want to go home.


‘Go on then,’ she said. ‘Just a quick one. If your 

mom don’t mind.’


She went to bed that night with her head full of 

thoughts of Harry Martin’s laughing brown eyes.




 





Chapter Nine


Violet woke in the middle of the night to the sound of 

Marigold crying out.


‘My belly – oh, it hurts!’ This was followed by a 

frightening groan.


Violet went next door and woke her mother.


‘You can stop making that racket for a start,’ Bessie 

ordered grimly, standing over Marigold with a candle.


Seeing Bessie in disarray, in her nightgown, her plaits 

hanging down, felt almost as alarming as Marigold’s 

strange cries. Bessie was always up before them in the 

morning, dressed, hair coiled above her ears, ruling 

everything with an iron rod.


‘Rosina – run round to number fifty-one and get Mrs 

Barker.’


Wide-eyed, Rosina scampered off to do as she was 

ordered.


Marigold gave another moan of pain and Bessie 

tutted and yanked back the sheet covering her. It was a 

stifling, sticky night.


‘Get your bloomers off, wench. You’ll not get far in 

those.’ She stared down disgustedly at her daughter as 

she tried to obey. ‘Well – now you know. That’s what 

you get for being dirty.’ Bessie turned to Violet. ‘You’d 

best get off downstairs. You’ll only get in the way, as 

usual. Get the lamp lit and stoke the range – we’ll need 

water.’


There was a commotion as Mrs Barker arrived. Violet 

had the kettle on and was hurrying round in the gaslight 

to find cloths and rags, bowls for hot water, carbolic 

soap, string. She opened the door to the yard to get 

some air, but even outside the atmosphere was syrup 

thick. She started to hear little growls of thunder.


Rosina settled in the armchair which was usually 

reserved for Uncle Clarence, his personal throne. But he 

and Charlie were asleep up in the attic. Violet thought 

Rosina would curl up and sleep, but instead she sat 

perched on the edge of the seat, bolt upright, biting her 

nails and cringing at every howl of pain from upstairs.


‘Here – ’ Violet gave her a cup of tea with plenty of 

sugar.


‘Ta.’ Rosina took it, with shaking hands. She looked 

scared, as if she was much younger than her twelve 

years and had woken from a bad dream.


‘Will she be all right, Vi? I don’t like it – it’s 

horrible!’


She’ll be all right. That’s just what happens, that’s 

all,’ Violet said, trying to sound experienced. She had 

never heard a birthing woman before either and it made 

her feel all peculiar. ‘Trust Charlie to sleep through it.’


The hours crawled past. Once they heard feet on the 

stairs and thought it was all over, but it was Bessie 

demanding more tea. The thunder grew louder, cracking 

across the dark sky, and so did Marigold’s groans. Every 

time she heard her Violet felt herself tighten with dread 

inside, and when it got louder Rosina started to cry.


‘I don’t like it! Why’s she making them noises?’ She 

kept putting her hands over her ears, screwing up her 

face.


‘It’ll be all right,’ Violet snapped, jumping violently 

when there came an especially sharp crack of thunder. ‘Oh God, Marigold, just hurry up and get on with it, 

will you!’


And then, just as Marigold’s shrieks were getting 

louder and louder, the rain came, the sky emptying itself 

in a great swish of sound and coolness, and soon there 

was water pouring out of the broken gutters and splashing 

on to the grimy bricks of the yard.


‘Let’s go outside!’ Rosina said.


They ran out in their nightdresses. In seconds Violet 

could feel hers clinging to her, and in the dim light from 

the yard lamp they could see the fast slant of the rain. 

She turned her face up, welcoming its coolness as it ran 

all over her face and neck, making her shiver as it 

trickled down between her small breasts to her stomach. 

She and Rosina were giggling and whirling round in the 

wet, nightdresses clinging to them. There was thunder 

still, but fainter, and the night’s intensity was being 

released by the storm.


‘What the hell’re you doing? What’s going on?’


Charlie had come down, was standing silhouetted in 

the doorway. They ran towards him, laughing.


‘Ssh – we’ll wake the neighbours,’ Violet gigled.


Rosina’s dark hair was like a dark, dripping cape over 

her shoulders. She was smiling now though.


As they stepped inside they sobered immediately. 

The screams from upstairs were high-pitched, horrifying.


‘Mari – ’ Violet said to Charlie. ‘The baby.’


‘Oh,’ he said grumpily. ‘Sounds like a pig being 

killed.’


Violet thought, not for the first time, that she didn’t 

like her brother very much.


‘I’ll go back to bed then,’ he said.


You do that, she thought. You useless item.


Soon after, there were more screams, even louder. 

Rosina grabbed Violet’s hand and they gripped each 

other tight, listening, standing in their soaked nightdresses. 

After a crescendo of terrible cries there came 

a silence. Rosina’s face was a mask of fear. Then came 

the alarmed squawk of a newborn child.


‘The babby!’ Rosina gasped. ‘She’s had it!’


‘Thank God – at last.’ Violet felt sick. The whole 

thing filled her with horror.


‘Can we go and see?’ Rosina was ready to run 

straight upstairs.


‘Best wait. Mom’ll only send us down.’


Some time later Bessie came down. Violet expected 

her to be all smiles, like she was when the orphanage 

babies (that was how Violet thought of them) arrived. 

Instead her expression was bitter hard. Violet shrank 

inside.


‘What’re you gawping at?’


‘Has she had the babby?’ Rosina asked.


‘It’s a lad, if you must know.’ Bessie went to the 

range, looking for something to find fault with, but 

the kettle was full and near the boil. ‘Could do with 

summat more than tea, I can tell you.’ She didn’t seem 

to notice the girls’ sodden state.


‘Can we go and see?’ Rosina asked. She always 

dared to ask for things, not like Violet.


‘No – best leave her.’


‘Oh, Mom – please! We’ve been up all night 

waiting!’


Bessie wheeled round. ‘I said no! Daint you hear 

me?’


‘Why not?’ Rosina persisted. ‘We want to see him.’


Violet held her breath, waiting for the axe to fall. 

But Bessie stood, hand on hips, in silence for a moment. Then she shrugged and turned back to the 

range.


‘Go on – go and see what happens to girls who 

don’t keep themselves nice.’


Violet climbed the stairs behind Rosina. When they 

got into the room, Mrs Barker was putting all the 

bowls of water and red-stained cloths by the door to 

go down. Violet averted her eyes from the sight. She 

couldn’t avoid the smell though, warm and bloody. It 

almost made her want to retch. She forced herself to 

stay in control and looked at her sister, propped up in 

the bed, hair lank with sweat and with a smile on her 

perspiring face.


At first she couldn’t see the child because the sheet 

was pulled right up. When Marigold pulled it back, 

Violet felt another plunge of revulsion. Sucking on her 

sister’s breast was a tiny, monkey-like baby. She could 

see Marigold’s blue veins and the wet, slicked hair on 

the child’s head. It all made her feel funny. Rosina 

didn’t seem too sure either.


‘You all right, Mari?’


‘Told you it was a boy,’ Marigold said.


Violet leaned closer and saw the tiny face, eyes and 

fists clenched shut, cheeks sucking in and out. There 

was white stuff rimed above his eyes and he smelt like 

cheese.


‘What’s his name?’ Rosina asked.


Marigold looked severely at her. ‘Tommy,’ she said. 

‘He’s mine.’




 





Chapter Ten


‘Fancy walking out with me – Saturday?’


It was the next morning, and after a night with no 

sleep, Violet had been flagging with exhaustion until 

Harry found an excuse to come and see her, and whisper 

to her. Suddenly she was full of beans!


‘He’s asked me out – properly!’ she told Jo during 

the dinner break and Jo’s eyes were dancing with 

interest. Violet thought she’d never been so excited. 

First a pal like Jo, then this!


‘Well, you said yes, didn’t you?’


‘Course I did – why wouldn’t I?’


She was surprised that Harry seemed a bit in awe of 

her. There she was, only fifteen and he was already 

nineteen. But she was very flattered. Violet felt she had 

never had so much attention. And Harry was considered 

a bit of a catch in the works – a strong, good-looking 

lad, full of life.


That Saturday they went into town to the pictures at 

the Futurist. Violet had a row with Bessie before she 

went.


‘What d’you mean you’re going to the flicks?’ Bessie 

demanded. ‘No you’re not – you’ve seen where gadding 

about lands you! You’re going to the Bull Ring to get 

the meat, and let’s hear no more about it!’


Violet was really fed up with spending Saturday 

nights traipsing back with heavy bags on the tram. She had had to take over this job once Marigold was not 

considered safe to be let out. For the first time, she 

found herself standing up to Mom.


‘Why do I always have to go? Charlie never does 

anything – he can go tonight instead.’


‘That’s no job for a man.’ Bessie was spooning a 

sloppy white gruel down one of the babies. Charlie was 

sitting by the door, jabbing idly at the sole of his boot 

with a penknife. ‘You’ll have to go, Vi.’


‘I’ve told you – I’m not going!’ She could hardly 

believe herself. ‘Let that lazy sod do something to help 

for a change!’


‘Don’t talk to your mother like that!’ Uncle Clarence’s 

reedy voice piped up from his chair. ‘Show her 

some respect!’


Violet felt as if she was going to explode.


‘I’ll go,’ Rosy said. ‘Let Violet go out.’


Bessie got up threateningly from her chair, slamming 

the money down on the table.


‘You’ll do what you’re told!’ She jabbed her stubby 

finger in Violet’s face. ‘And any more language like that 

and you’ll be washing your mouth out with salt. Shift 

yourself – now!’


‘I’ll come,’ Rosina whispered once Bessie had turned 

her back. ‘I’ll bring the shopping home.’


Violet was trembling with fury. She wanted to storm 

out, tell Mom to get someone else to be her slave for 

once, but she knew it was no good. She smiled at Rosina.


‘Ta,’ she whispered.


Snatching up her hat and the money she slammed out 

of the house. Rosina hurried after her. Violet was astonished 

at herself. She’d never gone as far as that before. 

But she was going out with Harry Martin. Nothing and 

no one was going to stop her.


She’s always on at you,’ Rosina said. ‘T’aint fair. 

Charlie is a lazy sod. Just ’cause he’s a boy.’


Violet felt a warm gratitude towards her little sister 

for being on her side. They scurried round the Bull 

Ring and Jamaica Row, getting all the meat and veg, and 

Rosina bravely took it off her, even though she could 

barely carry it.


‘Here – ’ Violet handed her a penny for the tram – ‘I 

owe you a favour. Thanks, sis.’


She and Harry sat through the picture at the Futurist, 

watching the flashing images through a fog of cigarette 

smoke. Harry lit up and offered her one. Violet shook 

her head. It was so strange, sitting here beside him. She 

realized she knew almost nothing about him, other than 

that he worked at Vicars. She kept snatching little 

glances at him in the darkness. Solid, she thought. He 

looks strong. He had a thick, strong neck and there was 

an urgent sense of energy about him. He was very 

different from her brother, who just sat about and did 

everything Mom told him. Harry had life in him. And 

she liked his wavy, dark brown hair.


After a bit, Harry slid his arm round the back of her 

shoulders. She didn’t know what to do so she just sat 

still, but she liked the feel of it. It made her feel 

protected. She didn’t turn to face him as she felt shy, 

but she was acutely aware of being so close to him, his 

muscular legs beside hers in the gloom. Later, once he’d 

smoked his cigarette, he reached across with his other 

hand and took one of hers. They sat holding hands for 

the rest of the time and his hand was heavy and hot.


Afterwards they stood outside, unsure what to do 

next. Harry looked at her from under his cap. His 

buoyant, joking manner which carried him round the 

factory was all gone for the moment and he seemed uncertain. It touched Violet to see him look shy, and 

gave her courage.


‘Shall we walk about a bit?’


Harry nodded. ‘Fancy some chips?’


Violet grinned. ‘Ooh yes! My tummy’s been rumbling. 

Did you hear it?’


Harry smiled. ‘Yes.’


He bought them a newspaper bundle of chips each 

and they walked across town, tucking hungrily into the 

chips, the smell of vinegar rising off them. Harry walked 

quite fast, with a restless kind of energy.


‘What’s the rush?’


‘Sorry.’ He slowed down, and once more she sensed 

he was nervous of her.


‘Where d’you live?’ Violet asked, and Harry told her 

the name of his street, not too far from the factory. She 

found out he was one of five children. She told him 

about her family, or the bits it felt all right to tell.


‘My brother’s an apprentice at Simmons,’ she said. 

Simmons was a firm of toolmakers.


‘Oh – our dad used to work there!’ Harry said.


‘Where’s he work now?’


‘Here and there – ’ Harry was evasive suddenly.


‘What’s his name? I’ll ask Charlie if he knows him.’


‘He won’t – it was quite a while ago.’ Harry seemed 

sorry he’d mentioned it.


They finished their chips and threw away the papers, 

and walking on, found themselves in the square by the 

Cathedral, looking up at its grand bulk in the darkness.


‘You ever been in there?’ Harry asked.


Violet shook her head.


‘We don’t go to church – only Sunday School sometimes 

when Mom wanted us out of the way.’


Harry said he’d never been in there either.


There was a silence as they looked up, trying to see 

stars, but it was too cloudy. The sky just looked like a 

great, featureless shadow.


‘I wonder if it looks like that in Australia?’ Harry 

said.


‘Why Australia?’


‘Right the other side of the world – that’s where I 

want to be. I’m gunna go there one day. Or somewhere. 

Just anywhere out of here. Don’t you want to see the 

world?’


‘Yes.’ She’d never thought about it, not until that 

moment. But to get out, away from here, from Mom 

. . . ‘I do.’


Harry slid his arm round her shoulders and she 

tingled at the feel of it. It made her feel excited and 

special. He liked her and that was a miracle! She wasn’t 

used to anyone taking any notice of her.


‘I’ve been looking at you,’ Harry said. ‘You’re so 

pretty, you are. Thought I’d be afraid to touch you.’


Violet laughed in amazement. ‘You’re not, though.’


Her stomach lurched as he turned to face her. She 

looked up at him and his expression was very serious.


‘Can I give you a kiss?’


Her eyes answered, and his face moved close to hers. 

With warm, vinegary lips, he gave her her first kiss.




 





Chapter Eleven


Marigold wasn’t well after she’d had Tommy.


For days she ran a high fever and lay in bed, her 

breasts running with milk. The doctor had to come, and 

he told them to help her feed the baby.


‘Trust her.’ Bessie cursed her high and low. ‘Always 

bloody trouble.’


She made Violet and Rosina help with Tommy’s 

feeding. Bessie didn’t seem to want anything to do with 

him or Marigold.


The two sisters were horrified at first, especially at 

the sight of Marigold’s engorged breasts. She moaned 

when they latched the baby on. But soon they were 

fascinated by him. Violet started to see why Marigold 

thought he was beautiful, the way his little mouth 

opened at the touch of the nipple and the smell of milk. 

And every day he looked less like a shrivelled monkey 

and more like someone they knew. ‘Little Tommy,’ 

they started to call him.


The fever lasted for several days before Marigold 

began to get a bit better. But when Violet came home 

from work on the fifth day, the house was strangely 

quiet. She walked in to find Clarence in his usual chair 

with the evening paper, and Bessie in the scullery. Mabel 

Jones from next door was sitting at the table with her 

long face on and Rosina was next to her, her eyes red 

from crying.


‘What’s up with you?’ Violet said, carelessly, thinking 

Rosy was having a blart because she hadn’t got her 

own way about something.


‘You tell her, Mom!’ The rage and grief with which 

Rosina spat out the words halted Violet. She’d never 

heard Rosina speak to their mother in anything like this 

tone before. ‘Go on – tell her!’


‘Now, now,’ Mabel Jones said, but she sounded 

rather uncertain.


Bessie came out of the scullery with a tin of flour. 

Her expression was hard, defiant.


‘It was no good. You were all getting too bound up 

with him. It was never going to be any different, you 

know – not right from the start.’


‘She is seventeen,’ Mrs Jones put in. ‘I mean I had 

our Michael at that age . . .’


‘She may be seventeen in years,’ Bessie said, thumping 

the flour down on the table. ‘But in her head she’s a 

child – a babby herself. The girl’s not all there.’


Violet looked at Rosina, still not understanding.


Tears ran down Rosy’s face again. ‘D’you know what 

she’s gone and done? She’s taken Tommy away and 

she’s given him to the orphanage!’


‘You didn’t?’ She whispered it, disbelieving. But she 

saw from Bessie’s defiant face that it was true.


‘You can’t have – he was ours! He was one of us!’


‘No he wasn’t!’ Bessie lost her temper completely. 

‘He were born out of a filthy act and he was a bastard 

child with no father. I’m not having a bastard child 

brought up in my house, and that’s that. You conceive 

in filth and you live and die in filth, that’s how it is. I’ve 

done the only decent thing and I don’t want to hear any 

more from either of you.’


Rosina had got to her feet.


‘He wasn’t yours . . .’ She was backing away from 

her mother, towards the stairs. ‘You think you can tell 

everyone what to do – but he wasn’t yours. He was 

Mari’s!’


‘Any more from you, my girl, and you’ll have a 

damn good hiding!’


Violet followed Rosina up the stairs.


‘Rosy!’ Outside the bedroom she pulled urgently at 

the back of her sister’s dress. ‘Does Mari know?’


Rosina turned. Her eyes were burning with grief and 

fury and Violet could feel her trembling.


‘She knows,’ she hissed, clenching her fists. ‘I hate 

Mom. I hate her.’


Marigold’s face was turned away and for a moment 

they thought she was asleep. Both of them tiptoed over 

to her and she moved her head and looked at them.


‘Oh, Mari – your little babby!’ Rosina sobbed, and 

she flung herself on the bed, clasping Marigold in her 

arms. ‘Your little Tommy. How could she?’


Violet stood watching, tears running down her own 

cheeks. She could see no expression on Marigold’s face. 

She was blank, as if she had been rubbed out. She said 

nothing. But just for a moment, feeling Rosina’s warm 

shape pressed to hers, she lifted her hand and gently 

stroked her little sister’s dark hair.




 





Chapter Twelve


Marigold’s mute misery was terrible.


They could neither take it away, nor stand to see it. 

It was as if no one could reach her. Sometimes she just 

started crying and couldn’t be comforted. If she did it 

in front of the family, Bessie sent her upstairs.


‘Can’t stand all that carry-on,’ she said. ‘Time she got 

used to it, that’s all.’


Violet couldn’t bear it. Sometimes she saw Rosina 

looking at their mother in a way which almost frightened 

her. She could imagine Rosy getting a knife and 

sticking it in her, the way her face went.


For Violet, Harry had changed everything. Having 

Jo as her friend to natter to was wonderful enough, but 

this was different. Although she had occasionally heard 

people comment on her looks, that she was pretty, she 

had never believed it. Now, when she saw Harry looking 

at her, almost drinking in the sight of her face, she 

began to feel pretty as well.


In the one tiny looking-glass which Bessie kept nailed 

to the wall near the door, she began to notice that her 

hair was a nice blonde shade, and that the eyes which 

looked solemnly back at her were blue and remarkably 

large. She did something she had never done before 

during her reluctant glances in the glass: she smiled at 

herself. A sweet though sad face smiled back, the dimple 

appearing in her left cheek. She brushed her straggly hair back into a loose bunch and it suited her elfin 

features.


‘You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen,’ Harry would 

say, and Violet drank this in, heady at experiencing 

more attention than she’d ever had in her life before.


She revelled in it. All the wages that she kept off 

Mom now went on prettifying herself: a little pot of 

rouge, some stockings, a blouse with a little navy tie in 

the neck. She didn’t tell Bessie about the pay rise Vicars 

had given her, so now she was two shillings a week 

better off. Anything was better than being at home, 

and she basked in being wanted and admired. She never 

gave a thought to what she felt about Harry. He loved 

her, so she must love him and that was that. It was like 

that tiny glimpse Miss Green had given her, making 

her feel she could be good at something, and special, 

only this was so much more powerful because with 

Harry came a real possibility of love, of a life of her 

own.


And Harry was full of dreams of escape as well. His 

loves in life, apart from her, were the Villa ground, 

where he spent every Saturday he could afford when 

there was a match on, his mom, who Violet soon learned 

lived a hellish life with Harry’s drunken, vicious father, 

and his big dream of Getting Out. As the months passed 

and she and Harry spent more and more time together, 

this was his constant refrain.
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