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  One




  June 1931




  ‘Look at this Ronald!’




  Catherine leaned closer to the window. Water was streaming off the glass outside. It was the height of the storm, the heaviest Birmingham had seen for twenty years.




  ‘How dreadful – we must do something for her!’




  There was silence from the other side of the room. The only noise came from the rain, a constant solid sound as if there were not individual drops but a torrent poured from some great vat in the

  sky.




  Catherine, still holding the spoon she had been using for the tea, tapped it against the window. Ronald, who had been sighing over the latest unemployment figures in The Times, finally

  flung down his newspaper in irritation.




  ‘Look,’ she insisted. ‘That poor little girl.’




  Across the street a tiny figure huddled low against the garden wall of a house. Petals of mock orange and yellow roses lay in a sodden covering over the ground. She was squatting sideways,

  pressed hard against the bricks as if blown there helplessly like a moth by the strength of the wind and beating rain. The arm closest to the wall was stretched out straight as if to stop her from

  toppling over; her left arm clutched something white close to her body.




  ‘Poor little mite,’ Catherine said. ‘She can only be about six. Well, she can’t stay out there in this. I’m going to fetch her.’ Without stopping for a coat

  or hat she ran through the darkened hall and unlocked the front door.




  ‘Do you think you should?’ Her husband followed her. ‘You could catch a chill. And the wind’s quite dreadful.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous Ronald. What is the matter with you?’




  The door she was opening was flung out of her hand as she spoke and she had to push all her weight on it to clip it shut. She ran down the short path, steadying herself against the wind. In

  seconds her white blouse was soaked and clinging, her pink flesh showing through.




  From the sitting-room window Ronald Harper-Watt watched with a mixture of pride and exasperation as his impetuous wife ran down the path. Oh Catherine, he thought. Here I am always sitting

  thinking about doing things and you just get on and do them.




  Out in the road the only sounds were the uneven roar of the wind, the swish of the rain and water gurgling along the cobbled gutters. Catherine saw a chimney pot hurled down from one of the

  nearby houses.




  Heavens, she thought, there’ll be roofs off next.




  She expected to find the girl tearful and distressed. Not wanting to spend time comforting her and getting even more drenched, she lifted her up by the waist and twisted her round into her

  arms.




  ‘Come on – I’ll look after you little one,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and get into the dry, shall we?’




  While she was mainly concentrating on getting back into the house, and taking in as she went the fact that the guttering at one end of the vicarage was wobbling precariously, Catherine was

  conscious that two dark and quite tearless eyes were watching her face intently. She bent forward, holding the skinny child close to her, and reached the shelter of the front hall gasping. Her

  light brown hair with blond lights in it had been teased out of its pins by the exhilarating wind and rain and was uncoiling down her back.




  Her straight green skirt and the girl’s thin cotton dress and bloomers dripped on to the patterned tiles in the hall. Catherine stood smiling at the little girl who had, it seemed, been

  blown to their door. The child stood staring back with a penetrating, solemn gaze.




  ‘Ronald?’ Catherine called out.




  To her amazement he was already half-way down the stairs with large white towels. ‘The guttering’s coming down,’ she told him.




  Catherine took the girl’s free hand as she was still holding tightly on to the white thing with the other. ‘Come on, let’s get those clothes off you and get you dry. One of my

  girls is a bit older than you so I’ll find you something you can wear. Now, what’s that you’ve got under your arm?’




  The child held out the object which turned out to be an enamel dish. Her brown eyes were taking in everything hungrily from under her sodden black fringe. Her hair seemed to be cropped in a

  rough pudding-basin shape round her head.




  ‘What’s your name, my dear?’ Catherine asked her as they climbed the stairs.




  ‘Rose – ma’am,’ she added. She was looking at the deep red staircarpet in wonder.




  ‘And where do you live, Rose?’




  ‘Number five, court eleven, Catherine Street,’ she gabbled out.




  ‘Catherine? Well, you won’t have any problem remembering my name – it’s the same as your street.’ She called over the banisters to her husband: ‘Catherine

  Street. That’s a way from here isn’t it?’




  ‘The only Catherine Street I can think of is about two or three miles away. It’s in the Birch Street area. Not this parish, certainly. Probably St Joseph’s.’ One of the

  slum parishes, he thought. I wonder why she’s strayed away from home – a runaway perhaps? Again he felt a sense of hopelessness overcome him. Recently it seemed that Catherine had a far

  greater instinct for dealing with people than he did, he who had once felt this was his gift.




  As they crossed the landing upstairs the sound of children’s voices could be heard chanting loudly in one of the bedrooms: ‘Rain, rain, go away, come again another day!’




  ‘Now Rose, what are you doing this far from home?’ Catherine asked as she knelt rubbing the little body with her towel. The child’s skin, spotted with bug bites, seemed to

  cover only jutting bones. Rose reminded her of a tiny kitten or a newborn foal, all bony knees and staring eyes.




  ‘Been to me sister’s,’ Rose said. ‘She’s expecting, so Mom gave me the custard and raspberry leaves to take over. It’s our Marj’s first babby you

  see.’




  ‘I see,’ Catherine said doubtfully. ‘So your sister – Marj – does she live here in Moseley?’




  ‘Oh no! She lives up Sparkbrook with her husband Fred. Mom says the babby’s coming in November. And she says if she takes the raspberry tea it’ll stop her coming on so bad with

  the pains.’




  Catherine smiled at this grown-up knowledge, thinking of the patched, infantile dress lying on the floor beside them.




  ‘So you’re going to be a little aunt then?’




  ‘Yes. And Marj wants me to sleep over her place sometimes after the babby’s born. I’m not sure I want to though, ’cos it’ll be blarting half the night and our Marj

  is bad-tempered enough as it is.’




  Struck by the amount of talking this little person suddenly seemed capable of, Catherine asked her how old she was.




  ‘Nine. Ten next January,’ she replied promptly.




  ‘You’re nine?’ Catherine managed to prevent herself from speaking the rest of her astonishment – how small you are, you poor child, how undernourished – and just

  said, ‘Gracious, you’re the same age as my Diana.’




  She pulled one of her daughter’s old dresses over Rose’s dark head, wondering whether the child had lice, though she couldn’t see any obvious signs of them. The frock hung

  limply on her, well down below her knees.




  ‘Will that do you?’ Rose nodded solemnly.




  ‘Now, you just stay there a minute and you can meet my children.’




  Rose was left standing in the high-ceilinged room. Without moving her feet she looked up and round, twisting her body to see the soft, comfortable-looking bed with its eiderdown well plumped up,

  the black and white wooden rocking horse in one corner, the shelf full of books on the top of which stood small china ornaments, hedgehogs, squirrels and cats. What caught Rose’s eye

  particularly in all this splendour was a large black elephant, the top of its head and ears decorated with tiny pieces of mirror glass and beads. She was still staring at it when she heard

  Catherine say, ‘Rose? This is Diana, and these two are William and Judith.’




  A girl with light brown curls bouncing round her cheeks ran into the room and then stopped and stared at her. Outside the door, held back by their mother, Rose had a brief glimpse of an older

  boy who had the same broad face and grey eyes as his father, and a little girl with dark brown hair down her back who was trying hard to see into the room.




  For a moment Diana stood staring at Rose, and Rose gazed back at her, looking at the pretty cotton print dress and white cardigan the girl had on. Then Diana said, ‘You’re not really

  nine are you? You’re too small.’




  ‘I am,’ Rose said. ‘And me brother Sam’s ten, and me sister Grace is eight, and me brother—’




  ‘Goodness, how many brothers and sisters have you got?’ Diana wanted to know.




  ‘Er . . .’ Rose thought for a moment. ‘There’s Albert and Marj – but they’re off married so they don’t live at me mom’s any more. And then

  there’s Sam, and me and Grace and George. And me mom’s expecting. So’s me sister Marj.’




  ‘Gosh,’ Diana said. ‘Well I suppose you can’t help being small. Come on, I’ll show you my room.’




  ‘Where d’you get that elephant?’ Rose asked, going over to it. She thought it was one of the loveliest things she’d ever seen.




  ‘Daddy brought it back from India,’ Diana said. ‘Here . . .’ She pulled out some books from the shelves. ‘Come and sit on the bed and I’ll show you

  these.’ Rose obediently sat down, one hand stroking the soft bedcovers. ‘Now, let’s have a look at these. I’m going to be a teacher when I grow up. What are you going to

  be?’




  ‘I dunno.’ Rose had never once thought about it. ‘Where’s India?’




  ‘It’s . . .’ Diana ran to the bookshelf again and came back holding a tiny globe on a stand, which swivelled around when she touched it. ‘There. And England’s here.

  Daddy’s a vicar, in case you didn’t know. He worked with a missionary in Madras, before he met Mummy. India’s part of the British Empire.’




  Rose wasn’t sure what a missionary was. ‘Do they have elephants like that then?’




  ‘They have real elephants and tigers and snakes. Daddy brought back lots of things. Here, if you want an elephant, I’ve got a little one.’ She jumped off the bed, opened a

  couple of drawers, rummaged around and came back with a smaller elephant, about two inches high.




  ‘I’m afraid some of the bits of glass have got lost. But you can have it – there.’




  Rose looked at her, her eyes stretched wide in amazement. ‘Won’t your dad belt you for giving it away? You could pawn that.’




  Diana laughed. ‘We don’t go to the pawn shop. That’s only for poor people. Are you very poor?’




  This was another thing Rose had not thought about before. Most people in Catherine Street seemed to live like her mom and dad. She knew there were houses where rich people lived because her mom

  used to go charring for them. Otherwise the only people everyone talked about were the king and queen. Grace was forever on about them.




  ‘I dunno,’ she said again. ‘Are you very rich?’




  ‘Not very, I don’t think. But Mummy’s daddy has a lot of money. Daddy gets a bit cross about it sometimes but I don’t know why because it means we can have a lot more

  things. Anyway, they won’t mind about the elephant. You keep it.’




  Catherine called them down for tea a few minutes later and as they went Rose said, ‘What’s your other name? Isn’t your mom called Mrs Something?’




  ‘It’s Harper-Watt. But just call her Catherine – she’ll laugh otherwise. She’s like that.’




  Rose sat in the big front sitting room with the family, drinking tea and eating sponge cake with strawberry jam inside and gazing round her. On either side of the fireplace, where there was a

  vase of dried flowers standing in the grate because it was summer, were rows and rows of books. They were arranged on shelves reaching almost to the ceiling and they had grey, red and brown spines

  with faded gold lettering. There were never any books in Rose’s house. Everyone thought reading anything except the Gazette or the Sports Argus was a bit barmy unless you had to

  do it. But Rose liked reading at school and her favourite teacher, Miss Whiteley, said she was coming on a treat.




  Catherine poured tea out of the silver teapot and Rose saw that all the cups matched. At home there were never enough to go round and none of them had the same pattern. Little Judith stared at

  her so much that she kept missing her mouth with the cake and dropping lots of crumbs. Catherine told her to watch what she was doing. William pretended to ignore Rose, but kept staring at her when

  he thought she was looking somewhere else. Rose wanted to make a face at him but she thought she’d better not.




  ‘So, Rose,’ the great big vicar said to her gently. ‘Did you get lost on the way home from your sister’s? Moseley isn’t really on the way to Catherine Street, is

  it?’




  ‘No, I wasn’t lost. I just wanted a walk round. Sometimes,’ she announced, ‘I like to have a bit of peace.’




  The two adults smiled at each other, both hearing the echo of Rose’s mother who presumably often needed to make the same claim.




  ‘Well, I’m not sure if you’ve had that exactly,’ said Mr Vicar, as Rose called him to herself. ‘But we shall have to get you home soon, or your poor mother will be

  worried stiff. I’ll walk that way with you myself. The rain is easing off now.’ Partly he wanted to make up for his lack of initiative earlier.




  By the time they had finished tea, the sun had come out and the heaviest clouds seemed pushed away by its warm arms. The air grew hot and heavy with moisture.




  ‘You can keep the dress,’ Catherine said and, seeing Rose’s eyes full of happiness at the thought, continued, ‘and please come and see us again if you’re out for a

  bit of peace, won’t you?’




  ‘Can she?’ Diana asked, jumping up and down. ‘I like Rose. Go on, say you will, Rose.’




  Diana demanded to be allowed to walk home with Rose too. The gutters were still running with water and there were puddles all over the pavement. As they walked, trying to keep their feet from

  getting too soaked, they saw broken tiles, glass and pieces of branch and twigs with leaves on. At one point a large tree had been torn up and was lying across the pavement.




  ‘I do hope people haven’t been injured,’ Ronald said. ‘Thank heavens it didn’t happen yesterday when the shops were open.’




  As he spoke, he noticed that Diana had taken Rose’s hand. He smiled, moved by the sight. All her mother’s warmth, he thought. And once more he felt his own inadequacy.




  His despondency deepened as they walked towards the middle of the city, the seething, smoking core which circled the Bull Ring, the market at its heart. The houses here were smaller and meaner,

  crammed back to back in street after grimy street, with factories and mills and small workshops. Those living in their two or three bug-ridden rooms lacked space and light, and their children lived

  – and often died – in squalid shadowy courts covered with refuse and filth, knowing little of any other street, any other life or possibility of improvement. At least this was his

  impression that day of this part of the city of which he in fact, to his shame, knew little.




  And what about Rose, this curious little person who had suddenly been flung to their door? He watched her as she walked in front of him with his daughter, the two of them chattering as if they

  had known each other for months. She was hungry for something, knew there was more than her own life was showing her. Surely, he thought, I can learn from this child. He found this more cheering

  than all his sterile prayers of recent weeks.




  Catherine Street was a row of three-storey houses, crushed together, their bricks darkened by the sooty air. The street stood on a rise above the great belly of the city. Walking down it you

  could see the reddish grey roofs, closely packed, and the church spires and factory chimneys poking up above them. For miles around you could make out the long, pointed spire of St Martin’s

  Church in the Bull Ring.




  ‘I’ll go now, ta,’ Rose said suddenly, and she started to run off down the slanting road.




  ‘But I was going to explain to your mother!’ Ronald’s voice boomed along the street so people turned to look.




  Diana ran after her. ‘Are we going to be friends or not?’ she demanded.




  ‘If you want,’ Rose said. ‘I mean yes – please. You’d best not come to our house though. Better go now.’




  Diana went back to her father and they watched Rose’s small form skipping down the street, the long dress flapping round her legs.




  Ronald noticed that the sky was beginning to darken again. He steered Diana round to walk home, taking a last glance back at Rose.




  ‘Extraordinary child,’ he said.




  







  Two




  Carrying her old dress and enamel dish, Rose ran down Catherine Street. She thought she might go off pop, her head was so full of all the things she had seen that afternoon:

  the dress and the elephant in her pocket and Diana. But going off pop was just what she wasn’t going to do.




  I’m not telling no one about what’s happened, she said to herself. Not Geraldine, not even our Grace. I’m going to keep it all to myself. She watched the cotton dress with its

  tiny pink roses flying up and down in front of her as her feet took her fast along the familiar blue bricks of the pavement.




  I bet when Diana got this it was new, Rose thought. She began to skip so that the roses lifted even higher.




  Then she saw her father. As she reached the entrance to their court she thought he must have seen her – the smile, the running and skipping and the new dress. She stopped abruptly and

  began to walk, holding the enamel dish against her stomach as if it was a teddy bear, her old dress rolled up and hidden inside it. She hoped he wouldn’t ask any questions.




  Ever since she was a tiny child Rose had had secrets. They were often very small ones, and quite unnoticeable to anyone else: a rounded pebble hidden under a leaf by the wall of the brewhouse or

  a word of praise at school from Miss Whiteley. It might be what she had seen on one of her walks – often not far, but alone – to neighbouring streets. She felt as if she, Rose Lucas,

  was the first person in the world ever to see them.




  At the sight of her father, though, she felt as if everything she had been thinking must be clear from her face, every detail of it. But as he dragged his large frame towards her, his laborious

  gait managed on one leg and one rough wooden crutch, his eyes watching the path in front of him, she realized he had not even looked up. When he did notice her he said gruffly, ‘All right

  Gracie?’




  ‘I’m Rose,’ she said angrily, and instead of walking in with him she left him to struggle home by himself and ran ahead into the yard. Couldn’t he even get her

  name right?




  The sky was half covered by piled grey clouds. A peculiar harsh light was shining down catching one side of the court, the wet bricks and the small windows on which soot and grime accumulated

  again as fast as they were washed down. The other side, the wall where the tap for the yard was fixed, lay in deep shadow.




  Her brother George, who was three, was standing dressed only in a grubby vest, chewing on a hard finger of bread crust mingled with snot from his nose and stamping his bare feet in the puddles.

  His bottom was naked and his little peter wiggled about with each stamp. Freddie and Daisy Pye from number six were standing with him on their bandy legs. All the family except Mr Pye had

  rickets.




  When George saw Rose he beamed all over his grubby face and ran towards her with his arms out, saying, ‘Rose. Pick me up! Nurse me, Rose!’




  Rose got a bit fed up with George’s endless hunger to be picked up. No one had the time, that was the trouble.




  ‘Look at the state of you!’ she said. ‘I can’t pick you up now. You’ll have to wait.’ The little boy went back to his puddles, wiping his nose with the back

  of his hand. Rose disappeared into the house. She shot across the downstairs room where her mother stood slicing bread and went dashing up the stairs.




  ‘Rose!’ Her mother stood at the foot of the stairs, bread knife in hand. ‘Where’ve you been?’




  Rose paused for a second to make up her mind whether her mother was really angry. She decided things didn’t sound too serious and carried on climbing the bare boards of the stairs,

  remembering the banisters at the vicarage, the pedestal at the bottom shaped into a huge shiny acorn.




  ‘Got caught out in the rain, didn’t I?’ she called back. ‘Down in a mo.’




  ‘You haven’t been at Marj’s all this time – I know you,’ her mother shouted. ‘And where the hell did you get that dress?’




  Rose climbed up to the room at the top of the house where she and Grace shared one single bed and Sam and George shared the other. She wanted to hide the elephant before anyone else saw it.

  She’d have to think up an explanation for the dress, but they needn’t find out about all that had happened that afternoon. Not yet anyway.




  She had tried hiding things up there before, but it wasn’t much good. There was only the black iron rim of the bedstead under the mattress and you could hardly fit anything in there. And

  if she put it under the blanket Grace was bound to find it.




  The Lucases’ furniture had dwindled over the years. This was all part of the change, the decline from ‘before’ when Sid and Dora lived in a house with two proper rooms

  downstairs, where they had their first two children. Before, when Sid had been a promising apprentice engineer, until he had come home in 1917 without one leg and the lower part of his left arm,

  and also missing some less tangible part of himself, perished in the scarred pastures of Flanders. All, in fact, before Rose was born. Albert, the oldest child, could just remember his father

  before the war. As a six-year-old he had taken weeks to accept that the maimed and haunted figure who appeared one day in a greatcoat at their door was the same man.




  Rose moved the chest of drawers a fraction from the wall and hid the elephant behind it. That would do for now. She’d find somewhere better later.




  Downstairs, her mother had disappeared and her father was easing himself awkwardly on to one of the family’s two easy chairs. He propped the crutch against the wall beside him. Grace was

  sitting bent over a steaming bowl of water, her head covered by a strip of sacking. She was wheezing heavily. Rose realized she was trying to stave off one of her asthma attacks. We’re in for

  a bad night then, Rose thought, not feeling very amiable about it. She felt irritable being back here with pee in a bucket in the bedroom after the new things she’d seen in the afternoon.




  ‘Get me some tea,’ Sid demanded, pushing the muddy shoe off his one foot and putting it against the fender to dry. Rose went to the hob and found there was freshly brewed tea in the

  pot. A tin of condensed milk was waiting with the bread on the table. She sugared the tea and passed it over without speaking. Sid gave a grunt of thanks.




  ‘Where’s Mom gone?’ she asked.




  ‘The lav – sick,’ Grace gasped tetchily from under the sacking, as if she’d already answered the question once. She pointed in the direction of the four toilets at the

  end of the yard, shared by the six houses. ‘Rose,’ she whispered. ‘I need a drink.’




  ‘What did your last slave die of?’ Rose snapped and then, realizing how unkind she was being, poured out more tea and placed it on the floor by her sister.




  Grace peered up through her wispy fringe. ‘Ta.’




  ‘You bad again?’




  ‘S’getting better now.’ She looked up with a pink, damp face and tried to smile. She took in a deep breath so that her shoulders pulled back and her lungs whispered the air

  in.




  Rose looked at her and then moved her gaze to their father, raising her eyebrows at Grace as she tried to gauge what mood he was in. Sid was sitting silently with his copy of the Gazette.

  There often seemed to be some intense emotion caged up in him which couldn’t find a way out. When it did, they were terrified of him. Their mother took the worst of it: the lashings with his

  tongue and the force of his fist. Sometimes he left the house abruptly, saying nothing, and went off pulling himself round the streets for an hour or two, trying to repress the violence inside him

  which he so loathed. Sometimes he came back easier in himself. Other times the mood had deepened so the children hardly dared open their mouths.




  It was hard to read his mood now, but Grace pulled down the corners of her mouth and rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘Better watch our step.’




  Through the window Rose saw her mother’s thin figure walking across the yard, in her faded brown and white dress. Her arms were folded and pressed into her middle and she was holding

  herself rather bent forward as she did when she felt ill. Rain was falling again, and hurriedly she went to the tap across from the house and swallowed a few mouthfuls of water before coming

  inside.




  Rose waited for her mother to start on her, but Dora sat down at the table as if drained of any strength. She was working four nights a week and in the second month of another pregnancy. She

  felt constantly faint and sick.




  ‘Get me a cup of tea, Rose,’ she said weakly. ‘I want you carding tonight. Sam’s at the Pyes and Grace ain’t up to it, but you can get on with some of it or

  we’ll never get them back.’




  Rose groaned inside at the thought of another evening of work. To make ends meet they took in work from local factories. Rose had spent many evenings of her childhood sewing pearl buttons on to

  cards in the precise stitches expected by the factory until her eyes stung and watered under the gaslight. This time it was safety pins – fixing them on to cards for the shops. They’d

  get tuppence ha’penny a gross, and that, as Dora was forever pointing out, was worth a bag of sugar.




  ‘Why can’t Sam come back from the Pyes and do some too?’ Rose asked. ‘He always gets out of it.’




  She saw her father’s dark eyes swivel away from his paper. ‘Don’t give your mother lip like that,’ he said. ‘That’s no work for a lad anyhow.’




  Dora, sipping the tea with dry lips, waved her other hand at Rose to shut her up. ‘Anyroad, they’re feeding him, so that’s one less of us. Aaah – that’s

  better.’ The colour was coming back into her cheeks. She sat nibbling half-heartedly at a piece of bread. She was already a slim woman, and every pregnancy, each baby carried and suckled

  shrank her thinner and made her look more gaunt and bony. In the overcast light of the evening her cheekbones were emphasized by the shadows beneath them and the skin under her eyes showed blue

  half-moons of exhaustion.




  ‘Was Marj all right then?’ she asked. ‘Did you make sure she’s taking the raspberry leaf? Which reminds me . . .’ Dora got up and went to the kettle to prepare her

  own dose of the brew. Rose thought it smelt horrible, all sour. But Dora had an almost religious faith in herbs and drank it through every pregnancy.




  She didn’t tell Dora that Marj had said in her most petulant voice, ‘She needn’t think I’m drinking this muck,’ and had thrown the leaves out straight away.




  ‘She’s showing a lot,’ Rose said. ‘She says she’s already sick of carrying that belly around.’




  ‘Huh,’ Dora said. ‘She’s only just bloomin’ started. Wait till she’s at it with a crowd of other babbies running round her. Then she’ll find out what

  it’s all about.’




  As soon as they’d eaten their bread with a scraping of jam and Sid had shuffled off across the yard to the Catherine Arms, Dora rounded on Rose. ‘Right,’ she said, emptying the

  pile of tiny silver safety pins on to the worn American cloth. ‘Where’ve you been all afternoon? Where d’you get that dress from? And where’s my bowl?’




  ‘It’s upstairs.’ In her hurry she’d left it on the bed with her dress. ‘I’ll get it.’ She stood up to go to the stairs.




  ‘Oh no you don’t.’ Dora grabbed her arm. ‘Sit down. Come on, let’s hear it. You go off with a bowl of custard and come swanning back in a new dress. What’s

  been going on?’




  Rose sat down again. ‘I had a soaking,’ she explained. ‘Right to the skin. And the wind was so strong I nearly went flat on my face. You saw what it were like! This lady saw me

  from her house and took me in to dry out. She put the dress on me and she said I could keep it.’




  ‘What lady? Where’ve you been wandering off to this time?’ Dora tapped her finger hard on the table. ‘Where was this house? Up Sparkbrook?’




  ‘It might’ve been Sparkbrook,’ Rose said, reluctant to give away even the vaguest details. ‘Or it might’ve been a bit further out.’




  ‘And you don’t know where of course?’




  ‘I was ever so wet,’ Rose said, staring hard at the pins on the table.




  Dora couldn’t help smiling at her daughter, knowing she wasn’t going to get the full story. ‘You’re the bleedin’ end sometimes, Rose, you really are,’ she

  said. ‘Come on – get cracking on these or we’ll be here all night.’




  They sat pushing the thin wire of the pins through their cards. Dora was still feeling sick, even having eaten the small amount of food. She looked across at Rose’s dark hair, the same

  wavy black as her father’s, bent over the pile of pins next to Grace, whose hair was a lighter brown, more like Dora’s own.




  Her pregnancy with Rose had been the third after the war. First there had been the twins – remembering now sent a sharp twisting pain through her. They were born too early. The little

  mites, only the size of kittens, had barely snuffled their way into life before dying within hours of each other: two boys, Sid and Percy. Next there’d been Sam, a huge, healthy baby who

  she’d thought would split her right apart as his head forced out of her.




  And then Rose. All her babies had been born at home except Rose. Always was a wanderer, Dora thought.




  She had been working in that big house in Sparkhill. Albert and Marjorie were ten and eight then and at school so she had to leave Sam with a neighbour.




  That morning as she set out to walk to work the sky was low and grey over the rooftops and the ground coated with frost. It looked as if it was going to snow and Dora pulled her coat round her

  belly as well as she could. She’d felt very down in the mouth that morning, which made her think the baby wouldn’t come for a few days yet. Usually, right at the end she felt a

  mysterious surge of energy and well-being, even when she was quite run down in herself.




  Maybe I just can’t feel lively any more, she thought. Too many things have happened to us. P’raps I’m just too old.




  At twenty-eight sometimes she felt aged and slow, as if everything had been torn and sucked out of her. Today the lower part of her body felt taut and heavy as she walked.




  She went down the Ladypool Road, where the smell of fresh bread mingled with the usual road smell of horse manure. People were just coming out on to the streets to walk to work or give shop

  windows a polish. A delivery boy from the baker’s shop whisked past on his bicycle, pushing down hard with his legs on the pedals.




  Even now, five years after Sid had come home, she could feel tears suddenly in her eyes at the sight of a young man doing so carelessly all the things her husband was no longer capable of. It

  reminded her with a deep ache of the whole young man, full of dreams of what he was going to achieve, whom she had kissed goodbye and cried for early in 1915.




  Sid had not come back to the home he left before the war. Instead he had returned to find his wife living in one of the courts of back-to-back houses which sprawled in a ring round the centre of

  Birmingham. He came back to a woman who had struggled to keep herself and her children on whatever the shortages of the war would allow, who had worked in factories churning out munitions to fuel

  the war and who had, with hardly a break, been working in factories ever since. He had watched her age, get thinner, lose her teeth. She snapped more and swore more and her laughter – once

  loud, generous laughter – came harder now and more rarely.




  That change of address on Dora’s letters had not prepared Sid Lucas for the losses he had to face on every side when he came home – of not only his limbs, but his livelihood, his

  dignity and of the way he and Dora had been together before. Before.




  Sometimes, when she was at her lowest, when Sid had been silent for days or sweated and sobbed in her arms at night, she wondered if it wouldn’t have been better if the mud and water of

  Passchendaele hadn’t buried him completely instead of leaving her with half a person.




  Work that morning turned out to be even heavier than usual. Dora did all the routine dusting and polishing with Mrs Stubbs, the elderly woman who worked mornings there.




  Then Mrs Stubbs said, ‘Right, I’d best go and do that silver she’s on about in the pantry. You can go out and shake the rugs.’




  Dora looked at Mrs Stubbs’ plain, rather stupid face and wondered whether she was being spiteful. She decided she was just thoughtless, but the advanced state of Dora’s pregnancy

  should have been obvious to anyone.




  ‘Couldn’t we do them together?’ she suggested.




  ‘I’ll come and give you a hand if it gets too much for you,’ Mrs Stubbs said serenely and limped off to polish the silver.




  Dora dragged the two large rugs through the hall to the bricked area out behind the house which faced on to a large garden. It was beautiful in the summer. The brewhouse was tucked in at right

  angles to one end of the building and she and Mrs Stubbs heated the water for the wash there each Monday. The bread oven was in there too, so it was often a warm place to be. Dora was glad that the

  small building jutting out protected her from the main stab of the cold wind.




  She picked up one end of the first rug, unrolled it and started to shake so it rippled heavily along the blue bricks of the terrace, giving off great wafts of dust. Dora’s arms immediately

  felt exhausted, as if the carpet was made of lead. She rested between the vigorous shakes, her heart thumping harder and harder. She grew hot and faint.




  The pains began suddenly and very strongly. After the first couple of harsh, breathtaking contractions she stood bending forward, her hands pressing on her knees, taking in gasps of air.




  My God, she thought. How’m I ever going to get back? I’ve got to get home!




  It felt so urgent, so far advanced, that she knew already that she’d never make it back – not on foot.




  She waited for a lull and then stepped over to the brewhouse. It was a bit warmer inside and rather dark. There was nothing to sit on except the scrubbed quarry tiles. Dora squatted down with

  her back to the stone sink. It was very quiet apart from the faint scratch of winter jasmine and rose thorns against the window. Dora knew she should get help, that she needed a midwife, but

  between the contractions she had no strength and couldn’t raise the energy to move again.




  ‘Please God,’ she prayed. ‘Don’t let anything be wrong with this babby – not with me all on my own. Just help me – please, please!’




  She loosened her clothes and took off her bloomers. They were wet like her legs and the back of her dress, where the warm force of her waters breaking had soaked her. A couple of times she had

  to pull herself up to vomit into the greyish yellow basin. Her face was shiny with sweat.




  ‘God,’ she cried, the words coming out hoarsely. ‘Oh God, God!’




  She knew the baby was not long from being born. As she sobbed and panted through the next contraction she heard Mrs Stubbs’ voice outside, ‘Dora? Dora? Where are you? I thought you

  was getting started out here at least.’




  In a moment her head poked round the brewhouse door and she saw Dora kneeling, her eyes stretched wide with pain.




  ‘Gorblimey – Dora!’ she shrieked. ‘You can’t have a babby in here. This is where we bake the bread!’




  And then, seeing Dora’s wet face, her hair hanging in lank brown strings and her clothes all undone, she came closer and said, ‘You poor little sod. There ain’t time to get a

  midwife now. It’s all right, I’ll help you. I’ve had a few myself in my time.’




  She went to the door saying, ‘It’s all right, I’m not going to leave you. Back in a tick.’ A moment later she reappeared with a ball of string, the big kitchen scissors

  and a towel. She knelt down and pulled one of Dora’s arms over her shoulder. ‘Go on – you’re all right, you’re all right,’ she kept saying as the young woman

  writhed and screamed beside her. And then: ‘Sssh – keep it down a bit for God’s sake.’




  Soon the little girl’s head bulbed out from her body as Dora cried out for the last time. The pink slithery body followed, and Mrs Stubbs tied the cord and they wrapped her in the old

  strip of clean towel. Finally, Mrs Stubbs went off to fetch help.




  ‘I’m going to call her Rose,’ Dora said when the midwife arrived. ‘I mean, if I’d been any further outside I’d’ve been in the blooming garden,

  wouldn’t I!’




  As they sat carding the pins in the unsteady light, Dora suddenly said, ‘You’re a funny kid you know. Go on – get off to bed. That’s enough for

  tonight.’




  Grace was already asleep when Rose lay down beside her in bed that night, listening to the soft rain against the windows. Something scuttled across the floor in the corner of the room.




  She thought about Diana and her house and of how one day she wanted to have carpets and comfortable beds and shelves and shelves of books.




  During the night she half woke, hearing sounds from the bedroom below, the painful, incoherent cries that her father made sometimes in his sleep. The shouts grew louder, until she heard him cry

  out, ‘No. NO – over here!’ and some more words she couldn’t hear. Then her mother’s voice over his, comforting him until his sounds stopped with hers and they could

  all sleep.




  







  Three




  Her first thought when she woke the next morning was Diana. How soon could she go back there? After all, they had asked her – twice. Rose was just resolving to go as soon

  as possible when she realized she must have woken extra early in her excitement.




  Usually on school days Mom called up the stairs, ‘Come on – get yourselves down here. No messing about. You’ll be eating your breakfast on the way, else!’ But even George

  was still half asleep. Rose could hear voices outside and she pushed the blanket back and went to the window, pushing it open a crack.




  The sun was shining, lighting up one corner of the yard, and the ground was still very wet. Smells of sodden dirt and rotting vegetable peelings wafted through the window, though they

  didn’t overcome the stink of the pee bucket. Rose had a quick peep behind the chest of drawers to check that yes, the elephant was still there and she hadn’t dreamed it.




  It was wash day. When Rose and the others got downstairs, Dora was hurriedly bundling up all her washing, though she looked pale and was bent over with nausea. She pointed at the table with her

  free arm. ‘There’s tea and you’ll have to take your slice with you.’




  Rose, Sam and Grace hurriedly drank down some stewed tea and left the house. George was standing rather forlornly by the washhouse with his slice, watching Gladys Pye rocking on to each of her

  bowed legs in turn as she pulled out the heavy mangle. Rose, feeling suddenly sorry for George, went and gave him a cuddle. The little boy’s face shone with delight.




  They called for Geraldine Donaghue and her brother Jo and the five of them set out, walking to the church school along the sunny street still littered with the debris of the storm.




  ‘Our dad says the roof’s gone off Woodgates,’ Jo said.




  Rose wasn’t listening. She was picturing herself one day walking to the school as a teacher who’d stand up grandly in front of the class. She’d wear clothes just like Miss

  Whiteley’s, a straight grey skirt and a white blouse with a frill down the front, and a little fob watch like hers pinned on to it. She’d be very calm, she’d know ever such a lot

  and all the children would love her.




  ‘What are you going to be when you grow up?’ she asked Geraldine, trying to sound like Diana.




  Geraldine peered at her, bemused. ‘You all right?’ she asked. ‘What’s the big idea?’




  ‘What are you going to be when you grow up?’ Sam mimicked her. ‘Getting big ideas, Rose? It’ll be the factory or the big house for us. What else is there?’ Sam

  scuffed his already well-worn shoes along the pavement. ‘We’re not exactly going to be King and Queen of England, are we?’




  ‘I want to be a teacher,’ Rose said.




  Sam snorted with laughter and Geraldine looked horrified.




  ‘You don’t want to be like Miss Smart, do you?’ she asked. Miss Smart was a sour woman, given to almost savage outbursts of temper. It was whispered that she’d been

  jilted on the eve of her wedding a few years before.




  ‘No,’ Rose said. ‘But Miss Whiteley’s nice, isn’t she? And she knows about ever such a lot of things.’




  Geraldine looked puzzled. ‘What d’you want to do that for? I’d never do that. I’d like to be a singer or one of them dancers they have on at the Hip.’ She preened

  and posed in her skimpy dress along the pavement as if it was the stage of the Hippodrome.




  ‘Geraldine!’ her brother said. ‘Everyone’s looking.’




  ‘You’re both daft,’ Sam said. ‘Dream away. I’m going to be Rudolph Valentino. But it’s only dreams. People like us don’t ever do anything different, do

  we?’




  This dampened Rose’s enthusiasm straight away.




  ‘Who d’you know who’s ever been anything special then?’ Sam continued.




  ‘Mom says Dad was doing all right before he went to the war,’ Rose said.




  ‘It was still the factory though. And nothing’s the same now, is it? That’s what Albert says.’ Sam always looked to his older brother, whom they scarcely ever saw, as the

  source of all information and authority. ‘Anyhow, you have to stay on at school to be anything special, and there’s fat chance of that.’




  Rose felt very down in the dumps after that. Was Diana going to stay on at school? No one she knew in the court had carried on after they were fourteen. She’d never questioned it before,

  how you couldn’t do anything much with your life unless you had money.




  Rose knew that some time during the morning her mom would bundle up Sid’s Sunday suit and shoes and they’d be down to the pawnbroker’s at the end of the street until Friday

  when she got her money from the factory. Sid joked grimly sometimes that they ought to get 2d extra for the shoes because he only ever wore the one. Rose wondered if her mother was going to pawn

  her new dress.




  That day she stared adoringly at Miss Whiteley as she stood in front of them next to the blackboard, the portrait of the king behind her head. She imagined Diana standing there with her curls

  tied back, telling them all about rivers and jungles and the kings and queens in history books. And then she tried to put herself in the same position, as she had on her walk to school before all

  the things Sam had said. All she could think of now were the thick darns on the elbows of her cardigan and her faded old clothes and the way she spoke, which was different from Diana.




  I could never be like Diana, she thought.




  As she turned from chalking up some names on the blackboard, Sarah Whiteley noticed Rose at her wooden desk wiping her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffing.




  ‘Are you feeling unwell, Rose?’ she asked kindly.




  ‘No, Miss Whiteley,’ the girl said quietly, and she blushed such an embarrassed pink that the teacher decided not to pursue it just then.




  When school finished Miss Whiteley said to her, ‘Rose, would you come here a minute?’




  Geraldine whispered to her, ‘You’re for it now. I’ll wait for you outside.’




  ‘No, you go home,’ Rose replied. ‘And take Grace with you or Mom’ll be on at me.’




  She stood solemnly by her teacher’s desk when all the others had made their way noisily out of the room. She could hear them laughing and yelling as they trailed off down the street.




  ‘Are you all right, my dear?’ Miss Whiteley asked, sitting behind her big table at the end of the classroom. ‘It’s all right, don’t look so worried, you’re

  not here to be punished. I saw you crying earlier. Is everything all right at home?’




  ‘Yes, Miss Whiteley,’ Rose said.




  The teacher looked at the serious brown eyes which were gazing apprehensively at her and she smiled suddenly. She had a soft spot for Rose.




  ‘Are you happy at school?’ She was sensitive enough to realize that something was going on inside Rose, and she also knew that whatever her disadvantages in life, this was a child

  with potential.




  Rose just said yes again. She liked Miss Whiteley and trusted her, but standing alone in front of her she felt small and shy. She kept her eyes on the scuffed wooden boards of the classroom

  floor and her even more scuffed boots.




  Sarah Whiteley decided to try once more. She came out from behind the desk and brought her chair up to sit next to the child.




  Rose looked into Miss Whiteley’s lovely plain face with her round pink cheeks, quite unlike Miss Smart’s angular, rather pretty face, which was so often full of spite and irritation.

  Miss Whiteley seemed to give off comfort, like someone handing out buns.




  ‘What if I wanted to be a teacher?’ Rose blurted out. ‘’Cos Sam says people like us don’t do things like that and it’s daft of me to think of it. Only my

  friend Diana’s going to be a teacher.’ And without expecting to she found she was telling Miss Whiteley all about the storm and Diana and how different her family were from Rose’s

  own.




  Sarah Whiteley was startled. This was not what she had expected at all. She’d thought perhaps things were especially difficult for Rose’s family, as they so often were in the homes

  of the children she taught. She had met Dora Lucas a number of times and had taken a liking to her. She’d found her brisk, with the kind of hardness of someone who has no energy left to spare

  for niceties. But she isn’t rough, Sarah thought. Just worn down. And again, Sarah had perceived intelligence. She hadn’t met Rose’s father, but she knew he had been injured in

  the war and could not get work.




  With these thoughts in mind she struggled for words to answer Rose’s eager questions. She wanted to be positive and realistic at the same time and the combination was not easy.




  ‘Whether you could be a teacher is not an easy question to answer. I think you’re a clever girl and you do well in your lessons. But I expect you’ll have to leave school to go

  to work soon, won’t you?’




  Rose nodded miserably.




  ‘But perhaps what you can aim to do is get the best work you can. If you do well at school we might be able to find you something in an office, and you never know what opportunities might

  come your way. And there are such things as evening classes where you can further your education if you have the means when you’re older. But you’ll have to be very determined. Do you

  think you’re very determined?’




  ‘I dunno,’ Rose said. ‘But I don’t want to be like my mom, always sick with having babbies.’




  Sarah Whiteley felt tears slide into her own eyes at the thought of women like Dora Lucas with their relentless lives of childbirth and worry.




  Rose noticed her emotion and was alarmed. Blimey, what had she done to upset her?




  But all her teacher said, quietly, as if to herself, was, ‘Well, I suppose if you want to do anything else with your life it doesn’t really do to have children.’ Then she

  smiled and looked at Rose. ‘Cheer up. You don’t need to worry about it yet, do you? And you never know what might happen.’




  She stood up and said, ‘Come along, your mother will be getting worried. Shall I walk a little of the way with you?’




  Delighted, Rose felt her dark little hand being taken by Miss Whiteley’s soft pink one. The woman strolled along beside her, pointing out things on the way – a police car, a magpie,

  white clouds all piled up to one side of the sky – until they reached Catherine Street. Miss Whiteley leaned down and, to Rose’s astonishment, kissed her cheek before she said goodbye.

  Rose couldn’t remember the last time anyone had given her a kiss. The walk had made the afternoon feel very warm and special.




  But when she got home her mother was tense and furious and snapping at everyone in sight. She’d hung her sheets across the yard as usual and the younger Pye and Donaghue children had been

  running muddy hands all through them and flicking water up from the puddles. She’d had to rinse and mangle the lot again, and as a result was behindhand with everything else.




  ‘Don’t tread on the floor!’ she shouted unreasonably as Rose stepped into the house. ‘Where the hell have you been? No – don’t tell me. Just get scraping

  these.’ She pointed to a pile of carrots. Grace, confined to a sheet of newspaper on the damp floor, had already started on the potatoes.




  Dora bustled about rearranging washing on the backs of chairs and over the frames of the mirror and their two pictures: one of Sid’s mom and dad and one of the king and queen.




  ‘I’ll make sure those little bleeders don’t get at it this time,’ she said. ‘Come on, set to it, Rose, and stop dreaming.’




  Rose picked up the peeling knife in silence and mulled over what Miss Whiteley had said. All I can do, she thought, is try as hard as I can. Try and try and try.




  That night, when she and Grace and the boys were in bed, Rose heard sounds coming from down in her mom and dad’s room. It wasn’t the strange, rhythmic noise she

  sometimes heard, with her mother gasping, and at the end of it a cry from her father as if he’d stubbed his toe on the leg of the bed. This time she knew it would end differently, because

  he’d been down the Catherine after raising a few coppers selling kindling.




  Sid turned to look at his wife as he undressed in their room on the middle floor. She was lying on her back, her face grey with fatigue. He could see clearly the lines that had appeared and

  deepened between her brows and round her mouth and he felt a moment of tenderness watching her there. Now she was able to rest she looked a little more like the lovely girl he’d courted and

  married, with her sheet of chestnut brown hair, thicker then and glossy, which he’d smoothed over his face during their lovemaking like a silk scarf.




  Remembering this, he wanted her. She’d be out working the next four nights and he’d have to sleep alone. He always felt sorry for himself when she was away at night. It seemed to

  reinforce his sense of helplessness.




  ‘Dora?’ He pulled himself over to her on the bed and leaned on his good arm. Suddenly he felt nervous, and then angry because of it. She was his wife, wasn’t she? He

  shouldn’t have to beg any favours.




  ‘Come on,’ he said. He put his mouth to hers, feeling how rough and dry her lips were. He felt himself harden gradually. In the old days he had only to look at her. This was the one

  thing he had left – that he could make her produce children.




  When she felt him moving against her, a wave of despair came over Dora. How could he do this when he knew she’d be up all the next night? But she always felt guilty when she refused him.

  It was the only thing which made him happy for a short time.




  ‘I need some sleep,’ she said without opening her eyes. ‘I’m on again tomorrow night. Some of us have to work, you know,’ she finished, rather spitefully.




  He always took rebuffs badly. ‘That’s right – and I’m no bloody good for nothing, am I?’ he shouted, sitting up again. ‘Your bleeding cripple of a husband.

  That’s what everyone says about me, ain’t it?’




  ‘I didn’t say that – just don’t keep on. Get into bed and let me sleep.’




  ‘Open your eyes.’ His voice was still loud and full of hurt and anger. ‘At least open your bloody eyes, woman!’




  Dora dragged her eyes open and half sat up. She pulled back the covers and patted the bed. ‘Just come and lie down, Sid, please.’




  Sid could feel the great dark surge which sometimes forced its way through him, a violence of anger and despair which he could not put into words. He ached to spend himself in his wife, to feel

  her body moving under him.




  ‘Dora, please. Do it for me tonight.’




  ‘NO!’ Dora shouted.




  Then Rose heard her mother’s screams as he hit her twice, three times, giving her the bruised cheek and cut lip which would be there for all to see in the morning.




  ‘You selfish bitch!’ she heard.




  Rose screwed up her eyes tight and pushed her fingers into her ears. But she could still hear the next part – what always came next. The worst part. Her father’s remorse, the sobs

  which burst from his body alongside her mother’s own crying, and eventually Dora’s voice trying to calm his anguish.




  Rose slipped out of bed and fetched the little elephant from its hiding place. She lay stroking it in the dark.




  ‘Try,’ she said to herself. ‘Try and try and try.’




  







  Four




  January 1935




  Dora Lucas was sitting at her table with a cup of mint tea in front of her. Often now, when she had a spare moment she sat, her eyes not fixed on anything, her limbs slack and

  her mind numb.




  She was forty-one and exhausted, like an old woman, yet she was soon to give birth again. Her belly already felt tight and heavy with the child which nudged insistently under her ribcage so that

  she had to keep straightening her spine to ease the discomfort.




  Beside her, three-year-old Violet was clattering pebbles on the tiled floor, involved in her game and singing quite tunefully.




  ‘Do it a bit quieter, can’t you?’ Dora snapped at her, without really having intended to. Weariness and irritation seemed to be all she could manage.




  The others would soon be home from school. And Sam – bless him – from work. After the four grimmest and most despairing years of Dora’s life they at last had a regular wage

  coming into the house. How she would have got by without the neighbours she’d never know – Theresa and Gladys especially. The final humiliation had come when they had been forced to go

  on the Parish. First there was the gruelling session in front of the board. Dora’s innards turned just thinking about it. She’d remember the cold, gimlet-eyed woman there till her dying

  day. The board, which executed the Means Test, decided whether she was worthy of their meagre allowance of food and coal.




  Sam, Rose and Grace had become familiar, sad little figures outside factories as far away as Cheapside and Moseley Street, greeting the men who came off shift with persistent cries of

  ‘Have you got a piece for us?’ They’d run after the men until they handed over any leftover portions of bread from their lunches.




  On Saturday nights they would hang about in Smithfield and the Market Hall until the stallholders were packing up, and then walk home exhausted, carrying a piece of knockdown meat and bags of

  bruised fruit and veg. Rose would fall asleep with her head full of visions of pyramids of apples and oranges lit by the the naphtha flares which hissed next to the stalls.




  The shame and desperation of those years had nearly finished Dora. When Violet was born she had haemorrhaged so badly that she’d been ill for weeks and had had to give up her night job in

  the metal stamping factory. They’d had Sickness Benefit, and by the time that finished she was pregnant again, but she miscarried in the third month. Again she was left weak and drained.




  Dora had been desperate not to get pregnant again. She tried to fight Sid in bed, and kick him off. But even with only one arm he was stronger. He begged her and then slapped her about, and most

  often now pushed into her with a force which frightened her and left her sore, sometimes bleeding, and with an overwhelming sense of shame as if she had done something wrong. When she had the

  strength, she crept out in the dark afterwards and fetched a pail of cold water to wash herself with.




  As soon as she realized she was carrying this child, for the first time in her life she tried to abort it. She had tried castor oil and Penny Royal syrup and even water which she’d boiled

  pennies in. She had trembled at the sin she was committing – however ineffective it proved – but even more at the thought of what Sid would do to her if he ever found out. His one

  remaining source of power was his and Dora’s fertility.




  ‘Think yourself lucky,’ he said to her one night in an ugly mood. He was lying on the bed naked from the waist down, his member lolling to one side on its nest of dark hair. ‘I

  saw a fella in the army with it all blown away. Where would that leave you, eh?’




  She had been brought too low to feel anything for Sid now. Even pity had been drained out of her. Now when his dreams drove him to cry out in the night she turned away and pushed her fingers

  into her ears. She had pity now only for her children, and admiration for their pluck and spirit.




  She leaned back into her chair, folding her arms over her swollen stomach and thinking of her kids one by one.




  There was Albert, over in Erdington, whom she hardly ever saw, and Marj, rather smug with her two kids in Sparkbrook. She realized that these two, who could just remember the life before the

  war, despised what their parents had become. If that was their attitude they could keep away.




  As for Sam, he was a good solid lad. She knew he’d stick by her and look after her. Sticking by people was one of the codes by which Dora lived. Disloyalty figured high on her list of

  human failures, along with thieving and cruelty to children. She felt Sam had inherited that loyalty from her.




  ‘Don’t worry, Mom,’ he’d kept saying, while he was waiting out his last year at school. ‘I’ll get myself a job soon. I’ll look after you.’ It was

  a promise he’d kept. He was bringing in ten bob a week which was a start and they made up the rest with odds and sods.




  Then there were the two girls. Dora smiled at the thought of Grace. She was so transparent and shared things with her mother. She used to climb on Dora’s knee and show her the latest

  picture she’d found of her great passion – the royal family. She was straightforward somehow. Like herself, Dora thought.




  But Rose was more of a mystery. Dora had never worked out why that posh vicar’s daughter Diana wanted to be so friendly with her. She must have had pals with knobs on up at her public

  school, but she and Rose were still as thick as anything. And she didn’t even seem to mind coming and slumming it down Catherine Street now and then. It was the neighbours who acted

  suspicious and said, ‘What’s she doing down here again?’




  Dora couldn’t help liking Diana, even if she hadn’t been sure at first what she was after. Her mother’s family were something titled, it was said, and she’d married

  beneath her. But Diana didn’t put on airs. She always said ‘Mrs Lucas’ so politely. And she was such a pretty lass with all that curly hair round her face. But Rose went up to the

  vicarage more often than Diana came down here. Rose didn’t want the neighbours gossiping about her or Geraldine Donaghue deliberately messing up Diana’s dress out of envy.




  Rose worried Dora though. She knew her daughter’s contact with the Harper-Watts had shown her a kind of life that would never be within her grasp.




  ‘Don’t get big ideas, will you?’ she warned sometimes.




  Sid put it more brutally. ‘You needn’t bring her round here and get all toffee-nosed. You was born a slum kid and you’ll die a slum kid so you needn’t go expecting any

  different.’




  It was already getting quite dark. The lamplighter would soon be out on the streets. Dora was about to stir herself when she heard the girls outside, and George came crashing

  into the house shouting, ‘Rose’s had the cane! Rose’s had the cane!’




  As was her way, she didn’t ask questions immediately but pulled herself to her feet and lit the lamp. Then she turned to her daughters. Rose was still the taller of the two and bone thin,

  with long black hair down her back. Her face was puffed up from crying and her cheeks streaked and red. Grace, who was wheezing heavily, also looked tearful. Instinctively, Dora moved across to

  boil some water for her.




  ‘What’s been going on?’ she demanded.




  ‘It’s that Miss Smart,’ Rose burst out, her voice high with tears and anger. ‘She’s a wicked, horrible bitch, she is.’




  ‘Rose!’ Dora started. But then, seeing how distressed she was, said, ‘Turn round.’




  Rose turned, and very tentatively pulled her ripped bloomers down to show her bare bottom. It was raw and red with stripes of blood and vivid purple welts, so many that they had all merged

  together in a hot, angry mass.




  ‘God Almighty,’ Dora gasped. ‘What the hell has she done? What brought all that on?’




  It had been the last lesson, Rose explained. They’d been sitting in the classroom, and she was next to the heavy green curtain that separated her class from Grace’s. She knew Grace

  wasn’t feeling too good that day. The weather was damp and cold which always brought on the asthma. She’d been struggling to get her breath even on the way to school. A day in the

  building, heated by the one feeble stove, had not helped.




  As Rose sat through her arithmetic lesson, Miss Smart was teaching Grace in the next section of the room. Suddenly she became aware of Miss Smart’s usually abrupt and tetchy voice saying

  quite clearly, ‘Pull yourself together! I’ve had quite enough of your malingering.’




  ‘I can’t help it, Miss Smart,’ she heard Grace trying to protest. ‘It’s me chest. I’ve got—’




  ‘Be quiet,’ Miss Smart shouted. ‘You make that horrible noise once more and you’ll feel the cane across your behind. I’m not putting up with any more of your

  excuses.’




  Through the curtain Rose could hear Grace’s wheezing becoming louder and more agitated. She could picture Miss Smart’s angry, spiteful face as she stood over her sister, and suddenly

  she felt all restraint leave her.




  She glanced up at Miss Phipps to check she wasn’t looking. Then she lifted up the bottom of the heavy curtain, pushed her way underneath it and ran to Grace, flinging an arm round her

  frightened sister’s shoulders.




  ‘You cruel bitch!’ she shouted at Miss Smart. Her voice sounded surprisingly strong. ‘Why don’t you pick on someone your own size? Just because you can’t keep a

  bloke for five minutes doesn’t mean you have to take it out on my sister. She’s got a bad chest, as you ought to know bleeding well by now!’




  Grace’s face almost mirrored her teacher’s in its look of horror. Miss Smart grabbed Rose by the wrist and hauled her through the classroom with astonishing strength, bashing

  Rose’s legs and hips against the desks.




  ‘Come here you uppity little scum,’ she hissed, her teeth locked together as though she was trying to hold back some of her rage. ‘You’ll be out of this school as soon as

  breathe after what you’ve just said to me.’ The woman’s body was quivering all over. ‘But now I’m going to give you something you should have been given a long time

  ago.’




  Grace watched, terrified, as Miss Smart grabbed Rose again by the shoulders and forced her round so she was facing the window. She pulled Rose’s skirt up and yanked on her bloomers so that

  the entire class heard them tear.




  ‘Bend over and empty the wastepaper basket,’ Miss Smart shouted, only just able to get the words out.




  Rose knew the drill. She turned the basket over, tipping out scraps of paper and some balls of fluff, and leaned down on the dusty weave of the base.




  Miss Smart thrashed her with the cane as no child in the school had ever been thrashed before. She lost all control as her voice screamed out her frustration and loathing. ‘D’you

  think I like standing here day after day looking at your ugly – ignorant – faces? I hate it. I hate it – do you hear? You stupid – scummy little – slum kids . . .

  You’ll never – do anything – or be anything. I could be married and out of this cesspit by now, but I’m stuck here forever. Stuck – stuck – stuck!’




  Rose’s whimpering broke into screams as Miss Smart brought the thin cane down and broke the skin. The lashes shot through her, making her feel weak in the legs and dizzy. She was aware

  only of the pain and of the saliva gathering in her mouth.




  ‘Helena! Helena Smart – what in God’s name are you doing?’ It was a deep voice, from the large body of Miss Phipps, who had been teaching arithmetic next door. The

  beating stopped abruptly as Miss Phipps grabbed the younger teacher’s arms and took the bloodstained cane from her trembling hand.




  Rose slowly turned the waste basket over and retched miserably into it. She heard Grace’s loud breathing beside her.




  ‘Rose? Rose – are you all right?’ Grace was crying. A thin trickle of vomit began to ooze out through the wicker and across the floor.




  Miss Phipps was holding Miss Smart by one of her wrists. The younger woman was sobbing uncontrollably. ‘I’ll see you later,’ Miss Phipps said in a low voice. ‘For now I

  think you’d be wisest to get out of my sight.’




  They all watched Miss Smart, her head sunk down and her shoulders heaving as she left the room.




  Miss Phipps came over to Rose. ‘Go home and get your mother to dress those cuts,’ she said gently. ‘Grace, you go with her.’




  Rose tried to straighten up. Her behind and the lower part of her back were a tight wall of pain.




  Miss Phipps guessed what was painting the worried expression on the girl’s face even through her obvious distress. ‘It’s all right,’ she assured her kindly.

  ‘You’ll be coming back to school again.’




  As Rose was finishing off her story, Sid lurched into the house on his crutch, slamming the door as he always did. Dora tensed.




  He looked round the room. Grace was sitting at the table with George, breathing noisily over a bowl while Dora held her hair back. Rose was standing holding a cup with a face as long as Livery

  Street and not a sign of his tea on the go.




  ‘What’s going on?’ His voice was ugly.




  ‘Rose got caned down at the school for sticking up for our Grace,’ Dora said. ‘Her behind’s red raw with it.’




  Sid looked at Rose’s tearstained face. It was rare for him to see Rose crying. She was a proud cow, in front of him anyway. Strong, independent Rose. Rose, who had all the aspirations he

  had had and probably even more, going about with that kid from up the vicarage. He felt a moment of identity with her, but he pushed it aside. For once she wasn’t giving him that serious,

  knowing look of hers, that seemed to say, ‘Sod you, Dad. I’m going to get out of here and do something with my life.’




  He began to enjoy her humiliation. ‘I s’pose you asked for it,’ he said. ‘You’re a cheeky little bugger.’




  ‘I didn’t ask for it!’ Rose shouted. She felt like someone with nothing to lose. ‘She was carrying on at our Grace and I stuck up for her. Like Mom could do with someone

  to stick up for her when you’re down there knocking her about of a night. I’ve listened to you since I were a babby with your bullying and your carrying on, and your –

  crying.’ Rose spat the word out with all the contempt she felt. ‘You’re disgusting, Dad. So don’t go telling me I asked for it.’




  She stood unflinching as Sid lurched over and hit her round the head with both sides of his thick hand again and again.




  ‘Stop it!’ Dora screamed. Grace and George sat quite still as if paralysed with fright. ‘Don’t you dare hit her! Don’t you ever hit my kids.’ Her voice

  dropped to a snarl. ‘I’ve put up with you knocking me about, but don’t you ever lay a finger on my kids again or I swear I’ll lay you out for good.’ She was looking

  round wildly for something to use as a weapon when Rose simply took a step backwards and Sid lost his balance, falling to the floor heavily, on his side.




  With all the dignity she could summon Rose stood over him. ‘I shouldn’t bother getting up, Dad.’ She left Grace and George gawping and went to her room.




  Rose lay with her stomach flat against the bed in the dusk light of the attic.




  Dora was bathing the sores on her daughter’s behind with warm water and dabbing iodine on the cuts. One side of Rose’s face was swollen and shiny and beginning to darken into

  bruises. Sid’s outburst, as much as the treatment she had had from Miss Smart, had created a bond between the mother and daughter stronger than any that had existed before.




  ‘I hate him,’ Rose said, banging her fists on the thin mattress, and wincing whenever Dora touched her. ‘I hate, hate, hate him. He ought to want better than he’s

  had for his kids. He’s never cared about us.’




  Dora sighed. Rose became aware that her mother was stroking her hair with a new gentleness that she was unused to. She kept very still in case any movement made Dora stop.




  ‘If it were a few year ago I’d’ve said that’s not the truth.’ Dora paused for a moment, breathless with the baby pushing up her lungs. ‘Now I just don’t

  know. He’s turned sour on everything and there’s no getting near him. And you can’t blame him when you stop to think about it. But that don’t make it any easier for the rest

  of us. There’ve been times . . .’ She stopped.




  As if reading her mind, Rose said, ‘You’d have been just as well off without him, wouldn’t you?’




  ‘No,’ Dora said briskly. ‘That’s not my way. You make your bed and you lie on it, and that’s that, whatever happens after.’




  Rose turned her head to look at her mother. In the poor light from the window she could see the outline of her scrawny neck and her thinning hair which looked lanker and more faded every year.

  Her skin was pasty and tired-looking. She thought of Catherine Harper-Watt’s rosy complexion and her thick, healthy hair. She started to cry again because her mother’s life seemed so

  sad, such a waste.




  Dora, not knowing the real reason for Rose’s sobs, stroked her back in a way that surprised both of them. ‘Ssssh,’ she said. ‘You’ll feel better soon, don’t

  you worry. Hang on a minute – I’ll go and get you another nice cup of tea.’




  







  Five




  A month later Rose and Diana were walking to the Bull Ring. As soon as Diana had called in for her at Catherine Street Rose grabbed her coat and was off.




  ‘Better get her out of here before she catches anything, hadn’t you?’ Geraldine called out spitefully as the two of them sped out of the court. They were followed a short

  distance by George, who was becoming a right tearaway, and Violet, lisping, ‘Thweets, Diana – bring us back some thweets!’




  The two girls soon left them behind. Rose was never comfortable when Diana came to her house and it didn’t happen very often. She couldn’t help feeling ashamed of the cramped, filthy

  conditions they lived in. Whenever Diana came the smells drifting from the toilets in the yard always came over stronger than usual.




  Diana was always very polite. Rose had never seen her bat an eyelid at the newspaper instead of a cloth on the table or the cockroaches scuttling busily about on the floor and walls, their

  antennae twitching. She’d only once jumped and squeaked when one landed clumsily on a slice of bread she was eating. Dora had nearly turned herself inside out apologizing.




  ‘Don’t you hate coming to our house?’ Rose asked her. ‘Why would you want to, with us being so rough and ready?’ She felt humbled by Diana’s tolerance,

  whereas if her friend had been haughty or critical Rose would have leapt like a wildcat to defend her family and how they were forced to live.




  ‘Come on,’ Rose said as they scurried towards town.




  ‘It isn’t half a relief to get out, I can tell you. My mom’s been on at me all morning: “Rose – blacklead the grate; Rose – Violet’s gone and wet the

  floor, get down and wipe it up will you, Rose; Rose – go and get us some fish and chips for our lunch!” Anyone’d think there was no one else in the house ’cept

  me.’




  It always took the two girls a while to get used to being together.




  ‘We could go on the tram,’ Diana suggested breathlessly as they rushed along.




  ‘You mad?’ Rose looked shocked. ‘What d’you want to go wasting money on that for? It’s not much of a walk.’




  ‘All right.’ Diana smiled. ‘I’ll treat you to a cup of tea then.’




  ‘You don’t know you’re born, you don’t.’ But Rose was delighted. It was a huge treat to go to Charlie Miles’ in the Market Hall or one of the places in the

  Bull Ring market and sit drinking tea like two grown-up ladies.




  ‘Eh, I haven’t told you,’ Rose said as they turned into Bradford Street. ‘Mrs Smith from number three – you know, Mrs Cut Above – they had to take her to the

  hospital a couple of days ago. They found her swigging back a bottle of bleach at her kitchen table. Her sons walked in and saved her, before she could take’ – Rose struggled to

  remember the right words – ‘the whole lethal dose. That’s what everyone said. She had to go and have her stomach pumped out. They put a great thick rubber tube in your mouth and

  pour water into it till you bring it all back. Mrs Pye told us ’cos it happened the once to her brother.’




  ‘Gosh, how horrible!’ Diana said. ‘Is she all right?’




  ‘She’s home now. She had a bit of a go at Geraldine’s mom this morning. Called her an Irish trollop, so I think she’s back to her usual.’




  Diana stored up this information to tell her father, who waited for the latest instalment of life in Catherine Street with great interest and shook his head in a concerned sort of way whenever

  she told him anything.




  The long street swept them downhill towards the bustling heart of Brum. On either side of them loomed the tall, soot-coated sides of factories from which came all kinds of sounds of hammering

  and drilling, and the churning of machinery and shouting filled the air round them.




  ‘Let’s see if we can spot Sam,’ Rose said.




  They stopped by the grating over the basement factory where Sam had found his first job. The firm produced galvanized buckets and baths, and all day the sounds of banging and clanging went on as

  if they were fastening on manacles in hell.




  ‘It’s so noisy!’ Diana exclaimed.




  ‘Hell of a row, isn’t it?’ Rose peered down, trying to spot her brother’s brown hair and pale, stolid face, but she couldn’t see him.




  ‘C’mon Di,’ she said, straightening up again. ‘Let’s get to Jamaica Row for the cag-mag and then we can go over to the Market Hall.’
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