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Prologue





The woman who called herself Lily was making terrible, high sounds of pain.


‘’Ere – what’s all the racket about? You awright in there?’


Ethel Bartlett stood outside the attic door, her breathing laborious and asthmatic. She wore a threadbare coat wrapped round a yellowed nightshirt with a filthy hem, and handknitted socks through which poked her big toes with their black, overgrown nails.


A helpless whimper of distress came through the door. Ethel knew those cries all right. She’d heard them in slum houses where she’d lived all her life: the noise of birthing women trying not to disgrace themselves or disturb their other children, defeated by the intensity of their pain.


‘You can’t ’ave a babby in there – not on my mattress. Think of the mess! I’m coming in to ’ave a look at yer.’


‘No!’ the young woman gasped from the other side of the door. ‘I’m quite all right – thank you. I shall sleep now. Please – go back to bed.’


Truth to tell, Ethel was mightily tempted to do as she said. After all, it was none of her business. She’d had more than enough troubles to last one lifetime already, ta very much. It had been as clear as day to her why this well-spoken stranger was here. But that wasn’t her business either of course. Push up the rent, no questions asked.


She’d passed the woman two days ago outside the Barton Arms, and heard her enquiring of someone else in a low voice about lodgings. Ethel butted in.


‘I don’t take in children, you know,’ she said, giving her a sharp look as if she might have a family of six stowed up her sleeves.


The white-faced woman had been wrapped in a sea-blue cloak and was carrying only a small case. She stared steadily back at Ethel. ‘No. No children.’ There would be no children.


Of course, as soon as she had moved in, the pregnancy had been impossible to hide. It had all happened a bit soon for Ethel, who decided to hang on to her for a while for the rent then move her on. She’d closed her mind to the fact that this stranger calling herself Lily, who barely ever set foot out of the house, would soon have to give birth.


Ethel pulled herself up straight, coughing so that phlegm rattled in her chest. If there was one thing made her feel bad it was women having babbies and all their carrying on.


‘It’s no good. I can’t ’ave yer going on like this in my ’ouse. I’m coming in.’


As she pushed open the rough door a groan, more of mortification than pain, came from the bed. The woman tried to sit up. She had been lying on her side on the stained mattress. Though it was the coldest of nights, she had only a thin blanket for cover, and that one so darned and patched with scraps of cloth that it was impossible to tell what its colour had once been.


The face lifted from the pillow had a sharply defined nose and jaw, white, waxy skin and a head of long white-gold hair darkened by sweat.


Except for a chamber pot, Lily’s holdall and a low chair beside the bed on which rested a cup and a stub of candle, the room was completely bare. Even the drip of water which on milder days seeped through the roof of the slum attic was silenced tonight, frozen to a gleaming rind on the tiles under the cold eye of the moon.


‘Please go,’ Lily implored. ‘Leave me . . .’


But in a second she pulled herself up on her knees in an animal posture, seized by the terrible, compressing pain.


‘No . . . oh no . . .’ Her teeth bit down into the rotten, sawdust filled pillow as the force of it built and built in her, breath hissing through her teeth, nostrils flaring. Her head flung back, hands gripping convulsively now at the edges of the mattress.


‘Oh God . . . God . . .’ Her mouth stretched open as if to scream, but she let out only a breathy croak as it reached its height, and as the pain seeped away she slumped forward, too exhausted even to sob.


Moments later she found strength to push herself up and take a sip of water from the enamel cup. The hand holding the cup’s blue handle was slim and smooth, not calloused by the relentless, lifelong work of the poor. But despite her soft good looks, the pale eyes were full of fear and sorrow.


The landlady stood watching her, lungs sucking in and out loud as old bellows.


‘Yer can’t carry on like this,’ Ethel hissed. ‘I mean, I ain’t no good to yer. I’ll get Queenie Rolf from over the way.’ She turned to go, socks catching on the rough wood.


‘No – I don’t want – ! No one, please . . .!’


But Ethel was off down the stairs. Finally a door slammed making the cracked windows vibrate.


Alone again, Lily listened in despair to her thumping steps. She had never imagined it was possible to sink to a state of such pain and degradation. She screwed her eyes tightly shut. It was coming on again: more and yet more, like an endless road to travel with only more pain waiting at the end.


‘Our Father,’ her lips moved. ‘Who art in Heaven, Hallowed be thy . . .’


The rest of the prayer was taken up into gasping through the next, wrenching agony.





These first days of a new century had brought no special relief to the living conditions in the tightly packed workers’ houses of Britain’s – in fact the British Empire’s – prime industrial city. Mayor Joseph Chamberlain may have razed a great swathe of ramshackle back-to-back dwellings in order to build the grand sweep of Corporation Street in the image of a Parisian boulevard, but there were still plenty of slums left. Their raw edges rubbed almost up against the splendour of the Council House on Victoria Square.


Into these slums were packed the worker bees to staff the great industrial hive of Birmingham which gave of its creativity to the world in metalwork, engineering, jewellery and a whole host of other trades. The children who survived the insanitary conditions were raised knowing no other options but working the factories or in service to the rich until they could hand over the burden of toil to their own children, as had generations of hard-working Brummies before them.


Into one such house on the north side of the city, on an icy night in January 1900, another child was born. Attending the birth were Ethel, yawning frequently to the full stretch of her jaws, and Queenie Rolf, who was built like an all-in wrestler, could drink many a man flat on his back and had tarnished silver hair long enough to sit on, which gave off a rancid smell.


The baby girl came into the world to her mother’s silence. The woman’s face was pulled into a helpless rictus of pain as she squatted in the candlelight, undergoing the seemingly impossible feat of pushing her child out into life. Then came the catlike cries of the baby, and the blood. Oh heaven, so much blood. Something she’d never known about, such was her innocence.


‘It’s a little lady!’ Queenie cried, hoiking the child up by the legs and giving her backside a robust smack.


Lily lay back on the crinkled sheets of the Birmingham Despatch which Ethel had stuffed under her and, not looking at the child, let out a long moan of relief and sorrow.


‘Yer awright now, bab,’ Queenie said. With skilled hands she dealt with the umbilical cord and, a little later, the afterbirth. She washed the blood and pale waxy rime from the baby’s body with water from a cracked pudding basin and was about to wrap her in an old rag when Lily protested in a weak voice.


‘No – look! In there . . .’


She pointed to her leather bag. Queenie bent down and her capacious bloomers gave a loud rip.


‘Oh Lor’ – they’ll be round me flamin’ ankles in a minute!’ She opened the small bag and she and Ethel exclaimed at the sight of a neatly folded and beautifully stitched layette.


‘Don’t take it all out,’ Lily snapped, seeing Queenie’s beefy, blood-smeared hands about to reach into the case. ‘Please,’ she added more politely. ‘There are the things she’ll need on top.’


Queenie drew out a tiny flannel vest and napkin, a strip of muslin for binding the cord and a tiny nightshirt and shawl for swaddling the child.


‘She’ll want all this on tonight. Proper brass monkey weather.’


Lily herself had begun shaking violently, teeth chattering.


‘’Ere, Ethel, fetch ’er a cuppa tea, eh? That’ll be the shock of it as well as the cold, bab – takes some people that way.’ She handed over the tightly wrapped baby into Lily’s trembling arms, her foul breath making the young woman shrink from her. ‘You’ll be able to give ’er a bit o’ titty now – that’s what she’ll be after. Then you can give yerself a good wash over and get yer ’ead down.’


‘And we can all do the same,’ Ethel added resentfully.


They saw though, that Lily made no attempt to suckle the child. She reached down into the case and pulled out two pound notes. Queenie’s and Ethel’s jaws nearly hit the floor and their hands whisked out quickly.


‘Well!’ Ethel’s face was all gummy smiles. ‘Ooh yer shouldn’t really. . .’ The money had already vanished into her coat. ‘Ever so good of you . . .’


Queenie was stowing the money somewhere deep in the recesses of her cleavage and grinning into Lily’s exhausted young face, its blonde hair matted and tumbling on her shoulders. ‘You make a picture, the pair of yer. And she’s as fine a babby as any I’ve seen into the world.’


Through chattering teeth, Lily managed to say, ‘Thank you. Thank you both for your help.’





An hour later, disregarding her body’s crying need for rest, Lily had washed herself as well as she could. She used two of the napkins from the layette to stem her own flow, her hands still shaking as she tried to dress herself. She could hear Ethel’s snores, like those of an ancient hound, from down below.


Ethel had cleared away the newspaper from the bed and the room was as bare as it had been before. Lily sat for a few moments on the edge of the mattress in the guttering light of the candle, holding her sleeping baby, looking solemnly into the wrinkled face. The terror had gone from her eyes and now there was only an infinite sadness. She knew the child needed food, but she must resist her own instincts and deny her her mother’s milk.


There was not time to sit for long and suddenly her movements were urgent again. Hanging on the back of the door was her blue cloak which she wrapped round her, pulling its velvet hood over her head. She arranged the warmly swaddled child on one arm, and taking the case with her other hand she crept as silently as she could manage down the rough stairs and let herself out into the frozen night.





As morning dawned, winter sunlight seeping through air choked with the effluents of Birmingham’s hundreds of factory chimneys, the blue-brick pavements were white with frost which put an illusory shine on the city’s grime. Rooftops sparkled as the sun rose, melting the frost into dark, damp patches on the tiles.


The streets gradually came to life: men in broken down boots, collars up on their coats, hurried to early morning shifts, breath swirling from them. Horses’ hooves clashed over the cobbles pulling delivery carts and drays, steered by men still red-eyed with sleep as the ‘lighter uppers’ were extinguishing the last gas lamps street by street. Women were feeding families, sweeping out houses and calling to neighbours in their everyday work clothes: blouse, long skirt, boots, sacking apron and often a cap to top it off. Their day had long begun.


In Kent Road, Aston, the bolts were being drawn open behind the heavy doors of one of two solid, red-brick institutions which faced each other along that street. On one side of the road stood St Philip’s Elementary School. Across from it, with its pointed gothic windows and wrought iron railings, Joseph Hanley’s Home for Poor Girls, founded 1881, as spelt out by the brass plaque beside the front porch.


One of the heavy doors now opened and a middle-aged woman stepped out, hair caught up in a bun, clothes covered by a white apron and holding a workmanlike broom. She leant the broom against the wall and raised both hands to try and fasten some stray hanks of her hair, then stopped, catching sight of the little bundle in the narrow porch.


‘Oh my Lord!’ – stooping at once. ‘On a night as cold as this. It’ll be a miracle if . . .’ She lifted the baby close to her, and was satisfied to hear her breathing. The baby woke and began to snuffle, then cry.


The woman, who was called Meg, carried the baby down the steps to the street, instinctively rocking her and saying, ‘Ssssh now, will yer.’ Seeing no one she could connect with an abandoned baby, in truth hardly expecting to, she turned back, shaking her head.


She didn’t see from the steps of the school, a little further along, a young woman in a blue velvet cloak squatting to watch her over the low wall. One of her hands was clenched to her heart, the other pressed tight over her mouth as this stranger holding her child climbed the steps.


Meg looked round one more time and then stepped inside and closed the door. As she did so a great moan of anguish escaped from the young woman at the gates of the school.





‘Looks a fine enough child,’ the matron said, unwrapping the baby on a table softened only by a piece of sheet. She picked her up for a moment, carefully scrutinizing her face, and went to the window through which poured hard winter light. The baby sneezed twice. ‘Doesn’t seem blind, at any rate. Pale of skin though, is she not? Could almost be an albino, except the eyes look normal enough.’


‘Don’t we ’ave to get the doctor in?’ Meg suggested nervously.


‘Oh, later’ll do.’ Matron carried on with her inspection at the table, pulling at the naked limbs as the child yawled furiously at the cold and interference by this heavy-handed woman.


‘Well, this one’s got a pair of lungs and a temper to match!’ she bawled over the baby’s screams. ‘That umbilical cord’ll need some attention. You can take her up to the infants in a moment or two, Meg.’


Matron’s hands felt along the top of the baby’s head, fingers burrowing in the fuzz of gold hair for the fontanelles. The screaming rose higher. Meg, a softer-hearted woman, winced. This new matron, Miss O’Donnell, fresh over from the west coast of Ireland, seemed more at home with livestock of a farmyard variety than children.


‘No deformities that I can see.’ She started to close the white garments back over the child. ‘Honest to God, leaving a child on the street on a night like the one we’ve just had. The ways of these people! Shouldn’t be allowed to breed – someone ought to have ’em castrated, the whole feckless lot of ’em. Mind you – this one’s not of bad stock, I’d say – good strong spine and limbs . . .’


Meg was waiting for Matron to say something about the quality of the child’s fetlocks when the woman exclaimed, ‘Well now – what’s all this then?’


From where they had been tucked between the layers of soft white linen, Miss O’Donnell’s thick fingers drew out a wadge of money, and folded neatly with it, a white handkerchief. The matron seized on the notes, counting them eagerly.


Meg picked up the handkerchief and held it out to Miss O’Donnell who was still taken up with the money.


‘Five pound – would you believe it! Well, isn’t this the fruit of genteel fornication if ever I saw it. Five pound!’


‘Look – there’s this too.’


Miss O’Donnell took the handkerchief. On one corner of it, embroidered in mauve silk thread, she read one word: MERCY.


‘Have mercy,’ Meg pondered.


‘Ah well.’ Miss O’Donnell tossed it back on the table, slipping the folded notes into her apron pocket. ‘If she’s given her nothing else at least the child has a name. Let her be called Mercy Hanley.’









Part One


 










Chapter One





June 1907





‘Mercy – come on, ’urry up!’


The second morning bell clanged down in the hall. Even up in the dormitories they could sense Matron’s impatience as she rang it. Waiting around for anything was not one of Miss O’Donnell’s favoured occupations in life.


‘If you’re late for breakfast again there’s no telling what she’ll do!’


Amy, three years older, tugged the worn flannel dress which was really too small, over the younger girl’s head. Mercy knew she was quite capable of dressing herself but each of them adored this game of mothering and being mothered.


Amy was kneeling, frantically trying to fasten Mercy’s buttons with her bony fingers, her waif-like face puckering with frustration. Playfully, Mercy picked up the two mousey-coloured pigtails from Amy’s shoulders and stuck them up above the girl’s head like rabbit’s ears.


‘Oi – pack it in. You don’t care, do yer!’


Mercy’s solemn little face stared back at Amy as she tugged her plaits back into their normal position, tutting to herself. In spite of herself Amy smiled, and saw a gleam answer her in the little girl’s wide grey eyes. Mercy grinned all of a sudden, an expression of complicity and mischief which she reserved for no one else but Amy, and flung her arms round her friend’s shoulders, clinging tight like a baby monkey.


‘Give us a love, Amy.’


‘Mercy!’ Amy was pushing her off, laughing. ‘Yer ’opeless, yer really are. Come on.’


The last sounds of the other girls’ feet were already receding down the stairs. The dormitory held fifteen girls aged between seven and fourteen. The black iron bedsteads were arranged at regimented intervals along the bare floorboards, three rows of five. There was nothing else in the room except a portrait of Queen Victoria at least twenty years before her death, a frozen expression on her face, her eyes focussed on the far distance. At the long windows hung threadbare curtains in a sun-bleached navy.


Amy seized Mercy’s hand and the two of them tore along the echoing corridor, feet clattering on brown linoleum, then down the stone stairs. They managed to close the gap between themselves and the last stragglers into the dining room. Miss O’Donnell stood outside glowering.


‘You two again – get along now.’ She was fingering a bunch of little plaited leather strings she kept tied to her waist in case she felt the need to dole out punishment at short notice.


The dining room smelt of stale wash-cloths, disinfectant and porridge. The girls joined one of the long tables at the far end but there were not two spaces left for them to sit together. Mercy couldn’t bear to be separated from Amy.


‘Move up,’ she hissed at another girl.


The girl shook her head.


‘Move up.’ Mercy gave her such a sharp ram in the ribs with her elbow that she had to stifle a squeal.


‘You’re a little cow, Mercy.’ Rubbing her side she surrendered the space so that Mercy and Amy could sit together.


The two of them were inseparable in the orphanage, and now that Mercy had started school across the road at St Philips, Amy with her ethereal looks and Mercy, blonde and tiny, were forever together in the playground.


They’d been the closest of friends since they were tiny infants. Amy arrived at the Hanley Home aged two, the year before Mercy. As the two of them grew up they developed an almost miraculous affinity for one another. Since Amy was older she spent much of her days in a different room from the austere nursery where the babies lived out their regimented, white clad existence. But there were frequent cries of, ‘Where’s that child gone now?’ when Amy slipped away into their territory of strained, milky foods and plump hands to find baby Mercy. Miss Eagle, with her assistants, was in charge of the babies. She came back into the nursery one day to find Amy sitting beside Mercy who was then about a year old, a heavy scrubbing brush gripped between both hands, trying to brush Mercy’s mop of hair with it. Mercy was crowing with delight, hands waving. The tiny girls’ eyes were fixed laughingly on each other’s. Miss Eagle slapped Amy hard and sent her away.


‘We thank Thee Lord for these Thy gifts . . .’ Miss Rowney, the Superintendent of the Home intoned piously over the meagre breakfast. The girls stood motionless. Mercy saw a fly looping round Miss Rowney’s head and hoped it would fly up her nose. The live-in staff ate together at a smaller table near the door: Miss Rowney, Miss O’Donnell, Miss Eagle and Mrs Jacobs – Meg, who had first found Mercy. Others, like Dorothy Finch, the kindest of the staff, only worked there in the daytime.


The tin bowls clattered on the tables and one of the older girls doled out a ladle of watery porridge into Mercy’s bowl. Above the fireplace hung two small Union Jacks and a portrait of King Edward’s well-fed face after the Coronation in 1901.


They were expected to eat in silence, so the chief sound was the tinny rattle of spoons in the bowls. Mercy wrinkled her nose at Amy. The porridge was lukewarm and slimy on her tongue. She dripped it off her spoon mouthing, ‘lumpy’ and Amy grimaced back. The food left white tidemark moustaches on their top lips. Even though it was thin, lumpy and tasteless they ate every scrap, for lunch would almost invariably be watery stew and tea a thin soup.


Mercy looked round the table as she ate and Lena, the girl opposite, pulled a face at her. Mercy didn’t care, and stuck her tongue out until Amy nudged her to stop although she continued to stare back defiantly. Mercy and Amy’s closeness seemed to rile some of the others. Affection was very thin on the ground here, living in a house with sixty other girls with no one to provide real care or attention. Maybe the others were jealous. But Mercy didn’t bother about what they thought. She’d got Amy and that was all that mattered. When they’d finished eating she pushed her hand, warm and slightly tacky with porridge, into Amy’s under the table.


Miss Rowney stood up, chair scraping the floor.


‘Get wiped up now and stay sitting for a few moments. I’ve got something to say to you all.’


The girl in charge of each table hastily smeared the pale globules away with a sour-smelling cloth. They waited.


Miss Rowney walked to the middle of the dining room and stood looking round at them. She seemed rather excited about something and was massaging the back of her left hand with her right, her expression coy with pride.


‘Now girls, today I have a very special announcement.’ Her voice echoed slightly. ‘I’m going to read out the names of eight girls, and I’d like them to come up here to the front and stand in a neat line.’ She pronounced the names rather grandly, as if they were the titles of queens.


‘Lisa Maskell, Josie Flanagan, Sarah Smith . . .’ The last, and youngest on the list was Amy Laski.


Amy glanced in bewilderment at Mercy, and, pulling her hand away, obediently joined the line of girls with their backs to the staff table.


‘I am delighted to tell you that with the help of the John T. Middlemore Homes we have secured places for eight girls to begin a new and rewarding life. So—’ She beamed round at them. ‘On 9 July, Lisa, Josie, Sarah . . .’ she reeled off their names again . . . ‘will all be travelling on a big ship across the Atlantic Ocean to Canada . . .’ this was spoken in fairy tale tones ‘. . . to a place called New Brunswick where they will all be given homes by some kind and godly Canadian people.’


She put her hands together and everyone saw they were expected to clap, which they did as mechanically as striking clocks, watching the faces of the eight girls, the emotions of wonder, pride, bewilderment, uncertainty, flitting across them like summer clouds.





You could hear her screams from one end of the orphanage to the other.


The other girls were ready, regimented in crocodiles downstairs in the long dayroom where all chairs had been pushed to one side.


‘She’s gunna get it good and proper now,’ a snotty-nosed little girl called Dulcie whispered to to the child she was paired with. ‘They’ll give ’er a right belting.’


The staff, trying to keep the other children quiet and orderly, listened with tense faces. Mercy again. Today of all days. A couple of the girls started giggling and were given a sharp smack round the back of the head for their cheek. They were all scrubbed clean after last night’s toiling with tin baths of tepid water, last minute rough wiping of porridge from faces after breakfast, the starching of pinafores, plaiting of hair and polishing of little boots, so that they were not just Sunday clean, but cleaner than ever the whole year round.


‘Now just you remember I want to see smiles on all your faces,’ Miss O’Donnell boomed at them after breakfast. ‘When Mr Hanley graces us with his presence today he’ll not want to see sullen faces round him, but a good example of Christian Cheerfulness. Just you remember – if it wasn’t for Mr Hanley, none of youse would have a place to lay your heads or fodder in your bellies. Would you now?’ Silence. ‘WOULD YOU?’


‘NO, MISS O’DONNELL,’ they all droned, sitting in lines down the long tables.


But now, here was Mercy, splayed across her bed, clinging to the iron bedstead and screaming as if someone was trying to murder her. The white-blonde hair was slipping out from its shoulder length plaits, her face a livid pink, and she was violently kicking her legs. Miss Eagle, who had been despatched to try and force her back under control, could barely even get near her.


‘Will you stop that!’ Miss Eagle, a thin, flint-cheeked woman tried to catch hold of Mercy round her waist and was rewarded by a backward sock in the face as the girl loosed one of her hands for a second and flailed it behind her.


‘You miserable little bugger! You needn’t think I’m going to ruin my best dress just because of you – ’ere, you can ’ave another of these!’ She landed a hard slap on one of Mercy’s bare legs which produced only more anguished yells and metallic screeching from the bedsprings. The child was not big for her age, but she was a red hot wire of fury and the energy in her was extraordinary.


‘Miss O’Donnell’ll be up here any minute,’ the woman hissed in her ear, trying to prise Mercy’s hands away from the bedstead. ‘And then you’ll be for it. I ’ope she flogs you within an inch of your life, you evil little vermin.’


She managed to yank Mercy off the bed and started slapping her, only to have the child slide through her hands like blancmange and continue raging on the floor, pummelling it with her fists.


The woman landed a violent kick in Mercy’s ribs and suddenly everything went quiet. Mercy gasped, then groaned. To Miss Eagle’s satisfaction she at last saw tears start to roll down that normally inscrutable little face. The child finally opened her mouth in a roar of pain.


‘What in the name of God is going on?’ Miss O’Donnell loomed in the doorway of the dormitory, walking stiffly as if she were attired from head to foot in cardboard. Her long black outfit was topped by a black feather-trimmed bonnet and her cheeks, already florid, were plastered with circles of rouge. She was quivering, more with nerves it seemed than anger.


‘D’you not know himself will be here on the hour? Get that child downstairs immediately and stop this horrible commotion she’s making!’


Miss Eagle blushed a nasty red. ‘I can’t. Since Amy Laski went she’s been impossible to handle.’


‘In God’s name she’s only – what? – seven years old and a third the size of you!’ Miss O’Donnell clearly had no intention of risking the pristine state of her garments either. ‘If you can’t sort her out go and get Dorothy Finch. She’s the only one can knock any sense into that one.’





Mercy was left alone on the cold stone floor. She raised her head and looked up, surrounded by the black bedsteads with their threadbare candlewick covers from which the colours had long been washed out.


Her large grey eyes looked dazed, as if she’d returned from another existence somewhere. She could find no satisfactory way of expressing her need, her sense of being utterly lost. She longed to be held, loved, cared for, yet so alone was she in the world, had seen so little of such care that she scarcely knew for what it was she hungered. Pain speared at her ribs. She lowered her head again and started banging her forehead with a steady rhythm against the floor, muttering to herself, ‘Hate you, hate you, hate you . . .’ This was how Dorothy Finch found her when she arrived, flustered, upstairs.


‘Mercy! Oh Mercy, you silly babby. You’ve got to stop this!’ She swooped down and pulled the girl off the floor hearing her give a squeal of pain. ‘Mr Hanley’s coming today and the minister’s already ’ere. They’re all waiting for you. Quick, wipe your face on this.’ The woman held out a hanky and brushed the dust from Mercy’s clothes. She avoided looking straight at Mercy, as if unable to face the raw pain in her eyes.


Dorothy had come to work at the Hanley Home when Mercy was still the smallest of infants, about four months old. She had watched her grow into a toddler with a solemn, appraising face and dead straight hair. Dorothy remembered how Mercy had gone everywhere with her hand thrust into Amy’s, looking up at her with adoration and absolute trust, trotting along beside her to keep up.


When Amy left, for three days Mercy had spoken barely a word. At first no one noticed, not even Dorothy, for she was always a withdrawn child. But one day when the older ones had gone to school, Dorothy found her lying on Amy’s old bed, absolutely silent and still, her face a blank.


‘Mercy?’ Dorothy had come upon her cheerfully. ‘You didn’t ought to be ’ere, eh, bab? You’ll get it from Miss O’Donnell if she catches you!’


Mercy raised her arm back behind her head and started banging her wrist, hard on the metal bedhead until she cried out and there were tears in her eyes.


‘What the ’ell d’you do that for?’ Dorothy shouted at her in alarm. ‘What you playing at? Go on, get off with you downstairs. I’ve got quite enough to get on with without you playing me up!’


The rages began and grew wilder. They could strike any time and burn through Mercy with an intensity that no one could control or penetrate. They found her throwing her body about, screaming, biting, banging her arms or legs or head on hard objects.


‘She’s got the devil in her,’ Miss O’Donnell decreed. ‘Plenty of hard work, that’s what she needs.’ She set out to file down Mercy’s will and temper by physically exhausting her. As soon as they were big enough to manage it the girls were expected to carry out nearly all the domestic chores. Mercy spent long periods of her days mopping floors, scrubbing floors, polishing floors. But still her unhappy soul flared in outbursts of pain and frustration. Only Dorothy could soothe her, by grasping the little girl’s flailing body, holding tight and talking about any old nonsense until the fight suddenly dropped out of her and she surrendered to being quiet, being held.


‘Come on, stand proper now,’ Dorothy urged. ‘Look at the state of you!’ With her deft fingers she straightened out Mercy’s clothes. There wasn’t time to retie Mercy’s plaits and the little girl looked quite dishevelled with her rumpled hair and blotchy face. She was small for her age, and with her pale skin and large eyes, very like a delicate, china doll.


‘Come on – Violet’s waiting,’ Dorothy fibbed. ‘She wants to walk in with you.’


Silent now, one hand clenched to her burning ribs, Mercy followed her along the corridor to the main stairs. From the dayroom they heard a man’s voice in the hall and the eager-to-please twittering of the women, ‘. . . so nice . . . such an honour . . .’ before the nod was given to file into the hall under the Union Jack.


 










Chapter Two





A visit to the orphanage by its benefactor Joseph Hanley was a rare occasion. His Home for Poor Girls (1881) had been built shortly after the Home for Poor Boys, a mile further out of the city. Joseph Hanley had been in his forties then, and was now a rather corpulent sixty-six-year-old, who had recently passed on his brass foundry on Rea Street to his twin sons and moved to the clearer air of the Staffordshire countryside.


Every so often he made ritual visits to his ‘ministries’. He was an intensely religious man, a passionate nonconformist who had incorporated in the homes a more than average number of washrooms to inculcate Cleanliness and Godliness, and established close ties with the Baptist church on the Witton Road, roughly halfway between his two institutions. On most Sundays the girls and boys – about fifty of each – were frogmarched along to morning worship, swelling the local congregation no end. Every six weeks or so the minister, Mr Ezra Vesey, held a service for them in the orphanage.


Mercy sat cross-legged on the floor which smelt of fresh polish. The staff sat on chairs at the ends of the rows of children. There were windows along one side of the hall and a longer one at the end through which could be seen young horse chestnut trees, the late summer sunlight casting the restless shadows of leaves on the parquet floor. It was on this window that Mercy kept her gaze throughout most of her time spent in the hall, on its shadowland of changing light.


Violet, who was eight, turned and peered at her to see if she was still crying, but the tears were wiped away now, and Mercy’s face solemn, eyes raised to the light. Violet elbowed her in the ribs to get her attention.


Mercy’s face contorted. ‘Ow!’ It was almost a yelp. ‘Gerroff!’


Immediately Miss Eagle’s head snapped round at the end of the row, her face wearing a vindictive scowl. You again, it said. I’m going to get you later on.


Mercy stared hard at the window. When I’m a princess, she thought, I’ll show all of them . . . I’ll have lovely clothes and a hat for every day of the year and my own carriage and Miss Eagle’ll be on ’er hands and knees doing my floors all day every day and I’ll have a great big horse whip to keep ’er in order. And I’ll keep the people I want living there. And the only one who can do nowt is Amy ’cos she’ll have her own rooms in my castle, with . . .


‘Stand up!’ Violet was pulling at her pinafore. Everyone else was on their feet and the almost tuneful piano started to thump out, ‘What a Friend we have in Jesus . . .’


The younger girls had been placed nearer the back of the hall, no doubt as they were expected to be less well behaved than the older ones. Standing on tiptoe Mercy could just glimpse Mr Hanley, crouched in a special chair at the front. She could see the bald, porridge-coloured circle at the back of his head and his stooped little shoulders. Every now and then he let out a wheezy cough.


Mr Vesey was a very tall man with almost no hair left on his head but lots on his face, as if it had somehow slipped down round his chin, and great big spidery hands. He sang much louder than everyone else except Miss O’Donnell who almost seemed to be vying with him, loudly and off-key, the feathers on her hat quivering.


‘This is the day that the Lord hath made!’ Mr Vesey declared in a nasal Rochdale accent. ‘We shall rejoice and be glad in it.’ His hands traced webs in the air.


Eventually they sang ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’ and the piano plinked out the tune until they ran out of verses.


‘Now girls.’ Miss Rowney moved as if on wheels to the front of the hall. She had a gruff voice, more like a man’s. ‘Before we go from here you are all going to come to the front and shake Mr Hanley by the hand to show him how ve-ery much you all appreciate all he has done for you. Come on now – from the front!’ She beckoned with a beefy finger, directing the older girls to move forwards. Mercy couldn’t hear what Mr Hanley was saying to them, only the high, squeaky tone of his voice. Inside she boiled and bubbled. I hate . . . I hate . . .


They filed slowly along the middle, shook hands and dispersed round the sides, some making a little bob, almost a curtsey, all trying to turn their mouths up as hard as they could. Miss Rowney and Miss O’Donnell stood by watching with steam-powered smiles as well.


Mr Hanley sat enthroned on his chair, scrawny legs placed apart to fit his well-rounded belly between, his weskit buttons laced with a gold chain which strained across his front. He had an amiable, ruddy face and, as she drew nearer, Mercy saw that one of his eyes was clear, the other rheumy, and he kept dabbing at it with a large white handkerchief.


A girl called Daisy was in front of her. Shyly she held out her hand.


‘Well, my dear,’ Mr Hanley said. This didn’t seem to be about to lead to anything else so Daisy gave a confused little bob and scuttled off.


‘Ah,’ Mr Hanley said as Mercy stood before him. ‘What a pretty little lass.’


‘Yes, now.’ Miss Rowney suddenly swooped forward, gushing at Mr Hanley in a voice that suggested he was very sick, very foolish or possibly both. ‘We wanted to tell you particularly about Mercy. She’s a true foundling. Abandoned at birth – not even a full name. So in your honour, sir, we have taken the liberty of giving her the surname Hanley.’ Miss Rowney smiled with great satisfaction at having conferred this extraordinary favour.


Mr Hanley saw two large, and disconcertingly cold grey eyes fix on him, fringed by pale eyelashes.


‘Well, my dear,’ he said again. ‘So you’re my kith and kin, so to speak!’ He gave a snuffling laugh. ‘Won’t you shake hands, child?’


A gnarled hand with veins like purple rivers came towards Mercy. She stared at the hand, looked hard for a moment into Mr Hanley’s eyes, then caught hold of the end of his fingers. All around the chapel every person’s mouth jerked open into a horrified, gasping Oh! as Mercy leant down slowly, almost reverently, and sank her teeth into the loose, fleshy bit between Mr Hanley’s finger and thumb. His skin felt stringy between her teeth. The old man let out a yelp of pain and surprise, trying to fling her off.


Mercy’s next view of life was of the wooden floor rushing past her eyes, door jambs, alternating shadow and brighter light and the furious swish of black taffeta as Miss O’Donnell seized hold of her and swung her upside down over one shoulder like a newborn calf. The other girls’ heads swivelled, some apprehensive, some gloating, as Miss O’Donnell speedily whisked her offensive presence from the hall.





The cellar was almost completely dark. Only the palest lines of light seeped round the upper part of the door.


Mercy sat crouched on the wide top step right next to the door, arms clenched round her knees, rocking back and forth. She was hurting so much, her ribs from Miss Eagle’s kicking, her cheeks raw from Miss O’Donnell’s violent slaps after she had dumped her down hard on the floor outside the cellar door with a force that jarred right up into her back.


‘There – you evil little rat!’ she snarled between clenched teeth, her great hands slapping her again and again. ‘You don’t deserve to live – you’re a bloody disgrace. I’ve half a mind to throw you back on the streets where you came from and good riddance. Now then.’ She unlocked the cellar and yanked Mercy up into her arms again, holding her with her head facing down. ‘Right down at the bottom, that’s where you can go, my girl.’ She clumped down blue-brick steps into the dark, cavernous cellar. Inside were ghostly shapes, some long and thin, the shadowy outline of an old mangle against the far wall, then fading to a solid blackness at the back. Miss O’Donnell forced her down on the damp floor against the wall.


‘And you can stay in there ’til you rot!’


With heavy tread she hurried back up the steps and slammed the door with such force that the planks reverberated. Mercy heard the bolt rattle across. And then it was dreadfully quiet. All she could hear was her own jagged breathing and a slow dripping sound from somewhere in the blackness.


She stretched her eyes wide, trying to see any speck of light, but there was none at first. After a few moments, at the far end she made out a block of grey, strained light from a grating on the street. Mercy pulled herself up while she still had the courage to move and crawled up the cellar steps where there was a crack of light from under the door. She sat on the top step, hugging herself. From here she couldn’t see the ghostly light from the grating. The darkness in front of her was like a gaping well, full of invisible, whispering presences.


She felt a twinge in her belly and realized her bladder was urgently full. Pulling her legs in even closer, she sank her teeth into her forearm, rocking back and forth, making a little moaning noise to herself, needing to hear a sound from somewhere because if she stopped it was so silent and there would be nothing but the dark. She clenched her eyes shut and kept rocking, rocking . . .


‘I want—’ A whisper escaped from her and became part of the rhythm. ‘I want I want I want . . .’ as her back banged harder against the rough wall. At first it was angry, hard rocking that jarred the breath in her lungs. ‘I want I want . . .’ A cry she had never been able to use in her life escaped from her ‘Mom!’ And then, ‘Amy . . . Amy . . .’


But Amy was gone to be a servant in Canada. She’d left weeks ago via Liverpool, with a tin trunk, cloth bag and a label on her coat. In the hall they’d sung ‘God Be with You ’til We Meet Again’, and after, Amy had hugged her tight and told her she’d always love her and be her friend.


She rocked more gently, tired, her tiny body aching, sobbing at last, so that tears fell on her cotton pinafore and she had to wipe her nose on it, having no hanky. Mixed in with her rage and grief was the thought of the spread of cold meats and salads, of pudding and cakes laid out upstairs, of all the other girls with their hair ribbons, eating plates of this out of the ordinary food, when every other day it was stew, stew, stew. Dorothy had told her there would be jellies: quivering castles of ruby red, royal purple of crushed blackcurrants, the cool sweet smoothness of it down your throat . . .


She cried herself to exhaustion, the sobs making her ribs hurt even more. Her belly was tight and uncomfortable. Putting her hands down on each side of her to shift her weight, her left hand met something long and soft, and she jerked it away, panting with revulsion, breaking out in a sweat. Her palm was coated in a slimy stickiness. She shifted quickly to the other end of the step, wiping the hand frantically on her pinner. All those things, those shapes, down there, that drip, drip, drip . . . things she couldn’t see, were they getting closer, were they, were they? And the slimy thing next to her, where was it, what was it doing? Panic swelled right up into her throat until she was gasping with it, and she could hold on no longer. The warm rush of urine, so dreadfully wet, soaked through her bloomers, through the skirt of her dress, fast turning cold on her skin and splashing her ankles, nasty-smelling. She whimpered in distress, holding her knees tightly with her arms, not daring to move to the dryer part of the steps because that slimy thing was there waiting for her.


The door seemed the one solid thing of safety and she thrust her fingers in her ears, and pushed her head down on her knees making herself keep her eyes shut.


If I can’t see them they’re not there, she said to herself. Nothing’s there. Just me, that’s all. Nothing can hurt me. Nothing can ever hurt me.


She rocked herself until her arms slid down again and circled her legs, her head lolled sideways against the door and she fell asleep.





The clatter of the bolt being drawn back came so loud after the long, long silence. Mercy jumped, still half asleep, and immediately tensed, cowering away from the door in dread as to what was out there.


‘Mercy?’ Dorothy Finch’s scared face peered in at her. She spoke in a whisper. ‘Oh, you silly, silly girl. What the ’ell did you go and have to bite Mr Hanley for? What’s ’e ever done to you, eh? You’re your own worst enemy, you are. ’Ere—’ She held out a chipped white bowl. ‘Get this down you. I’ll be skinned alive if Miss O’Donnell catches me giving yer it.’


She saw that the little girl’s eyes, screwed up against the light, were fixed on something at the other end of the step. A huge, pale brown slug lay oozing beside the door frame, and Mercy shuddered violently. She was shamefully aware of her wet clothes.


‘Ugh!’ Dorothy flicked the slug down the steps with the toe of her boot. She held out the bowl and Mercy saw two jewelled scoops of red jelly in the bottom.


Dorothy knelt down, her lithe body dressed in a high-collared white blouse tucked into an ankle-length black skirt. Her long brown hair was pinned up becomingly above an almost pretty face. She took in the little girl’s sorrowful expression, her blotchy cheeks.


‘Got anything to say then?’


Mercy swallowed a big gulp of jelly and without looking up said, ‘Ta.’


‘Thank you, you’re meant to say.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re a proper nib, aren’t you? What d’you do it for, Mercy?’


She straightened up suddenly in alarm. Someone was coming.


‘Oh my God!’ Dorothy stepped inside the cellar, pulled the door closed. ‘Ooh – ain’t it dark in ’ere?’ she whispered. ‘Pongs a bit too!’ She squatted down next to Mercy who continued, undeterred, to shovel jelly into her mouth.


The tread came closer and stopped outside the door. Whoever it was let out a hearty belch. Mercy snorted with laughter. Dorothy clamped a hand over the child’s mouth, praying that whoever it was hadn’t heard. There came the sound of metal buckets clanging together and by what seemed a miracle, whoever it was went away again.


Mercy and Dorothy exploded with giggles.


‘You don’t care, do yer!’ Dorothy pushed the door open and ruffled Mercy’s hair. ‘You just don’t give a monkey’s you don’t. Look, I’ve got to get out of here. Give us your bowl. You’re going to have to stay put in ’ere though, Mercy, ’til Miss O’Donnell comes to get you out. And when she does you’d better start behaving yourself or she’s going to have you down on your hands and knees scrubbing floors the rest of your days!’


Before she shut the door again she looked down at Mercy with solemn eyes. Suddenly she swooped forward and kissed her cheek. ‘Not long now, eh? Just hold on.’


The door closed again. It was bedtime when Miss O’Donnell came. What she wanted was Mercy penitent, broken. But when Mercy looked up at her the look of brazen defiance was burning there, fuelled by a bowl of red jelly and the knowledge that there was one single person at Hanley’s who cared about her.


At least I’ve got Dorothy, she said to herself as she lay in bed in the dormitory that night. She stroked the spot on her cheek where Dorothy kissed her. Dorothy’s got time for me.


 










Chapter Three





November 1911





‘Mercy?’ Miss Eagle’s voice was shrill with disbelief. ‘Mercy Hanley?’


‘Do we have any other girl called Mercy in our care?’ Miss Rowney asked dryly. She was at the desk in her sitting room-cum-office, her thin hair pulled into a tight knot which made her already large-boned face look even heavier. Miss O’Donnell and Miss Eagle stood before her on a rug so threadbare that patches of the wooden floor could be seen through it. However much they felt obliged to fête Mr Hanley for his generosity, money was nevertheless tight in this establishment.


The sky outside was so thick with cloud that the room was almost dark and there was no fire in the grate, although it was viciously cold.


‘But—’ Miss Eagle tried to find a way of protesting this madness without sounding thoroughly impertinent. ‘Mercy’s, well – she’s . . .’


‘A damn nuisance, so she is,’ Miss O’Donnell butted in with no hesitation, hands on her staunch hips. ‘She’s a flaming little wildcat and now’s our chance to get shot of her.’


‘We thought boarding out might be the way to settle her down,’ Miss Rowney said, attempting to sound a little more professional. ‘I mean, heaven knows we’re hardly beseiged with requests for foster children. It ought to be a good chance for her. The lady asked for a girl of Mercy’s age – well, perhaps what she meant was a little older, but no matter, Mercy’s nearly twelve. And she seemed firm enough of character. She has a respectable address in, let’s see—’ She picked up a sheet of paper and held it at arm’s length, squinting through pince-nez. ‘Handsworth. Husband employed in a whip factory, I understand. No children. We’ll have the place inspected of course . . .’


‘We should’ve packed her off to Canada with the last lot.’ Miss O’Donnell strode over to the window and stood looking at the murk outside. It was beginning to rain. ‘Heaven knows, I shouldn’t mind going to Canada. See a bit of grass and some trees for a change instead of this filth-ridden hole with its strikes and its wife murderers.’


Last year’s execution of a Dr Hawley Harvey Crippen who’d deposited his slaughtered wife’s body under the floorboards was still playing on Miss O’Donnell’s mind as a sign of England’s depravity. Even the lavish Coronation of King George V had not persuaded her she was any better off living in the heart of the Empire.


Miss Rowney ignored her. ‘We can get this settled as quickly as possible. As for the inspection – I’ll have to do it myself. We’re not Dr Barnardo’s after all – doctors for this and inspectors for that.’ She tutted. ‘We’re short enough this week, with Dorothy Finch taking bad.’ Suddenly she waved her hand at the other two women. ‘All right, all right, you can go. I’ll sort it out.’





The children stood with faces pressed against the railing of St Philip’s playground.


‘Look!’ a little boy shrieked with excitement. ‘It’s coming – it’s getting closer!’


In the road outside a horse clopped slowly past along the cobbles, pulling a dray loaded with barrels. But behind, gaining on the stately pace of the cart, was the object of their excitement.


‘’Ark at it go!’ the boy shouted.


‘Look at them wheels!’


‘Ain’t it beautiful? Oi – give us a ride, mate!’


The Austin motor car bowled past, bodywork gleaming even in the dull light. The wheels were like small cartwheels coated in rubber, and the the two behatted men sat high above the road. They kept their faces turned to the front, not heeding the children’s cheers and claps as they leant on the railings straining to get the last views of the automobile before it turned the corner.


‘Eh – who’s that shovin’? Pack it in!’


There came a jostling and a very forceful pushing from the back of the tangle of children, and one of the smallest girls, all sharp elbows and knees, forced her way to the front, supple as a fish.


‘Who d’you think you are, Mercy?’ One of the boys pulled her arm, trying to force her back. ‘Barging in – we all want to see.’


The boy found the girl’s strange, catlike eyes turned on him and a second later received a kick on the shin so hard it brought tears to his eyes and he doubled up to rub his leg. ‘Oi, ’er kicked me, ’er did!’


‘’Ere—’ The boy drummed up a group of his pals as the others started to move away. ‘That Mercy didn ’alf give me one.’


‘She’s a vicious little cow!’


‘Come on – let’s get ’er.’


She saw them coming, circling her. No one stood up for her. The other children watched apprehensively.


Mercy stood quite still, arms crossed tight over her chest. Her hair was longer now and the bright plaits reached halfway down her back. She was neat-looking as ever, frock straight and clean and hanging below her knees, feet together in her little boots, eyes flaring defiance.


‘Come on then, Mercy,’ one of the boys goaded as they danced round her. They started to run at her, mocking, then retreating back. ‘Gunna shout at us? Gunna scream? Go on – let’s see yer, Mercy-Nursie!’


The taunting children circled, faces moving in and out of her view. ‘Mercy-Nursie!’ they chanted, ‘Mercy-Nursie, the Hanley bastard!’ Their voices meaner and meaner when they met no satisfying response, no tantrum or any sort of reaction, however much they goaded her about carrying the name of the orphan’s patron.


Mercy looked up beyond them towards the red-brick school building. The freezing buffeted her raw cheeks. She felt she was watching everything from the other end of a long, long tube, like looking down through a chimney, the children’s faces turned up towards her from several storeys below. She felt nothing for them. She had learned to retreat somewhere deep into herself that no one could touch; nothing they said or did could hurt her. What she could feel, most immediately, was the itch of her rough wrapover vest round the tops of her arms, how her left boot was pinching her burning chilblains, the rough ache of her sore throat. But the other children she let flit around her, distant as summer swallows.


One of the boys shoved Mercy’s shoulder hard and she reeled backwards, tumbled on to the hard ground, skinning her elbow.


‘Look, she’s gunna blart now!’ one of them cried triumphantly as tears of pain sprang into Mercy’s eyes. ‘Come on, let’s see yer. ’Er’s like a statue – can’t move ’er bleedin’ face!’


I’m not crying for ’em, Mercy vowed. I’m never doing anything they want – never.


She lay on the ground and curled into a ball on her side, face hidden in her hands. If she couldn’t see them they weren’t there. She’d killed them. They didn’t exist.


The handbell to summon them all inside began ringing, growing louder as one of the teachers, Mr Paget, came out, his arm beating the bell up and down in the icy wind.


‘What’s all this?’ He strode across to the ring of children. ‘Get inside the rest of you. Go on – hurry up.’ The children fled, giggling with relief at avoiding trouble.


‘On your feet, child.’ As he bent down Mr Paget saw a dark, creeping line of blood along the girl’s wrist. With impatience he pulled her hands from her face and saw her nose was bleeding, huge, plum-coloured drops falling on her school dress. Though she had tears in her eyes she stared up at him with that blank yet insolent look of hers which seldom failed to aggravate.


‘What’ve you done?’ Mr Paget fished round irritably in his jacket pocket to find his handkerchief for Mercy to hold against her nose. ‘Someone hit you?’


Mercy just looked at him.


‘Well did they?’


‘No.’


‘No, Mr Paget.’ He stared at her, tight-lipped. Who could fathom this child?


‘We’ve all had enough of this, Mercy. You cause nothing but trouble. I’m sending you back across the road and I don’t want to see you in school for the rest of this week.’


This was Wednesday. A terrible crime, the worst, being sent home from school. It ‘besmirched’ the good name of the Hanley Homes if they got into any trouble outside.


Mr Paget added grimly, ‘We’ll let Matron deal with you as she sees fit.’





Miss O’Donnell’s footsteps were coming closer.


‘Come here, child!’ She loomed into view along the corridor, hair wrapped in a starched white cap.


Not the cellar! Mercy’s heart seemed about to leap out of her chest. She felt as if she’d fall down if she moved, but she turned and forced herself to walk towards the huge woman who was bearing down on her.


Miss O’Donnell stopped with a swish of skirts and apron and gaped at the girl. Mercy’s nose had stopped bleeding, but it felt dry and caked up with blood and she was still dabbing at it with Mr Paget’s hanky. She lowered her head and closed her eyes tight, waiting.


‘Lord above, we can’t have you looking like that – look at all those stains!’ Mercy opened her eyes cautiously to find Miss O’Donnell bent over and staring right into her face. She could see the enormous bready pores in the woman’s nose. ‘Come on, girl, quickly now, off with that frock and we’ll find something presentable to put on. It’s a blessing they sent you home or we shouldn’t stand a chance.’


Matron was hustling her along towards the staircase, prodding her in the back every few steps as if she were a work-shy donkey. Mercy was more astonished than she had ever been before in her life. She’d done the worst thing she could do and Miss O’Donnell not only wasn’t punishing her, she was being nice!


‘Skin a rabbit!’ Matron’s bosom veered alarmingly upwards as she pulled Mercy’s blood-spattered dress over her head as if she were a five-year-old. ‘Now then, let’s get you cleaned up.’ She looked the girl over, pulled the edge of her vest to see if there were bruises on her torso. Fortunately she seemed clear, although her elbow was scabbed.


‘You, Mercy, are going to start a new life today,’ she explained, kneeling in front of the child and vigorously washing her face.


‘A lady is going to take you away from here to board out with her. She has no children, so she’s giving you a great opportunity which you are to make the most of, d’you understand? She has a very respectable house in Handsworth.’ Rather bare and sober, Miss Rowney had reported. Perhaps this was some austere religious way of living? But respectable enough, and the woman seemed very keen.


‘You’d better behave yourself, Mercy,’ Miss O’Donnell threatened suddenly. She was buttoning Mercy into a plain grey tunic several sizes too big for her. Mercy smelt her bitter breath as she hissed, ‘If you play this Mrs Gaskin up and make her send you back here, I can promise you, I’ll make sure your life isn’t worth living.’





‘Well, what a pretty little girl!’


After getting cleaned up Mercy had been given a thin piece of bread and butter and a cup of milk which almost made her forget the sore throat. Now she stood feeling very small and bewildered on the holey rug in Miss Rowney’s office while the three of them stared at her.


Miss Rowney and Miss O’Donnell were beaming away at her as if their hearts were going to explode with love and pride. And that Mrs Gaskin was smiling for all she was worth too.


‘You’ll find she’s an intelligent child,’ Miss Rowney was saying. ‘Doing so well at school. Of course, all our children attend St Philip’s Elementary School across the way, and Mercy’s progressed so very well – learned to read in record time, I gather.’


‘Oh well, that’s very good,’ Mrs Gaskin said, sounding as if her mind was on other things completely. ‘She must be a credit to you. Bit small though, ain’t – isn’t she?’


There was something funny about the way this Mrs Gaskin was talking, Mercy thought. It was like the way Dorothy and Miss Eagle talked but sort of poshified.


‘Small perhaps, but very strong and wiry. Come and shake hands, Mercy,’ Miss Rowney instructed her. ‘Mrs Gaskin has very kindly offered to take you in and she will in effect be your new mother, so you have to be a very good girl for her.’


Mercy stepped forward and shook Mrs Gaskin’s cold, fat hand. The woman had black hair which was taken up under a wide, flat hat perched on top of her head, and she was wearing a long, jade green skirt and jacket, which strained across her hips, the buttons of the jacket appearing quite desperate to release themselves. Mercy looked up into a face with dark, rather hooded eyes, round cheeks which protruded more as the woman smiled down at her, and thick lips between which Mercy could see square yellow teeth.


‘Well, say something, Mercy!’ Miss O’Donnell urged her.


‘Where’s Dorothy?’ Her voice had risen high in panic.


Miss Rowney laughed nervously. ‘Dorothy is one of our staff,’ she explained to Mrs Gaskin. ‘Mercy is rather attached to her. As you know, Mercy, Dorothy’s very poorly at the moment – touch of pneumonia, I gather. She won’t be with us for some time. Never mind that dear. Is there anything you want to ask Mrs Gaskin?’


Mercy looked up again into the face of this woman whose relentless yellow smile was beating down on her. She could think of nothing to ask about another life, for until now she had known only the almost unchanging rhythm of the orphanage and school. All she wanted was Dorothy.


Eventually she said, ‘Do I ’ave to take my bed?’


More tittering from the women.


‘It’s awright, bab,’ Mrs Gaskin said, her posh accent slipping for a moment. ‘I’ve got a bed for you at home. And you’ll have some pretty clothes for yourself and some toys. We’ll ’ave a lovely time together, won’t we?’ She turned to Miss Rowney and asked with sudden abruptness, ‘Can I take ’er now then?’


‘’Er, yes – a few papers to sign of course. Matron, could you make sure Mercy’s things are ready?’


‘Oh they are,’ Miss O’Donnell said fervently. ‘Yes, all shipshape.’


Miss Rowney handed Mrs Gaskin her payment for Mercy’s first week. ‘You’ll be sent the rest regularly. It’s only a supplement, of course,’ she said. ‘But then your husband . . .’


‘Oh yes.’ Mrs Gaskin nodded hard. ‘Albert’s earning a good wage. But could you give a week or two’s in advance – for a few extras for ’er like?’ Miss Rowney hesitated, then handed over a ten-shilling note.


‘We shall of course be calling on you to see how things are going, Mrs Gaskin,’ she said. ‘And if there are any problems – which I’m sure there won’t be – you can always contact us.’


‘Oh I’m sure we’ll get on very well, won’t we, Mercy? Got a coat, has she?’


Mercy found herself wrapped in an old gaberdine and Mrs Gaskin carried her bag to the door.


‘Before you go, Mercy—’ Miss Rowney actually had to lay her hand on Mrs Gaskin’s arm to stop her rushed progress out of the door. Her tone changed to that of memorized speech. ‘We’d like to present you with a little gift, as we do to all children who go forth from here. We know you’ll take the good name of the Hanley Homes out into the world with you.’


Mercy found a parcel wrapped in thin brown paper laid in her hands.


‘I want Dorothy!’ Tears welled in her eyes. How could she go without saying goodbye to the only adult who had ever shown her any kindness?


‘Don’t be silly, dear, Dorothy’s not here.’ Miss Rowney pushed her briskly towards the door. ‘We’ll tell her where you’ve gone, don’t fret.’


None of the other children were summoned to say goodbye as Miss O’Donnell and Miss Rowney saw Mercy off with no embraces, kisses or demonstrations of any kind.


‘Be good now, dear!’ Miss Rowney called as Mrs Gaskin took the girl’s hand and led her down into the road.


‘Good luck,’ Miss O’Donnell shouted, hissing to Miss Rowney, ‘and won’t they just darn well need it.’


Still holding the parcel, Mercy turned and looked back at them as they stood, arms raised benevolently, on the very step where she had arrived as a newborn baby. She was too bewildered even to wave.









Part Two


 










Chapter Four





‘Come on, get moving then – we’ve got a ways to go from ’ere.’ Mrs Gaskin said as they set out along the road in the cold, grey afternoon. ‘Blimey—’ She rubbed one hand vigorously round her jaw. ‘Got a proper face ache after all that smiling!’


Mercy looked around her, full of excitement suddenly, despite all the confusion of it. She was going out somewhere new, to a new home! She imagined homes as warm, comfortable places with soft furniture to sit on, flowers in the gardens and kind, benevolent people.


‘Give us yer things,’ Mrs Gaskin snapped, almost snatching Mercy’s woven bag from her which contained her very few possessions. Mercy held on tight to the parcel though. ‘Can’t stand kids dawdlin’ round me. We’re going to ’ave ter get on the tram. Will yer come on – I want to get out of ’ere, smartish.’ Mercy couldn’t help noticing that Mrs Gaskin’s smile had dropped away as quickly as had her posh accent.


One hand lifting the green skirt up out of the muck in the gutter, the other carrying Mercy’s bag, Mabel Gaskin jerked her head to indicate that they should cross the road, and strode across so fast Mercy had to run to keep up and avoid being hit by a fast trotting horse and carriage.


In her entire life so far the furthest Mercy had ever been was Minister Vesey’s church on the Witton Road. Everything else had revolved round Kent Street. Now they were going to go right across Birmingham to some green and mysterious place Miss O’Donnell had called Handsworth.


‘’S’Handsworth nice?’ she asked, panting a bit.


‘Yer what?’ They’d reached a main road and Mabel was looking up and down. ‘Where’s that cowing tram stop?’


‘Handsworth,’ Mercy persevered. ‘What’s it like?’


‘Ah – there . . .’ Mabel dashed off along the road. ‘Right in front of me bleedin’ nose. And there’s one coming – quick!’


The tram trundled towards them. ‘Ooh – can we sit on the top?’ Mercy pleaded, bold in her excitement. The open top of the tram was edged by ornate iron railings and she thought it must be heaven to sit up there and see everything.


‘With sparks coming down on yer, and in this weather – you off yer ’ead?’


The tram swayed to a standstill and Mabel didn’t have to prod Mercy to climb up inside. They managed to find two places on the wooden seats downstairs.


‘Don’t trust them buses,’ Mabel murmured, straightening her skirt under her. ‘Least with a tram yer know it’s got to stay on the tracks.’


Mercy watched, thrilled, out of the window as they lumbered along the cobbled streets past shops, churches, small workshops and dwellings. The walls were painted with signs advertising all manner of things: Birds’ Custard, Hudson’s Soap, Fred Smith’s Ales and Stout, and Mercy tried hungrily to read them all. And it was such a big place! They seemed to have been on the tram for ages already. Mercy kept her eyes fixed on the view through the whole journey, except once when they passed a building which to her looked like a palace. The front of it was all coloured tiles with scrolls and flowers, fruit, and two rounded bay windows with bits of brightly-coloured glass making a pattern at the top.


‘What’s that?’ she asked Mabel urgently. ‘Cor – that’s beautiful, that is!’


Mabel had taken her hat off and was busy trying to pin it back on top of her twisted skein of black hair. She half looked, seeming agitated. ‘What – where?’


‘There!’


‘That’s a pub. Ain’t you never seen a pub before?’ She stared at Mercy for a moment. What was it about this girl with her peculiar piercing eyes that got on her nerves so much already?


‘Right – off ’ere,’ Mabel ordered a few stops later. Mercy followed her fat behind along the tram and jumped down behind her.


‘Is this Handsworth?’


‘No – it’s not bloody ’Andsworth!’ Mabel was suddenly enraged. ‘We ain’t going to ’Andsworth so would you shurrup keeping on about it.’


‘But I thought . . .’


‘Yes, well you know what Thought did . . .’ They were walking very fast, jostling passers-by, turning into a wide street with enormous buildings, their walls blackened and the tops of them only hazily visible up there in a soup of damp, gritty air.


‘Where then . . .?’


‘You’ll see. Now shut yer trap for a bit, will yer? We gotta get ’ome quick.’ She spoke with such peculiar venom that Mercy decided to do as she was told.


As they turned left out of that street with its grand shop fronts, Mercy saw a sign high in the wall, CORPORATION STREET, and then they were in another road with more huge windows full of clothes, shoes, china and glassware and cloth, the like or quantity of which she had never seen. The street was bustling with people and she gawped at some of the more smartly-dressed ladies with their beautifully fitted gowns in soft colours, after all the grey and black at the Joseph Hanley Home.


Even though she was full of the thrill of being out in all these new places, Mercy began to feel despondent. Her throat was raw in the cold air and she longed to sit down somewhere warm. Mrs Gaskin was walking faster and faster, cursing people who got in her way.


‘Come on, yer wretched girl,’ she nagged Mercy. ‘We gotta get back!’


When they reached the Bull Ring, for a time Mercy forgot she had a sore throat. She forgot her tingling nose and her shivers and this horrible, bad-tempered woman she was with. How exciting it was! From where they came into it, walking down the slope of Spiceal Street, Mercy could see a church at the far end with a tall spire and a big clock with gold numbers marking the face. In between snaked the row of market stalls, most protected by sagging tarpaulins, and a sea of hats: bonnets with little ribbons or posies, cloth caps and Homburgs, even the odd boater here and there.


Everywhere there was movement and a great outcry of sound, with the traders trying to outdo each other shouting out the prices of their fruit and veg.


There were others selling crocks, trinkets and bags and flowers and Mercy’s feet were dragging as she stopped to gape. The light was beginning to die and some of the traders were lighting flares at the side of their stalls which burned with a bluish-yellow flame, giving the place a cosy air.


‘Keep with me,’ Mabel shouted at her over the racket and seized her arm. ‘If I lose yer ’ere I’ll never find yer again.’


There were so many smells that were new to Mercy: smoke from cigarettes, and a thick mouthful of it made her cough. But then there came the sweet smell of potatoes baking in a big green and gold handcart which made her mouth water, and other smells, discarded cabbage leaves, crushed onions, bruised apples and oranges left to rot in the street. But not for long. Mercy watched as three ragged children, their clothes caked in filth, slunk round the stalls, darting down now and then to grab some piece of refuse even though the stallholders tried shooing them away.


‘Can’t we just stay a bit longer?’ Mercy begged as Mabel dragged her past a man selling wire toys and a knife-grinder showering sparks.


‘No,’ Mabel snapped. A woman approached them and tried to push a posy of lavender through Mabel’s buttonhole.


‘Bugger off, will yer!’ She slapped the woman’s hand away. They hurried past a big statue behind some railings, and the church. The clock made it well after five.


Soon after they were hurrying up a long, very steep road called Bradford Street. It was dark and the buildings felt high and close together. From every side came the most amazing din Mercy had ever heard. Banging and clanking sounds met them not only from the openings of buildings on the street but from under the ground through the gratings. In some places jets of steam unfurled through holes from down there and drifted raggedly into the air. The hammering and rattling, the sudden scream of metal and tearing crashes of noise met them all the way along.


‘What’s that?’ Mercy yelled, her throat rasping.


Mabel gave her a look which implied the question was almost too stupid to answer. ‘Factories. Brass works and that. Don’t you know anything?’


‘Is this still Birmingham?


‘No, it’s bloody Timbuctoo.’


Mercy took this to mean yes. Birmingham really was a big place then. They turned off Bradford Street and there were more factories, and then houses too. Now they’d got out of the bustle of the market Mercy’s excitement was beginning to wear off. It was fast getting dark, the air felt damp and harsh and when they crossed the road the cobbles were slippery underfoot. She felt the throb of her chilblains in the pinching boots, her raw throat and empty belly, and her head was starting to hurt. She wondered again when she was going to see Dorothy, now she was in this strange, dark place. Her dream of a green paradise was dissolving fast.


‘I don’t like you,’ she said, still clinging to her parcel as the one thing she had left of the home. ‘I want you to take me back to Matron. She said you could.’


‘Oh no,’ Mabel Gaskin sniggered spitefully, ‘you won’t be seeing them again in a hurry. See, they think we’re in my old ’ouse in Winson Green – near enough to ’Andsworth. Me husband’s ’ouse, that is – when I had a husband. They ain’t going to find you again where we’re going, so yer’d better get used to the idea. Least I got that ten bob off of them while I had the chance, ’cos they won’t be seeing us no more. I’ve got plans for you, and you ain’t going anywhere without my say-so. Down ’ere—’


She elbowed Mercy down another side street even darker than the last. Soon, pausing by a drunken-looking street lamp she said, ‘Up the entry,’ and pushed her into one of the pitch black alleys between the houses, which quickly opened up into a court of back houses. As they walked in, the gas lamp in the middle of the court flared into life and Mercy saw a man standing under it with a long pole.


‘Bit late, aren’t yer?’ Mabel said to him in passing.


‘And a very good evening to you too,’ he quipped.


A gaggle of children was playing up at the far end. There were three houses parallel with the road, and what looked like two smaller cottages to one side of the yard, but Mercy had barely had a look when Mabel swept her at high speed through the door of the house on one side of the entry.


Inside it was completely black.


‘Stand still or you’ll only go and break summat.’


Mercy stood just inside the door clutching her parcel. Her head throbbed and she felt very small and frightened. There was just her and this nasty woman and she didn’t know where she was and it was so dark and smelly in this house. There was a nasty mouldy stench which she didn’t recognize as damp, a stale odour of cabbage and onions. And yet another smell which took her with a shudder right back to the dormitory at the home: urine. She really felt like crying again now.


There came the scratch of a match and Mabel lit the gas mantle at one side of the room. She also lit a tiny stub of candle and abruptly disappeared upstairs. Mercy stared round her. The Joseph Hanley Home had been austere and unadorned, but never had she been in a place like this before.


The feeble light from the gas lamp only just reached the walls even though the room was tiny, and all the surfaces gave off a weird yellowish tinge. The ceiling seemed very low and in one corner was a big hole with rough bits of wood sticking out of it and in other parts it sagged and bulged. The room had been distempered long ago but now the paint had flaked away in large bare patches and the dirty plaster showed underneath. With a shudder she saw something scuttle along the wall.


The floor was of rough, uneven bricks, worn down in some parts where there had been the greatest passage over them, and holes where bricks were missing in others. In the middle of the room was a table and two rickety chairs, one with Mabel’s coat and hat flung over it, and in one corner stood the range. A broom stood propped against one wall and beside it a couple of old tea chests with a few things sticking out. One looked like a picture frame. Apart from that the place was empty.


Mabel was soon down again. She stooped to stoke the range, saying defensively, ‘I’ve only been in ’ere a few days,’ as if sensing Mercy’s horrified gaze lighting on the place.


‘Oh Lor’!’ she exclaimed suddenly, leaping up. To Mercy’s astonishment she started unfastening her clothes and stripping them off, first the tight green jacket, then the skirt, wriggled down over her meaty hips. She made grunting sounds of relief.


‘That’s better. Can’t go shovelling coal in this get-up – that’s going to Chubb’s tomorrow.’


Mrs Chubb, as Mercy would soon know well, ran the local pawnshop round the corner.


‘Got ’em off a lady sells second-hand rags in Balsall Heath.’ Mabel grinned in satisfaction at her own trickery. ‘Got your gaffer believing you’re living with a proper lady, din’it?’ She laid the skirt over her chair, standing in a grey corset and torn petticoat. ‘Shame ’aving to ’ock it, but there we are.’


‘You got anything to eat?’ Mercy dared ask. The room was so cold she hadn’t even taken her coat off yet.


‘Eat?’ Mabel was struggling into a shapeless brown dress. I’ve only just got the fire going, what d’you think I am? I’m hungry as well, yer know. Just sit down and shurrup for a bit.’
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