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I




One


August 1953


‘Let me in!’


Evie’s hands slapped against the cracked green paint of the front door until they stung. ‘I wanna come in! Rita! Shirl! Let me in!’


She heard spiteful giggles from behind the front door – her older sisters, united as usual against her.


Defeated, Evie stopped and leaned to rest the top of her head against the rotten planks.


‘Go on, ask us nicely. You gotta say “please”, Evie.’ This was Rita, the elder of her sisters, her voice wheedling and spiteful. ‘“Pretty please.”’


Evie sank down on the step, her back to the door. The usual bleak sense of aloneness swept through her. Shut out. Always on the outside. No one ever wanted her – not Mom, Dad . . . certainly not her sisters. However hard she tried.


It was no use crying because no comfort would be offered. She rubbed her smarting hands which were coated with dirt from the door, before tugging at the hem of her grubby frock. The skirt was too short to cover her plump knees. In a month she would be turning ten years old and she had grown fast this summer, her clothes not keeping up. The bodice was skintight, pressing in on her when she breathed, hurting the sore bruises on her chest. She hadn’t managed to move quick enough yesterday when Mom was in a temper.


Fearfully she glanced along the street. Mom would be coming back soon. But for now, all was quiet.


Vaguely, she wiped her hands down her frock, then inserted the first two fingers of her right hand into her mouth and drifted into one of her dreamy states, shutting off her mind from Rita and Shirley’s taunting voices. She sank into the moment she was living now, not thinking of anything else.


Her gaze met the mucky blue-brick pavements, smoke-blackened terraces and factories of Inkerman Street, in this neighbourhood of Ladywood, Birmingham, where they had only been living for a couple of weeks. In many ways it was no different from where they had lived before in Aston. There were the same soot-encrusted terraces and back-to-back houses; the same smoking chimneys and bomb pecks littered with weeds and rubble; the same filthy puddles, dried to mud now in the warmth; the same sort of cobbled streets, dozens of kids playing on them and the houses along them teeming with occupants.


But still, everything felt strange. They were living in a front house, opening onto the street, instead of onto a yard, the way they had been before. Every morning now, she had to stagger all the way round and down the entry, the family’s morning wee bucket yanking on her arm, to the yard lavs to slop out. It was always her job. But here she did not see any of the familiar faces she had known all her life.


The night they left their back house and yard, they never went to bed. Their father, Ray Sutton, sober for once, cuffed at them, cursing any sound they made – ‘Don’t wake them cowing nosey parkers.’ They loaded their few sticks into a van and fled both the yard and the rent man, to this crumbling house at the corner of a yard entry where another house met it back-to-back. It was in worse repair than the one they’d left, on the yard off Alma Street, Aston.


When she let herself think of it, Evie ached with missing the neighbours who had been kind to her. Mrs Booker – Rachel to her friends – and her daughter Melly, who was a couple of years older than Evie. There was old Mrs Poulter, who wore black and had blue eyes that seemed to look deep into you, and Mo and his pretty wife Dolly – Mr and Mrs Morrison. They had given her what her family almost never did – kindness and comfort. And now there was no one. Or so she thought.


‘Won’t they let you in, bab?’


She hadn’t seen them coming. For a second the kindly voice seemed to come from a golden-haired, smiling face which had drawn level with her, mouth open, a pink tongue lolling in the muggy warmth. The face of a big, hairy dog. Evie’s heart fluttered at the sight. It was so friendly, so furry and soft!


Evie pulled her fingers out of her mouth and looked at the dog’s owner – a middle-aged lady in a print frock and flat brown shoes, her frizzy grey-brown hair clipped back on one side with a kirby grip. She was scraggily thin, with a wart on the left side of her nose and a lopsided smile. And she looked homely and kind.


‘That’s not very nice, is it?’ she added. ‘Leaving you out on the step?’


Evie did recognize the lady. She lived in the house on the other side of the entry. She and her husband, called Mr and Mrs Waring, had knocked on the door the day after they moved in to introduce themselves. But Evie had seen Mrs Waring’s expression after the ‘welcome’ she got from Mom – arms clenched aggressively across her chest, ‘What d’yow want then?’ – and didn’t think she’d be seeing her again. Since then she had only caught sight of her and the dog in the distance.


‘Can I stroke ’im?’ Evie said longingly.


‘Course you can, bab.’ The lady smiled at her, revealing gaps in her teeth. People did smile at her, and often told her she was pretty, with her sweet waves of blonde hair and plump cheeks. ‘Our Whisky likes a bit of attention. ’Er’s a good old girl – a lady dog, bab, not a boy. There you go, Whisky, say hello to the little girl.’


Evie plunged her hand into the dog’s warm fur. It felt so silky and lovely. Whisky turned her head and panted amiably at her and Evie fell to her knees and threw her arms round the dog, pushing her face into her comforting coat.


‘Eh, go easy. You don’t want her to snap,’ Mrs Waring said.


The dog didn’t seem to mind. She was a soft old thing. Despite Evie’s enthusiastic affection she just shifted on her feet a bit and carried on panting.


‘Tell you what, bab,’ Mrs Waring said. ‘D’you want to come in and see our birds?’


Evie nodded and got to her feet. They walked the short distance past the entry to Mrs Waring’s house and all the time Evie kept her hand on the dog’s back. Oh, if she could only have a dog like Whisky, a true friend, there all the time.


Soon she was inside a neat downstairs room. Despite the rotten state of all the houses, it was simply furnished and reassuring; the range was polished, there was an embroidered cloth on the table and everything was in its place. On the sideboard to the left was a cage with two budgies perched inside. One was green, one blue.


‘That’s Billy and Bobby,’ Mrs Waring told her as Evie pushed her nose right up against the thin bars of the cage. There was a sour smell and she felt the air move against her face as they fluttered their wings in panic at her sudden appearance.


‘We’ve got a cat called Charlie somewhere,’ Mrs Waring said with a chuckle. ‘They don’t like Charlie.’


Evie stared, mesmerized, into the cage. This house felt blissful. She wanted to stay forever.


As she was looking, a voice sounded at the door. ‘Cooee! Mavis?’


‘That you, Con?’ Mrs Waring called.


‘Just thought I’d pop in,’ the voice continued. ‘I’m on my way back from getting Bill’s bit of liver . . . Oh, who’s that?’


‘It’s one of the new ones at number twenty-nine,’ Mrs Waring said. She lowered her voice to say something Evie couldn’t hear. But at the end she heard her say, ‘. . . poor little mite. Such a pretty little thing. I can’t understand it . . . But seeing that mother of hers, she’s . . .’ Her voice sank again and Evie only caught snatches. ‘. . . so quarrelsome . . . Mrs Charles, of course . . . coloureds . . . seems decent enough . . . no call for it . . .’


When she turned round, Mrs Waring and the other lady, who was short and plump, were both looking at her.


‘Can I stroke the dog again?’ she asked in a whisper.


‘Course you can, bab,’ Mrs Waring said.


She saw the ladies look at each other but she took no notice, cuddled up against Whisky’s hot coat and rhythmic breathing, a loving haven away from everything.


‘Where’ve you been, pig face?’


As soon as Evie stepped back in the house, Shirley jumped on her, forcing her against the wall, an arm each side of her. Shirley, the younger of Evie’s two sisters, was nearly twelve. Rita was getting on for fourteen. Both younger sisters lived in fear and dread of Rita. Sometimes, when Rita was not around and Shirley was bored, she was nice to Evie. Mostly, though, she tried to keep on the right side of Rita.


‘Come on, out with it.’ She moved her face threateningly close to Evie’s. Her breath smelt of bad teeth.


‘Nowhere.’ Evie wriggled and ducked, trying to get out of Shirley’s grasp. There was no one else in this, the only downstairs room. Mom must still be out. Feet came thumping down the stairs accompanied by Rita’s voice:


‘Is that ’er back?’


‘Yeah,’ Shirley said, with triumph. ‘I got ’er.’


Shirley had a bit more flesh on her than Rita, who was scrawny as a plucked fowl. Shirley favoured their father with his handsome looks. As she had grown, her hair had gone darker. Like him, she was brown-eyed, big boned and sultry looking. She was wearing a coffee-coloured frock down to her knees and scuffed black lace-up shoes, the soles shored up with cardboard inside.


Evie stood very still, her heart pounding. Her sisters were never nice to her but it wasn’t often she got trapped with them like this. They were stuck for something to do. The long, empty school holidays left hours free for bullying. Especially now, because they didn’t know anyone else in this new neighbourhood.


In seconds, Evie’s animal senses took over. Jolted out of her dreamlike refuge, she was fully alert. Hopeless as it seemed, she tried the only trick she could think of. It might work with Shirley, who was slow-witted like Mom.


She gave a sharp look over Shirley’s shoulder as if she had seen something and bawled with urgent force, ‘Shirl, quick! Watch it!’


Shirley’s head whipped round. As Rita reached the bottom step, Evie ducked under Shirley’s arm and was out of the door again, tearing along the street. She ducked into an entry, waiting for the drumming footsteps to follow her. But there was nothing. Her sisters were too idle to run. No Rita with her scheming face; no Shirley with her sharp, scratching nails. It had worked. For now.


Her frock was so tight it made panting an effort. Standing in the entry’s dank shade, her blood was beginning to steady until she realized, with a shock that made her heart bang hard again, that she was not alone. There was someone further along in the gloom, crouched in a cringing posture against the wall, arms wrapped round bony knees and peering up at her as if expecting the worst.




Two


For a moment they stared at each other. Whoever it was squatting down there, hugging those skinny legs, seemed poised on a knife-edge, ready to leap up and run for it.


In the gloom she made out eyes, wary as an animal’s, watching her from behind a pair of wonky wire spectacles with thick lenses. White shinbones ended in enormous boots which made the legs look even thinner. Evie wasn’t sure at first whether the child – who she guessed to be a bit younger than herself – was a boy or a girl. Round the pinched face hung a matt of chaotic, mucky brown hair.


At last, with an air of getting it over with, the gawky creature looked up at her and said, ‘I s’pose you’re gunna lamp me an’ all?’


Evie began to relax. There seemed no need to be frightened. This person did not appear to be out to get her. But she folded her arms across her, just in case.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Why d’yer think I am? Why’re you sat down there?’


He – she could hear from his gruffness that he was a boy – got slowly to his feet, wiping his forearm across his nose with a squelchy sniff. Evie thought he looked as if he had been crying, which surprised her. She never bothered with crying anymore. It never got you anywhere. He was wearing shorts so scant that they showed off a daft amount of his grubby legs. At the top was a baggy shirt, filthy and held together at the front by one remaining button.


‘This ’un’s a double knack,’ he said, jerking his head at the yard behind him. ‘If they come down ’ere, I can gerraway.’ The yard, unlike most, had two entrances, one to get in by and one to escape through – a double knack.


‘Who’s chasing yer?’ she asked, intrigued to find someone else running away.


The boy shrugged and looked down, seeming ashamed. ‘Them. Out there.’


She wasn’t sure who he meant. There were crowds of children who played out in the street. So far she didn’t know any of them and she didn’t remember seeing the boy before. There was a silence, before he looked up at her.


‘Who’re you running away from then?’


‘My sisters.’


‘Lamp yer, do they?’ he said with a sense of gloomy inevitability.


She nodded. Yes, they hit her. Scratched, poked, did Chinese burns, tricked, ganged up on her . . . And Mom and Dad lashed out – especially when the drink was in, which was often. She shrugged.


‘I ain’t seen you before,’ he observed. ‘Which one’s your ’ouse? In the yard?’


‘Number twenty-nine, Inkerman Street,’ she repeated mechanically.


Voices began at the end of the entry, lads shouting. The boy let out a whimper and stiffened like a cat that’s seen a fierce dog. He squinted along the entry towards the road and without another word, spun round and tore off towards the yard behind. She heard the clump of his Mail boots as he dashed away.


‘Evie ran off,’ Rita shouted later, in the direction of their mother who was by the gas stove in the scullery. Mom had managed to get back into the house without falling out with anyone, it seemed, which was a miracle in itself.


Smugly, Rita added, ‘She defied me. I told her to stop ’ere.’


Rita was supposed to be in charge when Mom was out and she queened it over them. The only skinny one of the females in the family, she had a white, mean face with narrow eyes, a sharp nose and lank brown hair. She spent a lot of time looking in the cracked glass over the scullery sink. If there was one thing that drove her to a distraction of jealousy, it was anyone saying how pretty Evie was – which she was, with her rounded, peachy looks and Cupid’s bow lips. She had all the best of their mother, who had once been naturally blonde and curvaceous but who was now thickened and achieved blondeness out of a bottle.


Their mom, Irene Sutton, was stirring a stew. When she bothered to cook at all, stew was the only thing she knew except eggs. She would keep a pot on the stove, throwing things into it day after day until whatever scraps of bony meat had started it off were long gone and it turned to a mush of carrot and turnip in a distant memory of gravy. But now a real, brown stew smell filled the room, hinting at the actual presence of beef. It was Friday night: meat bought on the strap, on the promise of today’s pay packet.


The pay packet she was waiting for this very moment.


The Sutton family were making a new start. The house, like all the other jerry-built, bomb-damaged, infested buildings in the area, was fated for eventual demolition. It was a rotting wreck – ceilings sagging, the rooms damp, mildewed and alive with silverfish and roaches, the remaining stair treads perilous. But one piece of luck was that the previous occupant, an elderly widow called Mrs Garnet, had died. Her son had found very little in the house that he wanted and most of her chattels remained, providing the Suttons with more furniture than they had possessed in a long time. In Aston, the few chairs they owned had been so worm-ridden that Ray, their father, had gradually fed them into the fire and they ended up sitting on a stool and orange boxes.


There had not been much upstairs when they arrived in the new house: a couple of bedsteads, one with the mattress in a most unspeakable state. They had to take it out, burn it on one of the bomb pecks and get another. But the other, which Rita and Shirley slept on, was all right and the downstairs living room seemed positively crowded to Evie. Inside the front door was a sideboard, the wood sticky with soot and grease, but also containing some crocks yellowed with age and a sheaf of old Mrs Garnet’s papers which were even more so. The table – a surprisingly new utility thing – occupied half the room, near the range. Along the front wall, at right angles to the range, was a wooden settle. Its leather upholstery might once have been red and the leather was so old that it had melted into the wood frame. There were also three wooden chairs round the table – an unheard of number of places to sit down! Not that Evie ever expected to sit on one if anyone else was about. She had never in her life slept in a bed that was not a makeshift thing on the floor, or sat on a chair for long without being turfed off it.


Three weeks ago Ray had been sacked from the Kynoch Works in Witton, after his weekend drinking bouts had spread into the week. He had not been in the forces during the war, but on munitions at Kynoch’s. There had been plenty of work for him to earn the means to pour as much down his throat as he wanted and still just make the rent. And he had been younger then, before – as he saw it – life and the womenfolk had taken their toll.


Until Kynoch’s kicked him out, Ray had never been handed his cards in his life before. It was a shock. For now, he was trying to pull himself together. Ray, just turned forty years old, had been a man of gleamingly handsome looks, now largely scuppered by drink. His coal-black hair was thinner, his cheeks, dark with thrusting stubble, were now flaccid, the chin less well defined, his belly like an overhanging cliff. But he could still scrub up when vanity or lusts of the flesh required it, slick his hair back, brush down his one decent jacket and flash his money around as if it was in bottomless supply.


Unemployment meant the rent man knocking and no money for the boozer. After their moonlight flit he had got himself taken on for a heavy job at Docker’s, the paint factory, hauling sacks of fossil gum from trucks and hefting them over the side of the steaming vats, emptying in the contents for melting into varnish. He came home worn out and oil-smeared and coughing – but with a wage packet. This, bar the rent, he felt entitled to spend entirely on himself. Their mother had to wrestle money for food out of him.


‘I dunno why they had to go and change everything,’ Irene moaned to Rita from time to time. Rita was about to turn fourteen, but the school leaving age had been raised to fifteen. ‘Wasting yower time in that cowing place when you could be earning yower keep.’


‘Why don’t you go out to work, Mom?’ Shirley once asked.


Irene rounded on her, furious. ‘I ain’t going out to be a dray-horse – that’s yer father’s job.’


Asking Mom questions was always risky. Her childhood in Netherton, in the Black Country, was a blank mystery to them. But an innocent query like, ‘Why ain’t we got a Nanna and a Granddad?’ would be met with a crash of Mom’s fleshy hand round the head and, ‘Shut yer cake’ole and stop mithering me!’ She specialized in getting you in the ear and leaving your head ringing.


Now, in the steam-filled room, the walls running with damp, Rita waited for her mother to take her side over her dig at Evie, but she didn’t even turn round. ‘Shurrit, Reet,’ was all she said, moodily. ‘Get these spuds done.’


Evie saw Rita scowl and look daggers at her.


‘Why do I have to do it?’ she whined. ‘Why can’t Shirl? Or Evie? Make her do it!’ She turned towards Evie who was sitting on the splintery bottom step of the stairs, keeping out of the way. She looked down at the floor, the lino so thin you could see every floorboard through it.


‘Dain’t yow ’ear me? I said shurrit!’ Irene bawled. ‘Now gerrover ’ere!’


Rita got up with an exaggerated flounce of her bony body. Her cotton dress, pale pink and made for a full-grown woman, hung on her, puckered into folds round the waist by the belt. Barefoot, she winced as she trod on something on the floor. Evie thought she looked like one of the scrawny starlings that flapped in the road.


She kept her head down, trying to avoid notice. Even though she looked miles away most of the time, Evie’s whole being was constantly on alert for trouble, as if the hairs on her neck were permanently standing up. It was second nature to her to such an extent that she didn’t notice it. Rita would want revenge. Rita had a long memory for even the slightest of grudges. Luckily she was also as lazy as a sozzled cat. If she kept out of Rita’s way this week, Evie calculated, then school would start and they’d all be away from each other and it would soon get so that Rita couldn’t be bothered . . .


‘’Er went out without telling,’ Shirley added, making a face at Evie across the room. She was sprawled voluptuously along the settle, twitching one leg up and down being her most obvious activity. Baiting Evie was her way of sucking up to Rita.


‘I said shurrit! Stop yer mithering!’ Their mother turned, brandishing a metal spoon. ‘And where’s that cowing father of yours?’


Irene had bleached her hair that afternoon, tied it with rags and curlers. It was set in waves round her fleshy face and under her apron she was wearing an electric blue silky dress, fresh from Rag Alley in town. She had big eyes, enormous curves, full lips, coated at this moment in scarlet lipstick. She was fearsome, loud, childish and intimidating. You never knew which way her temper would go and usually, if she was in a rage with Ray, it was the rest of them who copped it. Ray would be coming home soon and this was her way of trying to keep her wayward husband at her side. It was Friday night, there was food in the house – not yet paid for but the money was coming – Ray was in work and it was time to celebrate this new start with her man.


But the factory bulls had boomed out long ago, signalling the end of a shift, and there was still no sign of him, nor of the famous wage packet he had promised to bring straight home.


She kept going to the door to look out, wiping her hands on her pinner. Evie could feel, by the second, Mom’s mood growing more explosive. All of them could. The three girls scarcely dared move. Rita shoved Shirley up and sank down on the settle beside her. The sisters exchanged looks. They even met eyes with Evie, across the room on the stairs, their feuds forgotten – for the moment.


Sooner or later, Mom would blow. They knew it was coming. The room was thick with tension like the ominous rumbles of a thunderstorm.




Three


It was not until a sultry darkness had fallen that they heard the unsteady approach of boots and a voice singing, in a slurred tone of seduction, ‘How I love the kisses of Dolores . . .’


Evie’s stomach clenched with dread. Her sisters sat side by side now, looking scared. Dad sang this song often when he was tanked up, a song guaranteed to be a red rag to their bull mother.


None of them had had a bite to eat. Evie’s stomach was growling with hunger, but now that was forgotten. Mom was like dough swelling in a bowl. She kept pacing the room. Hearing his voice, she strode to the door just as their father appeared at it. She stepped back as he lurched towards her and he had to prop himself against the door frame.


‘Where the cowing ’ell ’ve yow been, yow bastard?’ she yelled at the top of her voice, not caring who heard these affectionate overtures.


The girls sat very still. Evie hugged her knees as Mom launched into a diatribe about how he said he’d be home and where was the money and how was she supposed to feed them all without a brass farthing in the house, all at a volume that must have regaled the whole street.


‘Oh shurrit, yer cowing . . .’ Ray stumbled into the room, searching his befuddled brain for a telling insult but drawing a blank and resorting to, ‘cow . . .’ He sank onto a chair and belched extravagantly.


Evie watched. This was the moment that would decide things. Mom was drawing breath to begin on him again. If Dad turned on the charm and said something to make things better, there might be tears and sulks but it would settle down. But if he said . . . Or if Mom said . . .


‘Where’ve yow been, Ray?’ Irene bawled again, hands on hips, legs positioned wide apart, feet spilling out of her badly fitting white shoes with pointed toes and high heels that made her ankles rock. Her voice had risen high now, and she was poised between rage and tears. ‘I know where yow’ve been all this time and I ay gunna put up with it! Yow’ve bin with her – with that bitch on heat and her brat!’


Her. The woman who had birthed their father a son just before Evie was born. Nance, the woman who haunted all their lives with her boy called Raymond after his father. Who Dad swore he never saw and Mom never ever believed him, even though Nance was over in Aston. And if he wasn’t with Nance, then it was some other floozy . . .


‘Oh, just shut yer cake’ole, yer stupid cow,’ Ray mumbled. ‘Where’s my cowing tea then, eh? What’s a man got to do to get some grub round ’ere?’


They all wanted their tea but the girls knew better than to say so. All of them tried to remain invisible.


‘Oh, so yow want yower tea now, do yer?’ Irene bent towards him. ‘Come swanning in after yer’ve been God knows where, like a dog leaving his piss on every lamp post . . .’


And then he said it. Evie could see Dad was going to do it by the look on his face. By the way he stared up at his wife, bleary but brazen, the way he curled his lips back. Evie gripped her knees with her hands as the words spilled.


‘No point in poking a barren cow like you, is there?’


With a roar, Irene ran to get the poker but her husband, with surprising agility, leapt out of his chair and grabbed hold of her.


‘Don’t you hit me, yer mardy bitch! It’s only the truth, ain’t it? Yer as dry as an ash heap!’


‘I’ll hit yow if I cowing want to!’ She was writhing in his grasp, teetering on the thin heels. She paused and kicked them off, bending to pick one up and lash out at him with the heel. ‘Yer a bastard, Ray Sutton. A—’ He grabbed her arm and, with his other fist, managed to land a punch against her shoulder. Irene let out a pig-shriek of pain.


There was suddenly no space in the room and they were only getting warmed up. Evie saw Rita and Shirley sidle off the settle, round the side of the room and away from their brawling parents, and head for the stairs. The three of them crept up to the room they shared – Rita and Shirley slept in the bed, Evie on an old mattress on the floor. In the almost darkness, the yells and curses ramping up downstairs, Evie sank down onto the lumpy old thing. A pungent whiff of wee reached her nostrils. She sometimes wet the bed still.


‘I’m that hungry I could eat a dead horse,’ Shirley moaned.


‘Well, you ain’t getting any so you might as well shurrit,’ Rita snapped. She flung herself down on the bed with a clatter of bedsprings. ‘We ain’t even got a candle.’ A second later she jumped up again and came at Evie, slapping her hard across the face. ‘This is all your cowing fault, you little worm. Why did she ever have to have you, eh? Mom can’t even have any more babies now, thanks to you. Why couldn’t you’ve been a boy?’


Evie curled up on the mattress, a hand held to her burning cheek. She stuck her fingers in her mouth. They’d be all the tea she was getting tonight. It was no good saying anything. She didn’t even remember the time when Mom had to go to hospital and have some operation which meant she couldn’t have babies anymore and now she’d never have a boy like the one Nance had given Dad. She would not even have known about all this if their father had not kept throwing it in their mother’s face.


‘Go and live with the bitch then!’ they had heard Mom shriek at him for years and years. ‘If ’er’s so cowing marvellous, go on, bugger off!’ But he never did and Nance had evidently found another bloke years ago but it didn’t stop Mom thinking Dad was always off visiting her and, if not her, someone else. ‘Nance’ seemed to have come to mean any other ‘floozy’ Dad might be playing about with, whether real or only in her mind.


Downstairs things were getting going. They had not had one of these big fights since they had been in this new house.


‘I knew it was too good to last,’ Rita moaned. ‘And we’ve got chairs and cups . . .’


As if in answer, a terrible smashing sound came from downstairs, along with a bull-like yell from their father, and Mom screeching as if he was scalping her.


Evie sucked her fingers and thought about Whisky the dog, about cuddling up to her with her warm, soft fur and, despite it all, she managed to fall asleep.


Someone was shoving her roughly awake.


‘Gerrup! Reet, Shirl, Evie . . . come on, shift!’


They all groaned, sleepy and bewildered. Evie could sense, rather than see, her mother’s bulky form standing over them. The house had gone quiet.


‘Get moving, all of you. I ain’t stopping ’ere a minute longer with that . . .’ A string of vile appellations fell from her mouth. ‘Get yer shoes on. We’re going to Vi’s.’


‘Oh Mom,’ Rita groaned. ‘That’s miles . . .’


‘Shurrit,’ Irene snapped. ‘Get moving. Yer father’s on the floor. There ain’t gunna be anything ’ere for ’im when he wakes up and it’ll cowing well serve ’im right.’


Even to Evie, Mom sounded – as she often did – like a petulant little girl.


‘But Mom . . .’ Rita attempted. ‘We’ll only have to come back . . .’


Evie heard a swift movement followed by another slap.


‘Do as I ******g well tell yer. Gorrit?’


Evie had not even taken her pumps off. She got to her feet, feeling muzzy, but her heart was hammering with the shock of being woken so suddenly and she felt a bit sick.


‘Get yerselves downstairs now,’ Mom was saying. ‘And don’t wake ’im up.’


Certainly none of them wanted to do that. They crept down to find their father flat out along the settle, one leg sprawled on the ground, head back, snoring like a pig.


‘Look at that,’ Mum said in disgust.


Under the weak light of the bulb they could see her dishevelled state. The carefully curled hair now hung in clumps and her face was puffy and covered in red marks and cuts. Her eyes seemed sunken into their sockets. She had replaced the white high-heeled shoes with her everyday old brown flats, wide as barges. She looked in every way smaller.


They crept silently out into the night streets. While they lived in Aston, Mom had dragged them over to Auntie Vi’s a number of times, only before it had been in the middle of a fight, with Dad raging and Mom frightened of him. This time was different. Evie could see that she wanted him to think they had left him. Evie, young as she was, also knew this was never going to happen. All her life, her mom and dad had threatened to leave in turns, as if ‘I’m leaving yer! I’m gunna go and live with her!’ and ‘We won’t be ’ere when you get home!’ were the choruses of a song that was sung so often the words had gone stale.


Vi, their father’s sister-in-law, lived in Lozells. It had felt a long way from Aston, and from Ladywood it was even further. The three girls set out behind their mother, silent, resigned, still half asleep. It was quiet, the pubs long turned out. The day’s heat had faded but luckily it was not cold and the night air smelt of hot buildings and factory smoke and stuff rotting in the heat. Evie walked just behind Rita and Shirley. Their mother plodded ahead of them. Evie had no idea how long it would take to get there, or where they were. She didn’t think about any of it. Her legs were tired. She heard the desolate whistle of a locomotive in the distance. A rat scuttled along the gutter and vanished into a drain and her arms came up in goose pimples of revulsion.


Everything felt like a dream, lit by the dim street lights. Mom moved at a steady pace ahead of them. After a time, when they had walked on and on in the malodorous air, never seeming to get anywhere, Evie could hear her mother crying.


She woke on the floor in Vi’s downstairs room, a scratchy rug laid over her. Even before she opened her eyes she knew she was at Vi’s because everything stank of cigarettes. Mom and Dad smoked, but not with the same dedication as Vi. Opening her eyes, she saw, by the thin bar of light coming through the curtains, that Rita and Shirley lay asleep to her left. She looked across at the picture of a hillside covered in purple heather which she always saw when she woke up at Vi’s house. Auntie Vi was Scottish and she met Uncle Horace, Dad’s elder brother, when she came down in the war to work in munitions.


She could hear voices from the back kitchen, Mom complaining to Vi. Sometimes she tried complaining to Horace, but that was no good. Horace always grunted and said, ‘Oh, take no notice.’


Evie got up to go to the brick privy in the yard at the back. When she pushed open the door of the back room, her mother was right there facing her and shot her a look of loathing.


‘Are you all right, hen?’ Auntie Vi said, in a quick break from inhaling smoke. She was a big, eagle-like woman with hunched shoulders, a mop of greying hair down her back and yellow-tinged skin. The first finger of her right hand was mustard coloured. She was wearing a pale green dressing gown. Vi was kind to them, though she was always saying to Mom, ‘There’s no anything more I can do, Irene, you know that. If he was my own brother, it might be different . . .’


Evie knew no answer was required. As she headed to the back door Evie heard Vi say, ‘You can’t just keep blaming that poor wean for the way he is, Irene. It’s no right. What’s done’s done and you need to try and keep your temper.’


Evie did her business out in the cool morning. Sitting in the cobwebby privy she could just hear the little noises made by Horace’s pigeons in their coop. She always thought Horace looked a bit like a pigeon himself, with his beady, startled-looking eyes and slight stoop. He didn’t look at all like her father. And he always smelt of boiled onions and smoke.


She went back in and lay down beside the others again, glad they were asleep, glad, for a while, to be in Vi’s house which, though a tiny terrace, was still bigger than theirs, and felt safer. And Rita and Shirley pretended to be nice to her when they were there.


She closed her eyes. They would all have to walk home again, as usual. And nothing would be any different. But for now, the grey blanket felt cosy and smelt of cigarettes and refuge.




Four


‘Oh, it’s you again is it?’ Mrs Waring said the next morning, finding Evie waiting by her front step. ‘I tell yer, Con, I think this one’s set to move in with us.’


Evie looked up at Mrs Waring, who was standing at her front door in her pinner, addressing these words over her shoulder to someone behind. Mrs Waring’s narrow feet in brown lace-up shoes were planted side by side on the step, to which she applied elbow grease and red cardinal polish every morning. Not like theirs at number twenty-nine, which looked as if it had been a stranger to soap and a brush for a very long time. A smell of liver and gravy emanated from inside the house, as well as something sweet. Saliva rose in Evie’s mouth.


That morning they had left Vi’s early. They glimpsed the cut on the walk back, a mist still hanging over the narrowboats and joeys. It seemed to take forever to trudge all the way back to Ladywood. They saw shopkeepers flinging up their blinds for Saturday’s trade. Their father must have taken himself off up to bed after they left and even now he was still nowhere to be seen, sleeping it off at two in the afternoon. The rest of them were all tired and irritable, but without the energy for a fight. Mom was sulking and none of them dared ask for the dinner that was still waiting to be eaten from last night. Vi had given them each a bit of toast, but Evie’s stomach was gurgling.


‘What is it this time, bab?’ There was an edge of irritation to Mrs Waring’s voice, but she was a kindly lady and it didn’t last. ‘You come to see our Whisky again?’


Evie caught sight of the dog approaching from inside with her amiable face and feather duster tail. She nodded, looking up pleadingly. She longed for comfort, like a hunger. She had to cuddle the dog, had to.


‘Oh, all right then. Dickie!’ Mrs Waring turned to her husband who was buried in the paper at the table. The other lady, Con, was there too, big and pink-faced. There were white cups on the white cloth. Evie thought she had never seen so much white. ‘It’s that little wench from the other side of the entry again, come to see the dog.’


‘Oh ar?’ Mr Waring looked up, laying the paper down. He was a small, dark-haired, chirpy man with an upright bearing and a friendly way about him. His sleeves were rolled up to show muscular forearms fuzzed with black hair. Evie thought he looked quite pleased to see her. He chuckled. ‘The dog? There was me thinking you’d come to see me, little wench!’


‘Aah,’ Con said, in a husky voice as Evie made a beeline for Whisky. ‘That’s nice. You like the doggy, don’t yer, bab?’


Evie said nothing. Conversation was not something she was used to. She felt Whisky’s hot, tickly breath on her hand and her lips twitched into a smile. She knelt and flung her arms round the dog who struggled in her grasp, but good-naturedly.


‘Poor little thing,’ she heard Mrs Waring say. ‘That mother . . . You should have heard her yesterday – it’s enough to make you curl up. I mean, I’m not sure about all these coloureds, but . . .’


‘That Charles bloke’s decent enough,’ Mr Waring put in. ‘He was in the RAF. Fought for this country – credit where credit’s due . . .’


The Charles family lived across the road – a couple with two sons. They didn’t see a lot of Mr Charles, who was a bus driver. Mrs Charles, a tall, slender lady, very smart, nearly always in a neat black hat, passed back and forth to do her shopping. Despite the fact that she was a quiet, dignified woman, Irene could not leave her alone. She would wait on the step. Instead of shouting, as normal, she muttered things about ‘dirty’ families and ‘blackie’ hands. Mrs Charles might have been deaf and blind for all the notice she took.


‘I mean, there’s no call for that,’ Mrs Waring was saying. ‘That’s plain nastiness, that is. The woman’s only going about her business. In the end I said to her’ – she made a disparaging tilt of her head towards the Suttons’ house – ‘you want to clean up your own mess before you start finding fault with other people. Oh! You should have heard the language I got back from that one . . .’


‘D’yer like animals, do yer?’ Mr Waring leaned towards Evie, a cigarette in his hand, resting his arms on his thighs.


Evie gave a nod, brushing her cheek against the soft fur of the dog’s neck as she stroked and stroked her. Whisky was the loveliest thing she had ever seen.


‘Tell yer what, bab, d’you want to come and see my girls? She’d like that, wouldn’t she, Mave?’ he said to his wife.


‘Oh, I s’pect so,’ Mrs Waring said, sitting down beside Con and pouring tea. The two women were rolling their eyes and giving each other little smiles.


‘Go and see the hens with Dickie, bab,’ Con urged her. ‘You’ll like them. They might lay you an egg for your tea.’


‘Him and his birds.’ Mrs Waring rolled her eyes, stirring her tea.


Evie got up reluctantly. She just wanted to stay with Whisky, who had sat down and patiently allowed herself to be petted.


‘’Ere, you can have one of these to take with you,’ Mrs Waring said. She went to the scullery and brought back a little golden domed thing. ‘It’s a fairy cake.’


Evie took it, round-eyed, and bit into its softness, saliva rushing into her mouth. The cake was warm and sweet.


‘You gunna say “ta” then?’ Mrs Waring said.


‘Ta,’ Evie managed, through her mouthful.


As she went out she heard Con say, ‘Well, she don’t look half starved.’


‘No,’ Mrs Waring said. ‘But I can’t see that one getting a square meal on the table very often.’


‘Come on.’ Mr Waring cajoled her outside.


Evie followed him along the entry at the side of the house. To the right, it led off into the familiar yard behind number twenty-nine. Evie was getting to recognize their neighbours in the yard now, through all her visits lugging the slop bucket. But to the left, there was a wall with a gate in it which she had never seen opened. Her eyes widened in surprise when he unlatched it and led her inside. Their backyard was all bricks: dirty redbrick houses and the blue-brick-paved yard. There was a lamp, a tap, two lavatories and the brew house, a small outbuilding shared by all six houses, two at the front and four on the yard. The brew house was where Mom went when it was her turn to heat water in the copper for her washing. But behind Mr and Mrs Waring’s house and the other houses beyond, there were strips of garden. It felt like another world.


‘Come on in, shut the gate,’ Mr Waring urged her.


Evie did as she was bidden, then looked around her. It was different here from in the yard behind their houses. These two-up, two-down terraces had strips of garden behind. There was an outside lav and a brew house close to the back of the house. The rest of the long, thin garden, apart from the path down the side, was Mr Waring’s vegetable patch. Evie followed Mr Waring, the stripes of faded green braces down each side of his back over his shirt. He walked halfway along before stopping for a moment, hands on hips, leaning forward to look.


‘Well, I’m blowed. I’ve never known that before. Summat’s been in ’ere, having the last of my onions. I had a whole row of spring onions there and now look.’


Evie looked but did not know what she was looking for. Grown-ups seemed to talk in riddles most of the time. All she could see was a tangle of wizened plants. Mr Waring shook his head and moved on.


There were rickety old fences dividing up most of the gardens, but at the bottom of the Warings’ was a building with a concrete slab for a roof, which stood in the lane behind, its wall flush with the edge of the garden. She followed Mr Waring’s dapper, bandy-legged figure along the path. She could see part of the round bald patch in his black hair, like a half moon.


The coop, a big wood and wire construction, was built up against the wall of the concrete building. Next to it, in the back corner of the garden, a small gate opened onto the lane. When they reached the coop, she could hear little puck-puck noises and she saw four white hens inside who looked up at her in alarm. Mr Waring checked round it carefully, bending to press the wire at the bottom into the ground. To one side there was a covered part, next to the pen where the hens were pecking around.


‘I have to keep ’em nice and safe – don’t want any flaming cats getting in. Good little layers, these girls are. They can go into here at night.’ He pointed at the covered-in part. ‘Nice and snug.’ He talked about the birds as if they were children.


He didn’t seem to know what else to say, and neither did Evie. The hens were not warm and soft to cuddle like Whisky. They were rather ugly, with their pinky eyes and funny wobbly combs on their heads.


They were just about to turn back to the house when a sound startled them. There was a bang at the back gate followed by a scuffling noise, as if someone had flung themselves at it. Hands appeared at the top and after a few seconds’ scrabbling, a face appeared. A face with a scruffy mop of hair and thick bottle-bottom specs. The face looked aghast at seeing anyone there on the other side and vanished again immediately.


‘Oi!’ Mr Waring pulled back the bolt and flung the gate open. They could both hear the footsteps tearing away along the entry. ‘Little bugger! What’s ’e playing at?’ He slammed the gate shut.


Back in the house he said to his wife, ‘There was one of them kids trying to jump the gate. One of them scruffy little apeths from over the road – I bet it was him had my onions!’


‘What apeths?’ Con had gone and Mrs Waring was sitting in the one comfortable chair with her feet up, reading something, and seemed unwilling to be disturbed.


‘You know, feller whose wife passed on.’


‘Oh, Cathleen Knight’s boys.’ Mrs Waring looked up, her face sad. ‘Poor little devils. Don’t stand a chance. Stan Knight didn’t have a clue when Cathleen was alive and he’s got even less of one now.’


‘He was by the air-raid shelter,’ Mr Waring said, sitting down at the table and lifting the paper again. ‘Jumping up on the gate, bold as brass. Little sod.’ They both seemed to have forgotten Evie was there, so she knelt down with Whisky again, on the mat by the old range, in a bliss of warm fur.


‘Well, you know the kids play there,’ Mrs Waring said, settling back again. ‘I don’t know what’ll become of those poor Knight boys, though, I really don’t.’


Evie listened, taking all this in. She had not known about the air-raid shelter round in the back lane before. But she did know that the face she saw was that of the boy she had met in the entry, who she had seen since in the street among a gaggle of lads. The boy who, like her, always seemed to be running away.




Five


Later, Evie stood on the front step of number twenty-nine, listening.


Mrs Waring had packed her off eventually: ‘Go on home now, bab, or your mother’ll wonder where you’ve got to.’ Evie knew that Mom would not do any such thing but she dragged herself away from Whisky, whispering in the dog’s ear, ‘It’s all right, I’ll come back. I’m only going next door.’


She took the soft feel of Whisky’s coat away with her like a charm. Outside number twenty-nine she put her guard on again, the one she wore at home without even realizing. The door was open in the balmy late afternoon and she heard her father’s voice, then her mother’s loud laugh. Dad said she laughed like a foghorn. Shirley said something, then Dad and Mom laughed again. Encouraged, Evie stepped inside.


They were at the table, Mom in her best blue frock again, her hair curled at the ends. Dad looked relaxed, cheeks stubbly, shirt open at the neck. He was lolling back with one of old Mrs Garnet’s china cups in his hand, half full of a dark liquid which you could be sure wasn’t tea. Rita and Shirley were on the settle and there was an enamel jug on the table. Evie could smell the ale on the air. But she could also smell food and the table was littered with plates smeared with brown gravy. They had evidently eaten last night’s stew without her.


Irene saw her come in. ‘Oh, ’ello, babby,’ she said with the complacency of someone whose stomach is full. ‘Where’ve yer bin?’


Evie stood with her hands behind her back. There was no sign of any food for her. But for once, all the family were looking at her. Mom’s warm tone made the sun come out in her heart. Immediately she would have done anything for her mother, anything that would please her.


‘I went to see the dog,’ she said.


Mom laughed again, her body wobbling. Evie wasn’t quite sure it was a nice laugh. ‘The dog? What dog?’ She pushed herself up in the chair. ‘You don’t wanna go near them filthy whammels. Pass us the jug, Shirl.’


She didn’t really want to know and Evie knew it was better not to tell her anything. It might come back in a nasty way later. But she thought her rare and shining moment of attention was over and did not want it to end, so she burst out, ‘’Er’s called Whisky.’


‘Ooh, I’ll ’ave a drop of that,’ her father said. Mom laughed loudly. She was in one of those moods where she’d laugh at anything Dad said because she, too, craved attention and the drink was in and life was good. ‘C’m’ere, babby.’ Dad also sat up a bit and beckoned to Evie, scraping his chair back. ‘Come and see yer old dad.’


‘Evie’s too big for that,’ Rita said in a sour voice.


‘Nah, she ain’t. Come on, pretty wench, come and see yer old dad.’


Evie went to him and Dad pulled her onto his lap. He hadn’t done that in a long time. She snuggled up against him, feeling part of things for once. Feeling favoured by the warmth of an embrace, the rub of his stubble against her cheek. Rita made a face at her from across the table.


‘Eh, our Reet, no call for that,’ Dad said. His beer-and-fag breath filled Evie’s nostrils. She was pressed against his warm chest, his arms round her. ‘Not when we’re ’aving a nice afternoon – ain’t we, eh, all my wenches?’


Irene filled her cup again and sat back. ‘Course we are, Ray,’ she said. ‘In our new house.’ She looked round. ‘I’d say we’ve landed on our feet ’ere. Better than that last ’ole we were in.’


Dad wasn’t listening to her. ‘You’re getting big now,’ he observed into Evie’s ear. ‘Sit up a bit, wench, I can hardly breathe! Look at you!’ He ran a rough hand down her arm, then clamped his hand over her thigh until it pinched. Evie winced. ‘Turning into a ripe one, you are.’


Evie saw her mother’s face turn thunderous. Mom was enraged by any attention or compliment from Dad that wasn’t sent in her direction. She leapt from her chair and Evie hardly knew what was happening until a slap stung her face and made her ear ring.


‘Stop playing up to yer dad like that! Go on, get off of ’im, yow dirty little trollop! Don’t encourage her, Ray. Our Reet’s right – ’er’s too big for all that! Giving ’er ideas!’


Confused, Evie slid to the floor again, seeing Rita and Shirley smirking at her.


‘What’re you on about, yer soft cow?’ Ray protested muzzily.


‘C’m’ere, kid,’ Irene said, expansive, wheedling all of a sudden, as she sank into her chair again.


Wary, longing, Evie went to her, looking up into her mother’s face, the fleshy, pitted skin, clogged at this moment with powder, the full lips with a remnant of red on them, big eyes and bright, blonde hair. Her mother who occupied most of the world, filled the sky like a moody and unpredictable sun that Evie desperately wanted to shine on her at all times.


‘Run and fetch me my cardi from upstairs,’ Mom ordered her. ‘Sun’s going down.’


Evie hurried to do as she requested. By the time she came down, Mom was filling her cup again, tilting the jug to get the last drops.


‘Shirl, go down the outdoor and get us another jug,’ Mom ordered.


‘Oh Mom,’ Shirley groaned. ‘Why do I ’ave to? Can’t Evie go?’


‘I’ll go,’ Evie said, desperate to curry favour, to regain her momentary place basking in light.


‘You can clear up the cowing table, Shirl,’ their mother said.


‘Go on then, our kid.’ Dad reached into his pocket and pressed coppers into her hand. ‘You can earn yerself a ha’penny for going, how’s that, eh?’


Glowing, Evie ran along the street to get the jug filled at the outdoor of one of the pubs where you could buy straight from the street. Mom and Dad were being nice to her. She was happy. She didn’t think about anything else.


When she got back, Rita had got out a dog-eared pack of cards. Dad plonked a ha’penny into her palm and Evie stowed it in her knicker leg. She sat at the table with Rita and Shirley. Mom and Dad drank and laughed at nothing much and everyone was in such a good mood that Rita and Shirley even let her play Rummy with them. It was the best night Evie could remember in a long time – at least, for as long as it lasted.


By the time darkness had fallen, all of them were hungry again, especially Evie, and the drink was taking its effect.


‘What’s for my cowing tea?’ Dad asked, in the face of there being no obvious sign of any food manifesting itself.


‘Don’t need tea,’ Mom retorted. ‘You’ve ’ad yower cowing dinner. Yow’ve got yower ale.’


‘What d’yer mean, don’t need tea? You’re a bloody lousy wife, you are.’


‘Don’t yow cowing talk to me like that!’ Mom was on her high horse immediately. ‘How’m I s’posed to feed all yow cowing lot when yow’ve spent most of yower wages by Sat’dy night?’


‘I’m the one who earns the cowing wages! I’m the man of the house and if I say I want a dinner, I want a dinner – NOW!’


And off they went, hammer and tongs again. The girls looked at each other. No tea for them. Again.


Sunday morning was like so many other Sunday mornings at home: the foul-tempered dregs of the Saturday night before. Church bells rang round the city, people walked out in hats and coats and Sunday best dresses and jackets, including Mr and Mrs Charles, who walked along the street with their younger son, all in their smartest clothes, backs straight as ramrods. No one went to church from Evie’s house and it stank of the bucket, in the general direction of which Dad had peed liberally before crashing into bed. Their house did not contribute to the inviting smells of Sunday joints roasting along the street.


Mom and Dad slept until almost midday. Mom was in a mean temper once she woke. She sat downstairs drinking tea and smoking and there was no food. Evie sat on the front step, her mouth watering at the meat smells on the air, her stomach rumbling. She had taken a few pinches of sugar off the saucer on the table without Mom noticing but she didn’t dare go back for more. She still had her ha’penny, but all the shops were shut.


There were kids all over the street, ropes turning, hoops and carts, but she didn’t feel like playing. She had become aware, over the time they lived there, of a house just along the street to her left, where there were always boys going in and out. There seemed to be a lot of them, mostly skinny and white as ghosts, and she couldn’t tell them apart.


She looked along at Mrs Waring’s house. She was bound to be cooking. Mrs Waring was that kind of person, with cakes and proper food. Evie slid off her step and, looking behind her to see that no one had noticed, sidled along to the Warings’.


She felt silly standing there by the step so she tapped on the door.


‘You can’t come in now,’ Mrs Waring told her. ‘I’m just putting our dinner on the table.’ She looked down at Evie with her usual mixture of irritation and pity. ‘Ain’t you ’aving your dinner then?’


Evie shook her head.


‘Tell you what. Wait there a second.’ Mrs Waring returned with a saucer. On it were two of the most beautifully golden roast potatoes Evie had ever seen. Saliva swilled into her mouth. ‘They’ve got a bit of salt on them, bab. You can sit there and eat them. Give me back the saucer.’


‘Ta!’ Evie said. She grabbed the saucer and ran along the entry. She wasn’t going to eat them sitting on Mrs Waring’s step in full view. She didn’t want anyone else seeing this prize, least of all her sisters.


She squatted down in the entry, her back against the wall, smelling the hot, crisp potatoes. For a few minutes she ate, lost in a world of oily, salty potato taste and the feel of them in her mouth. No one disturbed her. It was like being in heaven. She didn’t think of a single other thing while she was eating them. When good things happened, she was in them, completely, without any other thought intruding. She used the last mouthful of potato to wipe the grains of salt from the plate.


When she had finished she left the empty saucer on the step. She didn’t want to go home. Rita and Shirley had discovered that a girl roughly their age lived round in the yard and they were thick as thieves with her and didn’t want Evie about at any price. And as for Mom and Dad . . .


Evie wandered down the entry and passed the entrance to the yard, going all the way to the end where the entry branched left into the little lane behind the Warings’ garden and the hens.


She saw the concrete air-raid shelter. People used them to store things in these days, when they were still standing. But Evie was thinking about the boy. Had he come out of the shelter? Might he be in there now?


There was no door anymore. Anything wooden had long gone on someone’s fire. The entrance was a black hole wreathed in cobwebs, opening onto the lane to give access to the surrounding houses. A scrub of grass and weeds clung along the edge of its walls. She tiptoed closer, her heart beating hard at the thought of the dark, windowless inside of the place. She could hear the distant little noises of the hens in Mr Waring’s garden.


She slipped her fingers into her mouth, because it made her feel safer, and looked round to check that no one else was in the entry. Trying to push away thoughts of the darkness and monsters and ghosts, she stepped inside.




Six


It felt cool inside. The hairs rose on Evie’s arms and she shivered and stuck her fingers in her mouth. For a few moments she could hardly see, but her eyes gradually adjusted.


There did not seem to be anything much in the shelter but the dark dampness of the place gave her the creeps. She longed to have Whisky with her. She could rest her hand on Whisky’s head and cuddle her. It would have been nice to have some other living thing there with her in the cold gloom. She looked around her, up at the ceiling. The corners were draped with thick, dusty cobwebs and she didn’t like it.


Something caught her eye, to her right, at the back: a faint glint of light. Evie’s heart picked up speed. Someone was there! She knew, immediately, who it must be, but at the same time she was scared. She wanted to run out and back along the entry but she could not seem to move.


A moment later the glint of light appeared again. Then a voice said, quietly, ‘Oh. It’s you.’


Evie knew it was the boy. He wasn’t frightening and he didn’t sound as if he minded it being her so she stepped closer. He was sitting in the corner against the wall, his knees bunched up by his chest.


‘What’re you doing?’ she said


‘Sitting ’ere. What’s it look like?’


She didn’t know what to say.


‘What’re you doing?’


‘Just looking,’ she said. Flustered, she added, ‘at the chickens.’


‘There ain’t no chickens,’ the boy pointed out. ‘They’re all outside.’


Again, she could think of no reply to this irrefutable truth. He wanted her to go away and leave him alone, she thought. She was about to go, when he said, ‘Wanna come and sit ’ere?’


He patted the ground next to him. ‘All right.’ Evie was warmed by this invitation.


The boy shuffled up a bit. ‘I got this mat, see.’


As Evie sat down, she felt it under her hand: the grubby flatness of an ancient doormat. Her shoulder came into contact with his. He smelt of stale wee and something sweet, sickly. Now that she was sitting, enough light was seeping through the doorway for her to see the outline of him, his pointed features, skinny legs, the scruffy hair, specs. They had a big lump of something at the corner, as if a fat insect was perched there.


‘What’s that on there?’ she said, pointing.


‘String,’ he said. ‘Well, cotton – sort of. I broke ’em.’


He seemed friendly, she thought. At least he had let her sit there.


‘Why’re you sitting here?’ she persevered.


‘It’s my place.’ He turned to her. ‘You won’t tell?’


Evie shook her head. She didn’t know who he thought she might tell.


She felt as if she was talking a lot. With most people it seemed safer to keep quiet but with the boy she felt somehow she was the one who needed to start things off. She realized she felt safe with him.


‘Those all your brothers you live with?’ she said. She had seen a lot of boys coming and going. There seemed to be so many of them and she could not tell them apart. ‘How many brothers you got?’


‘Seven.’


‘No sisters?’


‘No.’ He considered, then said, counting on his fingers, ‘There’s David, then Tony, then Paul and Ron – they’m twins – then me, then Frankie, then Carl and the babby’s George.’


‘Cor,’ Evie said. ‘All boys!’ She thought of what she’d heard about the Knights. Have you got a mom?’


A brief pause, before he shook his head.


‘She dead?’


He nodded.


‘What she die of?’


He didn’t answer. He shrugged off the question, staring ahead of him.


‘I had some toffee,’ he said, ‘I’ve ate it all, though.’ He bared his teeth at her as if this was proof. The two top middle ones were missing; the rest were small and somewhere between grey and black. His breath smelt of toffee. ‘But I’ve got my things in here,’ he added quickly. ‘D’yer wanna look?’


Evie agreed, eager at this sign of friendship. He seemed to be keen to please her, the way she was always trying to please everyone as well.


The boy untied a rag he was holding cradled in his lap and brought out his treasures one by one. ‘My car . . .’ The toy looked very old and had no wheels. ‘My ciggie cards . . .’ A dog-eared, ancient little bundle. ‘Fag ends . . .’ A handful of stubs. ‘And my conkers . . .’ A handful of dry, wizened things. ‘I don’t want any of that lot taking ’em off me.’


Evie was about to ask who, again, when voices erupted into the shelter, and giggles. It was too late to move.


‘Come on, Dor. In ’ere!’


‘Ooh, no, Terry, you sure? It’s all dark and dirty in here.’


‘Dark and dirty – ooh, that’s good!’


There was laughter, and more giggles from the girl.


‘Come on,’ the lad wheedled. ‘It’s all right. Just come ’ere.’


‘Oh, I dunno . . .’ She seemed ready to leave. ‘Can’t we just go to the park, by the rezza or somewhere nice, where it’s sunny?’


Evie and the boy sat still, hunched together in the corner, both petrified. Their eyes met in the gloom. They both knew to keep as quiet as the grave. The two who had come in were much older than them; the lad with very dark hair, the girl’s long and lighter. She was wearing a pale frock with a zigzag pattern on.


‘Come on, Dor. It’s all right in ’ere.’ The lad pushed her up against the wall and clamped his mouth to hers. The girl made muffled sounds of protest and freed her mouth.


‘Not so hard, Terry! That’s not nice. Kiss me nicely.’


‘Sorry,’ he said. It went quiet for a bit, but for a few scuffling noises. It seemed a long time to Evie, sitting there, hardly breathing. After a few moments there were more squeaks of protest from the girl.


‘That’s enough.’ She sounded indignant now. There was a slapping sound. ‘Don’t push it. What if someone sees?’


‘Nah,’ the boy said. ‘They’re all in having dinner. What d’yer mean, push it, any’ow? It’s what you want, ain’t it? You’re leading me on, Dor, what’m I s’posed to do? You’ve got me all steamed up now.’


‘You’re s’posed to behave like a gentleman,’ the girl said haughtily. ‘Not keep shoving your hands at me like that.’


‘Oh, Dor, go on.’ His voice softened. ‘You’re a cracker, you are. You’re the best girl I’ve ever seen. You are, honest. You get me so’s I can’t even think straight.’


There was another giggle.


‘Come on, you like that . . . Just let me ’ave a feel . . . That’s it.’ There was a gasping noise. ‘Oh Dor! Go on, just lie down with me here – be with me, proper like.’


‘No! Are you mad, Terry! In this hole of a place! Get your hands off!’


‘Ah, come on . . . Don’t keep being like that.’ He sounded angry. ‘All right then. If yer not gunna lie down, I’ll just have to . . . I can’t wait for yer, Dor . . . You’re leading me on . . .’


There was a scuffle, the girl’s voice rising higher. ‘No . . . NO, Terry! What’re you doing?’


Then she was muffled, her sounds turning to grunts of indignation, then, perhaps, pain. Evie kept her head down, terrified they might see her pale hair, but the man’s back was to her and he was shoving himself hard against the girl who was pressed against the wall. He had his knees bent and seemed to Evie to writhe, making those noises she heard from Mom and Dad’s room. She squeezed her eyes shut.


The noises quickly reached a climax and it went very quiet. Then they heard the girl crying.


‘You’re horrible, you are, Terry Wall. I ain’t never going anywhere near you again. That hurt, and you’ve made me all wet and disgusting. No, don’t touch me – get off!’ It was a shriek.


‘Shh, Dor, for God’s sake. I’m sorry – I thought you wanted it. You did . . . you know you did, the way you was carrying on.’


‘I told you I dain’t want to go all the way,’ she sobbed. ‘You made me. What’m I going to do now? You’ve stolen my . . . my virtue!’


The boy sniggered. ‘Virtue!’


‘Yes.’ She was hurt and sobbing, wiping at her legs with the skirt of her dress. ‘What if I’m . . . you know . . .?’


‘What?’ He was trying to touch her and she kept pulling away.


‘In the family way?’


‘Oh, you’re not. Don’t talk daft. And don’t go blabbing about it.’


‘I hate you. I don’t ever want to see you again!’ she sobbed and ran off, out of the shelter. They heard her tripping tread disappear along the entry.


‘Stupid cow,’ they heard from the boy. He was straightening out his clothes. Then he was gone too, a brief shadow in the doorway. They heard the sound of his retreating footsteps.


Evie and the boy looked at each other at last. It felt wrong, being there, hearing all that, and she didn’t know what to say. A second later, though, she heard a snicker from her right. His eyes met hers and they both started giggling. They knew something wrong had happened, something forbidden and adult that wasn’t funny. But they knew that adults were usually cruel and ridiculous and did unpredictable and bad things and they couldn’t seem to help themselves. His pointy face crinkled up when he laughed, wonky and likeable, and the sight of it made fizzing giggles bubble up in her. Soon they were both shaking with laughter though hardly knowing why. The boy’s shoulders shook and his specs slid down his nose so he had to push them up.


‘I’d better go,’ Evie said in a bit. She struggled to her feet. Her legs were cramped from sitting all clenched up and her belly ached from laughing. She felt odd. Disturbed and shaken but better, all at once.


She expected the boy to say nothing, but as she was beginning to move away, he said in a rush, ‘You’ll come back, won’t you? Sometime?’


Evie turned. She nodded.


‘This is my place,’ he said. ‘But you can come in.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Gary Knight. What’s yours?’


‘Eve Sutton. But they all call me Evie.’


Then she stepped out into the afternoon, feeling as if she had been in the shelter for days and as if she now had somewhere to go.




Seven


February 1954


‘Oh Evie,’ Shirley whined. ‘Don’t go out. S’freezing out there. ’Ere . . .’ Her voice was wheedling now. ‘Come and play Happy Families.’ She produced a pack of flimsy, dog-eared cards.


Evie stood with one hand on the door latch, two fingers in her mouth. She was almost lured in. It wasn’t often Shirley offered to play with her. But Shirley was only sucking up to her because Rita was out.


‘Can’t.’ Evie spoke with a mixture of regret and triumph. It felt good to be able to turn Shirley down, not always to be the one begging. Even so, those brief times when anyone at home chose to be nice to her were to be treasured. She twisted her mouth into a half smile, still trying to keep Shirley in a good mood with her. ‘Gotta go.’ Shirley scowled and Evie pulled the door open quickly.


Days-old snow was piled in brown heaps along the pavements and sagged down the slate roofs. Nearly all the neighbourhood children were out, hurling tightly packed balls of ice. There were yells and shrieks of pain. Evie had no coat and she pulled her cardigan round her, looking for Gary. Skinny, funny Gary Knight who had become her best friend. Gary who was nearly a year older than her, even though he looked such a tiddler. She soon saw him skulking along on the other side of the road, with the odd, almost crab-like walk he had, his left side leading. He moved along close to the walls of the houses opposite, as if he thought this would make him less visible. His little brother Carl was with him.


‘Oi, Ducky!’


A lump of snow came flying across at him. Gary flinched out of the way and the icy lump hit Carl in the side of the face. Carl clutched the side of his head and started snivelling. Unlike most of the Knight boys, Carl was big for his age, sallow-skinned, black-haired and solid. But he was special; young for his seven years. He was like a giant toddler.


Evie hurried over to them.


‘Hey, Ducky!’ shouted the boy who had thrown the snowball. ‘That was meant for you, not your little brother!’


Evie could hear a rough apology in the boy’s voice. The lads teased Gary mercilessly, called him ‘Ducky’ or ‘Duck’s Arse’ because of the odd, pointed-at-the-back haircut one of his brothers had inflicted on him. And because Gary was just Gary – off-centre and easily bullied. But it was different with Carl, who was like a big, sweet puppy. Usually the other lads teased him more gently or left him alone.


‘Come on, Carly,’ Evie said, enjoying feeling like a big sister, as she often did with Carl. ‘It’s all right. ’E never meant to ’it yer.’ With her sleeve she wiped the boy’s pudgy face. His ear was red and sore looking. She could see the usual Knight tidemarks up his neck and a worm of green snot trickling from his nose. ‘Look what I’ve got.’ She fished in her pocket for three sticky pieces of cough candy. She loved the pungent taste of it. ‘Look, one for you, Carly.’


She handed one to Gary. Carl took his and stopped crying immediately. He grinned at her, cheek bulging, slug trails of tears down his ruddy cheeks. All their hands were mauve with cold. Gary and Carl were both in short trousers. Carl’s always had rings of wee round the crotch in varying degrees of dryness, like the rings in a tree trunk.


‘Ta,’ Gary said contentedly.


He was looking a bit better since his hair had been cut and Stanley Knight, his dad, had been forced to go and get him some more specs when the frames of his had fallen apart and he’d spent weeks squinting and bumping into things. Glasses – for free! The new ones were round, the same as the old ones, but without the lump of string holding them together.


The three of them cowered at the edge of the games, as they usually did, hoping no one would notice them, while the great mingle of children – some of them Gary’s brothers – ran and yelled along the street. Evie saw Frankie, the next one after Gary, who was ten, yelling insults at some other boy. Frankie was always in trouble, walking into fights and pranks as if through an ever open door. The twins, Paul and Ron – not identical but both with the skinny, runtish looks of most of the Knights – were out there trying to push a tray along the lumpy pavement. They were fourteen but looked younger.


Anyone who mentioned Carl, or any of the Knight children, nearly always followed it up by saying regretfully, ‘That poor Cathleen.’


All Evie knew was that Cathleen Knight, Gary’s mom, had died having the youngest child, George, who was now going on five. She had left her husband Stanley a widower, with eight children – all boys. It was generally agreed that Stanley Knight, a thin, drooping man with an equally drooping personality and watery eyes, was not well cut out to be the head of a household even under more hopeful circumstances, let alone with no wife.


‘Dreadful man,’ was all she ever heard Mrs Waring say about him. Evie had heard her add, mysteriously, ‘Someone ought’ve tied a knot in it, that they ought.’ Whatever that meant. Mr Waring called him a ‘feeble bloody specimen’.


Gary and Evie met, throughout the autumn, at first in the shelter and then elsewhere. She had been into Gary’s a few times. Even the thought of it filled her with dread. When she walked into the two-up, two-down house the first time, she could see that it had once been a place where someone had taken trouble. Cathleen Knight – who else could have done it? – had decorated the mantle with a drape of deep blue velvet and there were ornaments and brasses on it, now thick with dust. There was some furniture: a sideboard and a meat safe, a table and one remaining chair, an upright, rickety wheel-back thing on which Mr Knight seemed to spend most of his life sagging, smoking and swiping at his sons if they came within his orbit.


The overpowering smell in the house was of urine. Evie was used to this, but not to the extent of it in the Knights’ place, which stank as if every floorboard was soaked in it. Once Gary took her up to where he slept, on the floor with his brothers in a mess of rags. There was a bucket full of wee – and worse. Evie turned her eyes away and tried not to breathe. The smell up there, in this bedwetting household, was so overpowering, it burnt the nostrils.


The boys, who ranged in age from David, now going on seventeen, down to George, were a sad, unkempt and neglected band and the inside of the house a realm of dirt and chaos. The table, whenever she saw it, showed signs of some scratched meal or other – globules of set porridge, crumbs and smears of lard and dirty plates. Their clothes were whatever came to hand, and they seldom saw water let alone soap.


‘I don’t know how those boys haven’t been taken off him,’ Evie had heard Mrs Waring say, tutting each time she set eyes on any of them, in their ragged mix of clothing. Neighbours handed old clothes on to them, when they could. The women sometimes took round offerings of food to supplement the bags of chips and loaves of bread and lard Mr Knight fed them on otherwise.


Therefore, cold though it was, Evie did not want to go to the Knights’ house – nor her own.


‘Shall us go to the shelter?’ Gary asked.


Evie thought of the freezing gloom of the shelter. All through the late summer and autumn they had met there and sat talking and giggling, hearing the clucks of the hens. She had discovered Gary was obsessed with toffee, which any spare copper went on, hammered off a block in the sweetshop. He was an infectious giggler, tickled by the least thing. They had taken great care every time they went – going round the long way, down an entry further along the road and doubling back along the lane so that the other kids wouldn’t follow.


Evie shook her head. It was too cold to go there today. But she had no other ideas.


Gary had started at the big school in the autumn. They had never been to school together. Evie didn’t mind school, though she had not made a best friend. The other children seemed to veer away from her. One girl told her she smelt. She spent a lot of time wandering about dreamily at the edge of the playground on her own. Nowadays, she pretended Gary was with her and talked to him in her head. Since the first day she and Gary had met in the shelter they had kept coming back. It was their place. They never talked about anything much, not about home. And there wasn’t much to do. But they told jokes and laughed and messed about, out of everyone else’s way. Then Gary started bringing Carl sometimes.
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