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  One




  On a freezing evening in March 1914, a young woman was walking through Deritend, the old iron and tinsmiths’ district of Birmingham. Jessica Hart was dressed in the

  serviceable clothes and sturdy boots of a country girl and the bundle she carried, wrapped in a bright patchwork quilt, was hugged close to her as if for comfort. She was looking fearfully about

  her, longing to see a friendly face, but no one among the drab crowds trudging home from factories and shops even troubled to look at her.




  Evening seemed to come too early to these dark streets. At home, dusk would only just be edging across the fields, now green with spring shoots, whereas here, whichever way she looked the light

  was obscured by buildings, their smoking chimneys pouring out filth which begrimed every roof, every wall and window. A hard lump rose in Jess’s throat. The city was a noisy, stinking

  place.




  ‘’Scuse me!’ She hurried towards a bobby, strolling his beat along the main road, known as Digbeth. ‘Can yer direct me? I want to go to Allison Street.’




  The policeman saw a pretty face looking out from under a snug black hat with a white band, wisps of brown hair visible round it. Even in the murky light he could see her rosy complexion which

  confirmed her as a stranger to the city as much as the desperate look in her eyes. And she was so sweet he’d have liked to kiss her.




  ‘You’ve passed it already. Tell yer what – where is it yer want exactly? I’ll take yer along.’




  Soon they turned off the main road and Jess was relieved to be away from the clashing of hooves and loud rattle of the trams, but the sight of this mean-looking side street made her heart sink

  even further. Is this really where they live? she thought. But what shall I do if they’ve moved on and no one knows where they’ve gone? Her mind played with every possibility of

  disaster. The thought of spending the night wandering these terrifying streets and alleys was more than she could stand.




  ‘Fifty-three, did yer say?’ Sensing her agitation he led her along the regiment of blackened dwellings, speaking to her as if she were a child. ‘Not far – see – yer

  was nearly there . . .’




  The houses all opened directly on to the pavement. Jess saw someone watching her from behind one of the windows opposite, their breath misting the pane.




  ‘I’ll just see yer awright.’ The policeman stood back as Jess put her bundle on the step and raised a trembling arm to knock.




  In a moment the door opened a little way and the scrawny face and shoulders of a young woman about the same age as herself appeared.




  ‘Yes? What d’yer want?’




  ‘I—’ Jess’s throat was dry. She could manage barely more than a whisper. ‘Are you Polly?’




  The girl scowled, pulling the door even closer to her chest as if prepared to slam it shut.




  ‘Why? Who’re you then? – Mom!’ she called over her shoulder. ‘There’s some wench ’ere . . .’




  ‘Is your mother Olive?’




  This provoked a look of even greater suspicion from the girl, but the door was yanked out of her hand and an older woman pushed herself into view. Her hair was scraped severely back from a

  tough, worn-looking face and there was a large mole at the top of her right cheek, close to the outer corner of her eye.




  ‘What’s going on?’




  Jess felt herself recoil. It was as she most feared. They’d gone. This hard-faced woman couldn’t be her! And yet that mark on her cheek, the voice . . . ‘Olive? Olive

  Beeston?’




  The woman’s eyes jerked back and forth between her and the young policeman. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘I’m Jess Hart – Louisa’s girl.’ As she spoke her voice cracked under the pressure of suppressed tears. ‘Only, if the Beestons don’t live ’ere any

  more can yer tell me where they went? I must find them ’cause I’ve nowhere else to go! Olive Beeston’s my auntie.’




  ‘Jess! Mom, it’s little Jess!’ the girl shrieked.




  Her mother stared, taking in the dark eyes, the curvaceous shape of the young woman in front of her, then sunk down on the step, leaning limply against the door jamb, her face drained of

  colour.




  For a few moments Olive Beeston could only manage a series of groggy sounds. She sat forward, head down between her knees. Another girl appeared at the door and stood staring.




  ‘She get like this often, does she?’ the policeman said.




  ‘No – never!’ Polly was biting at the end of her thumb as she stared at her mother.




  After a moment Olive began to straighten up again, taking deep breaths.




  ‘She looks better,’ Jess said. ‘She is my auntie then?’




  Polly nodded.




  Jess thanked the policeman and when he’d gone, Olive Beeston managed to sit up properly and look at her.




  ‘What’s going on, Mom?’ Polly’s voice was gentler now. She looked up at her sister’s frightened face. ‘I don’t know what’s come over ’er,

  Sis. Look – ’er’s shaking like a leaf!’




  ‘I’ll be awright, stop mithering.’ Olive tried to stand up but failed, and sank back on to the step. Glancing across the road she said, ‘I’m giving that nosey old

  bag o’bones over there summat to chew on awright.’ She looked up into Jess’s face and after a moment the tension in it was replaced by a poignant kind of pleasure.




  ‘So – Louisa’s Jessica. God in ’eaven – I never thought you’d grace us with a visit, wench. What’re yer doing ’ere?’




  ‘I need somewhere to . . . I’ve . . .’ Jess had held on to her emotions all day, but now she burst into desolate sobs. ‘Oh Auntie Olive, please, please say you’ll

  help me!’




  

     

  




  Two




  Olive poured dark, frothing tea into thick cups and sawed at a loaf of bread. There was silence now that Jess had sobbed out the long and short of her story.




  She felt them all staring at her: Polly, Bert and Sis – her cousins, who she wouldn’t have recognized if she’d met them on the street, and the babby, Ronny, who couldn’t

  have been more than two or three and could barely see over the table. Jess hadn’t known about him.




  The room was small and cramped, the table squeezed in close to the range. The mantel was covered by a length of plum-coloured cloth with a pattern of white flowers, a pewter candlestick holding

  it down at each end and a clock ticking loudly in the middle. On the wall above hung an oval mirror. Olive had lit the gas, trying to control the shaking in her hands, and the room was warm and

  cosy from the fire.




  Jess took a slice of bread and margarine and chewed ravenously on it. She was light-headed from hunger, having had nothing all day but a cup of tea at Leamington station, and her head was aching

  violently.




  Olive didn’t join them in sitting down. She took a long, considering slurp of tea and clinked the cup back down hard on its saucer.




  ‘So she wanted yer wed and out from under ’er feet, is that it?’




  Jess nodded, tears welling in her eyes again. Her stepmother Sarah had forced her into a loathsome betrothal to a man called Philip Gill, her father’s assistant in the forge. Jess’s

  father had raised no objection, however hard she begged him. He took Sarah’s side in everything, and it was this lack of care for her, his rejection of her true feelings that hurt most.




  She looked across at her aunt, her one hope, and was chilled by the bitterness on Olive’s face. She folded her arms tightly and her voice was as grim as her expression.




  ‘And you just took off, without a word or a thought for anyone, is that it?’




  ‘I didn’t . . .’ More tears escaped down Jess’s cheeks and her head throbbed harder. All this way she’d come, terrified and worried sick, and now her aunt was

  turning against her as well. ‘. . . didn’t know where else to go, what to do!’




  Olive leaned towards her with such ferocity that Jess began to tremble. ‘And what d’yer think I’m s’posed to do about it, wench, eh? Don’t yer think I’ve got

  enough on my plate already?’ She straightened up again, glaring at her.




  ‘Mom,’ Polly protested. ‘Our Jess’s come a long way – don’t go on at ’er.’




  Jess was momentarily encouraged by the kindness in Polly’s voice. And she saw Bert winking at her across the table, which also restored her courage.




  ‘Jess can stop ’ere for a bit, can’t she? She could bunk up with me and Sis.’




  ‘She can ’ave my bed if she wants!’ Sis, sixteen and hungry for anything new to happen, was all for it.




  ‘Please,’ Jess implored. She could see her aunt eyeing her little bundle and her hat on the chair by the door. ‘I’ve nowhere else to go. I’m not going back there,

  not for nothing. I’ll walk the streets or sleep in a doorway, but I won’t go back and marry ’im – I might just as well kill meself!’




  ‘Oh what are yer canting about, yer daft wench.’ Olive stood, glowering at her and Polly. Jess waited, face so full of pleading emotion that no one with a heart could have

  resisted.




  ‘Ah Mom,’ Bert said. ‘Yer can’t turn ’er away, can yer? She’s family.’




  ‘Will yer stop carryin’ on?’ Olive dismissed him. ‘I’m trying to think.’ She came at Jess again, forefinger wagging.




  ‘Teking off and leaving everyone else to face the music’s in the blood in this family . . .’ she was shouting.




  Jess glanced desperately at Polly. She hadn’t a notion of what her aunt was raging about. Polly’s expression indicated that neither had she.




  Olive brought her face up so close to her that Jess could smell tea and bad teeth on her breath. ‘D’you ’ear me?’




  ‘Yes,’ Jess whispered. ‘Yes, Auntie.’




  Olive straightened up abruptly. ‘Poll, Bert—’ She jerked her head towards the ceiling and the two of them left the table without a word and disappeared upstairs, Olive

  following them.




  Jess put her head in her hands, tears running out between her fingers. ‘Where’m I going to go? It’s nearly dark, and I’m so scared! What’s happened to Auntie? I

  thought she’d be good to me!’




  ‘’Ere—’ Sis put a skinny arm round Jess’s shoulders. ‘What yer carrying on like that for? She said yer could stop ’ere for a bit, daint she?’




  Jess looked round, bewildered, her eyelashes wet. ‘Did she? When?’




  Sis giggled. ‘Don’t yer speak the King’s English? Course our Mom’d never turn yer away – ’owever ’ard she might be on yer.’




  The house, back-to-back with another, had a living room and tiny scullery downstairs with two bedrooms above. Bert slept downstairs on the sofa, Olive had Ronny in with her in one bedroom and

  the sisters shared the other. In the candlelight Jess saw a tiny room with the girls’ iron bedsteads crammed into it, leaving barely enough room to squeeze a straw mattress in between them on

  the bare floorboards. Olive had no other spare bedding to speak of except an old grey bolster.




  ‘If yer want any more you’ll ’ave to put yer coat over yer,’ she said.




  ‘I’ve got the quilt.’ Jess showed her.




  Olive stared at it. ‘Did she make that?’




  ‘Yes – it’s the only thing of Mom’s I’ve got.’




  However poor and spartan the room, Jess felt light-hearted with relief at the sight of her place for the night under a roof with this long-lost part of her family.




  Sis, snub-nosed, freckled and cheerful, was full of excitement at having a guest.




  ‘It’s gunna be a laugh ’aving you sleeping with us, cousin Jess. I ’ope yer can stop for a long time.’




  ‘Let’s just worry about tonight for now, shall we?’ Jess smiled. She liked the look of Sis, with her cheeky expression. Polly’s face was more severe.




  The three of them bedded down together, Polly and Sis’s bedsprings screeching noisily as they settled in. Jess lay smelling the fusty smell of the room mixed with camphor and sweat and a

  faint trace of urine. This last smell was coming from somewhere close by and Jess turned and made out the white shape of a chamber pot near her head.




  ‘Can I move the po’ a bit? Could do without it under my nose.’




  ‘Sorry,’ Polly chuckled from the bed above her. ‘Shove it down the end there.’




  Jess’s headache had eased a little, and she was exhausted, longing for sleep, but her cousins, agog for details, weren’t having that.




  ‘Come on then, Jess,’ Polly commanded. ‘Tell us all about ’im – this husband-to-be of yours.’




  Jess could just make out Polly’s angular shape, lying on her side, leaning over her.




  ‘The wedding’s s’posed to be Sat’dy.’




  ‘What – this Sat’dy!’ Polly’s tone was awed. ‘You really ’ave taken off at the last minute – ’ere, d’you know, you’ve

  jilted ’im, ’ain’t yer! You know ’ow they say that . . . “She was jilted at the altar!” And now you’ve gone and done it! Ooh, but they’ll be livid

  with yer!’




  ‘I’m scared stiff they’ll come looking for me.’ Jess could feel her cousins listening in the dark. She felt ashamed, a failure, not brave and colourful as Polly was

  making out.




  ‘Who is ’e?’ Sis asked shyly.




  ‘Yes – what’s so terrible about ’im then?’




  ‘His name’s Philip Gill. I’ve known ’im nearly all my life because ’e worked for my dad at the forge. He’s much older than me – thirty already . . .’




  ‘Thirty!’




  ‘She – Sarah, my stepmother – decided it. She never said a word to me ’til she’d already asked him, and then ’owever much I argued and begged them it were too

  late. I was already promised. They ’ad the banns read so quick, people were looking me up and down to see if I was – you know – in trouble.’




  She heard Sis give a little snickering laugh in the dark.




  ‘That was after she made me walk out with ’im. ’E just started turning up, Sundays. I was working up the farm and Sunday was the only time I had off. I opened the door and

  there ’e was, said e’d come to take me out. And I never knew a thing about it before then.’




  ‘And is ’e really ugly and horrible?’ Polly was enthralled, as if hearing about the giant in a fairy story.




  ‘Well,’ Jess said. ‘’E’s awright really. Kind enough. But ’e makes my flesh creep.’




  That Sunday last winter, she’d opened the cottage door to find him on the step, scrubbed up in his Sunday best, hands stiffly clasped in front of him, feet positioned just too far apart to

  look normal. He’d grown a beard in the last couple of years, which made him appear even older.




  ‘You and I are to go walking,’ was all he said.




  Jess laid one hand on her chest. ‘Me – go walking with you?’ she repeated like an idiot.




  Philip beamed at her. In the winter sunshine his ears were the dull, thin-skinned red of newborn mice.




  Without asking him in, Jess went next door to where Sarah was darning, her two children, Jess’s half-sister and -brother, Liza, eleven, and Billy, nine, sitting beside her.




  ‘It’s Philip,’ Jess whispered, pulling the edges of her cardigan together in agitation. ‘Says he wants me to walk out with ’im.’




  ‘Oh—’ Sarah looked up with a wide smile. ‘Didn’t I say he’d asked? That’ll be lovely for yer! You run along and ’ave a nice time.’




  She spoke loudly, making sure Philip could hear.




  ‘But I don’t want to go,’ Jess hissed urgently. ‘Why do I have to?’




  Sarah’s expression darkened. She stood up, a wool sock in one hand, gripping Jess’s arm with the other.




  ‘Now you listen to me, miss. Philip’s keen on yer and he’s a good lad and ’e wants to make you ’is wife. You take yer chances where you can in this life. Now

  you’ll go, and you’ll be nice to him, d’you hear?’ Her neck was doing its chicken movement, as it did when she was irritated.




  Polly was eager for details. ‘So you walked out with ’im?’




  ‘For two months.’




  ‘And – what did ’e do – what’s ’e like?’




  Jess shuddered. ‘’E’s just – ’orrible. I mean ’e wouldn’t hurt a fly. It ain’t that. ’E lives with ’is Mom and sister still and the

  house was damp and it smelt horrible – of dogs . . .’




  ‘I’d’ve thought there’s worse things to stink of!’




  ‘Ooh no, it was horrible, Polly – and ’e was like a dog with fleas ’imself whenever I was about. Couldn’t keep still. And we’d not a word to say to each other

  . . .’ Jess looked up into the gloom, the lump coming up in her throat again. There were those horrible walks, Philip all nods and twitches and hissing intakes of breath through his teeth,

  looking at her sideways all the time. Their silence. Jess rooting round for conversation.




  ‘Bit warmer today,’ she said, as the winter shrank back.




  ‘Ar, it is,’ Philip nodded enthusiastically. ‘Warmer now, oh yes . . .’ pressing down on his cap, as he often did, as if afraid it was about to jump off his head.

  ‘Spring coming, that’ll be.’




  More silence. Jess had rolled her eyes impatiently. Now it’s your turn to say summat, she thought. But not much ever came from him.




  He grew bolder, taking her hand in his huge, rough one. One day he stopped her, at the edge of the estate belonging to the Big House. The field beside them was fuzzed with green, like threadbare

  corduroy. His big, wet lips fastened on hers. Jess felt a disgusted pressure mounting inside her, as if her blood was trying to force its way out of her veins.




  ‘I just couldn’t,’ she told Polly and Sis. ‘Ooh no, never. Not ’im.’ She couldn’t put into words the revulsion she felt at the idea of marrying Philip.

  It was just wrong: it seemed to go against nature.




  ‘Dad would’ve made me. He never ’ad time for me after Mom died. He just went along with anything she said. You can’t just be made to want someone. Your

  Mom’d never force yer on someone yer didn’t want, would she?’ Jess looked up at Polly in the dark. She needed reassurance that she was not wrong and wicked like they’d made

  her feel.




  ‘Yer an ungrateful little madam!’ Sarah had shrieked at her. ‘You should take what yer offered and feel lucky like other folk!’




  ‘No,’ Polly said. ‘Course not.’




  ‘She don’t need to – our Poll’s courting!’ Sis said.




  ‘Oi you – shurrup!’




  ‘Are yer?’ Jess asked, finding herself surprised at the fact.




  ‘Well . . . sort of . . .’ Her voice came coyly through the darkness. ‘’E’s nice, Ernie is.’




  ‘I think you’re brave, Jess, I do,’ Sis interrupted. Maybe she’d already heard quite enough about Ernie. ‘Leaving like that and coming all the way over

  ’ere.’




  ‘All that woman wanted was to get me out,’ Jess said fiercely. ‘Ever since she come to live with us. Well she’s got what she wanted now all right. But at least she

  ain’t buried me alive with Philip!’




  ‘I couldn’t just go off like that,’ Polly said. ‘I’d be frightened to death.’




  ‘It wasn’t brave. I just ’ad to, that’s all. And anyway, I cut up my wedding dress.’




  Polly gasped, then Jess heard her loud laugh. ‘My God, Jess – you’re a one, ain’t yer!’




  Sarah had become almost motherly once the banns were being read. She’d explained to Jess about the physical side of marriage. It wasn’t too big a surprise: there were too many

  animals about for that. But the thought of the bits of Philip she’d seen, let alone those she hadn’t, and the smell of him – was enough to make her sick. And Sarah made

  Jess’s dress.




  ‘Was it really pretty?’ Sis whispered.




  ‘Nice enough, I s’pose. Cream with pink flowers.’




  It had been hanging on the back of the door when she woke early that morning, caught in the light of sunrise through the window, its frill round the neck fashioned from the same material.

  She’d had to hurry – to act as if it was a normal day and she had to be out early to work. Downstairs she’d crept, scared rigid that she’d wake one of Sarah’s two

  young children, looked round for Sarah’s scissors . . . When she snipped across the waist the skirt crumpled to the floor like a windswept bird.




  ‘If I went back I should think she’d kill me.’




  ‘We’ll help yer, Jess,’ Sis said. She sounded, finally, as if she was drifting into sleep.




  And Polly added, ‘Course we will. Don’t worry about our mom.’




  ‘I don’t want to cause Auntie any trouble. She wasn’t all that pleased to see me, was she? Why did she go all funny? I thought she was ’aving a fit.’




  ‘I don’t know. It must’ve give ’er a shock seeing yer.’ Polly sighed. ‘She’s ’ad a lot to put up with one way or another. But she’ll come

  round. Just don’t keep on at ’er. She ’ates people keeping on.’ Polly reached over, took Jess’s hand for a moment. ‘I’m glad you’re ’ere. I can

  remember coming out to see yer, when your mom passed on.’




  Jess smiled in the darkness, wiping her eyes. ‘D’you remember my mom?’




  ‘A bit. She put my flowers in ’er hair.’




  ‘I do that. Makes me feel like her.’




  ‘Yer won’t find many flowers round ’ere!’




  ‘’Ave to grow some then, won’t I?’




  When the others had fallen asleep, Jess still lay awake, hearing them breathing each side of her. One of the memories she held on to came to her: long ago, walking into the kitchen to find her

  father holding her mother close. Louisa’s back was to her, a small crimson rose twisted into her skein of hair, her father’s eyes were closed and he looked happy in a way she

  didn’t normally see in him. Little as she was she took in that there could be passion tucked under the flat, practical things of every day, like currants inside a bread pudding. And she

  didn’t see why she should settle for less.




  Eyes open, she stared into the darkness, longing, feeling it as an ache inside her.




  

     

  




  Three




  Jess woke early the next morning and went down into the cramped little living room. She found it full of the irritable chaos of a family trying to get out in time for

  work.




  Bert was at the table, peering into a small hand-mirror, scraping a cut-throat razor across his cheeks and attempting to whistle at the same time. Polly was by the window, cursing over a button

  missing from her blouse, and Sis, busy stuffing paper into one of her shoes to cover a hole, looked up and smiled. The kettle was boiling away unnoticed on the hob so the room was filling up with

  steam.




  ‘Get a couple of fillets o’ coley for tomorrer . . .’ Olive was in the scullery, rattling something in the sink, shouting instructions to Polly.




  Jess badly needed to relieve herself but didn’t like to interrupt. Surely they didn’t pee in a pot in the daytime here as well? She crept across and moved the kettle, then whispered

  to Polly who was pinning the front of her blouse together.




  ‘Yer ’ave to go down the entry. Come on, I’ll show yer.’




  She took an old cotton reel with a bit of string on it from which dangled a key and led Jess out into the street and down an entry between two houses, its walls damp and covered in slimy green

  moss.




  To Jess’s surprise she found there was a little yard behind with more houses crammed in all round it, dingy, dark and in very poor repair, and the smell of the place was overpowering.




  All round her Jess could hear the inhabitants of the houses going about their morning business – a door was open and a broom flicking out dust and bits. There was shouting, the splash of

  water, clink of plates, children squabbling. A mangle and a tin bath were pushed carelessly close together in one corner of the yard, and at the far end, a stinking heap of refuse, fresh ash

  steaming on it in the cold air.




  ‘There yer go . . .’ Polly opened the door of one of the three privies for her. Jess stepped inside full of dread and locked herself in. Through the badly fitting door she could

  still hear most of the racket from outside. At home, when she sat in the privy out at the side of the cottage, all she heard was birds in the trees, or the chickens.




  She had no more time to wonder whether running away had been a dreadful mistake because someone was rattling at the door.




  ‘Yer going to be all day on there, are yer?’




  She pulled her bloomers up and skirt down and hurried out, red with embarrassment. A middle-aged man with a swarthy, unshaven face stood back to let her out, one hand on his fly, giving her a

  good look up and down. She could feel other eyes on her as she and Polly crossed the yard.




  ‘No peace round ’ere, is there?’ Polly grinned at her. ‘Take a bit of getting used to.’




  The family all downed their porridge at such a rate that Jess was left way behind. Even little Ronny had nearly finished before her. She looked round as she ate. Bert, dark haired and stocky,

  ate fastest of all. When he saw her watching he winked at her.




  ‘Awright this morning, Jess?’




  ‘I remember you when yer was a babby – running round like ’im.’ She nodded at Ronny.




  Bert smiled back, winningly. ‘Bet I was beautiful, wasn’ I?’




  Olive tutted. ‘Don’t give ’im any encouragement – ’e’s full enough of ’isself as it is.’




  ‘You weren’t bad,’ Jess said. She calculated – she was twenty and Polly nineteen, so Bert must be nigh on eighteen. He was nice looking – not handsome, but full of

  friendliness and cheek. He told her he worked in a metal rolling mills in Bordesley, and, moments later, was out of the door on his way, with a ‘T’ra then,’ over his shoulder.




  Polly went to the scullery and came out cleaning her teeth with salt from the block Olive kept out there.




  ‘I’ll be off in a tick,’ she said through the finger stuck in her mouth.




  ‘Ar – and you will be an’ all if yer thinking of stopping round ’ere,’ Olive said to Jess. Having fed everyone else she’d finally sat down to eat.




  ‘What – today?’ Jess was full of alarm at the thought of wandering round trying to find work in this enormous, teeming place. But she felt a tingle of excitement too.

  She’d do it. By God she would. She’d prove she could find a job, and be allowed to stay!




  ‘Why not today?’ Olive said. ‘Unless yer want to stand by me up to me elbows in the maiding tub. Though heaven knows, I could do with someone to keep an eye on

  ’im.’ She smacked Ronny’s hand as he’d started rubbing it round the inside of his bowl.




  ‘Where d’you work?’ Jess asked Polly who was gathering up a little cloth bag and her hat.




  ‘Oh, not far . . .’ She opened the front door. ‘Off Bissell Street. Clark’s Pens. Sis does an’ all. You ready? T’ra Jess, Mom – see yer

  tonight!’




  ‘See yer later—’ Sis came and shyly kissed Jess’s cheek. Jess was delighted.




  And then they were all gone. The room went still, seemed to settle and expand. They could suddenly hear the fire in the range and voices from the house behind. Ronny had picked up his bowl and

  was licking round it.




  Olive looked disparagingly at him then said, ‘Oh well – keep ’im quiet for a bit.’ She poured them each a cup of tea and sat down in her apron.




  ‘What work was yer doing out there then?’ she asked, as if Jess had arrived from the North Pole.




  ‘I worked up at the farm – churning, collecting eggs – the lot really. I used to carry the milk up to the Big ’Ouse when I were younger, so in the end Mrs Hunter at the

  farm gave me a job. I thought – now I’m ’ere I could look for a job in service.’




  ‘Oh – yer don’t want to do that.’ Olive sat straighter. ‘Yer life’s not yer own if yer do that. You can go and look for summat in a shop or a factory. I

  won’t ’ave any of mine skivvying in service – oh no.’




  Jess was encouraged by the way she said ‘mine’. So her aunt wasn’t planning to put her back on the next Leamington train.




  There was silence for a time. Jess watched as Olive stared into her cup, trying to make out the face of the younger woman she remembered. In repose, Olive’s expression was less harsh, but

  she looked tired through and through. The years had obviously taken their toll. Jess was moved, watching her. She knew next to nothing about what had happened to her aunt though, except that she

  was widowed two years after Louisa died.




  ‘I’ve not kept up with yer as much as I should – seen what was ’appening to yer.’ Olive looked up at her. ‘Things’ve been hard over the years, no two

  ways about it. She kept yer awright any’ow. Yer look healthy and you’ve got meat on yer bones.’




  ‘I liked your letters. I’ve always kept ’em.’




  There was a note every Christmas. In 1902, a black-edged card: ‘I’m sorry to say that Charlie passed away in November.’ They were always short, the barest snippets of news.

  Sometimes when she was sad Jess had taken out this pile of little notes and hugged them to her chest.




  Olive shrugged. ‘There should’ve been more of ’em.’




  ‘Auntie—?’




  ‘Ummm?’ She was standing, stacking dishes tacky with porridge. Ronny solemnly passed his over.




  ‘Come ’ere—’ Olive wiped his face and hands on her apron and he squealed until she let him get down and he waddled over and sat on the stairs, bumping up and down the

  bottom two steps.




  ‘Will yer tell me about Mom? And the family, and that?’




  Olive looked up at her. After a long pause, she said, ‘What’s to tell?’




  She took the dishes and Jess heard her put them with a clatter into the stone sink. Her voice came through from the scullery.




  ‘I’m not one for canting, in the ’ouse or out of it. And I’m not about to ask yer any more about what ’appened out there. If it’s bad enough to make yer come

  running to me after all these years, that’s enough for me to know.’ She came back into the room. ‘But we’re going to ’ave to let ’em know yer

  safe—’




  ‘Oh no – not yet, Auntie, please!’ In her urgency, Jess got to her feet. ‘I’m due to be wed to ’im on Sat’dy! They might come and make me go back. At

  least wait ’til the day’s gone by.’




  ‘Ah well – awright then. We’ll leave ’em to stew. At least for a week or two. So – now yer can go out and find yerself a job.’




  Jess looked anxious. ‘I do want to get a job, Auntie. I want to be able to pay my keep, like, since yer’ve taken me in. Only I don’t know where anything is or what to do.

  I’ll get lost straight away!’




  ‘No yer won’t. Wherever yer are, ask for Digbeth. Anyone’ll direct yer. I’ll give yer a piece to take for dinner, and sixpence for a cup of tea or two. All yer’ve

  to do is go round – look out for signs up, or ask.’ Olive pulled sixpence out of a little cloth purse she kept tucked in her waistband. ‘And Jess – you’ll not be used

  to factory work. Why not try the shops round ’ere for a start – up Digbeth and the Bull Ring, see what’s going?’




  Jess got ready and picked up her hat, all nerves. She was off to take on the big city by herself!




  ‘T’ra then, Auntie.’ Her voice wavered. ‘See yer later – when I’ve got a job!’




  ‘Go easy.’ Jess was touched that she showed her to the door. ‘And mind the ’orse road. There’ll be more going back and to than yer used to!’




  Olive stood at the window watching her niece as she left. She knew Jess was in a bit of a state, despite her brave smile, head held high, her quick, bouncy walk as if she might

  break into a trot at any moment. Still, she was going to have to start somewhere if she wanted to make a go of it here.




  The sight of her stirred up Olive’s emotions again. She was so like Louisa as a young woman – especially from a distance. That dreamy, innocent look she had, while Olive knew that

  she herself had never looked pretty or innocent. Never felt it either, she thought bitterly.




  Course, Jess looked healthy from the country air as Louisa had never done as a girl. But the way she walked, that beautiful hair . . . The loss of her sister swept through Olive again. She ached

  with it, as she’d done so many times over the years. But it wasn’t just Louisa. Jess was even more like . . . like . . . She could not let her mind pursue that. Get on now. Things to

  do.




  She was about to move from the window when she glanced across the road and caught sight of a face, watching.




  ‘Bugger me – just look at ’er!’




  The front door of number fifty-seven was also open a bit – just enough for Bertha Hyde, the street’s nosey parker, to peer out in the direction Jess had just taken. Olive felt a

  terrible, dizzying rage surge up in her.




  ‘What’re yer gawping at, yer nosey old bitch?’ She was out the front door, striding across the street.




  ‘If you’re so keen to know my business why don’t yer come and ask me, ’stead of poking and prying, eh?’




  The door of fifty-seven slammed smartly in her face, leaving her staring at its flaking green paint. Olive felt herself boil over. She raised her hand and thundered on it with her fist.




  ‘Everyone has to know, don’t they? Has to meddle and spread lies!’ Her voice shrieked high, verging on hysteria. ‘Why can’t yer leave us alone – all of

  yer?’




  She marched back into her house, kicked the door shut and lowered herself unsteadily down at the table. She was panting, half sobbing, her full breasts forcing at the buttons on her dress. She

  put her face in her hands, overwhelmed with shame and misery, with fear at the unbalanced tone she’d heard in her voice. And last night – when Jess arrived, seeing her like that,

  unexpected, with that copper next to her . . .




  ‘What’s happening to me?’ a frightened moan escaped her. How could she have lost her temper like that? As if a trigger had been pulled inside her, out of her control. She

  pulled the empty cup and saucer towards her on the table and gripped her hands round it until she thought she might crush it.




  All these years she’d been all right – hadn’t she? Life with Charlie, having the babbies, bringing them up . . . She’d made herself believe she’d forgotten. Past

  was past.




  But now, suddenly – seeing Jess, then feeling the merest hint that she was being watched . . . It brought it all back with heightened, uncontrollable emotion. The persecuted years of her

  childhood. Tongues wagging, the insults, the horrified stares . . . She’d thought she was free of it.




  Her legs felt unsteady as she got up and squeezed the last dregs out of the teapot, stewed dark as dubbing. She was shaking all over.




  ‘Could do with a drop o’ hard stuff if there was any . . .’ Her hand rattled the cup on the saucer as she picked it up. She became aware of Ronny watching her, staring in the

  doorway.




  ‘It’s awright, son . . . just ’aving a last sup of tea.’ To herself she whispered, ‘Dear God, help me . . .’




  

     

  




  Four




  Jess set off in the weak sunshine that chilly morning, walking tall in her dark coat and hat, full of determination to make a success of her day and prove she could earn

  her keep and meet her aunt’s approval. Although she was very nervous she felt strengthened and comforted by the friendliness the Beestons had shown her, especially Polly and Sis. She had been

  welcomed and taken in by the only people she could now call family, and she knew in her heart that they were kin and that she belonged to them. She had such strong memories of their place in her

  childhood, even though she had only met them twice before in her life.




  The first time she had seen them was long ago in 1898 when she was a tiny girl, four years old. Olive had come out to Budderston to her sister Louisa’s house, the old cottage next to the

  Forge.




  They came on one of the trains that Jess could hear each day chugging across the far side of the farmland, stepping on to the platform, skirts catching the breeze, hands going up to hold their

  hats on. After a moment of looking, bewildered, round the country station, Olive was waving, other arm corkscrewing high in the air, her voice carrying right along the platform.




  ‘’Ello, Louisa – ooh, and look at little Jessica – ain’t she got your hair!’




  ‘Listen to that, Jess,’ her mother had tugged at her arm. ‘Them Brummies are ’ere! That’s your auntie, that is. Oh Olive!’ Her voice was thick with emotion.

  It was the first time they had seen each other’s children.




  Jess felt herself caught up in Olive’s sturdy arms, face pressed against the soft cotton of her frock. She smelt of smuts and lavender.




  ‘She’s beautiful, Louisa – a proper little pet. Ooh—’ holding Jess away from her. ‘Yer bonny, you are!’ She studied Jess’s face, and for a moment

  her eyes met her sister’s.




  Louisa was exclaiming over Bert, a stolid toddler with an expression of pure cheekiness, and skinny little Polly, socks a-dangle over the top of her boots.




  ‘Oh Olive – it’s lovely to see yer, it truly is!’ The sisters linked arms and walked out of the station chattering about their husbands and their children, who trailed

  behind. Polly dragged Bert along by the hand. Jess was too young to notice, but as well as these two children who came with Olive, her aunt must have been expecting then, because later the child

  was born – the one before Sis – a boy who died very soon after. They learned this news by post. Jess’s mother cried after she read the note in Olive’s childish copperplate,

  and stood for a long time staring out of the back window over the yard.




  That first time they came was during summer. In the hayfield over the wall, the seeded tips of grass reached higher than Jess’s waist. Jess was several months older than Polly, and taller.

  The two of them stood apart, giving each other sidelong looks, each fishing for fistfuls of their mothers’ skirts: Louisa’s a buttercup cotton, Olive’s a cream background with

  mauve swirls which cheap soap and wear had reduced almost to grey.




  ‘Oh go on with yer, Poll,’ Olive ordered her wearily. ‘Look – ’ere’s our Jess to play with. She won’t bite yer!’ She groaned, a long-suffering

  smile directed at her sister. ‘Proper titty-babbies they can be when they want to, can’t they?’




  ‘She’ll come round,’ Louisa said. ‘’Ere, Jess – take our Poll ’ere and show ’er the pig.’ Jess felt her mother unlock her fingers from the

  skirt. ‘I’ll get yer some scraps to give ’er. Off yer go – ’er Mom and I want to have a good natter!’




  Jess sized Polly up without saying a word. The girl had pinched cheeks, a pasty face and squinty grey eyes. Her hair was brown rat’s tails and she wore a tunic dress in a sludgy brown and

  sagging button up boots. To Jess she looked foreign and unwholesome. Jess with her plump, tanned arms, pink cheeks and her mop of thick curls, shiny as a newly polished saddle.




  ‘Come with me,’ she commanded. Polly followed, a finger in her mouth.




  Carrying a paper bag of food scraps, Jess strode off, sturdy legs pushing through the grass at the edge of the cottage garden. Louisa was a townie, but she had taken to growing things as if born

  to it. Potato plants lay tilted over, arms open, rows of beetroot shoots, their spines river valleys of maroon: cabbages, leaves a silvered green. The air was heavy with risen dew, bees knocking

  against flower heads, tiny, tight apples on the orchard trees.




  ‘What a stink!’ Polly said in a reedy voice. You could smell the pig long before reaching the sty: urine and rancid food trampled to a mush on the brick floor.




  ‘’Ere y’are, Sylvia.’ Jess ignored Polly and tipped in the bag of apple peelings.




  Sylvia lurched to her feet grunting throatily and trotted over, pushing her wet, wiffling nose between the wooden bars of the gate. Polly squealed and stumbled backwards.




  ‘Down there, yer dafty,’ Jess addressed the pig. Polly was already well beneath her contempt.




  Ecstatic snorting and squelching noises came from the pig. Jess reached through and scratched a bristly shoulder.




  ‘Now—’ she turned to Polly. ‘What d’yer wanna do then?’




  But Polly was kneeling in the orchard picking flowers, already grasping buttercups and a lacy head of cow-parsley in her fist.




  Huh! Jess thought.




  For most of the day, in rapt silence, the little Brummie girl gathered clumps of blossoms from the orchard, the lane, the hayfield. Buttercups, moon daisies, poppies, bunches which she presented

  to Olive and Louisa, flecked with blue viper’s bugloss, shaggy with tough shreds of ragwort.




  ‘Why don’t yer play with Polly?’ Louisa said to Jess now and then.




  ‘She don’t want to play,’ Jess said sulkily.




  The sisters agreed that the girls were both ‘daft little nibs’ and went back to their chatter, sitting out on the grass at the edge of the orchard. Louisa sat with her legs stretched

  out, arms behind her taking the weight, a gold seam through the orchard green in her buttery frock. Her hair was gathered up at the back, soft tendrils of it round her face. She liked to decorate

  it with flowers, or bright hips and haws, lustrous jewels, in season. Today she took three of the big field daisies from one of Polly’s bunches and threaded them in so they rested over one

  ear. Olive was so much more sober, her bent knees pulled up to one side, skirt covering her feet, lank hair fastened in a bun with a straight fringe.




  For some reason – Jess always connected it with the flowers, although that couldn’t really have been it – Olive became suddenly furious, face screwing up with anger.




  Their heads had been close together, faces long, talking in secret, grown-up whispers. Earlier on Jess had seen tears on Louisa’s face. Olive reached over and clasped Louisa’s hand,

  talking, talking, words a half-whispered jumble to Jess, but Jess thought it must be babbies they were talking about because her mom had lost two and that always made her cry. Then Polly sidled up

  and presented her aunt with a bunch of flowers from which she dressed her hair, and after, for no reason Jess could see, Olive’s face was red and puffed up with anger as if she was going to

  burst, and they were arguing, straining to keep their voices lowered.




  Snatches reached her like torn up notes – ‘That’s not how it was . . . I was the one always kept in the dark . . .’ and, ‘. . . you should’ve put it behind

  yer . . .’ from Louisa.




  ‘Yes – you were always the one who . . .’ and Olive’s voice sank too low for Jess to hear, then rose, finishing, ‘. . . to be together. That’s what I always

  wanted.’




  But later, again, as if some solemn business was over, they relaxed, joking and giggling. Jess couldn’t remember seeing her mother laugh like that before, and never saw her do so again,

  her head back, having to wipe tears from her eyes.




  Nothing else they said stayed with Jess, and she was too young to understand how deeply troubled the two sisters were by their past. What she did keep, though, as a memory from the midst of that

  green orchard, along with Polly’s dumb quest for flowers and Bert having to be retrieved sweaty and truculent from the hayfield, was a sense of rightness. That blood ties counted, no matter

  what. She had no memory of her father being there that day. He must have greeted Olive, shyly stroking his beard the way he did. Perhaps he ate with them too. But what she remembered was seeing

  Louisa as enlarged, strung as she had been in Jess’s mind until then, between the cottage, forge and village, between her father and herself. There was more to her mom: a past, relatives,

  Birmingham, which as she grew up she heard spoken of as a huge manufacturing town, way over there, further than she could ever see, beyond the soft curves of Warwickshire.




  It was winter the next time, 1900, icicles hanging from the eaves, tongues of ice between the furrows. That morning, which cruelly sliced one part of Jess’s life away

  from the other, had begun full of excitement. The Shires were coming from the farm to be shod!




  ‘If yer can walk without fidgeting about, you can help lead ’em down,’ her father said. He was gentle then, although unsure how to talk to her even in those days, as if she was

  not his business. She was her mother’s province and Louisa made sure it stayed that way. Jess was her one, precious child.




  The farm boys helped walk the ‘big girls’, Myrtle and Maisie, the two black and white Shire horses, along from Lea End Farm, their fringed hooves striking on the frost hardened

  track, breath furling from their nostrils.




  Jess tore along to meet them, hair a crazy bird’s nest, holding up her thick winter dress. The arrival of the Shires felt like a dignified royal occasion. Jess’s father was ready for

  them, with Philip Gill. The forge was open on one side, facing the yard. Smoke curled out into the sharp air. The furnace was stoked high and it was dim inside even in the winter sunshine. Rows of

  tools hung on the main ceiling beam, and alongside the fire.




  William Hart, clad in his working apron, tucked the end of his long beard between the buttons of his shirt to keep it out of the way.




  ‘Can I hold Maisie while you shoe her – please? Dad, Philip, let me!’




  Philip, eighteen then, stood rubbing one of his enormous ears, making hissing noises of amusement through his teeth. ‘You know ’ow to keep on, don’t yer?’




  William Hart said nothing.




  He prised the old shoes off, working his way round the horse, clicking at her and leaning against the hard flanks to make her lift her hooves. Jess talked to her, kissing her nose. Maisie

  tolerated this for a time, then lifted her head with an impatient jerk.




  ‘Eh now,’ Jess said, trying to sound grown up. ‘There’s a good girl.’




  When it happened, she was standing with a hand on Maisie’s neck, wrapped in the hot smell of horse. A shaft of sunlight cut into the dark forge, shot through with motes of smoke and dust.

  William, a shadowy silhouette in the firelight, hammered a glowing cresent of iron.




  From the doorway of the cottage her scream broke along the yard.




  ‘William! Help me – for God’s sake!’




  There was Louisa, doubled up, gasping on the step, face contorted in agony, hands thickly smeared with blood, and William Hart was running, hammer slammed down, the air abruptly emptied of all

  other sounds but his boots along the yard. Even the horses stared, rock still.




  Jess felt her mother’s agony and fear pass into her and her limbs turned weak.




  ‘Mom! Mom!’ She was struggling, crying, everything else a fog around her. Strong arms caught her. Philip carried her into the forge, sat her on a stool.




  ‘There now – there,’ he said, mopping her cheeks. Jess screwed up her nose at the smell of him.




  She was not allowed in the house all day, freezing as it was. The widow Mrs Guerney was sent for from the village, and the doctor. William stayed inside and Philip shod the horses. All day there

  was a dreadful quiet over the place which frightened her as much as her mother’s screams. Left alone, wrapped in her old coat, Jess wandered to the back gate which led to the path, then the

  hayfield. Atop the wall, on that diamond-hard day, cobwebs had frozen, crystalline and perfect across clusters of blood-red berries. Jess whimpered, hugging herself. Nothing felt right or safe any

  more. She kept seeing Louisa’s red hands, hearing that bloodcurdling cry, the last sound she would ever hear her mother utter.




  Late that night she saw Louisa laid out. Her hair was arranged loose on the pillow. She was cold and there was no expression in her face.




  Jess looked up accusingly at Mrs Guerney. ‘That ain’t Mom,’ she whispered. Then screamed, ‘What’ve yer done to my mom – that ain’t ’er!

  Where’ve yer taken ’er?’




  Sarah Guerney made clucking sounds with her tongue, led Jess briskly downstairs again and fed her bread crusts dipped in sweet milk. Her father sat by the range, staring ahead of him. He

  didn’t speak to her, didn’t even seem to see her.




  ‘Your mother’s gone to Heaven to be with the angels,’ Mrs Guerney told her. Jess thought she looked pleased about this, and hated her.




  When they took Louisa to be buried, the dead child, a daughter, who had cost her her life, was laid to rest in the same coffin.




  And Olive came. The only break between her black garments was her face, raw with grief, the mole on her cheek very dark against her pallor. Louisa was her younger sister by two

  years.




  With her she brought Polly. The girl was still bone thin and pallid from city life, but she had more presence now, and a wry look in her eyes.




  William Hart, Philip Gill and a group of neighbours carried the coffin from the curtain shrouded cottage, their feet moving to the toll of the church bell. William was dressed in his Sunday

  best, his beard brushed flat. He kept his gaze ahead, not looking at anyone. The love of his life was gone, a small daughter no substitute at all. That morning, when Jess tried to go to him,

  looking for comfort, he had pushed her away.




  ‘Leave ’im be,’ Mrs Guerney commanded her. ‘He’s in no fit state to talk to yer.’




  Olive walked holding the girls’ hands. Jess was dressed in navy, her thick hair gathered into two plaits. She insisted on picking up a brown, stiff leaf and holding it. She had to hold

  something or she would float away, lost. Her toes roared with the pain of chilblains. Now and then the stiff black stuff which swathed her aunt’s arms brushed against her cheek. Olive

  squeezed Jess’s hand with her own.




  Friends and neighbours walked with them. At the church Olive waited with the girls at the end of the path as the coffin withdrew. The backs of the men carrying Louisa moved in a stately sway

  along the little path, and as they disappeared inside, Jess felt Olive’s hand tighten convulsively and a strange shudder seemed to go through her. She drew herself up.




  ‘Come on. That’s men’s work in there. Time to go ’ome.’




  Jess sobbed, distraught as they turned from the church. Looking up she saw tears coursing down her aunt’s face. Olive’s hand kept clenching and unclenching on hers.




  Olive could only stay one more day before going back to Birmingham. She organized for Sarah Guerney to help out in the house. And she tried to take William Hart to task.




  ‘You’ll ’ave to take a bit more notice of ’er,’ she said, eyeing Jess. ‘’Er’s only six and yer all ’er’s got now.’




  He was numb with grief, spoke like a winded man.




  ‘I can’t be a mother to her, now can I?’ Jess heard him say. ‘’Er needs a mother.’




  While Olive was there she seemed like part of Louisa, and was the woman of the house for now. That second day Jess was kept away from school, and played with Polly. Jess took her up the track to

  meet the farmer’s boys, but they were wary, as if death followed you round like a smell. She and Polly went and cracked the ice at the edge of the pond on the green.




  ‘’Ave yer got nits?’ Polly asked conversationally, shifting a brittle triangle of ice with the toe of her boot.




  ‘No. Don’t reckon so.’




  ‘I wish I ’ad hair like yours. It’s ever so nice, yours is.’




  They were drawn to each other this time.




  The night after Olive and Polly left, Jess lay in bed, cuddled in the deep dip of the mattress. The house was quiet and dark. After a time the stair treads creaked as her father came up, a

  candle stuck on a saucer. The door squeaked as he crept into her room, the flame wavering.




  Jess pretended to be asleep. Through her lids she sensed the light thinning, bulbing outwards as he held the candle high over her. He looked down at her for a time, then sighed, a massive

  expulsion of breath from the depths of him. In a moment he went out again, crossing the landing to his cold, silent room. It was the closest he ever came to trying to comfort her.




  Jess lay still, the blackness seeming to pulse round her. She thought about the dark yard below her window: outside it, black fields lit only by an ice-flake moon . . . And beyond them more

  darkness reaching on forever . . . She began trembling, sobbing, curling into a tiny, tight ball, crying out her distress into her pillow.




  ‘Mom! Oh Mom . . . Mom . . .!’




  

     

  




  Five




  Sarah Guerney was in her late thirties when Louisa died, a lanky woman with black hair, rather hooded brown eyes and a surprisingly thin neck, giving her head an

  unbalanced, chicken-like appearance made more pronounced by the pecking little nods she gave when nervous or irritable. Jess had never taken to her, even at the beginning.




  Sarah had married first at twenty and been left a widow two years later with a daughter to bring up and a grocer’s shop to run. As time passed she took on an assistant in the shop and

  started to attend births in the village, supported the women until they were Churched, and laid out the dead. As well as gaining a certain status, she earned a small fee for each attendance, or a

  basket of eggs or fresh vegetables if money was short.




  ‘I see ’em in and I see ’em out,’ she would say, full of her own importance.




  She set her sights on William Hart almost as his lovely young wife was breathing her last. She did not expect her objective to be achieved quickly, nor did she expect love. What Sarah saw before

  her was an opportunity for combining assets – she had the shop, he the forge.




  So in the year after Louisa’s death she left her daughter in charge among the tins, packets of Bird’s Custard and motley array of local produce, and set out to make herself

  indispensable to the Hart household.




  She worked for William Hart with the tireless commitment of someone who’s after something. She carried water from the pump, cleaned, cooked and tended Louisa’s kitchen garden (the

  spare produce from which she could sell in her shop). She took brisk – not unkind, at the start, but never tender – care of Jess. She scrubbed, washed and darned, her gaunt energy

  adding a domestic pace and wholesomeness to a house which would otherwise have been bereft. As the months passed, like sand trickling into a hole she began in some measure to fill the space Louisa

  had left.




  Sarah was a practical woman who had always made her decisions on the basis of what she could get out of a thing. She was not prepared for the violence of feelings this situation would lead her

  to.




  She fell devotedly, jealously in love with William Hart, only to inhabit a house haunted by the presence of the woman he had adored – and her daughter. Brooding Jess, whose eyes held only

  resentment towards her. Sarah was all sharp fingers and elbows, and a sharp tongue to match – no cuddles against a soft body, or feminine prettiness. With all of her being, Jess wanted her

  mother.




  She was almost eight when she had to be Sarah’s bridesmaid and followed her new stepmother up the aisle, face gaunt, giving off no joy at all. Once the ceremony was over, the neighbours

  departed, she went to the end of the garden with the bouquet of carnations she had been made to carry. She stood them in a jar on the wall of the sty and set fire to them. They didn’t burn

  well, being fresh and moist. She lit more matches until the petals were wizened and black, and left them there, an offering of resentment and loathing. Sarah found them the next day.




  ‘What’s this?’ She held out the jar, quivering with fury and upset.




  Jess looked back at her. ‘Wedding flowers.’




  There was a terrible expression in Sarah’s eyes. ‘I’ve tried with you, my girl, by God I have. And this is how you repay me.’




  ‘You’re not my mom. You’ll never be like her.’




  The new Mrs Hart came closer, hand raised to strike the girl. Then she sank down at the table and burst into tears.




  Sarah had her two children by William Hart, Liza and Billy, and they always came first. Jess was pushed aside, barely clinging on to the edge of this new family. Her father

  mostly ignored her. Chose not to see what was happening. Dealing with children, girl children especially, was ‘woman’s work’. Sarah made sure he was out of the way when she

  slapped Jess, or screamed at her with poison in her voice. Jess was a sad shadow of the child who had once been the centre of a mother’s love, growing up now with only the most basic

  attention paid to her, and almost no loving care.




  As she grew older Jess got a little job. Before and after school every day, she carried cans of milk from the farm to the Big House at the edge of the village, and earned half a crown a week,

  and Mrs Hunter at the farm was kind to her. There was one afternoon in particular which stuck in her mind. The day was much like any other except for the torrential rain outside, the clouds

  swirling like thick smoke, and Jess got caught out in it. When she trailed in from school late, clothes saturated with rain, the new Mrs Hart was storming round the kitchen of Forge Cottage in a

  furious temper.




  ‘Where’ve yer been? Always in a flaming dream you are – no use to anyone!’




  The sight of Jess only increased her fury. Beautiful in a way Sarah could never be, pensive, a sprig of blackthorn blossom twined in her wet hair, her large eyes looking back with a combination

  of loathing and fear. ‘You’ve not even taken the milk up yet and there’s no end to do ’ere! I s’pose yer’ve been hanging round the cemetery again? Talking to

  ’er grave ain’t going to bring ’er back, yer know, so yer might as well get that into yer head once and for all. And get that muck out of yer hair!’




  She went to pull at the flowers hanging on Jess’s ponytail but Jess backed away, eyes narrowing.




  ‘No! Why should I take it out? What harm’s it doing yer?’




  Sarah thought she would boil over. Lord, she had only to set eyes on the girl and she wanted to scream!




  ‘Yer should do what I tell yer. Have a bit of respect.’




  Jess’s gaze burned into her. She didn’t say a word. Didn’t need to. Her eyes said it all. Why should I? You’re not my mom. I hate you.




  Their mutual loathing crackled round the kitchen. Jess moved away and put her cloth bag down wearily. Little Liza, five, was at the table toying with bread crusts on a blue and white plate. Jess

  looked longingly at them. She was frozen, soaked to the skin and ravenously hungry.




  ‘You’ll ’ave to wait,’ Sarah said with harsh satisfaction. ‘That’s what happens to yer if you fiddle about and don’t get on – yer go

  hungry.’




  Billy, aged two, was on the floor, banging at the tiles with a child’s rolling pin. Sarah suddenly whipped round from by the range and snatched it out of his hand. He started yelling.




  ‘You’ll drive me to distraction – all of yer. Now go on – clear off up the farm out of my sight, or they’ll get someone else to do the job.’




  Jess trudged along the muddy track as more clouds were piling up, swollen with unshed rain, and the wind swept across the fallow winter fields. She was a lonely, bedraggled figure, her clothes

  too small, hugging her wet coat round her, teeth chattering so much she had to clench her jaw to keep them still. Her boots kept slipping and sliding, wet rat’s tails of hair lay plastered to

  her forehead, and under the weight of her cold and misery her heart was so heavy she thought it might fall out of her body. She was so wretched that afternoon that she started to cry, tears

  mingling with the rain as it began to fall again, sobbing out her longing to be loved by someone, to matter to anyone in the world. She cried with longing for her auntie Olive, for the feel of that

  sleeve of her black dress as it had brushed against her face. Olive who had been kind. Who felt like her only family in the world apart from Louisa’s gravestone, the only place where she

  could go to pour out her feelings.




  Jess remembered that afternoon as she set out from Olive’s house along the strange city streets, still able to recall it so sharply that for a moment tears stung her eyes. After so many

  moments of doubt on her way to get here, after all her soul searching and worry, she knew at that moment with fierce certainty that coming to Birmingham had been the best decision she had ever

  made.




  

     

  




  Six




  May 1914




  ‘Jess, what the hell are yer doing?’




  Polly turned, lifting a pail of ash to take out, and stopped short at the sight of her cousin dreamily rubbing condensed milk all over her face.




  Jess’s mind was obviously miles away. She stared at her gooey fingers, then back at Polly.




  ‘Yer a case, Jess – yer really are!’ Polly burst into her loud laugh, and Sis started giggling too.




  ‘S’good for yer skin, milk is. Mrs Hunter at the farm told me – top of the milk.’




  The farmer’s wife had dipped a spoon into the thick surface of the cream and rubbed it on Jess’s cheeks with her rough index finger.




  ‘Keep yer skin lovely, that will.’ And Jess believed her. Mrs Hunter’s eyes were sunken with exhaustion and her body sagged like an old mattress, but her cheeks were radiant as

  rose petals.




  Polly was chortling away. ‘But that ain’t fresh, Jess – it’s out of a tin!’




  ‘I weren’t thinking. It were just force of habit.’ She laughed and laughed, then suddenly found she was in tears.




  ‘We was only teasing, Jess!’ Polly dropped the pail and slipped her arm round Jess’s shoulders. ‘This ain’t like you.’




  Jess was laughing and crying together.




  ‘I’m awright,’ she spluttered. ‘Don’t know what’s come over me. I just feel a bit strung up, that’s all – oh ta, Sis.’ The girl had poured

  her a cup of tea. ‘Better wash me hands and face first, hadn’ I?’




  She went into the scullery, bewildered at the odd mix of feelings inside her.




  She’d been in Birmingham two months and it had been an emotional time. She’d caused the family a lot of laughs with her strange ways. Used to the freedom of her own room she stripped

  her clothes off with no hesitation, not mindful of who might be about, looking through windows. Polly and Sis who were more coy and easily embarrassed went into fits at the sight of her.




  ‘Yer want to watch it, Jess – plenty of peeping Toms round ’ere!’




  So Jess tried to be more modest. She learned lots of new things. That each family took turns cleaning out the stinking privies in the yard and she’d be no exception. That she’d be

  taking a bath in the tin tub by the fire once a week if she was lucky and sharing the water with her cousins. That if she wanted to grow flowers and herbs she was going to be hard pushed to find

  anywhere to do it. She spent a few pennies on seeds: chives, parsley, pansies and Sweet William and planted some pots, but she didn’t trust the children in the yard not to knock the tops off.

  So she stood them out the front and they struggled to grow, poor, sickly looking offerings. Jess decided it was probably more effort than it was worth. She learned that if she suddenly felt like

  running and jumping in the street as she might have done on the farm track at home, everyone’d look at her as if she was stark staring bonkers and probably tell her so too. And she learned,

  for the first time in her life, what real family teasing was like, and that she had a sense of humour which had never found a proper outlet before. She loved her cousins and the longer she stayed

  the more she spoke like them and understood their teasing. She found Bert and Sis easygoing enough. Polly and Olive were more tricky. Polly could be moody and liked everything just so, although

  Jess found she could often tease her out of being crotchety. Olive was more of a puzzle. She could be warmth and kindness itself, then the next minute distant, angry. And though Jess kept trying to

  find different ways of asking about her family, all the relatives she’d never seen or known, she got nowhere.




  ‘There’s nowt to say. Stop keeping on,’ was typical of the abrupt response she got. She found it odd and disappointing.




  She had, though, found a job that first day, setting off past small workshops making screws, and copper piping, out into the wide main street which led uphill to the Bull Ring market and St

  Martin’s Church. All the trams and carts and people seemed to be heading there. The street was busy, a bobbing mass of hats in front of her: caps and homburgs, straw hats and bonnets.




  Away from the back streets, and the nearer she walked to the Bull Ring, a host of smells mingled together: roasting coffee, freshly baked bread, fresh horse manure and the rough smoke of

  cigarettes. There was so much to see, and smell and hear, the clatter of carts, the delivery men and market stallholders bustling about hollering at each other.




  Jess felt her spirits soar. This is my new home, she thought. It’s where Mom came from and I’m going to like it here, even if it is rough and ready. At least it’s nice to see a

  place with a bit of life in it for a change!




  The Bull Ring teemed with people moving round the stalls which seemed to sell everything you could possibly imagine. Jess wove a path between piles of fruit and veg and crocks and rags, looking

  at everything. There were flowers and birds in cages, live chickens clucking, women with trays of lavender, sweets and cakes, a knife-grinder, sparks showering from his grindstone . . . Tarpaulins

  over the stalls protected the holders from heat or rain and they stood behind their stalls waving and all trying to see who could yell the loudest.




  ‘Get yer peaches ’ere – luvverly peaches!’




  ‘Best spuds in town . . .’




  ‘Oranges over ’ere – sweet and juicy!’ In the background the shrill voices of lads selling the Despatch competed with them. Jess saw a man walking in small circles

  waving a Bible and shouting and the stout lady selling flowers was in full voice. She found herself grinning affectionately. Flipping noisy lot, these Brummies! And now she was going to be one of

  them.




  The thought of getting a job almost slipped her mind for a time. She wandered on, up New Street, past the Great Western Railway Station at Snow Hill. Dinnertime came and went. She ate her piece

  of bread in a church yard and ambled on, until gradually it dawned on her she had no idea where she was.




  On the corner of a main street she saw a policeman.




  ‘Please – can yer tell me where Digbeth is?’ she asked.




  He stared stonily ahead and there was such a long silence she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then suddenly he said, ‘Well unless you was thinking of going via

  Wolver’ampton, yer’d be best advised to turn round.’




  Eventually, tired now, she found herself back in the Bull Ring again. In a side street the aroma of coffee made her mouth water. Perhaps she could afford a minute or two for a drink . . .




  The little shop had a sign outside saying ‘A.E. Mather – Coffee and Tea House’. In the window Jess could see plates with a few cakes still left on them. A little girl in

  filthy, ragged clothes was standing with her face pressed up against the window.




  Poor little mite, Jess thought. I wonder when she last had a meal in her belly.




  She was about to offer her a penny for a cake when the child scampered away and in the place where she’d stood Jess saw the little sign in the window. ‘Help Required.’




  It was gloomy inside, sawdust on the floor, a few plain wooden tables squeezed in round the room. At one sat two women with tall, thick glasses of tea in front of them. Jess felt them sizing her

  up.




  ‘What can I get yer? Coffee or tea?’ A thickset man with a moustache spoke to her from behind the narrow counter at the back. On it sat two or three plates draped with white

  cloths.




  Jess went to him shyly. ‘I’ve come about the sign.’




  ‘Sign?’ The man’s eyes twinkled. ‘A sign in the celestial ’eavens, would that be? A portent and wonder?’




  ‘No,’ Jess said earnestly. ‘The one in the window.’




  ‘Ah, go on with yer, wench – I were pulling yer leg.’




  ‘Oh. I see.’ She felt foolish, but the man was smiling at her.




  ‘Why – you offering? Only we’re short-’anded, see. The wife’s just ’ad another babby and she ain’t back on ’er feet yet. It might be only for a

  week or two, like, but I could use yer.’




  Two little children with Mr Mather’s slate-coloured eyes were staring at her from the doorway behind him. She smiled at them and the older one smiled back.




  ‘I’d like the job,’ Jess said. ‘I need to start somewhere.’




  ‘Not yer first job, is it? Yer look more’n fourteen.’




  ‘Oh no – but I’ve only just come to Birmingham. I don’t ’ave any references to give yer.’




  Mr Mather snorted. ‘We take yer as we find yer, wench. References be damned. If yer don’t come up to scratch yer’ll be out and that’s that. Awright?’




  He explained that her job would be to wash up, keep the tables and floor clean and generally keep the place nice while he brewed coffee and tea and looked after the customers.




  ‘Think yer can manage that? It’ll be six shilling a week – I can’t spare more.’




  ‘That’s awright,’ Jess was pleased. She’d have that to give to Auntie Olive for her board and food. ‘When do I start then?’




  Mr Mather’s eyes filled with mirth again, looking at the pretty, and somehow unworldly girl in front of him.




  ‘’Ow about this minute?’




  ‘That’s all very well,’ Olive said when Jess proudly presented her with her first week’s earnings. ‘But yer’ve got to keep yerself clothed

  and shod as well.’




  Jess’s excitement subsided a little. ‘Oh – I ’adn’t thought of that. Sarah made a lot of our clothes, see . . . ’




  Olive perked up, hearing this. ‘Did she teach yer? You any good at sewing?’
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