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  March 1961, Selly Oak Hospital




  ‘Nurse! Student Nurse Booker – what on earth has got into you? You never, ever—’




  The remainder of Sister Anderson’s admonitions about what student nurses must never, ever do faded into a bewildered silence as she stood in the doorway of the ward sluice.




  Melly felt the glower of Sister Anderson’s eyes drilling through her as she leaned over the sink, her clammy hands locked to its cool whiteness. She knew that the senior staff usually saw

  her as an intelligent student who was eager to please. She wanted to be the best nurse you could ever be but she had just rushed off in the middle of the Sister’s showing her a procedure, in

  a quite disgraceful manner.




  Melly hung her head, with its neatly fastened mouse-brown hair and nurse’s cap. She was trembling so violently that she was afraid her legs might give way. Her heart felt as if it was

  about to pound right out through the front of her chest.




  ‘Nurse?’ Sister Anderson tried again, though her voice was a fraction less harsh now.




  Melly simply could not turn round. How could she explain to Sister that every day had become a nightmare to her, of exhaustion after lying awake, her mind churning; that she could no longer

  concentrate on anything, that she felt as if she was going mad? And even worse, that when Sister had requested her to remove that drip from Mr Brzezinski’s arm, she had seen that bead of

  blood, round and shiny as a ladybird in the crook of his elbow . . . And while she knew this was normal and that the platelets would make the blood solidify into a scab, in her mind the blood

  forced its way out, gushing, pumping . . . She had actually seen it: the bedclothes dyed red, the pulsing tide of it coming and coming, unstoppable . . . And that was when she ran . . .




  ‘I –’ she gulped, trying to find words, desperate for anything on which she could hang a normal thought. For days now, everything had felt so grey, so full of fear and panic,

  it was as if she was locked in this prison alone and no one could hear her.




  She heard Sister’s footsteps moving closer and her body shook even harder, as if in the face of great danger. Sister Anderson was in her forties, a sturdily built woman with pink cheeks

  and grey eyes, her brown hair always in the neatest bun under her frilled cap. She was stern, though usually fair: an excellent nurse, everyone said so.




  Melly could feel Sister Anderson standing just behind her.




  ‘What is the meaning of this, Nurse Booker?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she managed to say. ‘I just can’t . . .’ She held out her hands. ‘I can’t stop shaking.’




  ‘Nurse –’ The Sister’s tone was gentler now, but there was still a tough firmness to it. ‘I understand that recent events have been difficult for you. We have all

  been aware of the . . . circumstances. But shocking and upsetting things happen. It’s in the nature of the work. A nurse has to be able to face such events and not be borne down by them. You

  have to keep going and do your best for your patients. And you never, ever dash about like that on the ward.’




  Melly hung her head. She knew nothing now, except the leaden, joyless feeling that filled her, the panic that rose in her however hard she tried to stifle it.




  ‘I do understand,’ Sister Anderson went on. ‘But you must also realize that this situation cannot continue. We do not expect displays of emotion from our nurses. If you cannot

  control yourself, your nursing career will be at an end. You will have to think of withdrawing from—’




  ‘No!’ Melly whirled round. ‘No, please! I want to be a nurse. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.’ Her usually sweet and cheerful face looked pale and

  strained. ‘Please, Sister – just give me a few moments. I’ll try, I really will!’




  ‘Very well. Take a short break now. I shall expect you back on the ward in twenty minutes. In command of yourself.’




  ‘Yes, Sister,’ Melly whispered. Looking down, she could see Sister’s solid black shoes move away, leaving her alone.




  She tried to do as she was bidden. But she still could not move. She sank down, leaning against the wall next to the sink, and wrapped her arms around her knees.
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  One




  March 1951, Aston, Birmingham




  All Melly had wanted to do that terrible Saturday morning was to give Mom a surprise. The baby was due any day now and her mother, Rachel, was sickly and exhausted.




  ‘You’ll have to go down to the shops again for me later, Melly.’




  Rachel Booker stood, holding on to the back of a chair for support as the children finished their bit of breakfast. Her face was pale, twisted with nausea. ‘We’ve no lard – we

  need cheese . . . bread . . .’ She was talking half to herself but Melly was taking it all in. ‘You can go later. Mind Tommy and Kev for me while I lie down for a bit, there’s a

  good girl. I must’ve overdone it yesterday. Oh – I’ll be glad when it’s over.’




  Clutching her belly she crawled off upstairs.




  Melanie Booker, nine years old, looked about the cramped room, the only downstairs living space of a back-to-back house. There was a gas stove, the table and chairs, a stool and armchair, and a

  sideboard where they kept the crocks and cutlery. The most impressive feature was the old iron range, which they only lit in the winter. A door opened to a tiny scullery with a sink, though there

  was no running water in the house. It had to be carried from the tap in the yard. Dad and Auntie had done the house up last summer. They stoved the house yet again to get rid of the bugs and

  papered the walls with a green-on-white pattern of trees and country scenes. Auntie Gladys was proud of her house and kept it nice, even though it was a running battle against damp and vermin in

  all these back-to-backs on yards which clung round the heart of Birmingham, pressed in tight between factories and warehouses.




  The room was crowded enough now, but soon there would be a pram in there again . . . Mom was forever cursing the place, saying it was a ‘flaming rathole’. But so far as Melly was

  concerned, it was home.




  Melly was used to being in charge of her brothers. Two-and-a-half-year-old Kev, a wiry, active little lad, was on the floor, a crust in one hand, which he was posting absent-mindedly into his

  mouth along with a ration of snot. With the other hand he was scraping a tin lorry back and forth along the lino. He was brown-haired, with thin, dark arcs of eyebrows which made him look both

  innocent and quizzical. Tommy, who was seven and darker in looks than Melly and Kev, was in his special chair, still eating his breakfast too. He could feed himself well enough with his good right

  hand, but the muscles of his tongue gave him trouble. It took him a long, laboured time to eat his food.




  ‘Right, Kev – eat up now,’ Melly bossed him. ‘You’ll get muck all over it, else. And keep out of my way while I do the washing-up.’




  She dragged a chair over to the gas stove. Clambering up, she lifted the heavy kettle down with sturdy movements, to pour hot water into the enamel bowl she had placed on the floor. She had to

  get on the chair again to put the kettle back. Then, narrowing her eyes against the steam clouding from the bowl, she carried it carefully to the table, added some cold and washed up the breakfast

  things, leaving them overturned to dry. Wielding the heavy broom, she swept out the room, working round Kev, chasing scraps of crust from under the table to cheat the mice.




  She wanted to please her mother – to do everything so that Mom would not have to work while she was feeling so poorly. Dad and Auntie had already gone out, because they worked at the Rag

  Market on Saturdays, so it was up to her to help around the house.




  A daring idea came to her. She would go and do the bits of shopping now. This was nothing new – she was always popping up and down the road for Mom. But this time she would take Tommy with

  her!




  ‘You finished, Tommy?’




  Tommy nodded and said, ‘Yes,’ with his usual sideways mouth movement. They’d thought Tommy would not be able to walk or talk – but he could do a bit of both, in his own

  fashion.




  Melly wiped his mouth and hands and made sure he was strapped into the chair contraption that their neighbour, Mo Morrison, had rigged up for him. Mo had adapted Tommy’s first chair for

  him when he was very small. This was the next size up. Mo had taken another wooden chair as Tommy grew and modified it. He fixed arms on and a high headrest. There was a bar across the front that

  you could swing round to stop him falling out. This one had better wheels than the last – with rubber on – so it was easier to push along. Mom had always been determined that Tommy

  should not be shut away.




  Melly went to the mantle and rattled the jug where her mother kept the ration books and bits of loose change. She wrapped the coins in a rag and pushed it into her pocket. Then she went and

  scooped Kev up into her arms and carried him out into the yard. He roared with annoyance.




  ‘Shurrup, our Kev,’ Melly said as she carried him. ‘You’re going to see Auntie Dolly.’




  Theirs was one of five houses built round a brick yard, accessed through a narrow entry on to the street. Three of the houses – or half houses – backed on three others which faced on

  to the street, sharing a roof with them. The other two were built up against the wall that divided their yard from the one next door. The far end was bounded by the blank, sooty wall of a

  wire-spinning firm called Taplin & May’s. The Booker family lived at number three on the yard with Melly’s dad’s auntie, Gladys Poulter. Melly carried Kev to number one and

  knocked on the door.




  ‘What’s up, bab?’ Dolly Morrison, a pretty woman with dark Italian looks came to the door wiping her hands on her apron. ‘You all right – yer mother’s not

  started . . . ?’




  ‘No,’ Melly panted. Kev was a slender child, but heavy enough and he was wriggling like a fish on a hook. ‘Can I leave him with you for a tick? Mom’s having a lie-down

  and I said I’d go up the shops . . .’




  ‘Course you can, bab. Here, give me him. Donna’ll be all over him.’




  Mo and Dolly had six children – five boys, all blonde, before Donna, their adored little girl, had come along with her brown eyes and black curls.




  ‘Ta,’ Melly said. She ran back to Tommy. ‘Come on then – we’re going to the shops for our mom.’




  Melly had pushed the wheelchair before, short distances. It was hard, but she was determined. Getting it out over the step was the first problem. As she struggled to shove it over the door frame

  and into the yard, Ethel Jackman, the bad-tempered woman from number two next door, saw her.




  ‘What d’yer think you’re doing?’ she said, crossing the yard, shoulders draped in washing. Ethel was in her fifties and had lost her only son in the war so they made

  allowances, even though she’d been almost as crabby before.




  ‘What’s it look like she’m doing?’ Irene Sutton from number four came breezing over. ‘Want a hand with that, bab?’ Peroxide blonde, heavyset, aggressive,

  Irene was never usually this helpful but she was more than happy to oblige if it annoyed Ethel Jackman. Melly shrank from her. Irene’s youngest daughter, poor little Evie, was the same age as

  Tommy. Everyone in the yard looked out for Evie because Irene had taken against her at birth. What with this and Irene’s loud, Black Country ways – ‘that yowm-yowm’ they

  called her because of her accent – her drunken husband and squalid pit of a house, she filled Melly with dread. Mom said Irene was like a big child herself. But Melly did need help and it was

  clearly not coming from Ethel Jackman. She nodded.




  ‘There yer go –’ Irene tensed her brawny arms and hauled the chair out for her.




  ‘Ta,’ Melly whispered.




  ‘Mind how yer go . . .’ Irene said, unctuously amiable.




  Melly pushed Tommy across the yard’s uneven blue bricks and along the entry to the street. Her muscles were already beginning to tremble with the effort of balancing the chair, which she

  could hardly see past, and keeping it moving forwards. She managed to turn out on to Alma Street.




  Many of the houses along the busy road were small business premises. They were a mixture of metal bashers – drop forgers, metal stampers and piercers, motor-spring makers, wire makers

  – and other little businesses. There were shops selling furniture, coffee shops, the pawnbrokers, grocers, painters and confectioners and little hucksters’ shops which sold almost

  everything. The place was full of sounds: metallic hammering and bashing from behind the walls of the various works, vehicles coming and going, bicycles whisking along, shouts and conversations, a

  dog barking somewhere. The gritty air was full of smells of glue and metal mingled with the whiff of freshly baked bread and beer as they passed one of several pubs along the street.




  At this moment Melly could smell more than she could see. She kept her head down, pushing Tommy, only her own feet in her scuffed brown T-bar shoes visible to her on the mucky blue brick

  pavement. It was hard work keeping it in a straight line and her arms ached. She only just steered the chair round a heap of galvanized buckets, narrowly missing them. Every few yards she had to

  stop for a rest. But Mom would be so pleased – she’d taken Tommy out!




  The grocer’s where Mom usually did her shopping seemed much further away than usual, but at last she stopped outside it and weighed up what to do. It dawned on her then that Mom only took

  Tommy to the shops if she or Dad were there. Now she could see why her mother didn’t go alone. It looked impossible to get Tommy’s chair in through the door and even if she did, it

  would take up most of the space inside. But she was reluctant just to leave him outside on his own.




  ‘I’m gonna have to put you here while I go in,’ she said to Tommy. ‘You stop here – all right?’




  Tommy nodded silently. She could not tell what he was thinking.




  Just as she was moving the chair sideways, to rest against the grimy bricks of the front, she heard a woman say:




  ‘Oh, dear – look at that. Fancy bringing that thing out for everyone to see. Shouldn’t be allowed.’




  She didn’t trouble herself to keep her voice down. Melly could see she was talking about Tommy.




  ‘Ugh,’ her friend said. ‘Cripples make me feel bad. Come on, Josie – let’s get past. I don’t like to see it.’




  Melly hung her head until the women had passed, her cheeks raging hot. She was trembling with embarrassment and hurt, hearing their cruel words. Once they had passed she looked up to see the

  backs of two middle-aged women belted into neat little macs, with shopping bags over their arms, talking with their heads close together. She felt like running after them, shouting at them . . .

  She was already close to tears. She shouldn’t have brought Tommy out! She knew people could be unkind but now she was here with him on her own it felt as if it was all her fault.




  ‘Just going to get a few things,’ she said brightly to Tommy. He must have heard the women. There was nothing wrong with his hearing even if nasty people like that behaved as if he

  was deaf. But Tommy showed no sign of being upset. She patted his leg. ‘Won’t be a tick.’




  Melly fidgeted in the gossiping queue inside the little shop, everyone holding their ration books, grumbling about the way there were more queues and less food now than during the war. The tiny

  shop was crammed with things and smelt of fire-lighters and salty bacon and cheese. It seemed to take forever for the other women to finish their bits of shopping. She kept glancing out of the

  window at Tommy. She could see the side of his head, the dark curve of hair over his ear as he sat waiting.




  Mrs Bracken who ran the shop looked a little startled to see Melly on her own.




  ‘Not with your mother today then?’ she asked. She was a widow, thin but cheerful and kindly. Lowering her voice, she said, ‘Has she had it yet?’




  ‘No, not yet,’ Melly said. ‘But she’s a bit poorly.’ She pulled the ration books out of her pocket and asked for their groceries – a loaf, some lard, bacon,

  tea and cheese. The lady was cutting cheese in her deliberate way when a commotion began outside.




  ‘Oh, Lord love us, what’s that?’ Mrs Bracken said, looking up, the cheese wire poised in her hand.




  Melly could see the boys outside and she rushed to the door. After those horrible ladies her senses were alert for trouble. The group of lads had gathered right up close to the shop now and they

  were all round Tommy, jeering and elbowing each other.




  Melly froze on the shop step. There were three boys, but to her they felt like a huge crowd. They were bigger than her, older, twelve or thirteen, and she did not recognize them – one

  ginger, two mouse-haired – nothing special about them. They were egging each other on, shouting and braying. Two of them had hold of the chair.




  ‘Look at this cripple carriage! It’s a go-kart! Come on, let’s see how fast it goes!’




  ‘Want a ride, do yer?’ the third shouted right in Tommy’s face. They grabbed the arms of the chair and jostled it away from the wall. Melly saw Tommy’s face. His pale,

  usually sweet features were frozen in helpless terror.




  ‘Race yer. Look at ’im – ’e can’t even talk!’




  Melly felt as if she was going to explode. There was no time to think, she just started shouting. ‘Stop it! Stop it – that’s my brother. Gerroff him –

  you’re hurting him!’




  They were shaking the chair, rocking it from side to side. Tommy was spluttering, trying to say something and struggling in the chair. She could see he was terrified that they were going to

  charge down the street with it and tip him out. His eyes were dark and enormous. She ran round the boys, shouting and trying to get hold of the chair. One of them elbowed her viciously. Winded, a

  sharp pain in her chest, she reeled away, her rubber shoes slipping on the cobbles so that she almost fell.




  ‘Help!’ she shouted, crying now. ‘They’re hurting my brother!’




  People began to take in what was happening: the boys’ jeering, their nasty expressions, the way they had pulled the chair away from the wall, fighting between each other to have control

  over it. Melly saw a man set out across the street towards them, an arm raised.




  But before he could get there, another figure hurled itself into the fray, someone who appeared to Melly like a rushing whirlwind of salvation. A blonde-haired lad, bigger than any of the three

  bullies, flung himself at them.




  ‘Get off of ’im!’ he bawled. He hauled them back from Tommy’s chair, giving one of them such a shove that he landed on his backside in the gutter, face gurning with pain.

  ‘You get off – leave ’im alone! What’s ’e ever done to you, yer cowing little buggers?’




  This avenging lightning streak, Melly now saw to her amazement, was Dolly’s third son Reggie Morrison. Reggie was nearly seven years older than her and she remembered him playing with her

  when they were much smaller, pushing her about in a little cart when she could barely walk, and playing marbles. But Reggie was so grown up now at the grand age of sixteen that he had nothing to do

  with her these days.




  The third boy attempted to fight back, but Reggie seized him by the shoulders and shoved him up against the wall.




  ‘Wanna fight me, do yer?’ he demanded, pushing his face close up to him. The boy shook his head. The second lad, having been pushed away, hovered about, looking as if he was

  considering running away.




  ‘Hey – lads, lads!’ The man from across the road had now reached them, still holding his arm up as if directing the traffic.




  Reggie stood, hands on hips, panting. He was usually the quietest of the Morrison boys, the one you didn’t notice. But he seemed taller now, wirily strong, his blue eyes fierce, eyebrows

  pulled into the frown of a man who meant serious business.




  ‘Calm down,’ the older bloke said, putting a hand on Reggie’s shoulder. But Reggie shook him off as if to say, look, it’s me that’s done the work around

  here. He wiped his arm across his forehead and glanced at his right hand which he seemed to have grazed.




  ‘You lot,’ the man shouted at the already fleeing group of boys. ‘You just clear off!’




  Melly, still trembling with the shock of it all, went to Tommy, who had started to let out big gulping sobs. Tommy didn’t cry often. When he did he found it hard to breathe.




  ‘Tommy?’ She put a hand on his shoulder, close to tears herself. She wanted to thank Reggie Morrison but she couldn’t seem to bring out a word.




  Reggie was still standing in front of Tommy, elbows jutting out, hands on his waist.




  ‘You’re all right, mate,’ he told him. ‘They’ve gone now. They won’t be coming back.’




  Tommy looked at him, his little face straining and wet with tears, in too much of a state to say anything back.




  ‘You’re all right, Tommy – no need to blart,’ Reggie said again, sounding like a man. Turning, he adjusted his shoulders and took off up the road.




  Melly watched him in wonder: the strong set of him, his straight back, the wide shoulders and confident stride. She saw Reggie as if for the first time; saw what a man meant. Something

  soft and yearning budded inside her. Reggie. She tried the name in her head. Reggie Morrison.




  Melly was crying so much herself by the time she got the chair back into the yard that she hardly had the strength to push it inside the house. Tommy was still bawling and the

  commotion brought their mother groggily downstairs. She stood clutching the ends of her cardigan round her.




  ‘What the hell’s the matter with the pair of you?’




  It was a while before Melly could get the words out. It was her fault. All of it. She spilled out the story.




  ‘I wanted to help,’ she wept. ‘I went to get the bread and rations and . . .’ A terrible thought struck her. She’d forgotten the shopping! What if someone else had

  taken it – there was hardly any food to be had, Mom was always saying so! Panic rattled around in her head.




  ‘Well, where is it?’ Rachel asked.




  ‘I never . . . I mean, there were these boys and they were going for Tommy – trying to turn his chair over and I ran out and . . . and then Reggie . . .’




  Rachel drew a chair from the table to sit down, her face hardening with fury. ‘Who – who were they?




  ‘I d-don’t know. They weren’t from up this end. . . Reggie came and stopped them but I never went back to get the things from Mrs Bra – acken.’ The last word was

  interrupted by a hiccough.




  ‘Never mind Mrs Bracken – she’ll keep it for us. But those lads – the rotten little sods – if I ever get hold of them . . . C’m’ere, Tommy. It’s

  all right, babby. No one’s going to hurt you.’




  Melly watched as her mother leaned in and unstrapped Tommy. Even though he was seven now, she pulled him on to her lap, cuddling her distraught little boy. Melly wished Mom would cuddle her as

  well.




  ‘I never meant—’ she said.




  ‘I know you never meant,’ Rachel said harshly. She sounded so furious and unforgiving that Melly shrank inside. It was as if she had committed a crime. ‘But you should

  never’ve taken him. Oh, God . . .’ Rachel was speaking as if to herself, her face raised towards the cracked ceiling. ‘What’re we going to do?’ After a moment she

  turned to Melly.




  ‘Well, go on.’ There was no softness in her voice. ‘You’ll have to go back and get the bits from Mrs Bracken, won’t you?’




  Melly slunk out into the yard, pulling her sleeves across her eyes. She didn’t feel like crying now. Leaving Mom cuddling Tommy she went along the entry, frozen with misery. Reggie had

  saved them! Mom didn’t seem interested in that. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Reggie and those blazing blue eyes of his. She thought Reggie was amazing.




  After that, Tommy refused to be taken out anywhere. He was content to go into the yard where everyone knew him. But if Rachel said she was going to take him out, his little body would start to

  sway this way and that like a sapling in the wind and he’d get all worked up.




  ‘No!’ he would mouth, getting more and more panic-stricken. ‘Not going – no – stay here!’




  Melly could not rid herself of a heavy feeling of wrongdoing. It was all her fault – she had taken Tommy out and this had happened. She had been trying to do something good and it had all

  gone wrong. She took it completely to heart. As Tommy’s big sister, she had always been the one to teach him and to look after him, ever since he was tiny. Mom relied on her – she

  always had. Looking after Tommy, she had come to believe, was what she was for.




  





  Two




  ‘I saw this little lad with his arse hanging out of his trousers,’ Rachel would relate, a mischievous but fond twinkle in her eye. ‘You could hear him right

  across the market, yelling his flaming head off, selling his comics. Some of them were so old they almost fell to bits in your hand! That was your dad – always up to something. I fell in love

  with him there and then.’




  Melly knew that her mom and dad, Rachel and Danny, had fallen in love very young. They often told the story of how they had met on the Rag Market when Nanna Peggy, Rachel’s mother, had a

  pitch there.




  Whenever Mom told this story, when they were sitting round having Sunday tea or some such, Auntie Gladys would shift a bit in her chair, pulling her shawl round her, making her face at Dad which

  meant she was pretending to be hard done by and say, ‘That was before I was landed with him day in, day out, the cheeky little sod. Heaven knows what I did to deserve that.’




  A boyish grin would stretch across Dad’s face and he’d look from one to the other of them, tweak his cigarette from his mouth between the V of his fingers, blow out a lungful of

  smoke and say, ‘Clapping eyes on me was the best day of both your lives, weren’t it?’




  Melly and her brothers had all grown up living with their mom, dad and auntie Gladys. Gladys, a widow, had lived in the yard for over twenty years. She was a strong, striking-looking woman in

  her fifties with a blade-like nose and piercing blue eyes. She had worked on the city’s Rag Market for years as a ‘wardrobe dealer’ selling second-hand clothes. Although she could

  tease him about it now, Danny had come to be in her care for very sad reasons. When Gladys’s sister, Danny’s mother, died, Danny’s father couldn’t – and didn’t

  want to – cope with his four children. He delivered Danny and his sisters into separate orphanages. Gladys tried to find out where they were, but she never did know where they had gone and as

  there was no love lost between her and Danny’s father, he wouldn’t tell her. It was only when Danny reached fourteen years of age and was able to work that he got out and came to find

  Gladys, who took him in. Though he found two of his sisters later, they were never really a family again and they had made their own lives outside the city. Rachel and Danny had married young and

  had lived with Gladys in her tiny, but spick-and-span, house ever since.




  Melly had never lived anywhere other than this yard, down an entry off Alma Street in Aston. She heard people talking about what a state the place was in, thanks to Hitler and

  his bombs. But she was born just as the worst of the blitz on Birmingham began. She could not remember it any other way than it was now.




  Hitler had certainly done his part and the district was pocked with damage, bomb pecks and water-filled craters, gaps along the rows of houses and factories, still full of rubble and now strewn

  with weeds. Some of these made cut-throughs from street to street. Children played in them, hunting for shrapnel, mimicking spies, and shooting at each other with pretend guns. But even before

  Hitler, Aston was an old, tightly packed industrial area of factories and warrens of leaking houses, their very brickwork eaten away by the industrial effluvia in the air and black with soot from

  thousands of chimneys.




  Everyone in Aston knew the smells – the hoppy blasts from Ansell’s brewery, the sour tang of vinegar from the HP Sauce factory when you walked near Aston Cross, depending on which

  way the wind was blowing. You might get a sniff of Windsor Street gasworks, of factory chemicals, of mouth-watering vinegary chips from one of the fried-fish shops, or the sweet inviting smell from

  the corner shop where the lady churned her own ice cream.




  Melly knew these streets behind which were cramped yards of back-to-back houses: two houses under one roof. And most of all she knew the one court, or yard, where she had grown up.




  Melly had become aware as she got a bit older that Nanna Peggy, Rachel’s mother, had never approved of the match between her mom and dad. Nanna, a proud, neat little

  woman, very preoccupied with her clothes and appearance, lived in Hay Mills over the haberdasher’s shop she ran with her second husband, Fred Horton. With them lived their daughter Cissy,

  Rachel’s much younger half-sister, who was born the day war broke out in 1939.




  Peggy thought she had gone up in the world since marrying Fred and didn’t like to be reminded that she had once worked on the Rag Market as well. Nanna Peggy could be very snobby.

  ‘Tuppence looks down on a halfpenny,’ as Gladys said. Melly was angry with Nanna for the way she talked about Tommy, as if he didn’t matter, almost as if he wasn’t a person.

  In fact it was her grandmother who had first made her feel an enraged sense of protection towards Tommy. She talked about him being a ‘spastic’ or a ‘cripple’, about having

  Tommy ‘put away’ somewhere. Melly had never forgiven Nanna Peggy for that. None of them went to see her very often these days.




  When Melly looked after Tommy and helped Mom, everyone said she was a good girl. Looking after people was the thing you were supposed to do. Tommy was a ‘cripple’ – as some

  people said – who needed looking after. He needed his big sister to teach him things and help him. And Melly had seen close up what it meant when people didn’t look after each other.

  She had seen Evie Sutton who lived across the yard.




  Evie was born just after Tommy in 1943. Irene, her mother, wanted a boy. Ray, her husband, threatened to leave if she didn’t give him a boy. Lo and behold, she had a girl. Ray didn’t

  leave – he stayed and got drunk as usual. Although Irene already had two daughters, she couldn’t seem to stand the sight of Evie. Sometime after Evie was born, Melly overheard, in the

  yard gossip, that Irene had been very poorly and ‘had it all taken away’. Melly had no idea what this meant except that there was not, apparently, going to be any boy to follow Evie

  – or any girl either.




  Melly knew her mother kept an eye out for Evie – everyone did. Evie was an odd child. You’d come across her at the end of the yard somewhere, pulling a worm out of a patch of rough

  ground and muttering to it. She was very pretty, blonde like her mother with huge blue eyes. But the other children, even though they felt sorry for her, also found her smelly and annoying. Her

  sisters were mean to her. She was never clean, always a whiff about her. And she was always, always after something, wanting to play your games, come into your house, sit on your knee or whatever

  it was but it was always too much and people ended up shooing her away.




  ‘That’s enough now, Evie – go on, stop mithering me – buzz off.’




  But the glimpses Melly had had of the inside of Irene and Ray’s house, the bare walls, the dirt, the miserable-looking table with spilt milk and crumbs all over it, the scuttling bugs,

  gave her the shivers. Auntie Gladys’s house was jerry-built just the same, but she worked hard to make sure it was decorated and clean inside.




  Gladys had been a rock in all their lives. Melly thought of her as her other grandmother even though everyone called her Auntie. And Dolly and Mo and their family at number one had shown Gladys

  the staunchest of support through good times and bad. Their boys were part of the scenery, of all that was familiar. As were the other neighbours, sour Ethel Jackman with her silent husband, and

  dear old Lil Gittins at number five, caring for her shell-shocked husband Stanley. Melly felt happy to live in this yard, amid these streets with their factories, their neighbourliness, their

  grime, their harshness. It would never have occurred to her to think of living anywhere else. Her school was just along the road, all the family she most cared about were here. It was Alma Street

  – it was her world. And Tommy was her world as well.




  





  Three




  ‘Oh, no, I knew it, God help me!’ Rachel leaned against the scullery door as her body clenched in a powerful contraction. ‘Oh, why couldn’t it come when

  there was school?’




  Her face contorted and the muscles in her arms knotted tight. Her words were followed by a helpless moan of pain.




  A queasy feeling grew inside Melly. Her mother was bent forward, her head bowed, dark hair twisted up and pinned roughly behind her head. A moment later she straightened up with a desperate

  gasp.




  ‘Oh, no!’ It was a sob.




  To her horror, Melly saw a creeping pool of liquid move across the floor from her mother’s feet. Rachel grabbed a rag and frantically wiped her legs. Melly’s sick feeling grew. Had

  Mom wet herself? Not Mom, surely? She had never seen her mother like this before. She knew it was the baby but she didn’t know what to do. When Kev was born she had been safely asleep in bed

  with Auntie here and Dad and a midwife.




  ‘It’s coming,’ Rachel panted. ‘Melly, go and get Dolly quick – tell her I’m having it!’




  Gladys was out at church and Dad nowhere around either. Melly ducked her head against the rain pelting down into the yard.




  ‘Eh, bab, where’s the fire?’ Dolly Morrison joked as Melly hurtled in through the door of number one. Dolly was at the table, with Donna. Three of her lads were crouched round

  the fire, cuffing each other for something to do on a soaking-wet Sunday morning.




  ‘It’s Mom, she says can you come she’s having it!’ Melly babbled, still only half understanding that ‘it’ was the new babby Mom had said was on its way.




  ‘Oh, my word –’ Dolly leapt up. ‘Come on, princess – you come with me.’ Little Donna, seated at the table, was five now. Dolly scooped her up and dashed for

  the door. Melly followed.




  ‘Rach?’ Dolly took one look inside the door of number three. ‘Melly, go back and tell one of the lads to run for the midwife – get Reggie to go, he’s more chance of

  finding the way.’




  Melly stalled for a moment. Her, order Reggie, who was six years older than her and had already left school, out into the rain! She wouldn’t have minded asking Jonny or Freddie, the

  younger boys who were fourteen and twelve. But since Reggie had come to her rescue with Tommy the other day, she had started to feel a sort of awe for him, although he never took any notice of her.

  She was just a little squirt and a girl so far as Reggie was concerned, wasn’t she? How could she tell Reggie what to do! But she ran back to number one, heart pumping even harder

  now.




  Standing at the door, she found her courage to announce, ‘Reggie – your mom says you’re to go for the midwife.’




  The three blonde boys all stared at her. They were good sorts really. But still lads. And older. Reggie raised his chin a little.




  ‘Wha’?’




  ‘You’ve gotta go,’ she insisted. ‘To get the midwife.’




  To Melly’s surprise, Reggie got up. She was taken aback that she had managed to make this happen.




  ‘You gotta hurry an’ all,’ she added, gaining confidence, even though he was several heads taller than her. ‘The babby’s coming. Go on – quick!’ Reggie

  pushed past her and she heard his boots clomping along the entry.




  Back home, she found Dolly taking charge, putting on pans of water to boil, comforting Rachel and being motherly and reassuring. She had put little Donna, who was five, down at

  the table next to Tommy. Donna, plump-cheeked, with a head of wavy black hair like her mother’s, was looking about her, seeming awed by what was going on. Kev was rattling about on the floor

  with his cars. Kev never kept still for long.




  Melly stood by the table, at a loss. Everything felt frightening and strange. Although Mom had told her and Tommy that they were going to have another brother or sister, Melly had only dimly

  realized that the baby was inside Mom. She could hardly believe it. And she had no idea what was going to happen. She wanted comfort, though she hardly knew that was what she required.




  ‘Come on, Tommy, Donna,’ she said importantly. ‘We’re going to do some letters.’ She liked being Tommy’s teacher. Tommy had never been to school. Mom said

  there was nowhere for him to go, unless they put him in a home and she was never going to do that. Melly liked teaching him things she learned at school. ‘Look – I’ll write them

  out for you.’




  As she leaned over to write big, careful letters in pencil, she could shut out the sight of her mother’s agonized face. But she could not shut out the sounds. Rachel bent over, muffling

  her moans of pain with the end of her apron. As the spasm passed, she sank down on her chair close to the range.




  ‘Oh, Dolly,’ she burst out, her voice high and out of control. She seemed to forget they could hear every word. ‘What am I going to do? What if this one’s not all right?

  If I have another one like Tommy, that’ll be the end of it. Danny’ll go, I know he will. He’ll just go off and leave us and then what’ll I do?’




  Melly felt the words like the blows of a stick. What was Mom on about? Dad, leave them? He had left them once before for a time, she didn’t know how long and she didn’t know why. But

  he had come back. It felt long ago, like a dream that she had forgotten until now.




  She looked at Tommy. He was sitting in his special chair, his head slightly to one side, his body wavering slightly as it always did, eyes wide, looking across at Mom. Had he heard? Of course he

  had heard. Tommy heard everything, understood everything, no matter what anyone else might think.




  ‘Oh, love,’ Dolly was saying, leaning over Rachel with her arm round her shoulders. ‘Shh.’ She glanced back at Tommy for a second, then lowered her voice.

  ‘Don’t be daft. Why should it happen again? You had Kev all right, dain’t you?’




  ‘Well, why did it happen with Tommy?’ Melly heard her mother say in a forced whisper. ‘I still don’t know. Was it something I did? Oh, God –’ She broke off

  and pushed herself up to bend over the chair. ‘Here it comes again.’




  ‘Come on, bab – don’t get all upset or you’ll make it worse for yourself,’ Dolly said, once the pains had receded again. Melly could hear a strain in her voice. She

  could tell that Dolly did not really know what to say either.




  ‘See, Tommy,’ Melly said to him desperately, trying to distract him from Mom’s terrible words. ‘Soon we’ll have a new babby and you can play with him and we can

  show Cissy when she comes over . . .’




  Cissy, Rachel’s baby sister, was only two years older than Melly. They always called themselves cousins even though Cissy was really Melly’s aunt.




  ‘Why don’t we get you upstairs?’ Dolly was saying to Rachel. ‘Let’s get you sorted out. The midwife’ll be here soon. Reggie went for her a while ago

  now.’ She glanced round at the children. ‘We can’t send them to play out, Rach – they’ll flaming drown out there today! All right, bab –’ She gave Melly a

  reassuring smile. ‘That’s a girl – you look after your brothers. And you be a good girl, Donna.’




  Rachel leaned on Dolly’s arm as they went to the stairs and Melly heard Dolly encouraging her as they went up. Melly kept trying to make a little lesson out of everything as if she was at

  school, but Donna wasn’t interested and sat with a faraway expression on her face, kicking her legs against the chair. Tommy, who was usually her willing pupil, was distracted and

  wouldn’t pay attention. She felt tears rising inside her.




  Noises came from upstairs, feet on the floorboards, groans, Dolly talking soothingly. Everything felt frightening and chaotic. Melly still felt sick. It was like the nasty feeling she sometimes

  had inside if she glimpsed into the Suttons’ house across the yard – mess and dirt and everything being upside down and never knowing what might happen next.




  ‘Oh, pay attention, Tommy,’ she snapped, feeling tears forcing at the back of her throat. The kettle was gushing steam and she went to turn it off.




  ‘Hello?’ There was a light tap on the door. A smiling face topped by a dark blue felt hat appeared, looking in at them. ‘I’m the midwife – have I come to the right

  place?’




  Melly got down from her chair, nodding solemnly at the woman who came in, carrying her bags.




  ‘My goodness, what a day!’ she announced, putting her things down on the floor. ‘Raining cats and dogs!’




  She looked about her, as if to check what the place was like and for the things she would need. Once she had put her bag down she removed the hat from a head of brown, collar-length hair clipped

  back from her face, then removed the navy mackintosh to reveal a pale green uniform beneath. Her face was calm and kindly. She looked up as a low groan came from upstairs.




  ‘Is that your mother?’




  Melly nodded again.




  ‘And your brothers and sister?’ She smiled at Tommy and little Donna who sat staring, awed.




  ‘Donna’s not my sister,’ Melly said. Her voice sounded very small. ‘Her mom’s upstairs.’




  ‘Ah, good – someone’s with her then? And you’ve got some water on the go?’




  The midwife came close to Melly and bent down to talk to her.




  ‘What’s your name, dear?’ Melly thought her voice sounded lovely and smooth; she looked clean and bright and reassuring.




  ‘Melanie Booker,’ she whispered.




  ‘Well, Melanie, I’m Nurse Waller. I’m a midwife and I’m going up to help your mother give you another brother or sister. You’re a good girl, I can see –

  you’ll be here to look after the other children, won’t you? And soon it’ll all be over, don’t you worry.’




  Melly nodded again. She would have agreed to anything suggested by this wonderful being in her crisp-looking uniform, with her pink skin and a light of kindly joy in her eyes. She seemed to have

  a power and wonder about her like no one Melly had ever seen before. Immediately the threat of chaos and fear died. This person would make everything all right.




  As Nurse Waller’s footsteps receded upstairs, she went back to the table feeling much better. ‘All right, Donna – you can get down and play with Kev if you want. And Tommy

  – we’ll play a game.’




  





  Four




  ‘What’s going on?’




  Melly’s father, Danny Booker, burst into the house, his coat dark with rain, his face tense. ‘Where’s yer mother?’




  ‘The babby’s coming!’ Melly jumped up. ‘The midwife’s up with her.’




  Her father hung his cap on the door and drifted about the room, appearing restless and at a loss. Sometimes it seemed to Melly that these cramped little houses were not big enough for men to

  live in. Her father looked like an animal in a box that was too small for it. He looked round as if for something to do and at last said, ‘Is there a brew on, wench?’




  ‘In the pot.’ Melly poured out a cup. She had already taken one to Nurse Waller. She had crept upstairs to the attic, straining not to spill a drop. She hurried in and put the tea

  down without even looking at her mother, in bed under the low ceiling, and scooted out again.




  ‘Thank you very much, dear!’ Nurse Waller called.




  Dolly had gone home now, taking Donna with her.




  It did not go on for long. By the time Melly had played a few games with Tommy, and Dad did some of his cartoon drawings with Kev, and Kev asked for the umpteenth time if they could get another

  dog because their little Jack Russell, Patch, a wanderer and philanderer if ever there was one, had gone and got himself run over and Dad said no, they didn’t need any more mouths to feed or

  anything else to flaming well trip over – and they had all tried to close their ears to the footsteps and muffled cries from upstairs – Nurse Waller came down smiling, to tell them that

  they had another son and that Mom was in good spirits.




  ‘Congratulations, Mr, er . . . Booker,’ she said.




  ‘Is . . . Is he . . . ?’ Danny was sitting forward leaning on his knees, smoke curling up from the cigarette in his hand. He cleared his throat and started again. ‘Is he all

  right?’ Melly cringed inwardly at the question. She could see Tommy’s steady gaze on his father.




  ‘Yes, he’s right as rain,’ Miss Waller said cheerfully. ‘Now – I see you’ve boiled me some more water. What a good girl you are, dear. You could make a

  marvellous little nurse one day!’




  Melly’s heart seemed to turn somersaults. Could she really be a nurse?




  Picking up the steaming basin, a towel over one arm, Nurse Waller went to the foot of the stairs.




  ‘I’m sure your mother could do with another cup of tea and I really wouldn’t say no to one myself. We’ll just get everyone tidied up and then you can all come up and see

  the little fellow.’




  As the kettle boiled for tea, the heavy clouds cleared. Slanting spring sunshine managed to hook its way into the house in a sudden blaze of light. The midwife came down and had a quick cup of

  tea, saying that mother and baby were both having a nap. Melly stood watching her adoringly. She thought everything about Nurse Waller was wonderful and wished her father would be less brusque with

  her. He sat in his shirtsleeves, smoking and looking at the paper, not speaking to her. The young woman went upstairs for a last check before taking her leave. Putting her coat on, she said:




  ‘Thank you for being my little assistant, Melanie. You’ve kept everyone in order and calm for your mother which is very important. Well done.’ She looked round at them.

  ‘Leave them be for a while. Perhaps you could go up a bit later?’




  Melly watched her leave, feeling as if an angel was departing from the house.




  Soon after they’d finished their tea they heard voices in the yard: Dolly greeting Gladys. Then both of them appeared at the door.




  ‘Yer too late,’ Danny said, looking bashful suddenly in front of the two women. ‘It’s another lad.’




  They both came in, asking excited questions. Gladys’s broad-hipped body was wrapped in a brown coat over a long black skirt, her thick salt-and-pepper hair piled up in a bun, fastened back

  with combs. She was an imposing figure as she claimed her usual seat at the table from where she could see out over the yard. She was queen of her home and gaffer of the yard. And she had taken all

  the rest of them in, first Danny, then Rachel, then all the children one by one.




  ‘He’s all right?’ Gladys kept her voice light, but Melly saw her eyes meet Danny’s. She glanced at Tommy, thinking, Don’t you dare say anything else, not in

  front of him. She knew how Tommy felt, that Dad didn’t want him; that he’d never be a man, not the way a man should be.




  ‘Midwife says he’s all right,’ Danny said.




  ‘Thank heaven for that.’ Gladys wiped her hands over her face. ‘Is there any tea in the pot, Melly? I could murder a cup. And then we can go up and see the little

  feller.’




  Rachel lay in bed gazing at her new son. She had said to the midwife that she wanted a nap to delay the moment when the family would come crashing up. She could hear their

  voices, a murmur of tones from downstairs punctuated by drips from the leaking roof into several pails and bowls round the room. She was not sleepy. In fact she felt so wide awake at that moment

  that it was as if she would never sleep again.




  Six and a half pounds, the midwife had said, weighing him. Not a bad weight and good colouring.




  ‘A fine little fellow,’ she’d said, handing him into Rachel’s arms. ‘That was a good, straightforward birth, wasn’t it, dear? Nothing to worry

  about.’




  But when Tommy was born, she hadn’t thought there was anything to worry about. He hadn’t fed well, it was true, and he felt different, floppier, but it was only months later when he

  didn’t sit up, just hadn’t thrived the way Melly did. Only then, gradually, did they know.




  ‘You’re an expert now, with your fourth,’ the midwife said.




  ‘Fourth and last,’ Rachel said. ‘I’m as expert as I need to be.’




  She felt like asking Nurse Waller if there was any way she could be sure of putting a stop to babies forever. But how could she come out with such private things and say, my husband is so . . .

  Well, he’s so energetic and it’s hard to stop him – I don’t know what to do . . . It was all too embarrassing to know where to begin.




  She leaned over and unwrapped the little boy from the white, gossamer blanket Gladys had knitted for him.




  ‘Hello, Ricky.’ She looked down at him. The sight of him made her smile. ‘Richard Booker. How about that?’ He looked back at her with a dozy expression, his eyes misty

  and puzzled looking.




  ‘Well, you’re a sleepier thing than our Kev was.’ Kev had fizzed with life from the very start, arms and legs going like little pistons.




  Anxious, she tried his arms and legs, gently bending and straightening them. She was a fraction reassured. He felt different from Tommy – that was all she could tell for now.




  She wrapped him up and settled down beside him, feeling battered and utterly exhausted.




  ‘Please be all right, littl’un,’ she begged him, her eyes filling with tears. ‘God knows, you’re mine and you’re lovely, but you’d better be the last. I

  just can’t stand any more.’




  She heard Danny’s feet on the stairs. He came round the door, her tall, wiry husband, his blue eyes full of longing and uncertainty. He came and looked down at them both,

  like a big child himself, Rachel thought. However old he grew, the hurt child was always there in Danny. The child thrown into the orphanage by his father and left to rot. God, she loved him, that

  she did! Even though he drove her to desperation at times.




  ‘Is he all right then?’ he asked.




  She ached that this was the first question. It hurt her. As if he expected something faulty. No matter how much he pretended to accept Tommy, to be a decent father to him, she knew it always

  felt wrong and shameful to him to have fathered such a son, a boy who talked, but in a strange contorted way all of his own, who could only stand to shuffle from chair to chair, who could only

  climb the stairs with the greatest effort and difficulty.




  Rachel nodded. She must appear sure and strong.




  ‘He’s all right. He’s lovely, Danny. I thought we’d call him Richard – he looks like a Richard.’




  Danny’s face relaxed. He sat down on the bed and took in the sight of his boy.




  ‘’Ullo, Rich.’ He chucked his cheek gently. The baby twitched in surprise and Danny gave a low laugh. ‘You’re a bit of all right, you are, mate.’




  Rachel’s tears flowed down her cheeks. She had given Danny two more sons now – the kind of sons he really wanted.




  ‘Eh – what’s all this?’ Danny got up to move closer to her and take her in his arms. ‘There’s my wench. You’re all right, ent yer?’




  She nodded into his chest, still crying. All through the pregnancy she had felt faint and limp. It was hard ever to get enough to eat. ‘I just want things to be right,’ she sobbed.

  ‘I don’t want you to leave me.’




  Danny stroked her, holding her close. ‘I ain’t going to leave you, Rach,’ he said. He seemed puzzled. ‘Why d’you think I am?’




  She couldn’t answer. It was just always a feeling she had. He’d left once before – he could do it again. ‘No more, Danny. No more babbies – please. I’ve had

  enough and I keep thinking, with every one, that something will go wrong – something even worse.’




  ‘All right,’ he said, rocking her. ‘All right, wench.’




  They sat clasped together and she felt comforted by him.




  ‘Eh,’ he said after a while. ‘D’you think he’ll like the Beano? He’d better!’




  ‘Oh, Danny!’ she laughed, wiping her eyes. Danny and his comics.




  He grinned at her, his freckly face close to hers. ‘We’d better let Auntie and the littl’uns up to see him.’




  Tommy sat in his chair, listening to the sounds from the rest of the family upstairs.




  ‘We’ll bring him down to you so you can have a look, bab,’ Auntie had told him as they all went up.




  He knew they would, but it felt bad being left alone down here. He could haul himself upstairs, but it took him an age. At night, Dad still carried him up to bed. He felt left out – again.

  Closer than the sounds of their feet on the bare boards, the exclamations and chatter, he could hear the clock ticking on the mantel. The ticking made him feel lonelier. He looked down at his

  hands, his right palm pressed to the tabletop, spread out. His left arm was clenched to his side. He couldn’t control it the way he could his right. The muscles in his arm and hand

  wouldn’t do what he wanted them to. When he was writing, which he could do well enough with his right hand, Melly had to weigh down the paper with a cup or a couple of brass weights from

  Auntie’s cooking scales, so that the paper didn’t slip about.




  ‘Tommy’s clever, Mom!’ Melly said to their mother sometimes. ‘Look at him doing his letters.’




  Mom would nod in a distracted sort of way. He knew she was pleased – that it turned out he could do more things than she had feared were possible. But still.




  Another boy. When Kevin was born, just before Christmas in 1948, Tommy had seen that his father had at last got the son he really wanted. And now, here was another boy. The sort of boy they

  wanted – a boy not like him. His eyes filled with tears and he started to get choked up. He wiped his eyes with his right arm. He mustn’t cry – it made it so hard to breathe. He

  must just do what he always did – try to swallow his frustration. If he got upset, Mom and Melly were upset too.




  ‘You’re my brave boy,’ Mom said to him sometimes. ‘My brave little soldier.’




  It seemed that his job was to be braver than anyone else, however much he wanted to break down and cry at the feel of his twisted arm, the pain in his hips or his way of talking which

  didn’t sound like anyone else’s. Up until the other day, he had been brave. Mom had taken him out sometimes in the chair. He had put up with people staring, other children calling him

  or his chair rude names, and the nasty, hurtful things some of the grown-ups said about him or Mom. He tried to pretend he hadn’t heard. But there had been nothing before like those boys the

  other day. The horror of it rose up in him again. It had been terrifying, thinking they might tip him out of his chair, run off with him and throw him away somewhere. But the worst thing was their

  faces. They had looked so nasty and cruel as if they hated him for being the way he was. He was someone no one could ever accept. He never, ever wanted to see anyone look at him like that again. He

  wanted to stay where he felt safe, in the house, the yard. The outside world now filled him with foreboding.




  ‘Tommy!’ Melly came running downstairs. ‘Auntie’s bringing the babby down to you!’




  Tommy felt warmed again inside, just a fraction. He arranged his face into his lopsided smile as they came into the room with the little bundle wrapped in a blanket.




  





  II




  1953




  





  Five




  2 June 1953




  The Morrisons’ house was packed full to bursting.




  Everyone’s eyes were turned in one direction – towards the new rented television, in its brown Bakelite casing which Dolly had polished to a sheen.




  The children were crowded into the space in front of it, on the floor, all the kids from the yard and some others who had heard about the television’s arrival. Melly sat among them, the

  cold hardness of the floor seeping through her knickers. Cissy was on her left and on her other side, Tommy’s chair which Mo had kindly positioned so that he had a good view, despite

  Evie’s sisters, Rita and Shirley Sutton, moaning that he was in the way.




  The younger ones were wearing bonnets decorated with paper flowers, or cardboard crowns in honour of the young Queen who they could see, mistily, making her vows on the twelve-inch screen.

  Melly, feeling a bit silly now she was nearly twelve, had agreed to wear one too, though Cissy, who was going on fourteen, seemed happy with a white bonnet balanced on her ginger waves of hair.

  Cissy would always dress up, given the chance. Tommy’s crown kept slipping down over his eyes and Melly reached up to adjust it for him.




  ‘Got your bag of rocks safe, Tommy?’ she whispered. Tommy nodded happily. Now that sweet rationing was over, they were all making the most of it. Tommy had a bag of sweets and

  liquorice strips tucked in his pocket. Melly was licking her precious toffee apple, making it last.




  ‘Throughout all my life and with all my heart I shall strive to be worthy of your trust,’ the young Queen’s voice came to them.




  ‘She must be ever so nervous,’ Melly heard her mother say to Dolly. ‘Think of having to do all that with all those people watching. My heart’d be out through my chest. I

  mean, she’s younger than I am.’




  There were roars of ‘God Save the Queen!’ and soon Elizabeth Regina emerged from Westminster Abbey. Melly gasped at the sight of her in her crown and a beautiful dress with tassels

  hanging from the shoulders. She was met by the huge crowds, cheering and clapping. Melly heard Mom and the others murmuring to each other behind her.




  ‘Doesn’t she look lovely,’ Dolly breathed. ‘Ooh, that gown she’s wearing – that crown must weigh a bit . . . And look at all those people. Wouldn’t

  you’ve liked to go, Rach?’




  ‘What? Sleep out all night in the rain?’ Rachel laughed. ‘Well, maybe – if you’d gone an’ all, Dolly!’




  ‘Wouldn’t catch me sitting out in the road all night,’ Gladys remarked. ‘Even to see the Queen.’




  ‘More comfy watching it here, eh?’ Dolly lit another cigarette and sat back, smiling. ‘It’s marvellous, isn’it though, Glad? Ooh and everyone together – our

  Wally back. If only Reggie was here . . . Bloody war goes on forever even when it’s over.’




  Melly’s ears pricked up hearing Reggie’s name. Reggie her distant hero. He had been called up last autumn for his two years of National Service. Wally, his older brother, had just

  finished his and come home.




  ‘Right, everyone!’ Mo announced after they had watched the procession. He had a natural authority with his burly body, pink fleshy face and cropped grey hair. Everyone liked and

  trusted Mo. ‘Time for a party!’




  As all the other children got up, cheering, bouncing with excitement, Melly went to Tommy. Her stomach was rumbling and they were all looking forward to the celebration food outside.




  ‘We’re going out to the party now, Tommy.’ She could see he looked worried. He had been scared for so long now, of going anywhere other than in the yard. Even though he was now

  nearly ten years old, he had never been to school and he scarcely ever went out, except to the doctor’s now and then. They’d given him a proper wheelchair, free on the National Health

  Service. Melly was his devoted teacher, trying to show him how to spell and count. His other friend and teacher was the wireless. And he stayed in the house and the yard where it felt safe.




  ‘You coming with me?’ he said. Each word cost him an effort, his muscles willing them out one by one. Tommy could make himself understood, so long as you gave him time.




  ‘Course I am,’ she said. ‘It’s just us. And there’s going to be jelly.’




  Tommy beamed with pleasure. Jelly was one of his favourite things.




  She saw her father coming over to them. ‘Come on, my lad.’ Melly could hear the forced jolliness in Danny’s tone. He tried his best with Tommy, but he just never knew what to

  do with him. It was so different with Kevin, who was four and a half now, and Ricky, who was two. Kevin was the real favourite, she could see. He was a real live wire and she saw her father play

  with him, and toss him around. When Dad got out one of his comics or did his little drawings, he tried to share it with all his sons – but Melly could see that he was always relieved if he

  could just play with Kev.




  She linked arms with Cissy, glad to stretch her legs after sitting on the cold floor.




  ‘Come on, Ciss – Mom’s bringing out the cake. Let’s get us a good seat.’ Melly wished Cissy could come more often. It was nice to have another girl in the

  family.




  Cissy liked coming over to Aston to stay with her big sister Rachel and with Melly. Even though everything here was more cramped and poorer, and Melly and Cissy had to share a bed, at least she

  got a warm welcome. Peggy had never been a motherly sort and now that Cissy was long past the sweet baby stage, her mother had little time for her. She’d been much the same with Rachel.




  ‘I don’t know why you want to go and stay in that slum!’ Melly and Cissy would take off Nanna Peggy in the snooty, languid voice she used these days. Their eyes would meet as

  they giggled over it, imitating the way Nanna crossed one slim ankle over the other as if to show off her shiny leather shoes. Rachel would say, ‘Now, now, you two.’ But she

  wouldn’t be able to stop laughing either. It was how they all dealt with the hurt Peggy inflicted. And it was so much more fun for Cissy over here.




  ‘We’ll sit each side of Tommy,’ Melly said, as they followed Danny who was pushing Tommy’s chair along the entry.




  Like so many other neighbourhoods, Alma Street was celebrating on this special, holiday Tuesday. Even if the weather was showery and not the best, everyone was determined it was going to be a

  day to remember. In the street they found tables arranged end to end. Women from the surrounding yards were carrying out plates heaped with the best that rationing and scrimping and saving would

  allow. Their yard had joined with the one next door, every possible stick of furniture carried out into the street to sit on. A few lengths of bunting fluttered along the houses and shops close by.

  The kids were lined up round the table in a variety of hats and crowns, the adults standing about behind. Everyone seemed in high spirits, especially the children.




  Rachel, carrying a cake out to the feast, watched with an inner tremor, following behind the girls and Danny as he pushed Tommy’s chair along. Thank God I had Kevin, she found

  herself thinking for the umpteenth time. Kevin, her healthy, skinny, uproarious lad. Never had she seen Danny so happy as when Kevin rose to his feet at fourteen months and toddled energetically

  round the room pushing a stool. Ricky had of course done the same. But she could see that Danny felt like a proper man once he had fathered Kevin. It was as if Tommy didn’t count.




  Lost in her own thoughts, it took her a moment to realize that Lil Gittins was walking just behind her. Lil and Stanley lived at number five in their yard, in the end house, abutting the metal

  spinning works. Rachel turned to smile at her.




  ‘All right, Lil? How is he today?’




  The very look of Lil was heartbreaking. When Rachel first moved to the yard, Lil’s husband Stanley, a strong man and lively as a cricket, who had worked as a carter for the railways, had

  just gone off to war. Lil always used to wear her honey-blonde hair piled majestically on her head, and be made up with bright lipstick, full of fun and kindness. These days she was so thin that

  the bones in her face seemed overly large and her eyes were sunken. Her hair, still piled on her head, was now almost white, even though she was only in her late forties.




  ‘Oh, he said he’ll stop in today,’ Lil said, trying to sound cheerful. As if Stanley stopping in wasn’t what he did every day of the year. As if she didn’t mind

  doing everything alone, trying to manage, as if her husband wasn’t a member of the living dead.




  Rachel could hear the tears building in her voice, but Lil stemmed them and raised her chin.




  ‘Just the way it is, I s’pose. Make the best of it.’ She shrugged and tried to smile, but she could not shift the desolate look in her eyes. Rachel reached out and squeezed her

  arm.




  Stanley, who had been a radio operator on RAF fighters, had been shot down over the Mediterranean at night and floated in the black water for twelve hours before he was rescued. Within months,

  the plane he was in was hit a second time and he bailed out, on fire, again landing in the sea. By some miracle he was picked up once more by a British naval vessel, but was badly scarred all down

  his left side. His mental scars, though, were as bad, if not worse. Sometimes at night you could hear his screams across the yard. Quietly, the neighbours would say it was a pity he survived, that

  Lil would have to have him put away. But Lil could not bear to do it.




  ‘He’s my Stanley,’ she would say quietly. ‘For better or worse, I’ll look after him. Anyway, our Marie’s made her life in Liverpool now – what

  else’ve I got?’




  Rachel carried the sponge she had made out to the table and placed it alongside the fish-paste sandwiches and jellies and dry cakes. She slipped past Ethel Jackman, who was hardly ever known to

  say an agreeable word, least of all to her own husband, and followed Danny who steered Tommy over to the corner of a table, where Gladys and Dolly were standing. Gladys was wearing her usual dark

  clothes, though she had added a touch of colour with a vivid red scarf at her neck. Set against her dark chestnut hair streaked now with threads of white, pinned up in a thick, coiled plait, and

  her blue eyes, she looked very striking. She had been organizing everyone in the yard for weeks before the celebration, collecting money, making sure things got done. Dolly, beside her, was wearing

  a dress of green-and-red flower patterns. The two friends made an exotic pair.




  Dolly was standing behind Donna, seven now, in a little crimson dress and looking as ever, utterly beautiful. The youngest Morrison boy, Freddie, was beside her. The others were far too grown up

  to be sitting with the children. The eldest, Eric, was on the point of getting married. Reggie was away and Wally and Jonny were standing about with some of their mates, all with hands in pockets,

  a distance back from the table as if they were holding themselves aloof from all this carry-on.




  ‘That’s it, good lad, Tommy,’ Dolly said kindly, as he arrived. She saw Melly hovering about, waiting to look after Tommy. ‘You and Cissy squeeze along there next to

  Donna, bab, and Tommy can come up next to you.’




  Cissy and Melly immediately got on either side of Tommy. Rachel gave her daughter a fond glance. You could always rely on Melly. She felt a swell of pride when she compared Melly to those Sutton

  girls, Rita and Shirley, who were sitting opposite her, skinny little things with their long ratty hair and mean-looking faces. Rita was a bit older than Melly and Shirley a bit younger so Melly

  was stuck with them as they were the only girls her age in the yard. But they were right two-faced little sods. Nice as pie one minute when they wanted something; the next, she knew, they’d

  turn on Melly or whoever they were playing with and yank their hair or dig their nails into another kid’s arm ’til they drew blood. And if anyone had anything – like that doll of

  Melly’s that Gladys got her one Christmas, Irene Sutton would go and get something bigger and better. God knows how she affords it, the state they live in, Rachel thought. She’d had to

  go and get a doll – a big, hard plastic thing with blonde hair and eyes which opened and shut. Once they had something new they’d be all snooty and wouldn’t want to know the other

  children. And they never, ever shared it with Evie. Evie was left out of everything. Rachel swelled inside with fury every time she saw the way Irene treated Evie, poor little mite. Even now, she

  was stuck on the end and they were all ignoring her. Irene stood behind her daughters, resplendent in a scarlet frock, her hair newly bleached and curled at the ends. Rachel looked at her,

  thinking, yes, not a thought for anyone else, but you can dress yourself up like a film star as usual, you selfish cow.




  ‘I see the cripple’s out today,’ Irene remarked to a woman from the neighbouring yard, and not quietly either. The woman turned her head away, not knowing what to say. Rachel

  saw Melly’s face tighten in fury and she herself was already poised to strike.




  ‘What did you say?’ she demanded. She felt Gladys clamp a hand on her arm to stop her rushing round the table to black Irene’s eyes. It wouldn’t have been the first time

  and by God she didn’t half ask for it.




  ‘Don’t,’ Gladys hissed down her ear. ‘Leave it. She’s just a silly bint – trying to get a rise out of you. Like a flaming kid, that one.’




  Rachel looked daggers at Irene. She lowered her head, breathing hard, trying to control the impulse to go and tear Irene’s hair out.




  ‘In front of him,’ she whispered savagely to Gladys. ‘She cowing well said it in front of him. Just when he’s . . .’ Her eyes filled with angry tears. Tommy had

  come out to the street – that was progress.




  ‘Just leave it,’ Gladys said. ‘Don’t do anything – not today.’ She nodded at the table of children.




  Dolly, however, was not one for holding back. ‘You want to look after your own kids,’ she retorted across the table. ‘Instead of poking your nose in about other people’s.

  And where’s your old man? Down the boozer as usual, I s’pose?’




  Irene stuck her nose in the air and ignored them. Ray Sutton, dark-haired, full of charm when sober but frequently drunk and obnoxious, was nowhere to be seen.




  Melly kept sneaking looks round at Wally Morrison. He and Reggie were quite alike and as brothers they were close. Both of them worked on milling machines for GEC, in Electric Avenue in Witton.

  Dolly had worked there before she was married and Reggie followed Wally there. But now Reggie had gone off into this unknown world of the army and Wally had just come back from it. Melly kept

  wanting to look at him, as if seeing Wally could somehow put her in touch with Reggie. It wasn’t as if Reggie ever took any notice of her – not before and not now. But she was

  fascinated with him. He seemed to be everything a grown-up man should be – handsome, with a strong-boned face and thick blonde hair. He was tough and mysterious, not as talkative as Wally.

  The sight of Reggie always made her heart beat faster, even though she knew he had no time for her. After all, he was eighteen! For now though, all she had to look at was his older

  brother.




  ‘What’re you staring at?’ Rita Sutton leaned across the table, her eyes narrowed in her sly way.




  Melly whipped her head back round from another peek at Wally. ‘Nothing.’




  ‘You was staring. I saw yer.’




  Melly could see the spiteful gleam in the girl’s eyes.




  ‘I wasn’t,’ she insisted.




  She turned away as if to help Tommy, fussing over him unnecessarily.




  ‘He’s like a babby,’ Melly heard Shirley Sutton remark. She kept her eyes fixed on Tommy’s. Ignore them, her eyes said. They’re just nasty like their

  mom.




  Her own mom and dad were just behind them so she felt safe. She heard Mom chatting to Dolly. Rachel broke away for a moment from the group to call out to a friend up the road.




  ‘All right, Netta? I thought you were going to come and watch it at Mo and Dolly’s?’




  Netta made some flustered reply and Rachel called back, ‘All right then – see you tomorrow!’




  Tommy was looking happy now and he beamed when they were presented with a bowl of orange jelly.




  ‘Here y’are,’ Melly said, reaching for a spoon to give him. Tommy could eat perfectly well with his good arm.




  ‘It’s disgusting, the way he eats,’ Rita said, her eyes gleaming nastily.




  Melly wanted to say, Well, at least he doesn’t have a face like a rat like you, but she didn’t dare. Rita was nearly fourteen and Melly was scared of her.




  Seeing that Tommy was eating happily she glanced quickly round at Wally Morrison again. His blonde hair was slicked back and he stood more upright since the army, a swagger to him. He was all

  right, Melly told herself. But he wasn’t Reggie. Reggie was quieter, kinder.




  Around her was all chat and laughter. She could hear Mo’s voice from down the other end of the table. Someone had rolled out a keg of beer and Mo, legs braced to hold his barrel-like body,

  was handing round cups, glasses, jam jars of it. Her mom leaned over to cut the cake. There was a pink seam of jam through the middle.




  ‘Hold your plates out,’ Mom said. ‘One at a time!’




  Mo worked his way along. ‘Here yer go – a toast to Her Majesty!’




  They were in the midst of drinking and cheering on the new Queen when an all-too-familiar figure came zigzagging along the road, staggering into walls and out again across the pavement.




  ‘Oh, look who it isn’t,’ Dolly said loudly, as Ray Sutton tripped into the gutter and almost fell. ‘The ruddy Lone Ranger.’




  ‘He’s getting worse.’ Gladys stared along the street. Melly knew that Auntie did not approve of swearing or bad manners or drinking to excess. ‘When’s he ever

  sober?’




  Melly only half-heard what they were saying. The other half of her was dreaming about Reggie, imagining that he was here, that he would come and sit next to her and gaze deep into her eyes . . .

  She only looked up when there was a horrified outcry from around her. Ray Sutton was lurching along the road close to them, bashing into people who were shouting and telling him to get out of

  there, the state he was in.




  ‘Wench!’ he yelled, seeming able to focus at least on the fact that the ample woman in red was his wife. His voice was so slurred they could only just gather what he was saying.

  ‘Get in the *****g house!’ He staggered and nearly fell.




  ‘Using the soldier’s word – when you’ve never been near a uniform,’ someone sneered.




  Ray wasn’t listening to anyone else. ‘What’re yer doing out ’ere . . . ? Showing yerself off . . . Yer filthy trollop.’ He weaved round the end of the table towards

  Irene.




  ‘Ray!’ Irene shrieked, as he started to manhandle her. Other voices were shouting at him to get off her.




  ‘Knock it off, Ray!’ Melly heard her father shout. ‘Look at yourself – what’re you doing?’




  ‘Oh my God, here we go,’ Rachel said contemptuously. ‘Wouldn’t you know it?’




  ‘It’s a party!’ Irene shrieked. ‘For the new Queen. Come on, Ray – come and have a—’




  But Ray managed to grab Irene’s hair, poking a finger into her eye as he did so. She screamed with pain and continued to scream as he dragged her along by her blonde locks and up the entry

  towards the house.




  ‘Bloody disgrace!’ Melly heard, amid other shouts after them.




  Her own heart was thumping. Now she was older, she had become aware of the fights between Irene and Ray, the shouts and screams late at night. Behind closed doors was one thing, but this was

  horrible to see. Rita and Shirley were hanging their heads. Melly looked at Evie. She was staring ahead of her, her pale hair hanging in sheets each side of her sweet, blank face, her eyes seeming

  fixed on nothing, as if she wasn’t there at all.




  





  Six




  ‘God Almighty,’ Dolly said, appearing at their door one Saturday morning a few weeks later. ‘Did any of you lot get a wink of sleep last night? I had to stop

  Mo grabbing the poker and going round to knock the pair of ’em out.’




  Melly had heard them last night, the yells and crashes. Ray Sutton and Irene had had one of their worst-ever fights, starting after the pubs closed and going on for what felt like most of the

  night.




  ‘Those two deserve each other,’ Rachel said. ‘It’s Evie that worries me.’




  ‘Come on – no time for canting, you lot,’ Gladys said.




  The Booker family were preparing to go to market, sleep or no sleep. There were piles of clothes on chairs. Gladys was rolling them into bundles.




  ‘You know why, don’t you?’ Dolly said, propped importantly against the door frame, blowing smoke from her Gold Flake into the morning air.




  ‘Why what?’ Gladys said. ‘Spit it out if you’ve got summat to say. We’re running late as it is.’




  ‘Kynoch’s let him go yesterday. Take your wages –’ This had been a wage packet that you couldn’t bend – it had his cards in it. ‘On your way. He keeps

  turning up at work so kalied he’s bouncing off the walls. They’ve had enough of ’im.’ She took another satisfied drag on her cigarette. Dolly always liked to be first with

  the news.
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