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  PART ONE


  
    
  


  One


  Ladywood, Birmingham, 1926


  Oi, Maryann  pack that in or your shoesll be all scuffs. Youll ave our mom after yer!


  Sally Nelson sat primly on the step of the Garrett Arms, skirt pulled well down over her knees, thick blonde hair fastened back with a rag ribbon, and her baby brother clasped tight on her lap.
  There was a frown on her round, pretty face as her younger sister skipped impatiently up and down, aiming kicks at the grime-encrusted wall.


  Maryann turned, sticking her tongue out as she sprang back and forth, an ice cream in one hand and ample signs of it in evidence round her top lip. She stopped for a moment and stared down the
  length of her skinny, scab-kneed legs to her feet, pushed into an old pair of cast-off shoes, their buckles dulled with wear.


  Theyre all scuffs anyow, so what yer on about? She licked urgently at the ice cream before beginning again on her hopping and twirling, her bobbed, black hair flying
  wildly round her face. Oh  wheres our dad got to? E should be ere by now!


  Sallys big-sister bossiness couldnt rile her today. Maryann was as full of fizz as a bottle of Nanny Firkins dandelion and burdock and just as close to exploding with
  excitement. It was 17 September, her twelfth birthday, the sun was still shining even though the summer was over and they were back to school, and today was the day their dad had promised
  theyd go and fetch the kitten home from Nanny Firkins. Even though shed have to share it with Sal and Tony and babby Billy, really it was going to be hers.


  After school that day shed come dashing home well ahead of Sal, her excitement even overcoming her wariness of her mother. Mom! Mom! You there? She tore up the entry, to
  find Flo Nelson in the yard still toiling away on the mangle outside the brewhouse. It was Monday, washday. Billy, with just a vest on, was stamping to and fro in a scummy puddle of washwater with
  his little peter out on show, the lot. Wet clothes strung on lines along the yard, flapped against Maryanns face.


  Course Im ere. Where else would I be, sunning meself in the South of France? Flo Nelson snapped, wiping her wet hands in an irritable gesture over her blonde hair to
  keep it out of her face. She was a broad-hipped, rather stately woman, once as beautiful as Sal would one day be, but sagging now. Her manner was petulant and long-suffering. And keep yer
  grubby ands off of there. I aint been slaving away all day for you to come and bugger it all up. Ere She reached down the front of her blouse for a twist of cloth
  from which she took a sixpence.


  Maryanns eyes widened with glee. Mom was never going to give er a whole tanner! Blimey, she knew it was her birthday, but Mom never handed out even a farthing without being
  asked! Flo Nelson bent and hoiked her youngest son to his feet.


  You and Sal go and find yerselves an ice cream  and get some drawers on im and take im with yer  es running me ragged.


  A beam spread across Maryanns freckly face.


  Ice cream, oh ta, Mom. Come on, Billy  eh Mom, what about Tony?


  Her five-year-old brother would be whining round her if he saw her with an ice.


  Es round with Alec. Flo jerked her head towards the wall adjoining the next-door yard. What e wont know wont hurt im. Make sure yer
  finish em before yer get back ere! Her face surrendered to a rare moment of softness at the sight of her scallywag of a daughter. Go on with yer, birthday girl. This
  time twelve year ago I werent enjoying meself any too much I can tell yer.


  Sal was just coming along the road.


  Ere Sal! Our Moms being nice today  Ive got a tanner!


  The girls found an Eldorado ice-cream cycle on the corner of Garrett Street and went back and settled by the door of the pub. Dad wouldnt be back yet, however much Maryann willed him to
  be. Theyd long finished the ice creams, wiped Billys face and were trying to stop him crawling in to play on the beery, sawdust strewn floor of the Garrett Arms when the men started
  coming out of the factories.


  Awright, Sal? some of them said, coming into the Garrett for a pint or two after work. Waiting for yer dad, are yer? Ell be ere in a tick,
  Walpoles is out.


  Maryann noticed that when some of the men spoke to Sal, their voices altered, as if they were telling her a joke that Maryann didnt understand. And one or two of them would give her a
  wink. Sal favoured her mothers fair looks: the pale skin, gold hair, the white, rounded body. Quite the young lady she was and they treated her almost as if she was a grown-up woman. They
  didnt do that to Maryann, a skinny whippet of a kid, with her black hair hacked off straight round her jaw and her face all freckles. She didnt care: she was a tearaway, a tomboy,
  besotted with animals and hungry for adventures.


  She carried on skipping about. Walpoles were out! Walpoles, a firm making aluminium ware, was where her dad worked, the only man she cared about. After all these years he had a
  proper job and was earning a good wage and everything was getting better and better. Next year Sal would turn fourteen and thered be two wages coming in. Then Momd never have to take
  in washing again.


  Sally turned from bending over Billy to find Maryann shinning up the lamp-post on the corner by the pub.


  Oh get down before yer kill yerself, she snapped. Ere, look  its our dad. Yer that busy fooling about youve missed im coming.


  Maryann slithered down the pole and tore along the road, all sharp knees and skirt flying.


  Dad!


  Harry Nelson, a tall man with a lean, tired look, watched his daughters wild progress along the street, followed more sedately by her older sister and baby brother. Harry stopped,
  throwing his coat over his shoulder, a grin spreading across his face. He held his arms out as Maryann catapulted herself at him.


  Eh  youre getting too big for that! He laughed, fending her off.


  Dad, Dad  can we get the kitten now?


  Well He eyed her, teasing. I had in mind a couple of pints with the lads first.


  Oh Dad!


  He laughed. Harry Nelson had big, tombstone teeth and needed only to part his lips to look as if he was smiling. Therell be no peace till we do, will there?


  Shes been keeping on and on, Sal said, trying to sound superior, although in truth she was almost as thrilled about the kitten as Maryann.


  Maryann dragged him by the hand. Come on then!


  Nanny Firkin lived in a back house on a yard off Ledsam Street, along from the Borax factory. It was a short way across Ladywood, the other side of the railway shunting yard
  and the cut in which lay the sluggish, scum-ridden water of the Birmingham Mainline Canal to Wolverhampton. The house where Maryann and the rest of the Nelsons lived was also a back house, with two
  tiny bedrooms on the first floor and an attic, but Nanny Firkins house at the far end of the yard was more by way of a cottage: two up, two down, with a little patch of garden at the front,
  and Maryann loved going there. Nanny Firkin, a widow of some years, loved animals too and told Maryann she was a chip off the old block.


  When they reached Ledsam Street, Maryann ran on ahead, heart pounding with excitement, up the entry to Nans and across the greyish-blue bricks of the yard. The door was open, as it nearly
  always was, and one of Nanny Firkins cats, an exceptionally hairy ginger tabby, was curled, asleep on the front step. Maryann peered into the dark kitchen, which smelled of coal and onions
  and the sour odour of the parrots cage.


  Nan? Its me, Maryann! Dads brought us up for the kitten.


  I didnt think itd be long before you made an appearance.


  Nanny Firkin limped over to the door, a twinkle in her eye. She was a tiny lady, thin as a wisp, who lived on next to nothing and was always dressed stiffly in black, but with a little wizened
  face from which looked two eyes, watery and blue, and brimming with warmth and vivacity. She was full of affection for her granddaughters and son-in-law. It was her own daughter Flo she found it
  less easy to rub along with, forever mithering and carrying on, although Nanny Firkin had done everything in her power to help Flo while Harry was away fighting  and the pair of them once he
  came back from France. Flo was a houseproud chit but lazy and self-pitying with it. Always hankering for a spick and span house but thinking it ought to get done by magic instead of knuckling down
  and doing the work herself. Flo Nelson called her own mothers house a bloody flea-ridden menagerie  yer go there alone and you come back with company.


  But Maryann had hardly ever caught a flea at her nans. Shed be more likely to pick up company of that sort at her friend Nancys house in another yard across Garrett Street,
  if the truth be told.


  Nanny Firkins kitchen was a cosy place. Her grandmother had been chopping an onion at the table and the kettle was hissing on the hob over the black range. Beside it was squeezed the old
  chair with its horsehair stuffing bulging out through holes in each of the arms. In one corner, balanced on a crate, was the cage where Walt her parrot lived, named after her late husband.


  Talks to me a darn sight more than Walter the flesh and blood man ever did, Nanny Firkin often said.


  Ello, Walt! Maryann called to him.


  Ello, Walt said. Ello. And added a metallic sounding shriek for good measure, closely resembling the noise that came from one of the factories behind
  the yard.


  When Harry Nelson appeared at the door with Sal and little Billy, Maryann was already bent over the black cat who was lying under the big chair with her litter. Out of the mass of warm, hairy
  bodies, Maryann saw a tiny face, tiger-striped grey and black, with shiny brown eyes gazing up at her.


  Oh look, Nan! Look at this one  the little tabby!


  She took the creature on her lap and it settled there, seeming quite content.


  Aint they grown, Nan! Sal exclaimed. No, Billy  yer must be gentle with em. She restrained Billys strong, pinching fingers.


  Oh Nan, can I ave this one! Maryann looked into the animals eyes and knew he wanted to be hers. Look at the way es looking at me. The
  kitten twisted playfully on to its back and pawed at her fingers.


  Dont I get a say then? Sal stood over her, but she was smiling in spite of herself at the kittens antics.


  It is madams birthday, Nanny Firkin said, brewing tea for Harry. She was always mothering him, trying to feed him up. Anyroad, I reckon ers
  picked the best of the bunch.


  While her dad gratefully drank his tea and ate Nanny Firkins sticky ginger cake, and Sal and Billy played with the other kittens, Maryann sat with her new pal in her lap, laughing as his
  fur tickled her bare knees. She could scarcely believe it: a living creature, so tiny and perfect and beautiful, and he was all hers . . . She stopped, looking carefully at him and turned to her
  grandmother who was sitting, as she always did, perched at the very edge of her chair as if in her long life she had never learned to take her rest and be comfortable.


  Is this one a boy or a girl, Nan?


  Oh thats a lad, that one. Tigerface I call im.


  Tigerface Maryann cocked her head at him. I think Ill just call im Tiger. She nuzzled her cheek against him, brimful with delight. Thanks,
  Nan. Es the best ever.


  Maryann lay cuddled up close to Sal that night on the bed they shared in the attic. There was a strong whiff of damp, but they barely noticed, being used to it. They had an
  army blanket and a couple of old coats, and apart from that they had to keep each other warm. The nights were still quite mild now but it was perishing cold in the winter. Now she was older, Sal
  refused to have a bucket of wee by the bed and, however cold the night, if she needed to go, she took the key and went off down the yard to the freezing toilets. Maryann wasnt
  so fussed and would go down and relieve herself in the bucket in Tony and Billys room if needs be. Sal was getting far too particular, she thought.


  Move over, Sal moaned. Im half hanging off the edge of the bed over ere.


  Sorry. Maryann shuffled along the lumpy mattress. There was a pause. A mouse scuttled across the floor. Tigers so lovely, aint e?


  Oh Gawd, not again. Yes, Maryann, es lovely. Es the most perfect cat in the whole blinking world. Now will yer shurrup?


  There was silence for a moment, then Maryann poked her in the ribs and Sal rolled over, giggling. Oi, pack that in! But she was only pretending to be cross. The two of them
  snuggled up together. Despite being so different they were close. Theyd had to be, the way their mom was.


  Thered been great excitement when they carried Tiger home. Nancy Black and three of her brothers had invaded to look him over until Flo Nelson unceremoniously shooed them out again.
  Maryann had spent the whole evening holding him and playing with him and even Flo admitted he was awright, I spose. Now he was asleep, exhausted, on a strip of rag by the
  range.


  Maryann lay looking up at the dim rectangle of sky through the uncurtained attic window. The nights were drawing in now. I dont want to leave Tiger when I go to school, she
  whispered. I wish e could come too.


  Dont talk so daft, Sal murmured. They lay together talking fondly about the kittens antics until the downstairs door opened and they heard their fathers tread
  on the stairs. Flo Nelson was always harassed and irritable in the evenings and hustled them straight from playing in the yard up to bed out of her way. She had Billy to settle down and
  didnt want any added trouble from them. But their dad always came up to say goodnight. Maryann squirmed with delight. It felt so cosy in bed, with Dad coming up to give them a kiss.


  He had been a stranger to them when he came home from the war in 1919. Sal had been eight then, and Maryann five and it had taken them some time to get used to one another. Flo, exhausted after
  years of coping with two young daughters alone, of scrimping and queuing and struggling, had expected a man to come home who she could lean on, who would take over. Instead, for those first years,
  she had an unpredictable, helpless wreck on her hands. Often she exclaimed angrily that the men who came home may have survived, but they were no bloody good to anyone, the state they were
  in. The girls didnt understand what it was all about. They didnt understand the war, or the suffering of the soldiers, or that the man who had come home was one who had changed
  and couldnt fit in, wouldnt, for a long time, be able to hold down a job. But they did know they were loved. Harry Nelson was a man who felt incomplete away from his family. He adored
  his children, and that separation, added to the horror and degradation of the war, had increased his trauma further.


  Hows the birthday girl? he said, stooping his long body and sitting down on the bed.


  Maryann giggled.


  That little Tiger of yours is asleep. Worn out. Maryann felt him rub her back with his warm hand and he gave Sal a pat. Night night. He leaned down and kissed them
  both. Maryann felt his lips press her cheek, the prickle of stubble on his top lip.


  Eh  ow about you sing to me, eh  our special song? Just the first bit. Howds it go?


  The song was one Sal had sung at school while the war was on, a prayer for the soldiers and sailors. She had told her father about it when he came home and they had sung it many times. Now they
  both piped up:


  
    
      God bless our soldiers


      Guard them each day


      Make them victorious


      All the way.


      In the great conflict


      May they endure,


      And God bless our soldiers


      And make victory sure.

    

  


  In the early months after he came home, he would ask for the song, and when they sang it he would sit on their bed, his shoulders beginning to shake until he was weeping
  uncontrollably. It had frightened them at first, but he was such a kind, gentle man that they used to sit beside him and put their arms around him. Flo had become resigned to his suffering and
  fractionally more understanding. They had had the two boys, who filled Harry with joy. It had taken years, but now, with the passing of time and the help of his family, in particular his children,
  Harry Nelson knew that the emotional wounds of the war were slowly healing.


  Now he no longer wept when they sang to him. He sat quietly listening, then stood up as they finished.


  Nice voices, you wenches. Sleep tight.


  Maryann listened to him going slowly down the stairs to see the boys, the familiar creaks of each tread. She closed her eyes. She felt safe and warm and loved. Later, looking back at those cosy
  nights, she would wonder how she could have taken them for granted, when they were all too soon snatched away.


  
    
  


  Two


  It happened two months later, quickly, horribly, all in an afternoon.


  Maryann was with her friend Nance. Nancy Black had been Maryanns best pal ever since theyd started school together. Maryann loved going to the Blacks because there was
  always something going on. Even when Nances dad came home tanked up he never took any notice of her  he and Mrs Black had a right lot of shouting matches, but hed never done
  her any harm. As often as not when he arrived, Maryann and Nanced shoot across the road to Maryanns house to keep out of the way until the trouble died down.


  The Black family consisted almost entirely of boys: Nancy was sandwiched between three older and four younger brothers. Her dad, Joe Black, known as Blackie in the district, scratched what might
  have been a reasonable living as a cooper, going round the yards mending the maiding tubs, if he hadnt parked his barrow and drunk his earnings away most afternoons. Nancys mom,
  Cathleen Black, had a head of salt and pepper curls, one crossed eye and a moany voice. Maryanns mom said Cathleen Black was a Catholic and not up to much and having one eye
  crossed like that served her right. Nancy said her mom was born like that so Maryann never understood how it could serve her right. Did God do things like that? Didnt he like
  Catholics? And was that why she had to take in washing and cart other peoples bundles off down the pawn shop on a Monday morning to make ends meet?


  Well, its no good relying on that drunken bastard, Cathleen said, placidly, of her husband. Or wed allve starved to death by now. But then, with
  a distant look in her eyes, shed add, E was never like that before the war.


  Cathleen Black seemed to overlook the fact that Nancy was a girl most of the time and except for school, Nance wore her brothers cast-off shorts and shoes, and her hair, black and curly
  as her moms, was cropped short. Nance strutted about with her elbows stuck out and you didnt cross her. She was tough. Flo Nelson said it was a shame, her never looking like a proper
  girl, but she was damned if she was passing down her girls clothes to people like that.


  It was chilly that November afternoon, threatening rain, the air damp and rank with factory smells from all around and the stink of the yard privies. Both Maryann and Nancy had been ordered to
  keep an eye on their baby brothers, and Billy Nelson and Horace Black were at one end of the long, narrow yard, playing with a collection of marbles.


  Dont you go putting em in yer mouth, Horace, Nancy shouted to him. They aint rocks for sucking.


  Billys fair head and Horaces dark one were close together and they kept picking up the marbles, throwing them at the wall, watching them bounce off and roaring with laughter.


  Theyre awright, Nancy said, long-sufferingly. Lets leave em be.


  She strode over in her patched, baggy shorts to where two of her older brothers, Jim, thirteen and Percy, ten, were trying to cobble together their own cart out of a wooden meat-crate
  theyd bought for tuppence  the proceeds of selling empty jam jars  and some old pram wheels.


  Get lost! Perce scowled at her as he did something important with a piece of wire. Youll only muck it up.


  Lets play hopscotch, Maryann suggested. I gotta bit of chalk.


  For all her boyish ways, Nancy loved having another girl to play with. Blowing on their cold hands, they ran up the yard and started marking out a hopscotch grid. Nance started the game,
  throwing a pebble along the ground and jump-hopping back and forth. Mrs Black came out of the house with a scarf over her head and a cigarette jammed in one corner of her mouth and started hanging
  out a line of washing. She took the fag out and turned to them. Yerd better not muck this lot up or Ill belt the pair of yer.


  The girls ignored her. One or other of their moms said this to them several times a week every week and had done ever since they could remember. It had the same effect as Dont get
  dirty, which also went straight in one ear and out the other.


  Is yer dad in yet? Maryann whispered to Nancy as she took her turn on the hopscotch.


  Nancy pulled her mouth down and shook her head. Not many minutes later though, they heard his voice in the entry, mumbling furiously to himself as he staggered along. He was a red-eyed,
  barrel-chested man, with such skinny legs to support his rotund girth that they looked as if theyd been pinched off someone elses body. He came lurching into the yard, cap in hand and
  swearing fit to blister paint.


  Oh, ere we go, Cathleen Black said, vanishing inside her house to clear away the breakables.


  Blackie stormed into the middle of the yard and bawled, Someones nicked me fuckin barrer!


  Nancy and Maryann looked at each other. Nancys big brown eyes rolled expressively skywards.


  Jim and Percy straightened up at the end of the yard. Other neighbours round the yard barely turned to look, this was such a usual occurrence. Blackies favourite watering hole was the
  Beehive Inn in the next street. Hed bring his barrow, loaded with iron strips for mending the maiding tubs in which everyone did their washing, and leave it out at the front of the pub. By
  the time he came out it had almost invariably gone  moved for a lark by local lads who then watched Blackies alcohol-befuddled indignation at its disappearance. Week after week he
  never seemed to remember that if he left the barrow outside the pub, the same thing would happen. That, Flo Nelson said, was because he was so bloody thick yer could stand a spoon up in
  im.


  You sure, Dad? Jim said, cautiously.


  Blackie attempted to stride masterfully towards them, but ended up struggling to keep his balance.


  Course Im bleedin shewer! What dyer take me . . .


  Itll turn up, Dad, Percy said. It always does, dont it?


  He and Jim werent going to volunteer to go and get it and face the jeering ridicule of the lads in the next street.


  Someones nicked my . . . Blackie was just beginning all over again, when Sal came rushing up the entry, her face white as a china dolls.


  Maryann  oh Maryann! she cried, then burst into hysterical sobbing. At the sight of her sisters emotion, a sick, cold feeling came over Maryann. For a moment they all
  stood numbly, waiting.


  Our dads been in an accident, Sal blurted out at last. A terrible accident.


  Cathleen Black left her sozzled husband to his own devices, picked up grime-streaked little Horace and marshalled all the children across the road to the Nelsons house.
  Maryann immediately caught hold of Tiger and hugged him to her. Her chest felt tight, as if it was going to tear open. Nancy watched her with wide, concerned eyes.


  Our moms up the h-hospital. Sal sat down, still crying, at the table. This copper come and said our dadd been hit by a c-car and e couldnt come
  home and Mom had to go with him. M-Mom told me to come over and get Maryann and stay ere with Tony and Billy till er gets ome.


  Did the copper say ow yer dad is? Cathleen stood over her. She couldnt stand Flo Nelson, always looking down her nose as if from a great height, but she was fond of
  the Nelson children, and she couldnt just leave the kids in a state like this.


  Sal shook her head. Maryann started crying then. Theyd taken her dad away and shed never been inside a hospital and didnt know what it was like, only they looked big,
  frightening places, and he was hurt and she just wanted him home and everything to be back to normal. Her tears started Tony and Billy off crying too, and Horace looked at them all and began
  bawling as well.


  The evening passed like a terrible, blurred dream. They tried to eat the mash and mushy cabbage Mrs Black cooked for them, but Maryann felt as if her throat had closed up and
  she could hardly swallow. The older ones went out into the yard after tea, but all Maryann wanted to do was play with Tiger and hold him tight.


  Nancy tried to get her involved in a game, but Maryann just shook her head. Her dad, was all she could think of. She ached for him to come home, to pick up Tiger in his big hands and say,
  Hows our little moggy then? But the evening dragged on and still he didnt come, and neither did their mother. Everything felt strange and horrible.


  It was after eleven when Flo Nelson finally walked in. Cathleen had got Tony and Billy to bed. Tony had cried and screamed and Maryann went up and sat with him, stroking his head until his eyes
  closed, his distraught little face relaxing finally into sleep. Sal and Maryann had been adamant that they would not go up until their mom came back. They sat silently at the table, Nancy with
  them, draped wearily over its surface, too tired to do anything and too worried to sleep. The younger Black boys had dozed off on the floor and Horace was fast asleep on his mothers lap with
  his thumb in his mouth. His nose was bunged up and his breathing was the loudest sound in the room.


  Despite the fact that Cathleen Black barely ever set foot in her house normally, Flo Nelson showed no surprise at them all being there. As she came in through the door, Maryann knew immediately
  that everything was different. Her mothers eyes wore the glazed, exhausted look they had had in the days after she had given birth to Billy, only then she had been cheerful, had carried him
  proudly about. Now her pained, defeated body looked as if she had been punched so hard she would never stand straight again. She closed the door and turned, seeming unable to raise her head and
  look at them all.


  How is e? Cathleen said, softly. She struggled to her feet, still holding her sleeping son.


  Flo Nelson shook her head. She couldnt speak. After a moment she put her hands over her face.


  Es not . . .? Cathleen was deeply shocked. She hadnt thought it would be the very worst. Not this. Flo, es not . . .?


  Flo nodded, hands still over her face. Slowly she pulled them away, staring at the table, not looking directly at anyone. Ten oclock. E never came round  never knew
  what happened. E was in Icknield Port Road  it was a motor car knocked im down  his head . . . She put a hand to her own head. At last she looked directly at her
  neighbour, eyes wide with shock and bewilderment.


  He was on the Somme, Cathleen. He came all through the Somme.


  Maryann and Sal lay clinging to one another in the cold darkness.


  Well never see im again, Sal sobbed.


  The word never stabbed through Maryann like a sharp sword. Never. Ever. No  it couldnt be true. Wasnt real. Tomorrow he would come back, shed wait for
  him outside the pub, take Tiger for him to stroke with his long, rough fingers. Sundays theyd go down the cut or go over to Edgbaston reservoir with a fishing line and a jam jar. Shed
  hear him slowly, wearily climb the stairs to say goodnight, the same rhythm of his tread night after night . . . Never. Never again. She pressed her face against Sal and felt sobs jerk out from the
  very depths of her body. Everything felt frightening, and cold and utterly lonely.


  
    
  


  Three


  During the time between Harrys death and the funeral, his children stayed away from school. Flo couldnt cope with any of it and the girls had to take over their
  brothers completely. Sal minded Billy, while Maryann looked after Tony, helping him get dressed, trying to keep him occupied and out of Flos way. For two days their mom scarcely moved from
  her bed, lying there with her pale hair matted round her head, face swollen with crying, and it was Nanny Firkin who came to take charge. She was not one for kisses or cuddles but she kept them fed
  and her busy presence in her rustling black dress was a great source of comfort. As she had all through the war, Flo leaned on her mother for help. Nanny Firkin came and cooked for them and stayed
  with the children while Flo hauled herself out of bed to go to the undertakers on Monument Road, to make arrangements.


  Wheres my dad? Tony kept asking. He was five, and he didnt understand death. His dark-eyed little face was so solemn, so hurt, that Maryann could hardly stand looking
  at him.


  Es not coming ome again, Tony, she said, gently at first.


  Why? Wheres our dad gone?


  Es  es had an accident, Tony, and e aint coming back. She sat him on her lap, cuddling him, stroking his soft, squashy legs.


  Night-time was the hardest, when he didnt come back from work. They couldnt hear his voice through the floorboards from downstairs, his loud yawn as he came up to see them. The
  house felt so quiet and empty. Their moms sobbing was the only thing they heard, sometimes with Nanny Firkins voice trying to comfort her.


  What m I going to do? she kept saying over and over again. Every time she said it Maryann froze inside. Her mom was afraid theyd all starve! Four children and
  no usband! Owre we going to get by? It were bad enough in the war, but then you ad to put your own troubles aside when they were over there fighting. But now
  theres four instead of two, and therell be no end to it all . . .


  Youll ave yer widows pension, Nanny Firkin said.


  But thats next to nowt! Owm I going to keep em fed and clothed? She was tearful again. Lifes cruel  so cruel. After all these
  years, these bloody ard, struggling years, Harry gets imself a decent job and then this as to go and appen! She sank into a chair by the table and broke down.
  Well not ave a stick of furniture  Ill ave to sell it all. Oh, I cant go through all that again  I want a bit of rest and comfort in my life,
  not scratching and scraping for every farthing till the end of my days!


  Nanny Firkin pursed her lips. It grieved her more than she could ever express that Harry had been killed. Shed loved the man like a son and her own heart was leaden with it and even more
  at the sight of her grandchildrens faces, especially little Maryann, so like him in looks and his favourite. The child was heartbroken, clinging to that kitten. They should have had a better
  life, Harry and Flo. Married at eighteen, then Sally had come along. Harry had an apprenticeship then and they looked set for a fair passage. He was going to work his way up to being a skilled
  worker, then emigrate with his family. Thered been big advertisements before the war, asking for people to go to Australia. That was Harrys dream, to start a fine new life away from
  the stink of Birmingham factories and the shabby, vermin-ridden houses of old Ladywood.


  Ive got the energy of two men, he used to say. Youll see, Mother Firkin. This familys going up in the world, up and out of ere and right the
  other side of the world. Flo and mell live like kings  and well see to it you do as well. You can come and join us when were all set up.


  And then the war came, and instead they faced the shadow of a man whom the fighting had spat out and sent home to them: used, then discarded, abandoned to eke out a future on ruined health and
  confidence, on shattered nerves. Whatever rays had broken through from that bright, possible future had faded and gone out and now all was darkness for Flo.


  But Nanny Firkin had never been one to get carried away by dreams. You could dream, oh yes, dreams were what kept you going, kept you living one day after another. But stepping right into them
  and thinking life would pull itself round just to suit you  that was something else. Moonshine, that was. She watched her daughters grief, day after day, and she saw things very
  clearly as they were.


  Well, Flo, she said in her cracked little voice. You know Ill give yer all the help I can. Its no hardship to me spending time with my grandchildren 
  when Im allowed, she added rather tartly. Flo looked up at her, her tear-stained face desperate. But as for you, youre gunna have to get yerself a job, one that pays
  enough to keep this family together. I cant do that for yer, Flo, Im past all that. If I ad anything to give yer, yer could ave the teeth out of my head, but I
  aint even got them now. Youd best get yerself into a factory on the best wages yer can find.


  
    
      In Loving Memory of


      Harold Nelson


      Who entered into rest 16th Nov 1926


      Aged 33 years


      Interred at Lodge Hill Cemetery


      
        Funeral furnished by N. Griffin & Son, Monument Road

      

    

  


  Harrys funeral was held at St Marks Church, next to St Marks School, where Maryann and the others attended. Maryann sat next to Tony in the immense gloom of
  the church while grand words from the Book of Common Prayer whirled round her head. Her dads coffin was draped with a Union Jack, the reward of respect given to a serviceman of the war.


  At the cemetery they stood round in watery sunshine and a cold wind. Flo was distraught. She seemed to have no comfort to give to her family. She stood across the grave from them, being consoled
  by her younger brother Danny and his wife Margie. It was Nanny Firkin who stayed close to the children, arms stretched out, trying to spread her tiny frame behind them like a fan. Tony clung to
  Maryann. As they lowered the coffin into the grave, Tony turned and buried his face against her.


  The undertaker, Norman Griffin, was a tall, respectable-looking, middle-aged gentleman, his broad shoulders encased in a smart black coat with a white wool muffler at the neck,
  black gloves and shoes gleaming with polish and elbow grease. She could see, from under his bowler hat, that his hair was a faded ginger, and his complexion also had the faded freckliness of the
  redheaded. His manner was tactful and deferential. When they had driven back to the house from Lodge Hill and Mr Griffin had dispatched the carriages, he lingered in the street with them for so
  long that eventually Flo felt obliged to say, Can we offer yer a cup of tea or summat for your trouble, Mr Griffin?


  Well, I must say, Mr Griffin said, rubbing his hands together, giving a practised, moderate, undertakers smile, its a right cold day  I wont stop
  for long, of course, but Id be very grateful, I truly would.


  Flustered moments followed of building the fire and Nanny Firkin fetching water for the kettle while Mr Griffin sat by the hearth, looking round the room and lighting up a cigarette. Maryann
  watched him. He had sat himself, without a by your leave, in the chair that had been Harrys when he came home from work. Maryann gritted her teeth. She didnt like the smell of Mr
  Griffins cigarette smoke (her dad had never taken to smoking), and even more she didnt like him parking his backside in her dads chair, however much of a gentleman he was.
  Besides which, it was the most comfortable seat, so Nanny Firkin was left perched on a hard chair by the table.


  Flo laid out their handful of best cups and saucers and poured the tea after the eternity it seemed to take to get ready, while none of them had anything to say. She spooned condensed milk into
  the cups, her fingers trembling.


  Im afraid its a bit on the weak side, she apologized miserably, as if the tea was representative of their desolate state. Get Mr Griffin some sugar,
  Maryann, she ordered, adding in a hissed whisper, and dont bring it in the packet.


  Maryann tipped the large grains of sugar on to a saucer, found a spoon and dutifully offered it to Norman Griffin, coughing as his blue smoke wafted up into her nostrils.


  Ah Mr Griffin turned to her and she felt herself turn red under his close examination. Thank you . . . er, my dear. Close up to him, as well as the smoke,
  Maryann could smell sweat and some other funny chemical smell. Without meaning to she wrinkled her nose. Now he had taken his hat off she could see his hair was thinning on top and was smoothed
  back with soap or Brylcreem. He sat very straight, with an almost military bearing. As well as his smell, Maryann disliked his affected way of talking as if he was really posh, and the way he had
  ousted Tiger from by the fire with a rough shove of his shiny shoes, their soles muddy from the cemetery.


  But they had to be polite and thankful to Mr Griffin. He had handled Harrys funeral at a discount: the hearse pulled by gleaming black horses, the wreath, the cards announcing the death.
  In the circumstances, Flo Nelson had genuine cause for gratitude.


  We couldnt ve managed it  not proper like  without yer being so kind, she was saying, from a wooden chair opposite him, a tremor in her hands as she
  held her cup and saucer.


  The children sat round, dumb with misery; Maryann squeezed on to a stool next to Tony, each of them with one leg on, one off. Sal was sitting holding Billy, asleep in the dim gaslight. Cathleen
  Black had looked after him for the day and hed worn himself out playing with Horace. Mr Griffin seemed to take for ever to drink his cup of tea. Maryann could see the strain in her
  mothers face, her need to be left alone, not to have to be polite, to weep.


  Of course, I understand your feelings at this inauspicious time, Mr Griffin was saying, clinking his half empty cup down on the saucer. His fingers were pale and stubby, the backs
  of his hands freckly and still red from the cold. My own dear wife passed away not two year ago.


  Oh, Flo Nelson said, with an effort. Im sorry to ear that, Mr Griffin. I didnt know.


  Course Ive only the one son  worked for me in the business for a bit, till e decided to go his own way. I tried to persuade him to stay  e made a
  beautiful coffin when e put his mind to it . . . As he spoke he looked round the room again. Sizing it up, Maryann thought.


  Youve got yer ouse looking nice, Mrs Nelson. Daresay youd move to a bigger place given the chance though, eh? Very cramped these yard ouses  with all
  the family youve got.


  Ers always managed, Nanny Firkin put in, sharply.


  We aint got much chance of moving now, Flo said. To tell yer the honest truth, Mr Griffin, I dont know ow were going to manage with my Harry gone
  . . . Unable to hold back her emotion any longer, she burst into tears and Sal began sobbing as well. Maryann felt her own emotions swell inside her as if she might explode, but she
  wasnt going to cry with him here! She folded her arms tight across her bony ribcage, pressing herself in.


  Mr Griffin leaned forwards, breathing loudly through his nose. Oh dear, oh dear, now, now. I am sorry for your trouble, my dear. I do know what a terrible time this is for you . . . You
  know, I feel very sorry for you, a woman left to fend for erself with family. Now if you need any help  if theres anything I can do for you . . .


  Maryann squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Go away, you horrible smelly old man! her mind screamed. Get out of our dads chair, and out of our house!


  At last he stood up, seeming to take up half the room, and put his hat and coat on. Suddenly he turned and enacted a little bow towards Sal and Maryann.


  Goodbye then, girls. Youll help look after yer mother, now wont yer? They sat, mute, not even meeting his eyes.


  Thank you again, Mr Griffin, Flo said meekly. I dont know what to say, yerve been that good to us. She saw him to the door.


  Goodbye, mdear. Mr Griffin lingered for a moment. Now dont you go forgetting what Ive said, will you?


  Flo stood on the step, staring thoughtfully after him as he disappeared into the smoky gloom.


  
    
  


  Four


  December 1927


  And where dyer think youre going?


  Flos question was flung furiously across the room, through the paper streamers which hung in sagging loops from yesterdays Christmas festivities, at Maryann, who was by the door,
  forcing her arms into the sleeves of her coat.


  Out.


  Flo advanced on her, hands still black from shovelling coal.


  Oh no you aint, yer little madam. You get back ere and find a civil tongue for Norm  for Mr Griffin for once in yer life. Ell be ere any minute
  and yer can sit there and be polite. Theres summat e wants to say to you all.


  But Maryann was already out and across the yard, still pulling the coat round her, the door rattling shut in Flos face. It opened again.


  You get back ere, yer uppity little cow!


  Maryann disappeared at a run, down the entry to the street. She felt the cold come down on her like a weight, the raw air biting into her cheeks on this day of deep, silent midwinter. The
  cobbles were icy and the slates glazed with it: the sun hadnt broken through all day. She pushed her hands deep into her pockets, thrusting her chin down. She had on a pair of Sals
  old stockings, held up with garters. Everything she had handed down from Sal was on the big side. She could feel the stockings wrinkling down her legs.


  Flos angry words seemed to propel Maryann along the road. Im not staying in there  not to see im, she said out loud, her breath swirling away
  from her, thick and white.


  She turned down towards Nanny Firkins. In her left pocket she found a halfpenny, and gripped her hand round it, squeezing hard. She and her mom had never been what youd call close,
  but nowadays all she ever seemed to be was on the wrong side of her. All year it had been like this, getting worse and worse. Since her dad had died and since Mr Griffin kept on coming round week
  after week bringing presents: joints of meat, cakes, thrusting bags of sweets under their noses, sitting himself by their fire on Sunday afternoons. He had even begun to take off his shoes and park
  them up against the fender as his socks steamed in the heat.


  Maryann knew exactly what Mr Griffin wanted to say that afternoon. She was sick at the thought, because it had been coming all year. He was going to sit there in the chair, her
  dads chair, with them waiting on him hand and foot. Thered be her moms, Oh yes, Mr Griffin, no, Mr Griffin, which had gradually turned into, Oh yes,
  Norman, no, Norman, as Flo recognized a chance if ever she saw one. Mr Griffin was going to sit holding a cup of tea in those pudgy, freckled hands and tell them he was going to marry
  their mom. And he would say it in that wheedling, smarmy voice which made Maryann want to be sick all over his shiny shoes.


  She knew this as clearly as anything, because as his visits had become more frequent, Norman Griffin had come making hints and promises.


  Youre a good woman, Mrs Nelson, showing such kindness to a poor old widower like me. You shouldnt ave to spend the rest of your days slaving away on yer own . .
  . Nice little family youve got ere, Mrs Nelson  you need someone to take care of yer . . . And gradually, You want to get yourself wed again, Flo
   the factorys no place for a fine woman like you . . .


  Late in the summer, when a reasonable period of mourning was seen to have passed, and Flo had wept and worried and worked so hard in the brassware factory she had turned scrawny, she started
  going out for the odd walk with Mr Griffin on a Sunday afternoon, returning with flushed cheeks and a hard, determined look in her eyes.


  When he came to the house Maryann tried to avoid even looking at him. She hated him being there and refused to speak to him unless forced to. Sal was more biddable. She missed her father but
  brushed out her long, pale hair on a Sunday, made tea and was polite. Maryann pulled hideous faces behind his back and dropped dust and dead ants in his tea, reduced to being childish by her
  powerlessness over the situation. She missed her dad with a terrible ache in her that never seemed to get any less.


  She kicked at a rotten piece of wood on the pavement and it skittered into the gutter. She bent over and spat on it. Norman! Bloody sodding Norman! She stamped and spat
  until tears ran down her cheeks.


  Walking on, wiping her eyes, she crossed over the railway and went along to the spot where there was a hole in the fence and she could get down to the cut, scrambling down through scrubby bushes
  and alongside the wall of a warehouse on to the path. Down here it felt even more cold and utterly still. Fog hung thickly over the canal so that she could see only a few yards ahead: the
  factories, chimneys and warehouses were all shrouded in the saturated air. The place felt completely deserted. It was Christmas of course, and she saw the water of the canal was frozen over. Near
  where she was standing a stick poked up, frozen in at an angle, black against the grey ice. She walked along the path in the eerie whiteness, in towards the middle of Birmingham, over a little
  humpbacked bridge and past the Borax Works towards the wharves at Gas Street. Ahead of her she could just see the ghostly shapes of the wharf buildings and in front of them two rows of joeys, the
  boats which mainly did journeys of a day there and back. They were tethered shoulder to shoulder along the Worcester Bar. As she moved closer, she became aware of a sound coming to her
  intermittently through the fog. She wasnt alone down here then. Someone was coughing, a laboured sound which went on and on.


  Then she saw him, on the path in front of her, close to a boat which was tied by the bank. He was bent over, coughing from drenched-sounding lungs and struggling for breath. At first she assumed
  he was an old man, but as she approached, intimidated, yet somehow fascinated as well, she saw this was not so. He was quite unaware that she was there because he had to submit completely to the
  process of coughing and this made him seem somehow vulnerable. Maryann was also drawn by the look of him. He had a thick head of curls and a beard, all deep auburn, which appeared to glow in the
  greyness of the fog like a sanctuary lamp in a church, and he was clad in thick, brown corduroy trousers and heavy boots, and a thick jumper with a worn, black worsted jacket over the top and a
  muffler at the neck. As he stooped, hands pressing on his thighs, one hand also held a black cap.


  She saw that the boat by which he was standing was a horse-drawn family boat, and she noticed too that the mans hands, clasped so tightly on his thighs, were black with coal dust. Near
  him, on the ground, was a galvanized bucket.


  At last the fit passed and he stayed in the same position for a moment, seeming exhausted by it, let out a low groan and shook his head quickly from side to side as if to shake the fit off.
  Then, still bent over, he raised his head and looked up along the path. Maryann felt her heart beat with panic, and she stayed quite still. For a moment the two of them looked at each other in
  silence. The man had a round face, though his cheekbones jutted a little, adding a chiselled look to it. His eyes, from the distance at which Maryann stood, looked dark and his gaze was strong and
  unflinching. He stared at her without hostility. Just looked, taking her in. Then slowly, he straightened up and replaced the cap on his head.


  Ow longve you been stood there? His voice was soft and quite gentle.


  Maryann swallowed. She had been ready to run if he was angry or strange, but didnt feel the need now. The man didnt talk like Birmingham people, she noticed.


  Only a minute.


  Whatre you doing out? Its Christmas, ent it?


  Maryann shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She felt conscious of her stockings, wrinkled round her ankles. Well, youre ere.


  Well  yes, thats true. She thought she heard him give a wheezy chuckle.


  Why?


  He indicated the boat. I live ere. We ent sposed to be ere  brought a load of coal from Cannock to the Borax Works  before Christmas that was. And got
  blooming iced in, dint we? They ent ad the icebreaker out to free us up. Ive been smashing it up at the edge ere to give er a wash out. He indicated the bucket.
  Got to get the coal washed out, see, before we can put a new load in.


  Maryann nodded and moved closer. The long hold of the boat was black with coal dust and the rope fenders were grubby with it too, but apart from that she looked in good trim. She was painted red
  and yellow, with castles painted in the panels of the cabin doors, roses round the edge, and on the side of the cabin was painted her name, Esther Jane. Maryann looked at her with great
  curiosity, at the painted water can on the roof, the brass trimmings on her chimney, from which drifted dense yellow smoke. She looked round.


  Wheres yer horse?


  Old Bessie? Stabled up. Having a rest.


  Can I see inside?


  The man smiled. She saw he had big, square teeth. The smile creased up his face and gave him a comical, cheeky look. Youll get dirty.


  Maryann shrugged. Dont matter.


  Come on then  just for a minute but mind where you put your ands.


  She thought he seemed pleased. He climbed aboard ahead of her and when she stumbled climbing down into the boat, he gripped her arm. He felt very big and burly and strong.


  Go easy! Another low chuckle came from him. For some reason he seemed to find her rather amusing. You dont want to hurt yourself. Look  thats the tiller
   what we steer the boat with. Now, come on in.


  He opened the cabin doors and Maryann found herself stepping down into a miniature house. The man, who was too tall to stand upright in the cabin, sat down on a bench along the side, and
  gestured for her to sit beside him.


  There you go  this is our ome in ere.


  She gazed round, astonished. It was like being in a magic story where everything had shrunk. In front of her was a little black-leaded range, which made the cabin so stifling hot that Maryann
  unbuttoned her coat and took it off. There was a brown and white teapot and a big brass kettle, well polished, on the hob, which gave off a lovely warm glow. To her right was what looked like a
  cupboard, which jutted out into the cabin, and further back, a little area where there was another bench, divided off by red and white check curtains, tied back at each side. On the near side of
  the cupboard and on shelves on the wall by the stove were pretty china plates, some with lattice edges with velvet ribbons threaded through and tied in a bow. The man watched her taking it all in
  with some amusement.


  We pull this down ere He opened a small cupboard in front of him and the flap folded outwards. Thats our table. That cupboard you can see 
  he pointed towards the back  folds down for a bed.


  But its so . . . small!


  Its small all right.


  Dont you ave a house to live in an all?


  Nope. I was brung up on ere  lived ere all me life. Only time I been on the bank was in the war.


  She gaped at him. Ive never seen in one of these before.


  I can see that!


  Who lives on ere with you then?


  My dad, my little sister, Ada  shed be a bit younger un you Id think  and Jep, thats our dog. Theyve gone off to get us some food and see
  about whos going to get the ice broke up. We cant stick around long, you see  ave to get moving. We was sposed to be at Napton by Christmas but we got stuck
  ere. We ent starving yet though. Ere He reached to a little shelf at the side of the cabin. Want a bit of this?


  Ooh yes!


  She took the two thick squares of Cadburys chocolate, nibbled and sucked slowly, making them last. The man bit some off too, smiling at her enjoyment. He had such a kind face, she
  thought, somehow old and boyish at once.


  How oldre you? Maryann said.


  Me? Old as the hills.


  She frowned. Ow olds that?


  Im going on twenty-nine. What about you, since were asking?


  Thirteen. Whats yer name?


  Joel Bartholomew. And whats yours? He was making a game of it. Maryann found the corners of her mouth turning up.


  Maryann Nelson. Ill always be Maryann Nelson.


  Will you? Why?


  Cause no ones going to make me be called anything else.


  Well  thats settled then. Joel watched her carefully, rubbing his huge hands on the legs of his trousers. Then he stirred himself. Best get on  the
  othersll be back soon and they wont take to me idling.


  They stepped back out on to the bank. It felt very cold outside after the snug little cabin. Joel showed no sign of being cold, but he saw her shivering.


  Dyou live far, Maryann?


  Garrett Street.


  This meant nothing to him. Shouldnt yer be at home?


  Maryann shrugged, miserable again at the thought of home. I wish I could come with yer.


  Joel smiled. Not this time oyear you dont.


  They stood by the bank and she felt shy again, as if shed stayed too long. She put her coat back on.


  Better go then.


  Joel suddenly held out his hand in a teasing way and she took it. His was big and very rough.


  Nice to meet you, Maryann Nelson.


  Can I come and see yer again?


  Course you can  if you can ever find us. Tent easy that, on the cut!


  She turned and left him, pulling her too-big coat in closer round her, face and hands aching with cold. Reaching the bridge she turned back and saw Joel watching her. She waved, and for a moment
  he raised an arm.


  She went to Nanny Firkins house next, although she didnt say a word to her grandmother about Mr Griffin and why she wasnt at home and her nan didnt
  ask. She could see the girls unhappiness in every line of her. Shed had words with her daughter and would have more, but she wasnt going to inflict more on her
  granddaughter.


  Yer just making up to im for a meal ticket! shed accused Flo, and Flo whirled round, livid.


  Yes  I am! Es said ell move us into a bigger ouse and Ill not need to stand in that stinking factory turning out kettles all day long.
  Ill be able to live without being worried to death about where every meals coming from. Harrys gone  e aint coming back and a meal tickets what I
  need, without any sodding lectures on the subject. I dont want to end up like you, living on nothing and surrounded by mangy flaming cats for company!


  Maryann stayed with Nanny Firkin, warming herself again by the fire and drinking a cup of tea. She sat stroking the cats and talking to Walt the parrot, in the musty familiarity of her
  grandmothers house and she waited long enough so that Mr Griffin would have gone through his usual rigmarole of wiping his mouth, putting on his jacket and shoes and standing, holding his
  hat in front of his stomach and thanking her mother, with a little bow, for the afternoon tea which, he always said, brightened his lonely life. She thought about Joel and the boat and hugged this
  to herself as a lovely, warming secret.


  When she got home she pushed the door open cautiously, making absolutely sure she was not going to see Norman Griffins head, with the pasty, balding patch at the back, still in place in
  the chair.


  Sal was putting away cups and saucers on the shelf. She turned and raised her eyes to the ceiling, implying that Flo was upstairs, then shrugged, with an expression of sorrowful resignation.
  Tony ran to Maryann.


  Whereve yer bin, Maryann? Our moms ever so cross with yer and shes going to get wed to Mr Griffin. Dont say anyfing and make a row, will yer?


  They heard their mothers tread on the stairs. She had almost reached the bottom and stopped, staring across towards the door. Maryann waited for her temper to erupt, but she just stood
  there and they all gazed back at her. Maryann looked at Sal, then back to her mother.


  Ow can yer, Mom? Maryann said quietly. Ow can yer do it?


  Ill tell yer how I can do it. Flo came down the last of the stairs and across to fix her younger daughter with the steely, determined expression that had become hers since
  her husbands death. By thinking about what lifell be like if I dont. Norman Griffins got a business. Es got enough money to keep us, were
  going to a new ouse and es got a job lined up for Sal.


  Do I ave to work with im, Mom? Sal asked timidly. I like where Im working now. Sals first job after school was with a local bakery.


  Yes. You do. Well be all right now. We shant ave to worry. I know es not yer dad, but from now on ell be the head of this family
  and youll treat him with respect and a bit of gratitude. Dyou ear?


  
    
  


  Five


  1928


  Theres someone at the door, Maryann! Flo Nelson shouted.


  Maryann went to the front door and found Nancy grinning in at her. So this is yer new ouse then!


  Maryanns solemn expression broke into a smile as well. Come on  Ill show yer. Nancy went to St Peters, the Catholic school, so the girls didnt
  see one another in the daytime.


  Flo and Mr Griffin were married in the new year, and soon after he announced that there was a house waiting for them two roads away in Anderson Street and they were to move in immediately. He
  had it all planned. It was a little bit nearer his premises, where Sal had started work straight after Christmas, and was a two up, two down, with a tiny yard out at the back behind the kitchen and
  definitely a step up from a back-to-back.


  You stepped straight in off the street into the front room. By the hearth was a peg rug, which Flo and Sal had botched together, and Harry Nelsons chair. Apart from that, the only piece
  of furniture which came from the Nelsons old house was a small cupboard. The other two chairs and a low table were provided by Mr Griffin. He had a little china cabinet, a table and chairs
  and another comfortable chair (although he still preferred Harrys) and a heavy brass oil lamp which he liked to keep well polished and light in the evenings. It had been his fathers,
  and his beloved mother who lived in Handsworth, had passed it on to him.


  Nances eyes were wide, looking round.


  Ooh, its nice, Maryann After the cramped squalor of her familys back house this seemed almost palatial.


  Flo was in the kitchen cooking and there was a smell of ham knuckles boiling.


  Oh  ello, Nancy, Flo said, rather snootily. Cathleen Black may have helped her out in her time of need, but that didnt make them equals in Flos eyes.
  They had only moved two streets away, but it felt far enough to represent a new start. Flo was managing to pull herself up in the world and she was going to do it, no matter what the cost. There
  always was a price: that was just how it was. She hadnt anything in the way of feelings for Norman Griffin, except for gratitude that hed come along and been prepared to take on her
  and her family. That was no small thing. But he was gentlemanly in his ways, and hed shown her the gateway out of absolute poverty: she never, ever wanted to be faced with that again.
  Shed have to live with his mauling her about in bed of a night  she shuddered slightly at the thought of Normans white, flaccid body, his thick lips and tongue. But that
  wasnt too high a price to pay, she thought: he wasnt one of these oversexed men, thank heaven. And he showed great consideration  never went all the way, so to speak.
  Theyd agreed that there werent to be any more children. Her own four were enough of a handful.


  Go on and show Nancy upstairs, she said, irritated by the girls watching her.


  You aint been round our ouse for ages, Nancy complained as the two of them clattered up the stairs.


  I know. Weve been busy. Moving and that.


  Upstairs were two rooms, one shared by the new Mr and Mrs Griffin, with Billy on a little bed on the floor, and the girls and Tony in the other. Maryann wrinkled her nose as they went in. She
  could smell urine from where Tony had wet the bed again that morning. He was forever asking if he could get in with her and Sal, but they said they werent having him wetting them too. Tiger
  was curled up asleep in the middle of the bigger bed that Maryann shared with Sal. She and Nance sat down on it and Maryann reached for Tiger and stroked him. He arched his back, purring.


  Dyer wanna come and play out then? Nancy said. She wasnt one for sitting still for long.


  Maryann kissed the stripy top of her cats head, between the ears. He was such a comfort, amid all the changes.


  Maybe  in a bit, she said. She felt edgy, almost tearful, sitting there with Nance. Nance was her best pal, but there was a distance between them suddenly that Maryann
  didnt know how to overcome. Her emotions were all tangled up and confused and she couldnt find the words to tell Nance how she was feeling. She cuddled Tiger tightly. The day they
  moved their few possessions out of Garrett Street, Norman Griffin had stood in the living room and prodded Tiger with the toe of his boot.


  We dont need to take that with us, do we? he said.


  Flo looked at him, not understanding for a moment. You mean the cat? Even she could hardly believe what he was suggesting.


  We dont want a cat in the new house, do we? Dirty animal, under yer feet all the time. I nearly tripped down the stairs over the thing the other day. Be a good time to get shot of
  it.


  Maryann stood behind him, so tensed with shock at what hed said that for those moments she couldnt react. She saw her mother look across at her. Flo ran her hands over her pale
  hair, as if preparing herself, and stepped closer to her new husband.


  Norman  I really dont think we can leave the cat behind. The children . . . I mean, its Maryanns. Itd break er heart.


  Norman turned and saw Maryanns piercing expression. For a moment he hesitated, then decided to smile. Oh, awright then. If we must, well take the thing. Itll most
  likely follow us over there anyhow.


  So Tiger had come. At least her mom had stood up for her over him. That was something.


  Ows Sal getting on? Nancy asked. Whats she doing at Griffins? Eh She dug Maryann in the ribs. She aint building
  coffins?


  No! Maryann elbowed her back. Dont be daft. I dunno. Shes in the office. Bits and bobs. Messages, taking down details for cards and that. She aint
  really said a lot. Sal never seemed to say a lot about anything nowadays.


  Sounds awright, Nancy said. Soft job that. With a giggle she added, If yer go for that sort of thing.


  Maryann managed a laugh, feeling Nance dragging her up out of her gloomy mood.


  Yer dad home yet? she asked Nancy.


  Nancy rolled her eyes. Sleeping it off. But we could go over the yard, take Billy  Tony as well, if you like?


  Awright then. Maryann stood up without much enthusiasm.


  Were going over Nances! Maryann called out, downstairs.


  Take Billy with yer then! Flo predictably shouted back.


  It was cold, but bright outside. The girls set off with Billy between them holding their hands, and Tony dragging his feet behind so they kept having to turn round and call, Come on, Tony
   get a move on, will yer!


  Maryann took a deep breath of the freezing, acrid air and managed to grin at Nance. This is better, she thought. Away from that house, his house, she felt lighter, free again.


  Im glad yer came over, she said to Nance.


  Norman Griffin had habits of almost clockwork precision. On certain nights of the week he locked up his premises, went down to his favourite pub, the Duke of Wellington, for a
  pint, then came home. Every evening he expected them all to polish their shoes and line them up against the fender ready for the next day. He inspected them every night, turning each one over,
  frowning if there was obvious wear in the sole. On Sundays they all had to go to church with him, and afterwards he spent the rest of the morning in Handsworth with his mother. But for once
  tonight he was late, and Flo was especially exasperated as it meant Sal was late too, and she had the dinner all ready.


  Maryann was pleased. The later he came back the better so far as she was concerned. The place felt much more like home, their real family, when he wasnt there. It was quite cosy with the
  gas mantle popping away and the warmth from the range. Flo was dishing up stew and potatoes when they heard the door open out of the dark winter evening.


  Bout time, Flo muttered, relieved. Norman didnt take too kindly to them starting without him.


  Summat smells good! they heard him say. Sal, her face paler than ever in the gaslight, slid into the room and sat down quietly at the table.


  Norman came through, smoking the butt end of a cigarette. Maryann didnt like it when he stood over them. He was so big it felt intimidating. She saw Tony shrink down in his seat.


  Whats happened, Norman? Flo asked, serving his food. You seem pleased with yerself.


  Oh no, no  nothing much. Just glad to be ome with you, my dear, he said, sitting himself at the table. As he did so, Tiger stirred from where he had been sitting
  under the table and brushed against his legs.


  Get that thing out while were aving our tea! Norman said, scraping back his chair. He stood up and kicked Tiger out through the door. The cat let out a screech of
  pain and Norman slammed the door. Maryann burst into tears.


  Never mind. Flo, startled by this sudden outburst, tried to appease her. She watched Norman anxiously. He was breathing heavily. Shoosh now, Flo snapped at her.
  Taint summat to blart about.


  But Maryann couldnt stop. The tears just kept on coming out of her eyes, though she tried as hard as she could not to make any noise. Norman kept eating, steadily. Tony and Billy were
  wide-eyed, but they ate up obediently. Sal kept her eyes on her plate. Eventually Maryann let out a loud sniff and Norman leapt to his feet.


  Go on  get out of ere! Ill not ave yer snivelling and blarting at my table. If you cant eat quietly youll not eat at all.


  Maryann, keeping her head down, left the room and ran upstairs. She lay curled up, crying, the clogging taste of the stew still in her mouth. When she was calmer she lay looking up into the
  darkness. She thought about her father, about the dreams Nanny Firkin had told her about. That hed said he was going to take them to Australia.


  Thats what Im going to do, Maryann thought. The resolve burned through her. Im going to get out of here, as soon as I can. She didnt know where to: her young life had
  given her experience of nothing further away than these few Ladywood Streets and an occasional rare trip to the Bull Ring. But there was more out there, there had to be, beyond these
  smoke-blackened houses and stinking streets.


  Comforted by this, she was already almost asleep when Sal came in to put Tony to bed and get ready herself. She brought a candle with her, and Maryann watched as she bent over and roughly
  undressed her younger brother. Her expression was tight, wooden.


  Sal? Maryann wondered if she was cross because it was usually her job, not Sals, to look after Tony.


  What? She didnt look round.


  Dyer want me to do our Tony?


  Ive done im now. And dont you go wetting the bed again! She pushed his shoulder. Dyou ear me?


  When Tony was settled she turned away and undressed. Maryann frowned, looking at Sals curving shape in the candlelight. She was clearly in a mood over something, turning her back like
  that, when normally she just pulled off her clothes casually and flung on her nightdress. Tonight her movements were abrupt. She put her nightdress over her head and her arms through the sleeves.
  Suddenly she sat down on the edge of the bed and put her hands over her face.


  Ows it with the job, Sal? Maryann asked.


  There was no reply.


  Maryann sat up and moved nearer, laying a hand on her sisters shoulder. Whats up?


  Nothing! Sal flung her off and stood up. She threw her clothes savagely into the corner of the room, then climbed into bed. She turned her back on Maryann, blew out the candle and
  wouldnt say another word.


  The next day, when she came home from playing with the Black children, Maryann ran up to the bedroom looking for Tiger. He was always her first thought when she came home, and
  very often she found him curled up in the dip of hers and Sals bed. But he wasnt there. She peeped into her moms and Normans room. No sign there, either, nor was he in
  any of the warm spots downstairs, by the range or the chimney breast.


  E must be out, Maryann said, disappointed.


  Not long after, Flo got in, tired and irritable from an extra afternoon of chores. Nanny Firkin was feeling poorly and Flo had felt obliged to go and help.


  You seen Tiger? Maryann asked her.


  Flo stoked the range. Course I bloody aint  I aint been ere all afternoon, ave I?


  Is Nanna better? Tony asked.


  Not as yerd notice, Flo said. Ers in bed and that aint usual. But she said to leave er, shed be awright. Ive rubbed
  er chest with goose grease and left er er tea.


  When their own meal was over, Norman stood up behind Sal, hands on his waist, looking round at them all with a satisfied expression on his face.


  Well all ave a game of cards, eh?


  He did this, every so often. Decided they were all going to sit together, be a family and play whatever he was in the mood for.


  After Ive got our Billy to bed then, Flo said, sounding pleased. Thats nice of Norman, aint it?


  I dont want to play cards, Maryann murmured. I want to go and look for Tiger.


  Look for Tiger! Norman snorted with laughter. Yer dont want to bother with that! Cats can look after themselves, that they can.


  Im tired, Sal said quietly. I think Ill just go to bed, stead of playing.


  Norman laid his hand on the back of her chair. Oh, I dont think a game of cardsll hurt before yer turn in, Sal. His voice was soft, but Maryann heard a firm edge to
  it which always meant Norman wasnt going to be crossed. Young girl your age shouldnt be tired this early. Come on  help yer mother clear up then we can get to it the
  sooner.


  They had no choice but to do as they were told, as was the case with all his treats. His taking them to church every Sunday, visits to the pictures, walking down the street all
  together, usually to see something that was too old for Tony and Billy, who would sleep or fret through it all. Maryann did like the pictures, but she loathed sitting anywhere near Norman.


  Before going in for the dreaded card game she opened the back door into the little yard.


  Tiger! Come on, puss  whereve yer got to?


  Nothing. No sign of him. She was filled with unease. Hed never done this before. What if hed got under a train  or a car like her dad. Or what if hed fallen in the
  cut?


  Sal stuck her head through the door from the front. Come on  urry up. Lets get it over.


  Coming, Maryann said reluctantly.


  Norman had pulled out the little table and was sitting shuffling his dog-eared packs of cards.


  Come on, our Maryann, he said in a jolly voice as she slipped into the room.


  Maryann sat down next to Tony.


  Well ave a game of rummy, Norman said, licking his thumb and dealing the cards. He paused to light a cigarette.


  You play with me, Maryann whispered to Tony. Flo sat yawning. She wasnt the least keen on card games, but if Norman said they were going to do something there was no
  arguing.


  Im not used to being a family man, hed said to her. Im out of practice, Flo. But Im doing my best . . .


  He jollied them along through a couple of games, laughing loudly at the least thing except at one moment when Tony picked a card to play and he frowned and said, Stupid boy . . .
  and Tony turned his dark eyes on Maryann, looking worried about what hed done. He lived in constant nervousness of Norman and his exacting ways. His lisping voice and tense face only seemed
  to aggravate Norman further.


  Sawright, she told him, loud enough to be heard. You aint stupid, Tony. She put her arm round his shoulders, avoiding looking at Norman. Apart from
  that, and Normans efforts at thawing them out, they barely said a word, all waiting for the moment when they could go.


  Finally, Norman sat back at the end of a game and said, Well  thats enough for one night, Id say.


  Maryann jumped up. Come on, Tony! she said, and they ran upstairs, anything to get away from him.


  By the time they went to bed, Tiger had still not come back, although Maryann had been to the door several times to check if he was waiting out there.


  What if e comes back in the night and wants to come in, Mom? she said. Can we leave the back door open for im?


  You mad? Flo said. Its perishing cold. Es a cat, Maryann  e knows ow to fend for hisself without you coddling im!


  But Maryann lay in bed that night, miserable without Tigers warm shape at her feet.


  
    
  


  Six


  Sally Nelson sat behind the desk in the austere office of N. Griffins, Undertakers. In front of her lay two open ledgers and a small pile of newly
  printed death cards, almost identical to the ones they had had for her father. On another pad on the desk were Normans various tottings up of the prices of coffin, hearse and cards. It was
  Tuesday evening.


  Sals demeanour was anything but relaxed. She sat chewing hard on the end of her thumb. Every so often she got up and tip-toed over towards the staircase leading down to the double cellar
  which ran under the building, and stood, head cocked, listening. After waiting at the top of the staircase for a long time on one occasion, she crept halfway down and stopped. She could hear Norman
  Griffins voice, talking to Fred, the lad who worked down there building coffins. The last boy had left not long back and Norman was training Fred up. On Tuesdays he sent Fred home early.


  Shall I put all these away now? Sal heard Fred say.


  Then Normans voice. No  leave that to me. I keep that cupboard locked, with the chemicals and that about. You can get off now. She heard the clink of a key. Fred was
  about to leave. Her heart beat even faster. She opened her mouth to speak but her throat had dried out and she had to swallow before she could get any words out.


  Mr Griffin? she called downstairs. She knew it was futile, but she had to try it. She felt she was going to explode inside. Ill be off ome now  our
  Momll be needing some help.


  Norman Griffins face appeared round the cellar door, pale and moonlike in the gloom as he looked up at her.


  No, Sal  yer not to go yet. Theres a few things want finishing. He spoke in the low, respectful tone Sal and Maryann called his Undertaker voice.


  But She tried to protest.


  He closed the cellar door behind him, and then came another of his voices. No, Sal. Now the voice was soft, wheedling. Yer to stay a bit longer. Dont want yer going
  home yet  or you know whatll happen, dont yer?


  Sal returned to her chair upstairs, trembling from head to foot. She was in such as a state she felt as if her throat had closed up, that she couldnt swallow. Oh God! She could run out
  and down the road now. But she darent. Couldnt. Sooner or later shed have to go home. And when she got home hed be there. And she couldnt tell anyone and
  shed have to come back to work with him and then hed . . . hed . . . She dug her nails into the palms of her hands.


  They were coming up the stairs, Fred clumping along in his boots. He was none too with it, Fred wasnt. Gangly, greasy brown hair, big feet, yes, Mr Griffin, no, Mr Griffin, everything
  Norman wanted.


  Gnight then He nodded at Sal, and Norman Griffin stood at the door as he went out.


  Norman pulled his watch up from his weskit and squinted at it.


  Ah yes  time to close up. He locked the door, pulled the blind down over the door and windows and turned to look at her.


  Dont do that again, will you? He spoke casually, but she could hear the threat underneath.


  What? She could only manage a whisper. The tension in her was like a crushing sensation in her chest.


  Dont talk back to me in front of my employees like that, he said, as if he had a whole empire of workers, not just herself and Fred.


  Im sorry. She kept her gaze on the desk in front of her, hands clasped tightly together in her lap. Her heart was beating so hard it hurt.


  Then the wheedling voice was back. Come on then, Sal. You know what will please me, dont yer?


  She didnt answer, just kept her head lowered, and she heard him moving towards her. Sal squeezed her eyes tight shut. When he reached down and took hold of her hands she cried out,
  startled.


  Oh, dont get in such a state, he said impatiently. His voice became clipped and cold. You know what yer ave to do  and then its over and yer can
  go home. Simple. It aint asking much.


  Much, she thought, as he pulled her towards the stairs. Ever since that first time, the start of it, when he had come up behind her and pressed his hands over her breasts, hurting her, it had
  been much. Far too much.


  The cellar was a double one, extending under the premises behind. At the back end, through a white door, was the chapel of rest. The walls in there were plastered and distempered and it was kept
  very neat and clean. It contained a long trestle table and a small side table on which were a Bible, a candle and an arrangement of dusty silk flowers. There was access to it from the street
  behind, and any visiting bereaved were escorted in through there and all hammering silenced while they were there. Tonight, on the long table in the Chapel of Rest, a Mr Alfred Johnson lay in his
  coffin. His family hadnt wanted him at home taking up the room. The front end, under the shop, was much more workmanlike: unplastered brick walls, cobwebs trailing under the grating through
  which only shreds of light filtered from the street so that it had to be lit by gas lamps all day long. At one end, abutting the wall of the Chapel of Rest, was Mr Griffins cupboard, but
  most of the space was taken up by a workbench and a long table. On the workbench tonight sat the almost completed coffin which Fred was due to finish the next day.


  Mr Griffin was breathing rather fast. He reached up and made some adjustment to the light so that it burned less brightly. Now then, Sal, my dear.


  No, she begged, starting to cry. No  please. Not today. Ill do it tomorrow, but not today  I feel a bit bad today and I cant . . .


  Sal He was speaking in his soft, fluid voice. Youre just not used to it, my dear. Youre young  you have to learn to enjoy it.


  She was shaking her head, wretchedly, unable to stop the tears from pouring down her cheeks.


  His mouth was right close to her, his hot breath wafting the words into her ear. And if you dont, you know whatll happen, dont you? He pointed to the far end
  of the cellar. Theres my cupboard. He patted his pocket. And here is the key. And you know whats in my cupboard, dont you?


  Sal nodded, gasping.


  Right then. There was nothing wheedling about his speech now. It was icy, clipped. It made Sal wither inside. He pulled at the buckle of his belt with one hand, reaching out with
  his other to grasp her by her long hair, yanking her close to him.


  His other hand was under her skirt, tugging, tearing.


  Lets get on with it.


  When Maryann got home from school that day she ran straight in shouting, Mom  Mom! Is Tiger back? Has e come home?


  Flo Nelson shook her head. She hadnt given a thought to the flaming cat. No  I aint seen im all day. She saw the hope drain out of Maryanns face.
  Maryann had been so sure hed gone wandering and would be back by now. Her lips quivered and her eyes filled with tears.


  Tell yer what. Flo saw an opportunity for a few more minutes peace. Yer could go and ask up and down the road if anyones seen im  the neighbours and
  that. Someone might of done. E might be asleep by the fire in someones ouse just along the street, yer never know. Or maybe es sloped back off to Garrett Street.
  And take our Tony with yer, eh?


  A little cheered by being able to do something, Maryann called Tony. They went to Garrett Street and called at the Blacks house. Blackie came to the door and the usual stink of urine and
  soiled babys napkins assailed their nostrils as it opened. He stood blearily in the doorway, not seeming to know who they were. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down and she could see black,
  springy hairs on his chest.


  Allo, Mr Black, Maryann said. Its me  Maryann Nelson.


  Oh ar, Blackie said. For a second Maryann felt sorry for him. He looked such a wreck. But she had more urgent things on her mind.


  Ave yer seen my cat? Es a little tabby with a face like a tiger . . .


  Cat? No  I aint seen no cat . . . He stood looking at them, as if thinking what to say next.


  Maryann, is that you? Nance came running downstairs. Whats up?


  Its Tiger  es gone missing. Maryann felt a lump come up in her throat again. E never came in last night and I dunno where e is. Our
  Mom said to come looking over ere.


  Ill elp yer, Nance said. Shed changed out of her school clothes and put on a grubby pair of boys trousers.


  Maryann was pleased to have some more company for the search besides Tony who kept saying Where dyer fink es gone, Maryann? until she wanted to scream at him.
  They asked round some of the backyards in Garrett Street, Maryann saying hello to some of their old neighbours who asked a bit sniffily how they were getting on. Flo hadnt been back to visit
  a single one of them. Then they went back to Anderson Street. As the afternoon wore on, Maryann grew more and more dispirited. No one had seen Tiger.


  Ow can e justve disappeared into thin air? she said to Nance. Someone mustve seen him.


  Yer never know with cats, do yer? Nance said. She grinned, showing her wonky teeth, trying to cheer Maryann up. Knowing im ell be back large as life.
  Praps es gone and got imself a lady friend!


  Maryann tried to smile. I ope so. Its lonely at home without im. Come on, Tony  wed best go back. Dyer wanna come round ours for a
  bit?


  Will yer dad be there?


  E aint my dad.


  No, I know. Sorry, Maryann. I daint mean anything by it.


  They went back to the house where Flo put out a plate of broken biscuits for them. Ooh! Nance cried, her face lighting up. This was sheer luxury by her standards. She tucked in as
  hard as she could and sat at the table chatting away happily to Maryann and Tony. Then Tony went to the back door, trying to open it, clutching himself urgently at the front with his other
  hand.


  Dyer need a wee? Maryann opened the door as Tony nodded emphatically and ran out to the privy in the yard and pulled the door squeaking shut.


  A few moments passed, the back door swinging open into the darkening afternoon, then they heard Tony shouting, Maryann, Maryann! Come ere  s a nasty fing!


  He was standing at the end of the yard, his eyes wide, fascinated, beckoning urgently.


  Whats up, Tony?


  Maryann and Nance both went out and looked along to see what he was staring at. Between the privy and the low wall at the back was a gap of almost a yard, which had a load of rubbish chucked
  into it by the last occupants. It was smelly down there, the corner of the yard best avoided. But Tonys gaze was fixed on the pile of refuse. What had caught his eye was a little patch of
  white, the white of a small, furry throat.


  It was Nance who went down the gap and very carefully picked up the cats cold, rigid body. She kept her head down as she came back, and only when she was standing right in front of her
  did she look at Maryann.


  Tiger? Maryann whispered. No  not Tiger! She just stood and looked, dumb with horror. Then she shouted, Whats happened to im? Oh,
  Tiger!


  Beside herself, sobbing, she took him from Nance, who also had tears in her eyes, and hugged him to her.


  Oh, Tiger  my poor little Tiger!


  She held him away from her, looking for signs of blood, of injury. There was nothing to see, but as she did so, his head flopped back all at the wrong angle.


  Oh my God  look! His heads all  oh look, Nance!


  Tony was crying as well then and Flo Nelson came out of the back door to see what the matter was with them all. As she did so, Nance said, Someones broke is neck. They
  mustve throttled im and broke is neck.


  Maryann started running then, still hugging the cats body to her, through the house and out of the front door .


  Maryann  wherere yer going? Wait for me! By the time Nance reached the front step Maryann was off down the road, disappearing into the dusk.


  Her eyes were blurry with tears so that she could barely see, but she knew the way well enough. Every so often she slowed and looked down at the precious friend she was carrying in her arms. For
  a second each time there was a flicker of hope. It was all a mistake. Tiger wasnt dead. Hed look into her face and purr at her and close his eyes as she stroked the side of his head,
  then hed wriggle around because he wanted to be let down to play. But Tiger didnt raise his head. His fur was bunched into damp points from lying out in the wet. In the half-light,
  just for a second it seemed his eyes opened and she gasped. But of course it was a trick of the light and her own wishes. His eyes were two tight, pained lines and his face didnt look like
  him any more. All the cheeky, fiery life that was in him had gone. Maryann could hardly stand to look at him, with his poor, floppy neck. She ran along the street sobbing her heart out.


  Oh, Tiger, my little Tiger! She didnt care who saw her. And mixed with her grief she could hear Nances words in her head, someones broke is neck
  . . . throttled im and broke is neck and the terrible knowledge, as she ran along, that she knew who that someone was. Someone who kicked Tiger out of the way with his shiny
  boot every time the cat crossed his path, the someone who liked to have clean hands and clean nails, who had sat making them play cards with him when all the time he knew where Tiger was because
  he must have put him there. She thought she might burst with her rage and hatred of Norman Griffin.


  She ran down Ledsam Street and tore across the yard to her Nans cottage, pushing in urgently through the door.


  Nan, oh Nanny  look what that bastards done to Tiger!


  But Nanny Firkin was not in the kitchen and the place was as cold as ice, no fire in the range. Maryann had been in such a state she hadnt noticed the unusual darkness of the windows.
  There was a rank smell of cat urine and as Maryann burst in the three cats all rushed at her, tails up, miaowing for food, their fur appearing to be standing on end in the gloom. Walt the parrot
  shifted silently on his perch. There was a dish on the table containing the dried-up remains of porridge.


  Nan? Maryann wiped her eyes with the back of one hand, the eerie feel of the place breaking through her grief over Tiger. The other cats were rubbing against her legs.
  Nanny, where are yer? It was unheard of for her Nan not to be in her kitchen. Then she remembered Nanny Firkin was ill, that shed had a cough and her chest was bad.
  Hadnt her mother been in that day? The cats were acting as if they hadnt eaten for a week.


  Maryann went to the stairs. Nanny? Its Maryann.


  But there was no reply. She laid Tiger on the floor and climbed up, somehow feeling she needed to tip-toe. Maybe Nanny Firkin was asleep.


  The old lady was lying in her bed. Maryann saw the little bump where her little feet were sticking up under the cover. The room smelt stale. When Maryann went over to her she saw in the dimming
  light from the window that her grandmothers hair was down out of the pins and straggly round her face and her cheeks looked hollowed out. She was on her back with her eyes and mouth half
  open and she looked like a wizened doll. There was no movement from her, not a flicker.


  Nan? Maryann whispered. She knew there would be no reply, that whatever it was that really made Nanny Firkin her Nan, was gone, but she couldnt take it in. Nanny Firkin was
  always there like the sky, she was supposed to live for ever. This wasnt really her any more, this body lying here. Maryann suddenly felt a prickle of terror pass through her, her whole body
  shuddered and she backed away, and ran back down the stairs. She left Tiger and ran all the way home again.


  Mom! Mom!


  
    
  


  Seven


  The lamplighters were round lighting up as they all ran back to Ledsam Street, Flo still in her apron, with Maryann, Tony and Billy. Flo told the boys to stay out and play in
  Nannys yard and snapped at Tony when he tried to come into the house. A Mrs Price, one of Nanny Firkins neighbours, on hearing what had happened, asked if the boys would
  like to come into her house. She said she was sorry she hadnt been in to see old Mrs Firkin, hadnt had any idea how ill she was.


  At that, Flo poured out her own guilt.


  I never realized myself, she said to the woman. She werent so bad yesterday  just a bit of a cough like. Idve come earlier, only with it being
  washday and that Ive ardly ad a moment to spare. Maryann watched her mom as she spoke. She was full of grim, pounding emotion. Was it true what her mom was saying? How
  could Nanny Firkin have not seemed ill if she was poorly enough to die?


  She followed Flo back into the dark house. Flo lit a candle, her fingers trembling so much that she had difficulties handling the match, then, carrying the flickering light in front of them,
  they went up to Nanny Firkins bedroom.


  Oh Flos hand went up close to her mouth as she looked down at her mother. Oh my word  fancy er going like that. Er heart mustve
  given out. Id neverve thought . . . She looked across into Maryanns reproachful eyes. I aint stopped all day! I cant be everywhere at once, yer
  know. I never knew she were this bad  anything like. She just ad a bit of a chest on er. I was only ere yesterday afternoon. You cant say I neglected her 
  my own mother!


  I aint said a word, Maryann said stonily. Did yer feed the cats yesterday, when yer come over?


  She saw her mothers brows pucker in the candlelight. No  I never thought. I mean, she were in bed, but I thought shed been up and about . . .


  Clearly Nanny Firkin had been putting a brave face on things when Flo was there.


  Anyroad  Ive got more to worry about than sodding cats. Maryann  go and get the range lit and ask Mrs Price whos nearest to lay er out . . . And
  Normanll ave to come . . .


  Maryann found another candle downstairs. There was a small amount of coal and slack in the coal bucket and she stoked the range, as she had seen her mom and dad do on so many occasions, standing
  over it to check it was burning. Then she went across to Mrs Prices house. She felt numb and strange, suddenly, as if she were moving through a dream.


  Oh, its Eve Leadbetter you need, Mrs Price told her. She gave Maryann the address, directing her to another house further along Ledsam Street.


  Mrs Leadbetter was a strong, jolly-looking woman.


  A death in the family, is it? Well, er wont be going nowhere  give me an alf-hour and Ill be over. Ask yer mom to ave some water ready.
  She looked down into Maryanns solemn little face. Yer nan is it, bab? Im sorry for yer, that I am. Tell yer mom Ill be over.


  As Maryann walked back across the old, familiar yard, she saw the shape of the house shed known as her nans all her life. Maryann stopped, the biting cold and smokiness of the air
  hurting inside her nose. The moon was rising, half full, casting a white sheen on the slates. There was still a candle burning in the upstairs window, and another where she had left it on the table
  downstairs. It looked as if Nanny Firkin was in, going about her normal evenings jobs. But she wasnt in. Nanny wasnt there, despite the frail old body lying stiffly in the bed
  upstairs. She would never be there any more to go to for comfort, to tell her about school, about Tiger and his antics as he was growing up . . . With a terrible jolt she remembered the earlier
  events of the day. Tiger was lying there in Nannys house, at the bottom of the stairs! And soon Mrs Leadbetter would come, and Norman would come  she would be sent to fetch him. No
   she couldnt stand any more.


  The front door was ajar as she went quietly into the house. There was no sign of the cats, but the fusty, urine-soaked atmosphere in there persisted. Maryann picked up Tigers body,
  cradling him in her arms once more.


  Mom, she called up to Flo. Theres a Mrs Leadbetter coming. She said shed be about alf an hour.


  Oh thank God yer back, Flo called down the stairs. Maryann heard her coming closer and she shrank back. Now listen to me, wench  theres a few jobs I need yer
  to do.


  Whats them, Mom? Maryann was creeping back through the downstairs room. As her mom descended the stairs, her feet loud on the boards, Maryann pushed the door open and
  slipped out. She was away and across the yard in seconds.


  She was running as if her life depended on it, as if by doing so she could escape the terrible events of that day. She still had the feeling of being in a dream.


  Its not true, she thought. None of it. Please let it not be true.


  Clutching Tiger against her chest was making it hard to breathe and she stopped for a moment when shed turned out of Ledsam Street and stood panting under a lamp. For the first time she
  tried to think where she might go. If she went home Norman would be there. Before, shed have run to Sal to pour out everything that had happened, but Sal was so odd and shut off from her
  nowadays. And she could go to Nances. Theyd be kind to her, but she couldnt face being there tonight. The house was always so smelly and chaotic and you never knew what state
  Blackie might be in.


  Running on, she climbed through the gap in the fence and down into the cut, near to the bridge where the road passed over the canal. Down on the path, she was suddenly forced to stop. It was so
  dark! It felt as if a blanket had been thrown over her head and she couldnt see where to take her next step on the muddy path. From under the bridge she could hear, magnified, the drip of
  water and behind her, in the distance, the clink of a horses harness. Thank God, someone was coming along  she wasnt alone down here!


  She waited a few moments as it came closer, seeing the dim light from the oil lamp on the boat growing stronger, and the shadowy movement of the horse along the bank. She pressed back to let it
  pass, not wanting to attract attention to herself, then followed on behind. The boat was a joey, a long open cargo boat with a tiny cabin at the back, and a man was standing up at the back,
  steering it in towards the bank. The carrying area was filled with a dark, gleaming cargo of coal on its way to fuel a factory boiler-house in Birmingham. The horse was walking slowly, wearily, but
  at a steady pace. As the prow of the boat slid alongside the bank, another man, who Maryann hadnt even noticed, jumped across on to the bank in front of her and reached for the horses
  harness.


  Awright! he called out. Come on, he said to the animal. Lets just get ome now.


  Maryann was extremely glad of their presence. She knew that sooner or later something would have come along on this busy stretch of water, but the idea of walking along the path, edged by dark
  warehouses and wharves was very frightening. She soon realized, as the joey continued its journey in front of her, that another boat was following not far behind. She waited for it to pass and saw
  it was a horse-drawn family boat, also laden down with coal. She couldnt read what it said on the cabin in the darkness, but it looked the same sort of boat as the Esther Jane and she
  followed behind, holding Tiger, comforted by the leathery creak of the horses harness. They passed under bridges and between such a density of high buildings that even in the daytime the
  canal at that point was forever in shadow, and the only thing visible was the tiny light from the oil lamps on the boats. The joey had vanished ahead, and she followed the boat to the basin where
  the cargo was to be unloaded. There were other boats underway with the task, the sounds of shovels digging into the coal or scraping at the boards of an emptier vessel to gather up the last pieces
  into the waiting barrows to be trundled into the boiler storehouses. Maryann could hear voices and the hard breathing of men exerting themselves, men who had already worked for sixteen or so hours
  that day. The horse stopped and they found a place to tie up. There were gas lamps here, and she saw the breath unfurling from the animals nostrils. The lights of the basin jittered brokenly
  in the black water.


  Maryann stood on the edge of this activity, looking along the row of boats, her eyes searching in the dim light. Could it be  please God could it be that the Esther Jane was here,
  and Joel? She crept along peering into the gloom. Many of the boats were joeys, with a few family boats among them. Looking down into one she saw it was nearly empty and the man shovelling up into
  the barrow on the bank was having to lift each shovelful almost five feet in the air to get it into the barrow. Every time he lifted one he gave a loud grunt at the effort required. Small pieces of
  coal rattled back into the boat. Noticing her watching, he straightened up, expelling air loudly from his mouth and pressing a hand to the small of his back. He rested on the shovel, wiping the
  back of his arm over his forehead.


  Whatre yer after?


  I want to see a man called Joel Bartholomew, Maryann said. She was still holding tight on to Tiger and felt small and silly. She wondered if the man could see what it was she was
  carrying.


  What d er say? The figure who had just approached behind the barrow, waiting to empty it, spoke up and to her shock, Maryann realized it was a woman.


  Ers after some bloke, Joel what was it?


  Bartholomew.


  The two of them were silent for a moment.


  I dunno im, the man said. E work on the day boats, does e?


  No  es on a boat like that one She pointed. Called the Esther Jane.


  Oh well The man bent over to start work again. Sounds like one of the Number Ones. E could be anywhere, bab, if es a long distance . . . Needle
  in a bleeding aystack.


  The woman stood braced by the barrow as the man started shovelling again.


  Tell yer what, she shouted over the racket. Well keep a look out for im, like. The Esther Jane did yer say? She called over to another man who
  was passing. Dyer know the Esther Jane? One of the Number Ones I should think.


  The man shrugged, seeming almost too exhausted to speak. No. Cant say I do.


  Well ask around for yer, the woman yelled across. And who shall we say was asking for im?


  Maryann Nelson, she said, without hope. She wasnt going to find him tonight and that was what mattered.


  Awright then. Cheer up. Word gets about fast.


  Maryann thanked her and turned back along the towpath. There were more joey boats, pulled by plodding horses and mules towards the citys canal loops and basins from the Black Country
  coalfields, so it was not completely dark, the edges of things picked out by the glow from their lamps. The disappointment that Joel had not been there was an ache in her that cut through her
  numbness. She hardly knew the man, but he was kindness and warmth; she knew instinctively that he was someone who could help her bear all the feelings that were welling up in her. Of course Joel
  wasnt just going to be there, like he had been the time before when she came down here by chance! How could she have been so stupid, as if she could just will him to appear? The horror of
  that afternoon came flooding back to her. First Tiger, then Nanny Firkin. And Sal had gone all funny and wouldnt speak to her any more . . . If only there was someone she could run to . .
  .


  Oh Tiger! She held him to her and brushed her cheek against his fur but it was wet and nasty and pent-up sobs began to shake her. She felt her way to the side of the path and laid
  Tiger in the undergrowth, covering his body as well as she could with grass and cold leaves, then she wiped her hands down the front of her coat.


  Goodbye, Tiger, she sobbed. I loved yer, that I did.


  She walked back, still crying, beside the black water, towards home. Where else could she go? The cold sliced through her now, and under the bottomless winter sky she felt more alone and lost
  than ever in her life before.


  
    
  


  Eight


  May 1928


  Wherere yer going? Oi come on  wait for me! Nance trotted imploringly along beside Maryann.


  Down the cut.


  Can I come with yer?


  No.


  Well, sod yer. Nance stopped, hands clasped to her waist as Maryann strode off between the rows of terraced houses without even a glance back in her direction. Bloody
  charmed, Im sure, Nance thought. What a pal shed turned out to be. There was no getting near Maryann these days. Nance turned back towards home. Shed come out specially to see
  her friend after school. Now shed be stuck playing with all her brothers again, if theyd have her.


  Still  better than that mardy little cow anyow. But she was hurt. She missed Maryann and the days when theyd been able to tell each other anything. Best pals
  theyd been, ever since they were knee high. But nowadays Maryann was just closed in on herself and they saw rather more of Sal at the house, hanging about, making eyes at Charlie.
  Shed never much taken to Sal though. She was older than Nance and shed never been such a laugh as Maryann.


  Nance stopped for a moment, almost changing her mind and following Maryann down to the cut. Shed had a few things to tell her about Charlie and Sal and what they were getting up to. But
  her pride got the better of her again. Shed keep it to herself. She wasnt going where she wasnt wanted. Maryann could stew if that was the mood she was in.


  Kicking an old Woodbine packet irritably into the gutter, Nancy slouched back towards Garrett Street.


  Maryann climbed through the fence and down through the scrubby trees at the edge of the cut. The leaves were bright green, crumpled and newborn-looking and even with all the
  various pongs in the air from the factories  metallic, chemical, getting in your throat  down here just in this scrubby little patch you saw some green and got a whiff of spring,
  which lifted her spirits. She spent all the time she could down here now, drawn to the back-to-front magic of the canal, the way it felt like another world when you were down there, closed in from
  the rest of the city, somewhere where, for her, the normal troubles of life no longer existed. You saw everything from the other way round down here: the rear ends of buildings, the low level of
  the path making you look up at things, the watery veins of the canals flowing round and through and under the heart of Birmingham like its secret circulation. It smelled of the murky, bitter water
  and of the trees, it smelled of a root to the country and of freedom.


  Did you know, children, Maryanns teacher once told them, that Birmingham has more canals running through it than Venice? By length that is, I assume. She had
  smiled. Thats quite something, isnt it, when you consider that Venice is built only on canals instead of roads.


  Whats Venice, miss? one of them asked.


  Well, I was hoping youd ask . . . She had grainy pictures of black and white poles edging canals in front of grey and black houses, gondolas tilting across expanses of dark
  water towards churches.


  Venice, she said. Venezia.


  Bet our canals are a darn sight muckier, one of the boys said and the others laughed.


  Well, perhaps. But theyre very dirty in Venice too, when you consider that everything gets tipped into them.


  Everyone sniggered and made revolted noises. Venice didnt really sound like a real place. Real life was contained in these streets of Ladywood, collecting pails of horse muck and jam jars
  to sell for pennies. Maryann found herself smiling as she reached the path. Only two years ago that had been. Happy days. At school, and her dad and Nanny and Tiger all still alive. The smile fell
  from her lips and her face took on the scowl it wore habitually now. People had commented for a while: teachers, Cathleen Black  well, she dont look any too appy
  nowadays  even her own mom. Now theyd just got used to it.


  I dont know whats come over you two girls, Flo complained to them. Theres Sal with a face like a wet Sunday and now youre even worse. And your
  behaviour to Norman, Maryann  I didnt know where to put myself.


  Shed come back from the canal that night, leaving Tigers body with the cold companionship of the undergrowth and canal rats. They were all back by the time she got in. She had no
  idea how long shed wandered in the cold but it must have been longer than she realized. She expected Flo to scream at her  the usual whereve you been?
   but they barely seemed to notice when she walked in. They seemed only just to have got in themselves: Flo cooking, Norman Griffin sitting by the fire, feet up on the fender, his presence
  seeming to fill the room. Maryann slipped past and upstairs, where Sal was settling Tony and Billy. Tony was crying and without a word to each other the two sisters sat and tried to comfort
  him.


  Its awright, Tony, Maryann told him, starting to cry again herself. Nannas going to heaven to see God and Jesus and all the angels  and our dad
  an all.


  Bu-b-b- . . . I wanna . . . I wanna see er! He was so bewildered, upset and tired.


  Ill see to im, Maryann whispered, and Sal nodded and got up, sniffing. Maryann could see from her expression that shed been crying too. The children had all
  been very fond of their Nanny Firkin. Shed always been good to them. Maryann expected Sal to go downstairs, but instead she went across and lay on their bed, the springs creaking as she sank
  down on it and put her hands over her face.


  And e took all Nannas cats away, and Walt, and I dunno where e took em!


  Whatre you saying? Maryann turned to Sal.


  Sal raised her stricken face. Norman took them outside and . . . She made a wringing movement with her hands. Maryann went cold.


  Not Walt? Not all of them?


  Sal nodded, glancing anxiously at Tony.


  Choking back her feelings, Maryann managed to sing a lullaby through her tears, stroking Tonys head until his breathing changed and she could tell he was drifting off to sleep. Sal lay on
  the bed, buried her head in her arms and shook with sobs. The smells of cooking floated upstairs: liver, potatoes, cabbage. The boys had had slops and if it had just been the family there
  theyd have had the same, but Norman Griffin had to have his meat and two veg whatever the time of night. Maryann got up and went over to Sal, tapping her gently on the shoulder. It was like
  after their dad died when theyd cried together up here and Maryann expected her to sit up so they could put their arms round each other. But instead Sal seemed to shrink from her.


  Get off me! Her voice came out muffled but the venom in it was unmistakable. Just dont bloody well touch me.


  Please yerself, Maryann said, feeling more tears well in her eyes. Why was Sal being like this? And today, of all days, when theyd lost their nan? The two of them had always
  been different and theyd always fallen out a lot, but in the end they had been close. But these last few months Sal seemed to have changed so much Maryann couldnt get near her, and
  tonight those changes felt unbearable. She was going to move away, but she looked back at Sal. She was curled on her side now, her hands over her face as if she couldnt bear to see anything.
  Now she was looking carefully at her sister she noticed the boniness of her fingers  Sal, bony! Shed always been the plump one. Maryann felt a sudden physical shock go through her.
  She knew her sister had been strange, moody lately. You couldnt miss the fact. But people said that was wenches for you when they began to get a bit older: she was just going through it,
  growing up. But now Maryann saw it was more than that.


  In a soft, hesitant voice, she said, You dont look well. Whats up with yer?


  Sal sat up with an abrupt movement and Maryann flinched, thinking for a second Sal was going to slap her. Her blonde hair was wild round her face and she spoke through clenched teeth. Why
  should there be anything up with me  eh? Just bloody well leave me be, stupid!


  Maryann stood up and backed away, leaving Sal glaring at her in the candlelight.


  I dunno whats appened to yer  a sob caught in Maryanns throat  but you aint like my sister any more. Yer orrible, I
  ate yer . . .


  Oh who cares. Sal lay down, indifferent. Just sod off, will yer?


  Maryann got halfway down the stairs and then sank on to one of the steps in the dark, hugging her knees, utterly miserable. She sat rocking for a moment, everything flashing through her mind,
  all the horrible things that had happened. Norman had done away not just with Tiger but all Nanny Firkins animals! The swelling, explosive feeling built and built inside her until she could
  hardly breathe, she was so full of hatred and grief. At last she got up, not giving herself more time to think, and ran down to the front room where Norman Griffin was reading the Mail. She
  snatched the paper out of his hands, screwed it up and threw it into the grate before he had even taken in what was happening. The fire leapt into a great yellow blaze.


  Ere! What the . . .?


  Maryann saw his slitty eyes widen with astonishment and he sat forward as if to get up.


  You killed Tiger, didnt yer? she shrieked at him. Who dyou think you are, killing my little cat and my nans pets and throwing them out like bits of
  rubbish! I hate yer, you orrible man, coming ere thinking yer can take over from our dad. Well, yer cant because e was a good man and youre just a . . . a
  fat, murdering pig, thats what you are and I ope someone cuts yer bloody throat for yer!


  There were a few seconds of stunned quiet while the clock ticked and the fire crackled, then Flos voice, Maryann! at the door, her expression more appalled than Maryann
  could ever remember seeing it before. But she was past caring now, she was in a storm of crying, kneeling on the hearth rug, beside herself with grief and exhaustion.


  How could youve let him, Mom? Es a nasty, cruel man. E put his hands round Tigers throat and squeezed the life out of im and thats the man
  youre married to, Mom . . . Whatd Tiger ever done to im, poor little thing?


  The slapping Flo Griffin administered at that point almost floored Maryann, an almighty swipe across the side of the head.


  What dyou think youre on about, yer little bitch! Shut your mouth before I knock the living daylights out of yer!


  Flo . . . Flo . . . Norman Griffins voice was calm, measured. Thats enough now  calm down.


  The heat from the fire was intense on Maryanns back and her cheek was raw and burning. She looked out from behind her hands, keeping her gaze lowered, to see them both standing over her.
  Her eyes were at the level of their thighs. She knew without looking that her mothers face was contorted with rage. Next to her, Maryann looked down at Normans stockinged feet planted
  wide apart. His shoes, well shined, were tilted up against the fender beside her. Slowly, she raised her eyes towards him. He seemed immense, looming over her, his face a great doughy ball on the
  end of his neck. She looked for the fury in his face, the eyes narrowed with loathing. But instead she saw something more puzzling. Norman Griffin looked relaxed, not smiling but as if a smile was
  waiting under the surface of his face. He seemed in some way triumphant. Maryann stared uncertainly at him, waiting, but then Flo started up.


  Im so sorry, Norman, for Maryann carrying on like this. The girls a disgrace, but what with losing my mother today and all . . .


  Feed the girl and get her to bed, Norman said. The expression on his face didnt alter and he spoke evenly, betraying no emotion. Todays not an ordinary day, is
  it? We dont want her going hungry.


  Oh Norman. Flo sounded quite awestruck. Dyer hear that, Maryann, after all the terrible things yerve said? Norman did the only thing that could be done with
  all yer nans animals  we couldnt bring them ere, the filthy things. Now you get on yer feet and say yer sorry or youll feel my hand across yer again, wench.
  Yerve got far better from Mr Griffin than yer deserve, that you have.


  Maryann stood up, her eyes fixed on the coloured splashes in the rug. She was astonished herself, but she couldnt say sorry. The word bulged like an egg stuck in her throat but it
  wouldnt come out. Sorry! She wasnt bloody well sorry. She wished shed said far more. She wanted to get a red-hot poker and burn and burn him till he screamed.


  Maryann  say yer sorry! Flo was almost shouting at her.


  Maryann shook her head.


  Let it go, Norman Griffin said quietly. Well let it go. For now.


  Maryann lay in bed next to Sal. Sal hadnt come down, despite Flo calling her repeatedly. By the time they ate it was eleven oclock and Maryann almost collapsed
  into bed and, exhausted and overwrought, fell asleep.


  But she was wakened in the dead of night by Sal, moving restlessly at first, whimpering, then thrashing about more and more violently. Her arm came over and whacked Maryann across the chest.


  Eh  Sal! Maryann pushed herself up on one elbow. Sal? You dreaming?


  Sal sat up suddenly and started gagging. Maryanns heart was going like a drum.


  Sal, Sal! She tried to put her arm round Sals shoulders, shaking her to wake her. Sals whole body was heaving as if she was choking on something, her breath coming in
  sharp, desperate gasps.


  Sal, for Gods sake stop it  say summat to me. Whats the matter with yer?


  She gabbled on and on at her sister until Sal suddenly took a huge gasp as if something had come unblocked and her breath calmed a fraction. Maryann held her tight.


  Maryann?


  Oh Sal. You frightened the living daylights out of me! I thought you was choking.


  For a moment Sal seemed to snuggle into her sisters skinny arms as if glad of the comfort. Help me, Maryann, she said sleepily.


  Ow can I help yer?


  Help me  Ive got to get out.


  Sal She wondered if her sister was asleep or awake. It was so dark she couldnt see if her eyes were open. She stroked Sals shoulder and kissed her. I
  wish yerd talk to me. Tell me whats up. Yer never talk to me these days, Sal. I want us to get on.


  There was silence then Sal said, Dont ever let er make you work for Mr Griffin.


  I wont. Whatever was she going on about? I wouldnt anyow. Dont think ed want me.


  Sal gripped her arm. Just dont. Promise me.


  I promise.


  
    
  


  Nine


  All that spring Maryann stayed away from home as much as she could and haunted the canal bank. The paths were not readily accessible  they were kept well walled and
  fenced off to stop thieving from the wharves  but she had her place where she could squeeze through. It was her secret escape route through which she could climb into this other world,
  different and hopeful. She was keeping out of everyones way and it suited Flo Griffin to keep the cheeky little bint well out of her hair, except that shed have liked her out of the
  way with her brothers in tow as well and Maryann had other ideas. Sometimes she took Tony with her, out down to play in the street or to the rezzer, but she never took him to the cut. That was her
  place. She tried to sneak out as quickly as she could every day, before Flo could tell her to mind her brothers, sometimes even slipping out the back, over the wall and away.


  No one had got round to cutting her hair in months, and it hung in black trails each side of her thin face. When school was over she untied the strip of rag which held it back all day, put on
  her cotton frock in faded checks of dark and lighter blue and old rubber-soled pumps with no socks and she was off, the air on her bare arms, the sun pricking out freckles on her nose.


  Ever since the morning a few weeks ago when Sal had sat up to find an ooze of blood between her legs, and Maryann learned that Sal had got her first monthly and become a woman
  Maryann had decided she didnt want to be a woman very much herself. If it meant putting rags in your knickers and sitting about looking weighed down, groaning that your stomach hurt, they
  could keep it. And to have to marry horrible men like Mr Griffin so she could live in a half decent house and have meat every day of the week. She wanted to stay as she was for ever, light as wisp,
  to slip through the fence and run and run along the canal bank until there were fewer factories and more trees and she could lie looking up into leaves arched over her like a great green
  cathedral.


  But she did have a companion to take on her wanderings. That week, after Mr Griffin murdered Tiger, Sal came home from work and, when they were alone, slipped something into Maryanns
  hand.


  Ere  saw this in the pawn shop. Sfor you.


  To her delight, Maryann saw a little china cat, painted quite crudely in grey and black. It was lying down looking up with an alert expression. It didnt have a white throat, but in every
  other way it could have been Tiger.


  Oh Sal  ta!


  Sawright, Sal said.


  It didnt make up for Tiger of course, and Sal soon sunk back into herself, but it meant such a lot that shed thought to buy it. That Sal had reached out to her. Maryann loved the
  china cat. She called it Little Tiger and carried it everywhere with her in the pocket of her frock.


  At the weekends she went down to the cut and walked miles, closing her mind tight against her family, her life at home. Shed been down on the path out through Selly Oak, round the back of
  Bournville, her mouth watering with the smell of chocolate from the Cadbury factory as trains rumbled past close by, purple lupins amid the grass. Up Winson Green way, on a cold day, water outlets
  from factories making steam hiss up out of the icy canal, the routes winding and looping round the back of firms and out again, the path darkening under dripping bridges. And when she looked up and
  took notice she began to realize that Sal was sloping out every weekend too. Nance told her Sal was turning up round their place and she and Charlie were going off together. The park, they said.
  Never spelled out where. When Nance said it, Maryann shrugged.


  Good for them.


  I dont know whats got into yer, Nance said, offended. Before, theyd have gossiped and giggled about this development. Sal and Charlie  ooh, what was
  going on there!


  There aint nothing wrong with me, Maryann said. Nance got on her nerves nowadays. She seemed young and daft, wanting to play games all the time. Maryann just wanted to be
  away from it all, on her own.


  But all the time, even though the canal had become a place of refuge in itself, she was on the lookout for that man, with his big smile and glowing red beard. Joel, who occupied her mind like a
  great burnished rock. The canals were busy with traffic day in, day out, mostly the joeys, day tripping, doing local deliveries round the factories, but among them were the family boats, the kings
  of the cut. Maryann narrowed her eyes when she saw one coming, looking for the right colours, the Esther Janes reds, yellows and greens, the scrolls, roses and castles painted on her
  doors. One day she thought she saw her, moving slowly along, a mile or so further out from where she had first met Joel. She ran towards the boat, full of excitement. But when she got closer she
  saw that it was wrong, everything was in a different place from what she remembered. The horse turned out to be a mule, not Bessie, and the boat was called the Mariella. A woman stood at the
  back holding a baby. Walking beside the mule, there was also a boy, about the same age as herself.


  Dyer know a boat called the Esther Jane? Maryann asked him.


  The boy hitched up the sleeves of a huge shirt.


  I dunno. Mom! he bawled across towards the boat. At the same full volume he repeated Maryanns question, still plodding along as the mule towed the boat.


  A man appeared. Esther Jane? Thatll be Darius Bartholomews, he called across.


  And Joel Bartholomew? Maryann shouted.


  Ar  thats is son. You looking out for um?


  The boys father gave the same promise as the coal-shovelling man had, those months ago, that he would pass word round. And why didnt she leave a message with the toll clerks?


  So she had, a little note saying:


  
    
      Dear Mr Bartholomew,


      When you pass this way again Id like to see you, please keep an eye out for me. Im on the path most afternoons.


      
        
          Yours,


          
            
              Maryann Nelson.

            

          

        

      

    

  


  And one day she was suddenly there, a hazy afternoon when the cut seemed clogged with factory smoke and no breeze to blow it away. Shed walked out almost as far as
  Smethwick Junction. The horse was skewbald, a solid little mare, and behind her Maryann saw the red, yellow and green of the boat and once more her pulse speeded as she ran closer. Before she could
  read the name she saw a man in a black hat standing holding the tiller, a huge white beard curling across his chest and, standing behind the small fore-cabin, staring out, a dark-haired girl of
  about ten years old. On the roof a brown mongrel dog was standing by the water carriers, wagging a long tail. Maryanns excitement drained away. No sign of Joel. It was the wrong boat
  again.


  But as it drew alongside she saw the writing on the side of the cabin. Esther Jane. It was her! But where was Joel? Was the old man steering the boat his father?


  She was too shy at first to call out to him. He looked rather grand standing there, face shaded by his hat, his back straight, beard billowing in the slight breeze, looking straight ahead of him
  along the canal. Maryann followed behind the horse towing the Esther Jane, and she kept glancing across to see if there was any sign of Joel. After a while, she saw the old man had noticed
  her and he raised his hand and saluted her. He reminded Maryann of a king in a fairy story, or what shed been told God was supposed to look like. She waved back, uncertainly. She heard him
  say something into the cabin of the boat and in a moment she saw Joels head appear out of the cabin. He waved as well and Maryann felt her cheeks turn pink with pleasure.


  Maryann Nelson! he called across to her, and she giggled. She heard old Mr Bartholomew call to the girl at the bow of the Esther Jane. His voice was deep and growly and
  Maryann liked the sound of it. The girl began pulling on the tow rope, guiding the boat into the side. The old man moved the rudder and the Esther Jane glided up beside her. The girl leapt
  across the gap once she was able, and caught hold of the horses bridle.


  Keep her moving, Ada, Mr Bartholomew ordered. Maryann stood waiting nervously as the boat slid slowly along the bank. Now he was close to her, she could see that Darius Bartholomew
  had piercing grey eyes under the bushy white brows, and a forehead criss-crossed with lines like a railway junction. When he spoke he had several missing teeth. But best of all, she saw Joel
  smiling and reaching out his hand to her.


  Come on then, Maryann Nelson, hop in quick.


  She took Joels hand with no hesitation and her own felt tiny, gripped in his palm, which was caloused and rough as a brick wall. She jumped across into the Esther Jane as it glided
  along, on to the tiny platform from where the boat was steered, and they pushed off again, Darius holding the long tiller while the girl stayed on the path guiding the horse.


  Ere, Darius said to Joel. Tek over. He stooped and disappeared into the cabin.


  Ent no locks to stop us along ere, see, Joel said.


  Maryann nodded. She was rather pleased with their little feat of getting her on board. And she liked the way he treated her as if it was quite natural that she should be there. The dog, who Joel
  said was called Jep, jumped down beside them, tail wagging frantically.


  Ello! Maryann cried, patting him.


  She stood with Jep beside Joel, looking round. The city began to close in on them more and more, factory walls blocking out the sky and from behind which she could hear clanging and shouting and
  the roar of machines. The boat moved smoothly along, her paintwork vivid against the blackened walls and leaden water. In places there was a pall of smoke across the cut. She had never felt so
  excited. There were plenty of other boats coming the other way; some empty, others filled with different cargoes: metal products from the foundries, boxes or barrels of provisions, heaps of refuse.
  As they passed other boats, Joel touched his cap and called How do! and usually got a reply. Maryann was standing inches away from his elbow. His sleeves were rolled and she could see
  the red down of hair on his brawny left arm. She could hear his breathing, rather fast, his lungs seeming to make a rustling sound at each breath.


  So  youve been on the lookout for us? he said eventually. She had been comfortable with his silence and was quite startled when he spoke.


  I wanted to see you again.


  Bloke in the toll office said. Just tell im next time  ell pass it on. Letters aint no good to us.


  Oh. Maryann looked up at him. E dont like to be left letters to look after then?


  E dont mind, but we dont read, us. Never ad much schooling. Dyou want a go at this? Joel indicated the tiller. Maryann nodded and Joel showed her
  where to put her hand, then laid his over the top of hers. Its busy down ere. Once we get round there we turn in and we can get unloaded.


  He guided her, tweaking the rudder, feeling his way.


  Is that your sister? she asked, nodding over to the girl leading the horse, who kept looking round at her, curiously.


  Joel nodded. Thats our Ada. Maryann was wondering how old the girl was, when Joel said, Ten years of age she is now. She could pretty well run the boat erself
  if she had to.


  She heard the pride in his voice. How shed love that! To know how to look after a boat, steer it all herself, live in one of these cabins, away from the streets, from everything about
  home! Although Ada was younger than her she found herself looking at her with awe. Shed grown up on a boat and knew everything! She was a skinny girl, with dark brown hair and a pinched
  face, but in Maryanns eyes she looked very capable and grown up walking along at the side of the horse.


  After a time of winding through the network of the citys canals they turned into one of the shadowy loops of water branching off it, where they brought the Esther Jane to a halt
  for unloading behind one of the factories. Joel told her they were carrying firebricks from up Stafforshire.


  Yer can get off of er for a bit now, Joel said. Darius had emerged and was standing out on the side. Ada was strapping a painted can of feed under the horses
  nose.


  I dont want to get off, Maryann said and she heard Joel give his chuckle, like a wheeze in his chest.


  Awright  well, yer can stay on if yer want. But itll take a good while.


  A little round man with glasses came bustling over, smiling.


  Yer early, aint yer, pal  whatre yer feeding that pony o yours?


  It was more than two hours before all the firebricks were unloaded. After a time, as Joel, Darius and two other men shifted the cargo, hand over hand, working as a team, Maryann jumped out and
  went to see Ada and the horse. She was standing watching Bessie finish off her fodder, patting her brown and white neck. Jep was near by, sniffing round.


  Shes called Bessie, aint she? Maryann asked.


  Ada nodded.


  She yours?


  Oh ar  shes our orse. Shes a goodun, Bessie is.


  Never seen an orse eat out of a bucket before.


  That ent a bucket  thats a nostern! Ada laughed. Maryann liked her cheeky face. I got to fill up wi water. You coming?


  Awright.


  They each took one of the colourful metal water cans, both covered in painted flowers, and went to a tap round the side of the factory. The ground was a crunched up morass of broken brick, dust
  and mud.


  So youre Maryann Nelson, Ada said, holding her can under the tap. You met our Joel.


  Maryann nodded.


  You writ a letter.


  I wanted to see Joel again. She looked over at him. Joel had stopped, was coughing.


  Why?


  E was nice to me. And I like the boat.


  Shes called the Esther Jane . . .


  I know, Maryann said, rather impatiently. It was her turn to fill her can. She heard the water rising in it and supported it with both arms.


  That was our moms name.


  Where is she then?


  She passed on when I was born. Our dad called er the Esther Jane. Joel says before that she were called Elizabeth Ann.


  They carried the water back to the boat. Once more, Maryann was able to go inside the cosy little cabin and she watched as Ada stoked up the range, stood a big pot on the heat and made cups of
  tea, handing them out to the men. She gave one to Maryann, with lots of sugar in, and the two of them sat out, balanced on the edge, each side of the stern. Ada told her that she and Joel had an
  older brother called Darius who worked what she called fly on a Fellows, Morton and Clayton boat. This was the citys biggest carrying company, Ada explained seriously, and
  Maryann nodded: she had seen boats with their name on many times. Working fly meant having a shift of five or six men working day and night to cover the long distances.


  E goes down London, Ada said. Works the Gran Union.


  Ada asked a little bit about her family, but Maryann could tell as she talked that Ada didnt really understand what her life was like, just as Maryann didnt hers. Ada had never
  lived in a house that stayed still in one place, the same every day. She was a boat girl, born and bred. Maryann could feel the difference between them. The weather-beaten look of Adas face,
  the confident way she dealt with the boat, the horse. Her strength, thin and small as she was, the way she thought and spoke differently.


  When the butty was finally empty, Joel came over to them. He looked exhausted.


  Got the stew on, Ada? he asked. And youd better get yerself home, hadnt yer, little Maryann?


  But I dont want to go ome! Maryann protested. I dont ever want to go home!


  
    
  


  Ten


  The light was fading now and the two Bartholomew mens faces were hollowed out with shadows as they stood looking at her. Jep was between them, looking up at their faces
  questioningly. Maryann presented them suddenly with a strange puzzle, an obstacle to be overcome. Darius, as if at a loss, moved stiffly away and the dog followed him.


  Well, you cant just stay ere, can you? Joel suggested gently.


  Why not? Her voice was fierce. I dont want to go ome. Id rather stay with you. She looked imploringly at Joel, who was standing with his arms
  folded. Please  just for a bit.


  Look  come up ere He reached his hand out and pulled her up on to the bank, going down on one knee in front of her. Whats all this, Maryann?
  Youve got a mom and a dad . . .


  I aint got a dad!


  What about your mom? Ada said. You cant just stay out, can yer?


  She most likely wont even notice, Maryann said mutinously. She gripped her hand round the little china cat in her pocket, felt her lip begin to tremble. More than anything
  shed wanted ever, more even, she thought, than wanting Tiger, she longed not to have to go home that evening. Home meant Sals terrible silences and Mr Griffin being horribly oily and
  nice to her. There was something wrong with that after the way shed shouted and raved at him and she felt as if she was living on borrowed time, that he was cooking up some punishment for
  her, made all the worse because she didnt know what it was. And thered be Tony with his big eyes, imploring someone, anyone, to take some notice of him.


  Ill run back in the morning, she pleaded. Ill go to school. And I could sleep anywhere  outside if I ave to! But saying this, she hugged
  herself, running her hands down her bare arms. It was chilly now the sun had gone down and all she had on was her cotton frock. She put her head on one side, looking with the full force of appeal
  into Joels face. He was watching her with a mixture of amusement and concern.


  Sleep outside . . . He shook his head and she heard him laugh, his chest making a rustling noise. Look, Maryann  this ent right. Well be loading up at dawn and
  then were off out of Birnigum again . . . You can come on the boat again  leave a message with the toll clerks. Let me walk you back to your house tonight and see you safe,
  eh?


  She looked down at her shoes and wanted to cry because it felt as if Joel was babying her, as if she was younger than Ada. She swallowed hard and looked him in the eyes, annoyed at the fact her
  own were swimming with tears.


  Please, Joel, she whispered. Just once. I wont get in your way.


  Go on, Joel  let er, Ada said. She seemed excited by the idea. She can bunk up on the bench. Ill go on the floor.


  Joel sighed and pushed himself upright so he was standing over her, hands on his waist and she stood looking up at him like one might at a mountain. She could see his beard silhouetted round his
  face. She knew he was exhausted, that theyd had a long, hard days work and why would he relish the thought of having to walk her back home through unfamiliar streets, houses pressing
  in, to be greeted by her angry family?


  Eventually he said, Best ave summat to eat, then.


  Maryann turned to Ada and saw her grin, her teeth gleaming, and she smiled back, hugging herself even tighter with excitement.


  Joel lifted the lid off the stew pot and stirred the contents. Maryann went with Ada to stable Bessie for the night. On the way back Ada explained cheerfully that they had a bowl in the cabin
  and if she wanted to wee shed have to go off and find somewhere. Maryann blushed.


  Id best go now, she said.


  Ada handed her the bowl and Maryann slipped off in the dark and squatted down near the edge of the canal. She decided she liked weeing in the open even if it was a bit nerve-racking 
  anyone might come along. She saw that the moon had come out.


  When she climbed down into the cabin of the Esther Jane over the coal box which was used as a step, she found a big smile spreading over her face. She was enchanted every time she stepped
  inside. However did they manage to live in a space this small? The house shed grown up in in Garrett Street had been cramped enough, but here the whole living space was nine feet by
  seven.


  You sit ere Ada indicated the side bench, next to Joel. Maryann sat shyly beside him, smelling the delicious frying potatoes he was cooking. Jep came up and sniffed
  at her and she stroked his head until Joel said, Gwon  out with you, and he squeezed out past Ada on the step of the cabin.


  Darius Bartholomew who was already sitting on the bench at the far end, dressing a wound on one of his fingers with a strip of rag, had given her a grunt of acknowledgement. She was shy of
  Darius, but sensed that he was gentle, even if he was not sure about her being there. Now he had taken off his hat Maryann saw he had a fine head of grizzled hair. An oil lamp fixed to the cupboard
  beside the range cast a cosy light round the small space, though she could see Darius was squinting to see properly. She looked round at the grainy ceiling, the pretty paintings of roses and
  castles on the cupboards, the strips of crochet work edging some of the shelves. It was warm in the cabin from the heat of the stove and the steam gushing out from the kettle. Maryann enjoyed every
  moment of it.


  You hungry? Joel said.


  Maryann nodded. Joel suddenly grinned at her. Nearly ready now. Table down.


  Joel swivelled the lamp round on its bracket so they could see better. Her eyes felt stretched very wide, taking everything in. Joel chuckled again at her amazement and she saw Darius smile as
  well, his bushy moustache making the smile appear even broader. They were enjoying seeing their own life through her eyes, this quaint little wench from off the bank, who saw things that they had
  always known and taken for granted as new and surprising.


  They ate what tasted to Maryann like the best meal she had ever had. Mutton stew with big chunks of carrot, fried potatoes, bread, from pretty plates and a cup of sweet tea. No one said much and
  that suited her. Jep was peeping in through the door, nostrils working. She could feel the weariness of the men, although Joel said it had been not too hard a day for them. He was squeezed in on
  the bench next to her, her skinny legs dwarfed by his solid thighs. She could hear his jaws working as he chewed on huge bites of bread, and in the confined space, the wheezing sound of his lungs.
  During the meal he started coughing and had to go outside. She heard the coughing go on and on and he came back wiping his eyes.


  Wheres she going to sleep, then? Darius asked. Maryann saw that though he was the older man, the father, it was Joel who was in charge of the Esther Jane.


  Er can ave the bench, Ada said again. Ill go down under for tonight.


  Joel nodded, patting the bench they were sitting on with his hand. This is your bed then, Maryann. How dyer like that?


  Ooh yes, she said. Ta, Ada.


  Ada laughed. She seemed to find a lot of things Maryann said funny.


  She watched, after they had cleared away the meal and folded back the table, as Darius pulled out the door of the bed cupboard and inside was a thin mattress and a couple of blankets. She
  thought for a moment he was going straight to bed, but it seemed the men were off to the pub.


  Back a bit later, Joel said. Youll be all right with Ada ere.


  Ada grinned, shuffled herself down under the bed with another blanket, rested her head on her coat arm and, to Maryanns surprise, fell asleep straight away. Jep was allowed to come and
  curl up next to her.


  You can have this, Joel said, handing her what felt like an army blanket. He indicated that Maryann should lie on the bench. Maryann settled herself down. The bench was hard, but
  she didnt care. The cabin felt so snug and warm. Joel took off his jacket and folded it roughly. Put this under yer head.


  The jacket was worn and the material scratchy, and it smelled of Joel.


  Ta, she whispered.


  Maryann dozed for a while in the light from the lamp, and was woken by the two men coming back in. Darius manoeuvred his way across the cabin and was very soon just as fast asleep as Ada.


  You awright, little un? Joel asked. She caught a whiff of beer on his breath.


  Yes  ta, she whispered.


  Oh  you wont wake them two  not once theyve gone off. But he still spoke in a soft voice. She watched as his huge shadow moved round the walls of the
  cabin.


  Joel?


  Whats that then? He came and sat beside her, his feet up on the step.


  Ve yer always lived on ere?


  Cept for the two year  nigh on  I were in France.


  Our dad was in France. E was a soldier. Were you a soldier an all?


  Joel nodded. There was silence before he spoke. His talk came in brief bursts, as though he had to get himself ready for it.


  Was e killed in the war?


  No, by a motor car.


  Joel watched her face. You got to go back in the morning, little un. You shouldnt be ere, should you?


  I know. I will. I just wanted . . . I just like it ere.


  For a second she felt his huge hand laid on her head. Sleep, thats a girl.


  Night, Joel.


  He put the lamp out and the cabin was in complete darkness while she heard him move carefully across and settle himself on the bed beside his father.


  She did not sleep well that night. The bench was very uncomfortable and she kept feeling she was going to fall off it. It was quite stuffy, and she could smell Jeps doggy smell and it was
  all strange being there, with no Sal beside her and no Tony across the room. She lay listening to the silence, thinking of the water under them, wondering if she was sleeping above any fish or
  frogs. After a time she realized it had started to rain, the drops drumming steadily on the roof, which made the cabin feel even more of a cosy refuge when the sky was only a thin shell away.
  Lulled by its rhythm she dozed, but later was woken by Darius Bartholomew snoring. Some time after that Joel was moving about, coughing, and once he got up and left the cabin. She listened to him
  straining for breath outside. The sound made her feel sorry for him; a big mans cough so loud, such a wrenching, painful noise.


  When she heard him come back in, she said, Dont your cough ever get any better?


  He felt his way across, hands moving over her feet, and sat down on the edge of the bench. She heard him say Lie down! to Jep.


  So youre still on the go, are you? Was it me woke you?


  No.


  Have yer heard of gas?


  Course.


  The sort they used in the war?


  Did you get gassed?


  Couldve been a lot worse. But my chests always bad. Worse in the winter.


  Dont you ave a missis? Maryann asked.


  She heard another small seizure of laughter from Joel. No.


  Dont yer want one?


  Me? There was a pause. Well  yes, course. But it ent happened yet. You dont meet up with people for long, working the cut. Here today, gone tomorrow.
  Dont spose Im very easy to live with, neither.


  I wouldnt mind living with yer, Maryann said.


  She heard Joels laugh again. She liked the way he laughed when she said things, as if he found her surprising and funny.


  Dont know what yer momd say about that. She wont be very pleased with you in the morning, will she?


  No. I spose not. But can I come and see yer again?


  I told you you could. We work up and down this route. We can send word when the Esther Janes coming through.


  Oh, will yer?


  Joel stood up. Once more she felt him pat her, this time her shoulder. You dont give up, do yer? Go on  off to sleep.


  They were up at dawn, the sky grey and rain still falling, the men with many hours of work ahead of them. Maryann said her goodbyes and thanked them.


  Look out for us! Ada called to her.


  Oh  Ill be back! She was shivering in her thin frock in the wet, but so happy she didnt care.


  She watched as the Esther Jane began to slide along the wharf, off to collect her next load to be moved north, Jep standing on the cabin roof, Bessie plodding along, the white blotches of
  her coat standing out in the overcast morning. Joel waved at her.


  Go on now  I want to see you on your way! he called, then coughed.


  Come back soon! she shouted, watching until they were out of sight before she tore back round on to the towpath towards home. She had to get changed into her school clothes!


  It was fully light when she got home, the lamps were out, people were setting off for work. When she opened the front door she could hear the sound of her mom shovelling coal. The cellar had
  flooded so they were keeping it out the back under a tarpaulin. She stood in the front for a breathless moment, hearing footsteps on the stairs, which came down into the corner of the front room.
  The stairs door opened and Sal appeared, face white as a sheet.


  Maryann! Oh my God, Maryann. Where were yer? I thought summat ad happened to yer! Our moms going to ave yer for this! To Maryanns astonishment, Sal
  flung her arms round her, sounding tearful.


  Flo came and stood in the doorway, hair still plaited from bed.


  Well she began menacingly. Where in Gods name ve you been?


  Maryann shrugged. She wasnt telling them. Out.


  Out! Flo was about to get herself worked up but then the effort seemed too great. She badly wanted a cup of tea and there was obviously no harm done. Well 
  youre back now, aint yer? Well ave to see what yer father as to say.


  
    
  


  Eleven


  That evening Maryann was settled in the kitchen after tea, about to start on her bit of homework. She was still wondering with astonishment why no one had said anything.
  Theyd all sat through the meal together and thered been not a word. Had she got away with it? Then she heard Norman Griffins voice from the front.


  Maryann  come through ere.


  Her heart started racing then, stomach tightening in dread but she kept her expression blank as she went through to the front room, clutching one of her books to her chest. Sal had stood up and
  was hovering behind Flos chair. Maryann didnt look at her stepfather. She fixed her gaze on the grate: the poker with its brass handle was lying across the fender. The room stank of
  his cigarettes.


  Ive not heard anything in the way of an explanation about you disappearing off for the night, Maryann, worrying yer mother half to death.


  Maryann hung her head.


  So where were yer?


  She said nothing. Nothing on Gods earth was going to make her tell him, even if he took a stick to her. Shed slept on the Esther Jane! That was something they couldnt
  take away from her and shed never forget it.


  Are yer going to tell me, or what?


  What.


  Norman propelled his rotund bulk up out of the chair. Why, yer impudent little bugger!


  Maryann! Flo sat forward on the edge of her chair, eyeing her husband. Ill not ave yer speaking to Norman like that. Now come on  spit it out. Was you
  at Nances, or what?


  I aint telling yer. She looked up into Normans face. Her legs had gone weak and trembly. Sal had a desperate expression in her eyes, her hand over her mouth.


  Norman seemed at a loss for words. Go up to bed, he said, his voice tightly controlled. But you neednt think Ive finished with yer.


  Dont do that, Maryann, Sal said when they were upstairs, undressing in their candlelit room. Just tell im where yer went for Gods sake, we was all
  worried. Where were yer?


  Im not telling you neither! Maryann flung her cardigan on the chair. Her voice was a fierce hiss. And I bloody aint telling im, Mr Smelly
  Pig!


  Keep yer voice down  youll wake Tony. Youre a silly little cow, Maryann. Youre just making trouble for everyone.


  Not for everyone  just me. You aint in no trouble, are yer?


  Thats what you think  you dont know what es like, none of yer  you aint got no idea . . . Sals voice started to crack. She
  put her hands over her face. Oh God, Maryann . . .


  What the ells the matter now? Maryann managed a rough transition from being furious to sounding sympathetic. At least Sal was talking to her for once and not just
  telling her to shove off. She was really crying her heart out as well, shaking with it. Come on, Sal  Im on your side, you know I am.


  I cant . . . Sal was shaking all over, could hardly speak, teeth chattering. You dont know what e might do!


  Dont talk daft  whats e going to do? E cant do nothing!


  But the emotion she could feel coming from Sal was so strong that she hugged her tightly with one arm, taking her hand with the other, trying to steady her. God, Sal, youre
  freezing! Whats happened  you can tell me. I wont breathe a word, you know I wont. Cross my heart.


  Its . . . its . . . I cant . . . Its too dirty . . . Im dirty . . .


  Sal!


  But they both froze then, eyes meeting each others, as they heard the door open at the bottom of the stairs.


  Dont you worry, Flo love, Ill deal with it my way. You stay ere  itll all be sorted out in a few minutes.


  Moving as one body the girls blew the candle out and flung themselves into the bed, half undressed as they were, the springs on the bed giving them away as they pulled the covers up over them,
  lying down and squeezing their eyes tight shut. Maryann could feel her heart thumping as if it might burst.


  The heavy steps came closer. He was in the room, standing looking down at them. They could hear his breathing. Maryann felt Sal grip her arm, squeezing until her nails dug in.


  I know youre not asleep. I dont need a candle to know that.


  There was a long silence, so long that Maryann had an odd floating sensation as if she was dreaming, that he was not really there, but she couldnt open her eyes because it felt as if
  Norman Griffin could see everything, each flick of an eyelid, as if the room, for him, was full of light. It wasnt completely dark outside and you could just see the outlines of things in
  the room. She felt Sal give a gasping little breath. What was he waiting for? Why didnt he say anything? Then at last he moved closer along Maryanns side of the bed.


  So  secrets, eh? Speaking more softly this time, almost singsong.


  Another pause.


  Maryann?


  She said nothing, stopped breathing, remembering to do so again with a gasp.


  Norman cleared his throat. We all have our little secrets, dont we, Sal? See, Maryann, Sal and Ive come to a sort of agreement, havent we, Sal? And I dont see
  why you shouldnt be part of that now as well. Sals getting older and there are certain things older girls aint no good for.


  Maryann felt him sitting himself down on her side of the bed and she squirmed further across towards Sal. What was he talking about? She didnt understand at all. It was no use carrying on
  pretending to be asleep. She forced her eyes open and, though fully aware that he was there, she jumped when she saw him leaning close, looking at her. Her heart was racing frantically. With an
  abrupt movement he pulled back the cover and laid his hand on her chest, fumbling round her tiny breasts. His hand felt hot and heavy, pinching and hurting her, and Maryann whimpered.


  Dont touch my sister! Sal sat up, trying to find a thread of courage, then her own voice trailed pathetically. Please Mr Griffin. Not er as well.
  Ers only a child. It aint right.


  Oh  jealous now, are we! He laughed. Maryann had the same feeling she had the night she found Nanny Firkin dead, that this couldnt really be happening. It was a
  horrible dream.


  Dyer want it an all, Sal? He reached across and Maryann heard Sal cry out.


  Stop it  Ill call our mom, yer dirty man.


  Call yer mom! he mimicked her. Dyer think shed believe a word you say, little Sally Griffin. She aint gunna believe any of this in a month of Sundays.
  And you aint so brave, are yer, not normally. The voice was hard now, cold as steel, talking on and on, and they had no choice but to hear it.


  Just remember, Sal, what Ill do if I ave any trouble from you. Do I ave to remind you again, eh? You aint no good to me now, and I need someone who is. And
  this one  Maryann felt him prod her  shes still clean and shes got a bit of spirit to er an all. You can leave school in a couple of months,
  cant you, Maryann? And then well see about a job for yer. He ran his hand down the length of her body, hovering at the top of her thighs. Secrets, Maryann. Yer a good
  wench if yer can keep a secret. Because if you say a word . . .


  He left the threat hanging over them, unfinished, as he got up and went off downstairs.


  Sal turned away, crying, curling herself up as tight as she could.


  Sal  oh Sal, dont! Talk to me! Maryann felt horrible, having him touching her, but she didnt understand what it was all about, she just knew it was all wrong.
  Why was e doing that? Sal, tell me what es been doing!


  I cant.


  Why not?


  I just cant tell yer  couldnt say the words. Just, Maryann She rolled over, peering down intensely into Maryanns face. Es
  bad and dirty and I dont want im going anywhere near you. E does things e shouldnt.


  What dyou mean? Maryann asked in a small voice.


  Things you shouldnt even ave to know about. Look, Maryann  youre better at standing up to im than me  do anything yer can, even if you get into
  trouble. But dont let im make yer work in that place. Get yerself another job after youve finished school.


  I will, Maryann said. But why dont you leave an all? You dont ave to stay there, do yer? Just walk out  e couldnt do nothing
  about it.


  I cant, was all Sal would say.


  Maryann couldnt understand her. It was as if their stepfather had cast a spell over her and she couldnt resist anything he did, wouldnt stand up to him. She just
  couldnt get Sal to tell her more. She lay awake, full of disturbed feelings at the thought of Norman Griffins hand moving over her. At the end of this school term she would reach the
  end of her education, of being a child. She was nearly fourteen. What had he meant when he said Sal wasnt clean any more? Was that to do with the bleeding? None of it made any sense. All she
  knew was that nothing at home felt safe any more. She thought with sudden longing of Nance. Nance had always been a good pal and shed treated her badly. If only she could patch things up
  with her. She needed Nance now more than shed ever needed her.


  
    
  


  Twelve


  Ello there, stranger!


  Cathleen Black appeared when Maryann knocked on the half-open door.


  Well  we aint seen you in a while, even though Sal seems to think she lives ere nowadays! Awright are yer, Maryann?


  Oh yes, ta, Maryann said, distracted from everything else by the sight of Cathleen Blacks enormously swollen belly. It would have been impossible not to notice that she was
  expecting another child, she was so big she looked as if it might decide to pop out any moment.


  Look whos ere, Nance. Cathleen waddled over to the range and picked up her cup of tea.


  Nancy was doling out spud at the table to the four youngest, and a grubby lot they were, all grime and snot but cheerful. Perce was eleven now, William and George, nine and six, and Horace who
  was two and a half and kept sliding off his chair and running about. Nance tutted and banged the pan down.


  E wont keep still, Mom! She picked Horace up and slammed him down on the chair again. Just park yerself and for Gods sake stay there!


  Aint yer going to say ello to Maryann? Cathleen said.


  Nances eyes were unmistakably hostile under her curly black fringe.


  So yerve turned up all of a sudden then. Dont I stink after all?


  Maryann blushed. Nance was in the right. She had been vile to her for ages. I know Ive been a bit mean to you, like, Nance. Only I wanted to see you.


  Go on with yer, Nance. Cathleen put her cup down. Get yerself a plateful and yer can go and eat it on the step and cant with Maryann  Ill see to this shower in
  ere.


  Sawright, Mom, Nance said stiffly. Ill elp yer first.


  Dont talk daft. Cathleen waved a hand at her. Youve been carrying on about ow yer aint seen Maryann, so get off with yer. Youll ave
  plenty of elping to do when this babby comes, so yer might as well enjoy yerself while yerve got the chance.


  Nance doled the unappetizing food out on to a plate. Maryann watched with a pang of guilt. Her family had much better food than the Blacks  meat every day! What wont fatten
  will fill, were words often on Cathleen Blacks lips, and most of the Blacks meals were in this vein. Then they both sat squeezed in side by side on the step. The yard was full
  of metal smells from the foundry at the back.


  Sorry I aint been over, Maryann said. Only things at ome ve been a bit . . . well, you know . . .


  Is it yer old man? Nance asked through a mouthful of tater.


  Maryann hesitated, then nodded.


  E killed that cat, daint e?


  Who else? She wanted to pour everything out to Nance. Coming back here again felt nice. Mrs Black chatted to her children, asked them the odd question about school, was always on
  about one or the other of thems First Communion. She took an interest, unlike her mom. Being here was a taste of the old times and it made her long for everything to be as it was before,
  back on the old footing, without all the horrible things going on at home. But she didnt have words for all of it. How could she say what had happened last night, Norman Griffin pawing at
  her through her nightshirt? She couldnt tell Nance or anyone that, but she did want to joke and laugh like they used to, before her dad died and everything went bad.


  Its my birthday next week, Nance said. I can walk out of that school and never go back  get myself a job of work. You can an all soon, eh?


  Maryann shrugged. Spose so. Wherere you gunna go?


  Nance grinned. Kunzlesd be nice. Eat cakes all day! Ill go round the firms, see wholl ave me. Eh She nudged Maryann. If
  youre looking too, why dont we go round together?


  Ive got a bit of time to go yet. Maryann felt cheered. Nance was so warm-hearted and she already felt forgiven.


  Oh ah, thats a thought. Anyroad, Ill let yer know what its like, wherever I end up.


  They chattered on a while while Nance scraped up the last of her food, and they had a bit of a giggle.


  Ere Nance grinned and budged up a bit closer. I saw your Sal and our Charlie at it kissing the other night. They was in the brewus and they never knew I
  was aving a look in!


  They never! Maryann didnt know whether to feel glad or not. Sal had turned fifteen. She was growing up. But shed never said a word about it. There were too many
  things about Sal she didnt know nowadays.


  She was all over im, Nance went on with relish. She aint backward, your Sal, and thats a fact!


  The two of them were tittering over it, but while Maryann was intrigued  Charlie Black was a handsome devil, there was no denying  she felt hurt and left out.


  She never breathes a word to me about it, she complained to Nance.


  Well, what dyer expect!  O-oh, Nance said as they heard loud muttering and blaspheming approaching along the entry.


  Blackie appeared in the yard, walking with a gorillalike gait, arms swinging, cap on askew, his jacket hanging open.


  Dad, Nance said. Over ere. She and Maryann got up out of the way and Blackie looked and looked.


  The door! He pointed a wavering finger. Shome-one moved . . . the fuckin door.


  Oh come on in, yer silly sod, Cathleen shouted from inside.


  Blackie stumbled in through the door and they heard a grunt as he fell into his chair, followed by a loud, grating belch.


  Well, Nance said with a wry look. Thats im finished for the day.


  Friday night was bath night. Maryann got home feeling much more light-hearted after her visit to Nancys and found Flo filling up the tin bath which usually hung on a
  rusty hook on the wall of the privy outside.


  Glad youre back at last, she said resentfully. Yer can come and bath the boys for me.


  Maryann agreed gladly. She enjoyed soaping the boys in the warm water, the feel of Billys soft little body. He was nearly five now, still small, with shoulder blades like little
  angels wings.


  While she was pouring in a last kettle of water, Norman arrived home, bustling through the front door. Maryann felt herself tense as if there were pins pricking her skin. He was not a man who
  could move quietly. He was always a noisy, disturbing presence about the place. She hated the way he came and looked in when they were bathing, especially after last night. Sal refused ever to have
  a bath in the house now: she went down to the public bathhouse.


  He came and stood at the kitchen door, hat in hand. Oh-ho, bath night, eh?


  Well, its not as if we only do it every hundred years, Maryann thought. She didnt look up at him or answer, but she could feel him staring at her.


  Your teas nearly done, Norman, Flo said. Yer might as well come and sit down.


  Ill just wash my hands. He came and leaned over the bath opposite Maryann, took the bar of soap and rubbed his stubby white hands, using the nails of one hand to dig out the
  grime from under the nails of the other. She watched, repulsed. For a moment he looked into her face and she could feel his breath on her cheek. Maryann got up abruptly and moved away to call Tony
  and Billy.


  She bathed the two of them while Norman sat at the table eating his mutton stew, Flo sitting opposite him. He ate up quickly, then sat back and lit a cigarette, watching them lazily, his eyes
  narrowed a little.


  I can do myself, Tony said, so Maryann concentrated on Billy, splashing about to make as much noise as she could and drown out the sounds Norman made when he was eating. Billy
  laughed, pouring water energetically over his fair hair.


  Go easy, Flo snapped. Youll soak the whole floor else. Wheres Sal got to, Norman?


  She said she ad to go to the shop for yer.


  For me? I never asked er.


  Maryann rubbed Billy dry on a strip of cloth and he put his clothes on again.


  You go in next, Flo said. Use the water fore it gets cold.


  Maryann felt her body go stiff. Not with him sitting there, she thought. When teas finished, she said.


  Oh, thats awright  you can carry on, Norman said.


  Maryann looked at her mom mutinously. Ill wait till youve finished. And she walked off upstairs, knowing Flo was too idle to follow. When she was certain Norman was
  ensconced in the front room with his paper, she crept down, closing the kitchen door. Flo was in there, tutting about how long Sal was going to be. Maryann could hear the boys playing out with some
  other lads at the back.


  She slipped her brown skirt off and her cream blouse, wishing she had the room to herself, without even her mom there. She felt suddenly curious about her body and would have liked to be alone
  to have a good look. Lately she had sensed it changing, little swellings on her chest when it used to be quite flat. But there never seemed to be a place where you could be on your own without a
  brother or sister or someone gawping at you.


  She dipped one foot in the water.


  Can I ave one more kettle, Mom?


  Flo sighed. Oh, go on then. As its boiled.


  She topped up the bath with hot water and it felt lovely as she sank down into it, even though it was scummy from Tony and Billy going in it before. She couldnt quite lie down full
  stretch any more, she had to keep her legs a bit bent up and in the winter you could feel the cold nibbling round whichever bit of you was sticking out of the water. But today it was warm and she
  relaxed, then sat up and began soaping herself. She was just rubbing suds over her shoulders and arms when the door opened and Norman came in. Maryann instinctively crossed her arms over her chest
  and tucked her head down.


  Get out! she felt her whole being scream. Just get out of here and dont look at me.


  He had his hands pushed down in his trouser pockets. Maryann turned away, trying to block him out.


  That looks nice in there, he said. Ere  let me put some of that soap on your back for you.


  No! she almost shouted. I can do it myself.


  Oh, dont talk so silly, Maryann, Flo said irritably. Norman wont bite yer  es just trying to give yer a hand. You cant reach yer
  back, can you?


  He was kneeling down, rolling up his sleeves and grinning at her. She cringed away from him.


  There you go Round and round he rubbed the soap in his hands until they were frothy with it. Her back was rigid. She wanted to jump out of the bath and run away from him,
  but she couldnt move.


  Flo went to the back door. Billy? Billy! Get in ere now. Its time you was getting to bed.


  He was kneeling on her left, she could smell him. Death, he smelled of. He began to soap her back, his right hand circling round and round, caressingly.


  There, he said. Nowt wrong with that, is there? The soap slid from his left hand into the bath with a plop. Oops. Now wheres that gone then?


  He was pretending to look for the soap, but she saw his eyes were on her breasts, his hand still circling on her back.


  Thats the trouble with soap . . . His breathing was louder. Slippery blooming stuff . . .


  Billy! Flo was shouting, furiously.


  Maryann couldnt believe at first what she was feeling: a hard poking between her legs which for a second she couldnt connect with anything but then knew it was Normans
  finger or thumb, jabbing, forcing up into her.


  Youch! she cried, pulling away with a splash. What the ell re yer doing?


  Ah  ere it is! A quick sweep of the bath and he brought up his hand, triumphantly holding the soap. They looked into each others eyes and his were as icy as
  pebbles. Maryann turned cold all over.


  Sorry  did I catch yer by mistake?


  Flo, oblivious to all this, was bringing Billy crossly in through the back door. Look at the state of yer  youll need to go back in the bleedin bath!


  Language, love! Norman stood up. There we go  another one all fresh as a daisy.


  Out you get then, Maryann, Flo said. Billys dipping back in.


  Maryann sat quite still. She couldnt look at Norman, at any of them. Shame seemed to burn up from her chest to the top of her head. Was this what Sal meant, this, and more, things Maryann
  could not even imagine? After a moment, Norman went out again, closing the door.


  Its nice the way e tries to be a dad to yer, Flo commented.


  Two days later, when she went up to their room, Maryann found Sal sitting on the bed. Her left arm was held out, underside upwards in front of her. In her other fist was a
  kitchen knife with which she was stabbing at her outstretched arm, making jerky little digs into her flesh, some not breaking the skin, others harder. There was a thin trail of blood running down
  over her fingers.


  For a second, Maryann couldnt believe the sight in front of her.


  Sal! What re yer doing! She seized the knife, stopped its jabbing motions which seemed to be happening almost independently of Sals will. She opened her
  sisters fingers and prised the knife away from her. Sal looked round mildly as if woken from a dream.


  Blimey, Sal  whatve yer done to yerself? Look, Ill go and get summat to wipe yer.


  She bound her sisters arm with a rag then sat beside her, half afraid to touch her. Sal looked so beautiful sitting there, pale and still, the evening light catching her hair.


  Is it him, Sal? Whats e done to yer, eh?


  Sal just shook her head, seeming unable to speak.


  Is e . . . is e . . . Maryann could barely say it, like when she had wanted to talk to Nance and no words would come, not for something like that, that couldnt
  really be going on, not in real life. She sensed that whatever had happened to Sal was much worse than anything he had done to her, but she didnt know about anything, couldnt imagine
  what it could be. Is Norman dirty with yer?


  To her enormous vexation Sal suddenly started laughing, head back, until the tears ran down her cheeks.


  Well, what? Maryann said furiously. She was trying to help and this was what she got. Whats so bloody funny then, eh?


  Dirty! Oh, Maryann! Still laughing away.


  Well, I meant like the other night  touching yer and stuff. She couldnt go on.


  Sal turned to her, solemn again. Dont let im near yer, Maryann, thats all.


  
    
  


  Thirteen


  Cathleen Black had her new baby. Nance had been allowed to help out with the birth and there was great celebration when it turned out to be a girl.


  I tell yer, Maryann, Nance said after, I never want to go through that in my life. Our mom says its like passing a pigs bladder. She was on the go till right
  the last minute an all. I kept telling er, Mom, just go and ave yerself a lie down, but she says, No, Nance  Ive got to see the lads
  ave ad their tea. Anyow, the longer Im on my feet, the quicker the babbyll come. 


  Maryann had her first peek at baby Lizzie when she was only one day old, with her mop of black hair, scrumpled up face, closed eyes and tight little fists. She was allowed to go up into Cathleen
  and Blackies room where Cathleen lay in a motley mess of bedding consisting of what looked like rags and coats. The room was bare except for the metal bedstead and a chamber pot, and though
  the window was open there was a sickening miasma of sweat and blood. Cathleen looked hollow-cheeked but she raised a smile when Maryann said, Oh, aint she lovely!


  Makes a change from all them lads, dont she? Cathleen said. Bout time we ad a wench to finish off with, cos Im buggered if I want to go
  through all that again.


  Billy was also captivated by Lizzie, by her sheer smallness. He stood for ages stroking her waxy hands, trying to get her to straighten her fingers.


  Why dont our mom ave any babbies? he asked.


  Well, you was a babby not so long ago, Cathleen said, adding as an aside, Shes got more bloody sense, thats why.


  Outside, when the boys had gone off, Maryann asked Nance, Whats yer dad been like over er?


  Oh, es soft as anything with er. Es always wanted another girl. Said she were is lifes work or summat  and that were before
  ed been down the pub!


  Nance


  What?


  How do  I mean, how does the babby get in there  dyer know?


  All I know is its got summat to do with a mans  yer know  thing. Is willy.


  Oh. Maryanns brow puckered. Has it? You sure?


  Course, Nance said, all worldly-wise, though she wasnt really sure at all.


  Maryann had never seen a man naked, except for her brothers. When she was younger shed wondered whether their little willies grew with them when they got bigger, or did they stay the same
  size?


  But she knew the answer to that now, for certain. On Sunday afternoon, Sal had gone out, and Flo was with her brother Danny and her sister-in-law Margie who had come on with her babby and
  shed promised to help if she could. Norman was in the front room. Maryann was just about to call the boys to go up to the Blacks.


  Maryann She heard his voice calling softly through to the kitchen where she was clearing up.


  What? She stuck her head round the door.


  Come ere a minute, pet. His voice was wheedling. It didnt quite sound like him.


  She went and stood beside the chair. He was lolling back, feet up on a stool, and his face was flushed even though there was no fire in the grate.


  Fancy going to the pictures?


  What, now? All of us? She had had other plans, but she did love the pictures. There were the talkies now, too, people really speaking instead of just the piano banging away while
  you tried to read the words off the screen.


  Ill give yer a shilling and you and that Nance can go with the lads. Treat yerselves.


  Oh  ta, Maryann said awkwardly. Was this him trying to act like a dad again? Anyway, if he was in a good mood she might as well make the most of it.


  Cmere first. He beckoned her closer. Part of the treat for yer. Theres a couple of tanners in ere  you come and get em.


  He held his pocket open, shifting in his seat.


  Go on, Maryann, I wont bite! He was grinning, showing his yellow teeth, sweat on his forehead.


  She slid her hand into the open pocket, expecting her fingers to find the two sixpences tucked in the soft material. But as soon as her hand was in there Norman slapped his own hand over it and
  pulled hers over, pressing it down on to his hard willy, waiting down there. She yanked away, managing to pull free and run to the door.


  Tony! Billy! Come on, quick  Im going now.


  He was laughing. Dont you want your shilling then, eh?


  He wouldnt leave her alone these days. Watching her all the time, so the feel of his eyes on her made her feel dirty. Once or twice, when he got the chance, hed rub against her, or
  feel her round her chest. She could never relax when he was about and she stayed out all the time she could. Outside, at school or with Nance it was all right. She could shrug it off because these
  disgusting things werent happening away from the house. It wasnt real out there, and she could forget. She dreaded being at home. Sometimes Maryann thought about trying to tell her
  mom. But any little thing she criticized about Norman and Flo was down on her like a ton of bricks. Shed never believe Maryann. She was always on his side. He seem to infect everything. Even
  when he wasnt in there were reminders of his presence: the oily dent in the chair where his head went, the paper thrown on the floor where he left it, the smell of his fags hanging about the
  place. Always there. Always.


  It was well into June and the weather was warm now. Thin shafts of evening sunlight had found their way in through the back windows, dust motes swirling in them. Maryann
  smiled, remembering how Tiger used to jump up and biff at them when he was a kitten.


  Sal had come in with Norman from work, had eaten her tea and the last Maryann had heard from her was the slam of the front door as she took off out again. Huh, Maryann thought, covering Tony up
  in bed. But she couldnt really blame Sal. She really seemed to be sweet on Charlie Black and if Maryann could have thought of a place to go shed have gone out as well. She was
  beginning to get the hang of when the Esther Jane might be likely to be in town from the run to Stoke. She left messages at the toll offices and ran down to ask. But she didnt hang
  around the cut any more, waiting. Shed seen Joel, Darius and Ada once since her night on the boat, but theyd been held up along the cut and were pressed for time, so Maryann just
  walked along a bit of the way with Ada and Bessie and Jep, and left them to get on. They all seemed pleased to see her though, and Joel waved.


  See yer next time! she yelled as they headed into the gloomiest part of the cut.


  Shed sung Billy a lullaby and was coming downstairs again when she heard a knock at the front door, then Flos voice, Danny  whatre you doing ere? Oh my
  God, whats up? Dannys wife Margie had also given birth to a little girl, Cissie, who was now four days old.


  Maryann heard her uncle panting. He must have run all the way over.


  Its the babby, Flo, ers bad and Margies in a right state over er. Can yer come over and elp us, right quick? Er breathings
  terrible.


  Well, I dont know as theres much I can do, Flo was saying. Youd be better fetching the doctor out.


  We ave, but she wants you there  please, Flo Maryann came down into the front room and saw her Uncle Danny looking as if he was going to burst into tears.
  Wed feel better if you was there. You know what to do with babbies  we dont know ow to go on!


  You go, Flo, Norman said. Yer brother needs yer  therell be summat you can do, with all your know-ow, Im sure.


  Awright, Flo agreed reluctantly.


  Maryann watched her mother disappearing out through the front door, and it was only then it dawned on her. If Flo went out shed be all alone in the house with Norman, except for the boys
  sleeping upstairs. She tore out behind her mom as if she was on springs.


  Im coming with yer! I might be able to elp.


  Oh, dont be daft, Maryann! Flo was all flustered. Go on in with yer. Danny and Margieve got enough on their plate without you getting under all our
  feet.


  Please, Mom, let me come!


  Maryann, go back inside. Danny spoke roughly in his anxiety. Do as yer mom says. We need er for now.


  Maryann knew she couldnt argue. She stood on the step watching them disappear along Anderson Street. The sun was sinking now. Martins hucksters shop was still open of
  course, along the way. She felt like going and standing in there, amid all the mixed smells of rubber and soap and sweets until her mom got back, but she had no money and whatever could she say to
  Mrs Martin?


  Come in and shut that door, Maryann, Norman Griffin ordered her.


  Her heart was thudding. The idea of being left alone with Norman Griffin now alarmed her so much that the hairs on the back of her neck were standing up and her hands shook as she closed the
  door. But how could she refuse?


  There he was, sat in his chair as normal, she told herself, clasping her hands together so that he should not see the tremor in them. What was there to worry about? He was just sitting, looking
  across at her. And she knew better than ever to put her hand in his pocket again.


  So, then, he said.


  I think Maryann swallowed. She was straining to keep her voice casual. Ill go up to bed now.


  Oh, its too early for that, aint it? Why dont yer come over ere and sit with me for a bit?


  No, I, er . . . In her awkwardness she rubbed one shoe against the back of her other leg like a much younger child. No, thanks.


  Mr Griffin leaned forward with a grunt and eased himself up out of the chair. Blood started to pound in her ears. But Norman went over and drew the curtains, even though it was still light
  outside, so that the room turned dim and green. He lit the gas mantle and the pop-pop sound started up. Then he stood with his hands straight down by his sides, looking at her. Maryann ran her
  tongue over her lips and looked down at the floor. Slowly, knowing in her heart that he was not going to let her go, that there was something he wanted badly from her, she began to edge across the
  room towards the door to the stairs.


  No, dont go! His voice had a hard edge. I said stay ere with me.


  He walked over to her.


  I like you better than your sister, I must say. He picked at a lock of her dark hair and stroked it. She drew her head back. Dyou know why, Maryann?


  Still not looking at him, she shook her head.


  You aint like her. Youve got more fire about yer and I like that in a woman.


  Woman? Maryann thought. But Im a girl, not a woman. Im still at school.


  Sal were good to me for a bit. Helped me out and did what I told er. See, we men are different from you women. He spoke in a very reasonable voice. We need 
  satisfying  now and then. Thats what comes natural to us, see, thats all. And you girls have a way of getting me . . . excited. He was taking his jacket off. She heard
  him throw it on to the chair.


  His hands came down on her shoulders and she cried out.


  No need for that. Ill show yer what to do. This is what wenchesre made for. Im just teaching yer, thats all. Now  you just do as I say and well
  ave a nice time.


  His arms came round her and she felt herself lifted off the ground and carried to the peg rug by the hearth. When he pushed her down she banged her head on the floor and gave a moan of pain,
  which seemed to arouse him. She heard his hard, ragged breathing.


  Whatre you doing? Her voice had gone squeaky. You shouldnt be doing this.


  Who says so? His voice had lost its wheedling tone and was as cold as the frozen east wind. Whos gunna stop me now? You, yer little bitch, eh?


  His hands forced up her skirt and she felt him tearing her underclothes down.


  No! She lashed out, trying to kick him. Stop it . . . stop it! Get off me.


  Shut yer mouth.


  Everything went darker as he leaned over her, blocking out the light and his weight came down on her so she was struggling then only to be able to breathe, gasping. Her legs were being forced
  apart and that hard prodding started like in the bath until she was sobbing it hurt so much, with him pushing and jabbing, burning his way up inside her, panting in her face, filthy words dropping
  from his lips.


  When he climbed off her she was like a rag doll, dizzy, her back sore and smarting. She went very cold, starting to shiver until her teeth chattered, wet stuff oozing out down her legs as she
  stood up.


  Mr Griffin went out to the kitchen and she heard the splash of water. He came back, buttoning his fly.


  Now. Thats it then. Sal could keep a secret and I know you can. Anyhow  your mother wouldnt believe a word if you started on about this  you know that,
  dont you? You can go to bed now. He turned away. Ive finished with yer.


  She could barely remember getting to bed, struggling to wash first, shaking so much she could scarcely attend to herself. All the water in the sea could not wash Norman Griffin off her. She lay
  alone in the bed, hugging herself tightly with her arms, sobbing and shaking. She felt frightened and sick and bereaved, as if there was something enormous that she had lost, and she wept for all
  the losses she could think of: her lovely dad, her nan, her little cat. All those she had loved and would never again be able to hold in her arms.


  
    
  


  Fourteen


  She slept for a time in fits and starts, crying at first, dozing, dreaming dark, broken dreams, and still feeling, even in sleep, the ache between her legs. Then she jolted
  awake as she heard Norman Griffin coming up to bed. The light of his candle and his shadow moved past the crack in the door, and for those moments she stopped breathing. Was he coming to her room .
  . .? Not with Tony here, surely? She gripped the cover close to her throat.


  But she heard him go to his and her mothers room across the tiny landing. She knew from the solitariness of his sounds that Flo was not here, had not come home. There must be something
  dreadfully wrong with baby Cissie that shed had to stay out at Uncle Dannys house so long. But even more worrying was that Sal was not lying beside her, and that had never happened
  before. Where in heaven could she have got to? She lay there, hearing him moving, fear and anxiety growing in her until she could hardly breathe.


  She wasnt going to be able to sleep. She got out of bed, tiptoed over to pull the door open and listen. She could hear Normans loud, stertorous breathing from the front bedroom.
  Pig, she thought. She pulled on layers of clothes and crept downstairs to the front. The fire was dead in the grate so, as quietly as she could manage, she scraped the ash out, leaving it in a
  metal pail by the back door, then built up a new fire. Shed always liked putting a fire in the grate, even though it was dirty work. It made the room cosy, and she was a little comforted by
  the sight of her twists of newspaper as they jumped, flaming into life at the touch of her spill. The flames filled the room with warm, twitching light. She sat on the rug with her knees close to
  her chest, pulling her baggy cardigan down over them, and watched the fire, sometimes leaning down to blow on it, or adding a few more bits of coal to keep it going properly. Behind her the room
  was very dark, but the fire in front of her felt like her warm protector.


  She tried to shut out any thoughts of Norman Griffin, even though this was the very spot where hed forced her down on the floor. If she hadnt been so sore still it wouldnt
  seem real now. But she wouldnt let her mind dwell on it.


  Where are you, Sal? she wondered again and again. With each half-hour she grew more worried. The fire was glowing a deeper orange now. After some time there was a tiny rattle of the
  mechanism from the clock on the mantle before it struck its gentle bong-bong-bong, then it went quiet again and there was only the sound of the fire.


  She woke to the sound of Norman Griffins feet on the stairs and found herself lying cold and cramped by the grey ash of a dead fire. Her heart pumped violently at the
  sound of him approaching and she sat up. The clock said half past seven. When Norman appeared he was already dressed.


  Where is everybody?


  Mom must still be at Uncle Dannys. Maryann sat hugging her legs again, shivering.


  Sal still abed?


  Slowly Maryann shook her head, though with a sense of unreality. Perhaps Sal was in bed after all? Maybe shed been there all the time, or slipped in after Maryann had fallen
  asleep?


  Well, where is she?


  He turned impatiently and went back upstairs, looked in girls room, then was back down. Wheres er gone?


  She never come in, Maryann said, looking down at her knees, the loose-knit mesh of her blue cardi stretched over them. She knew then for certain that something had happened.


  No bloody breakfast on the go neither, I spose. There was a coarseness to Norman this morning, usually hidden under his oily smoothness when Flo was about. Get the
  kettle going, wench  at least yer can make a cuppa tea.


  Maryann did as she was ordered, then went up to wake Tony and Billy. She sorted out breakfast for Norman and the boys, blanking out all other thoughts.


  Tony, youll ave to go to school with Alec, she told him. Ill have to stop here till our mom gets home.


  Oh Maryann! Tony complained.


  Do as your sister tells yer! Norman said, with such savagery that Tony cowered.


  Youll be awright, Maryann said to him. Only Ive got to stay  whos going to mind Billy, else?


  Tony nodded, dumbly.


  Tell that Sal to get erself down the shop when er turns up, Norman said, putting his hat on by the front door. Ill ave a few things to say to
  er, that I shall.


  Come on, Billy  weve gotta go out. Maryann impatiently shoved her little brothers shoes on. Push yer feet in, will you!


  Where we going, our Maryann?


  Youll see when we get there. She dragged him out and along Anderson Street, then softened. You can come and play with Horace.


  Oh! Billy moaned. Horace is a babby, I dont wanna play with im!


  Well, ard luck cos yer gonna ave to.


  Pulling Billy along so he had to run, Maryann went as fast as she could to Garrett Street. They were about to run down the entry but found it blocked by Blackie Black and his barrow coming the
  other way, loaded with his tools and metal hoops. He wasnt looking any too good but he managed a wan smile.


  Awright, Mr Black? Maryann said.


  Awright, he murmured amiably. Maryann turned to watch him, saw how his walk had become a shambling, dragging gait. But he didnt seem to have noticed anything was amiss,
  anyroad.


  Everyone was out except Cathleen and Horace and the baby Lizzie. The room was in a right state, spilt tea and crumbs all over the table, and on the floor, dirty clothes, a pile of nappies, the
  lot.


  Cathleen was at the table, Lizzie tucked in on her lap, feeding. She pulled her blouse together a little, but not before Maryann had seen the white, mottled skin of her breast.
  Whatre yer doing ere, Maryann? No school?


  Moms at Uncle Dannys  the babbys took bad, Maryann said. She felt tears come into her eyes. All the fear and worry of the night welled up. And
  our Sals disappeared. She daint come home last night so I come to see if she was ere last night, sleeping over?


  Cathleen gave a laugh which dislodged the baby from her breast. Sleeping over  ere? Where dyer think erd sleep  in the coal scuttle? Sorry,
  Lizzie  ere yer go. She pushed her nipple back between the babys gums.


  But she was with Charlie last night, wasnt she? Maryann was frustrated by Cathleens lack of concern.


  They went off together in the evening. I never saw em  Charlie mustve come in late last night. I were that tired what with this one up and down, I got me ead
  down when I could, and Blackie were too kalied to notice, or edve been giving out to im.


  So Charlie was here this morning? Maryann struggled to be patient.


  Well, I spose e was  I never saw im though, come to think of it. E mustve come down and gone off to work, like.


  Clearly Cathleen had no real idea whether either of them had ever come back the night before.


  Theyll turn up, Cathleen said serenely. I spect theyre both at work by now. Dont get mithered.


  Loath as she was to go anywhere near Norman Griffin, Maryann called in at Griffins Undertakers. There was no sign of Sal.


  Ill tan er bloody hide when I find er, Norman ranted. Weve got a lot on today.


  Maryann spent the rest of the morning worrying and trying to occupy Billy. She could see why he drove her mom mad with his non-stop chattering.


  At last, just as Maryann was thinking she ought to get something for his dinner, she heard the front door open and she rushed through from the back, leaving Billy in the yard. Flo came in,
  exhaustion showing in every line of her. When she turned from closing the door, Maryann saw that her eyes were red and her face was different, somehow, tighter.


  Hows little Cissie, Mom? she whispered.


  Flo shook her head, taking off her hat. She daint make it, Maryann. The doctor came, but she breathed er last this morning, poor little mite. I stayed for a bit to be with
  Margie.


  Oh Mom! Maryann was so tired and worried that she was not far from tears as it was, and the thought of babby Cissie dying brought them on fast. Poor little thing, what had she ever
  done to anyone!


  Flo sat down, filling up herself. Oh, its a terrible thing to see a babby die, Maryann. Thank God I never had any more of yer to worry about. Unguardedly she added,
  Ive been lucky marrying a man whos not that way inclined, that I have!


  Mom Maryann wiped her eyes, though the tears just wouldnt seem to stop coming. Its  I know yerve got enough to worry about, but 
  its Sal . . .


  What? Flos tone was sharp. What about er?


  She never came ome last night, she aint at work and Mrs Black dont know where she is neither.


  Mrs Black? Why the hell should she know where our Sal is?


  Because Maryann stopped. Sal didnt want anyone to know, that was obvious, or shed have told them herself.


  Because what? Come on, get on with it.


  Well, Sals been knocking about with Charlie Black  and Mrs Black aint quite sure e came home last night neither.


  Flo stared at her as if none of the sense of this was getting through to her brain. You mean they mightve took off together?


  I dunno, Maryann said miserably.


  Flo sank down on the chair behind her. They cantve done. What would Sal want to do that for? Shes comfortable enough ere. Got no worries. Anyone checked where
  Charlie works?


  Maryann shook her head.


  Go on. See if es there.


  It was quite a walk to the place where Charlie had his current employment, a dark workshop in a side street where they turned out copper rods and wire. Charlie Black? No, he hadnt been
  in. And if he missed another day there were plenty of others who could do his job.


  By the time Maryann got home Flo was asleep and she slept for the rest of the afternoon. The evening wore on and there was no sign of Sal. Norman came home in a bad humour because he had been
  without his general dogsbody all day. After tea, Flo ordered Maryann upstairs, took her into their room at the back and closed the door.


  Now look  whats going on?


  I told yer  Sals gone. Charlie Black werent at work today. I think Sals sweet on im. They mustve gone off together. And she . . .


  She what? Flo hissed.


  She  Im ever so worried about er. She aint right in erself and . . . and . . .


  Aint right  whatre you on about?


  E touches us. Mr Griffin. Where e oughtnt  and e  es a dirty man, Mom . . .


  Flo had been soft and emotional over babby Cissie: theyd almost felt close in those few moments. Surely her mom would take her word on this? Maryann started sobbing all over again.


  What are you saying to me, yer foul-mouthed little bitch? Flo sprang at her and slapped her face so hard that Maryann cried out at the pain. How dare you say such a
  filthy thing! Ive a good mind to put carbolic on your tongue for that. Where dyou get such disgusting ideas from?


  From im! Maryann sobbed. Where else would I know em from?


  She received a matching slap, this time on the other cheek. Flo swelled with self-righteous fury. How dare you? Normans a good, clean-living man. Almost a gentleman, that
  e is, and I aint having that talk in my house from my own daughter!


  Holding her burning cheek, Maryann went up close to her mother, speaking right into her face.


  You dont see whats in front of your nose, Mom, do yer? You think more of that disgusting man than you ever do of yer children cause e buys you dresses and
  keeps you comfortable. But e aint what you think. Es evil, but it dont suit yer to see it, does it?


  Flo stood before her, speechless, and Maryann fell sobbing, distraught, on to her bed.
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