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ANGEL MEADOW

She saw a man, hard, tall, lean, arrogant as men of consequence often are, dressed in the manner of a young gentleman of business...

He was perhaps half a head taller than she was and in the tick of a second on the gold watch he wore across his waistcoat, less than a second, as their eyes met there was a flare of recognition, not from a previous meeting but of something in them both.

So here you are, his eyes spoke to hers. I knew you would come one day, and here you are. Yes, I’m here, the answer followed, then the strange moment was over, forgotten as though it had never been and they were just one furious combatant facing another.
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There is no town in the world where the distance between the rich and the poor is so great or the barrier between them so difficult to be crossed.

Rev Richard Parkinson, 1841,

speaking of Manchester


1

The three little girls crouched in the shadows at the top of the narrow stairs, watching impassively as the brawny man their mother had brought home pulled down his trousers and climbed on top of her. His white buttocks turned to rippling amber in the light from the good fire that he had heaped up carelessly with coal, since he was unconcerned with anyone’s circumstances but his own, before setting about the woman beneath him. Their mother had made no objection to his lavish use of what had taken her so long to earn, obligingly lying down on the rotting wooden floor before the hearth, pulling up her skirt and opening her legs.

For a moment or two he jerked convulsively then, with an exclamation of annoyance, he rose to his knees, looking about him at the bare and comfortless room.

“Ain’t yer got somewhere more comfortable than this, missis?” he asked her. “This floor’s playin’ bloody ’ell wi’ me knees. What’s upstairs? Ain’t yer got no bed?”

He stared up into the darkness of the staircase and the three children shrank back, for some of the men their mother brought home, on seeing them, had lost interest in Mam, stating a preference for a bit of young flesh and, on one occasion, at their mother’s shriek, they had been forced to flee, eluding the man’s grasp by the skin of their teeth as they raced along Church Court and round the corner into Style Street. With their hearts banging in their chests, for they knew exactly what the man had in mind for them, which was what was done to their mother, they had reached the safety of St Michael’s Church where they had hidden for an hour before creeping back to Church Court. Both the man and their mother had gone by then, probably back to the beer house on the corner, the man, it seemed, having made do with Mam since he had no other choice. Mam sported a black eye, a split lip and a swollen cheek when she returned, but she had the few bob she had earned and the girls ate well for the rest of the week.

Mam heaved and wriggled under the man in an effort to please and his attention was caught once more. “It’s warmer ’ere, chuck,” she told him, making a show of great affection, throwing her arms about his neck and drawing him closer to her, at the same time obscenely heaving up her hips and grinding them against his. “An’ we don’t need a bed. See, look what I got fer yer. A lovely little ’ole fer that big cock o’ yours. That’s right, in yer go... Eeh, lovely. In’t that lovely?”

The man appeared to agree that indeed that was lovely, for he heaved and grunted for the best part of five minutes before collapsing in a groaning heap on top of their mam. Mam groaned and heaved along with him, though her daughters could see her eyes gleaming in the firelight as they sent their message of comfort and reassurance to them over the man’s shoulder. Whatever she might be their mam always did her best to protect them. She never brought her customers upstairs where, before she had learned better, she had been forced to defend them physically, earning, instead of the few pence she charged for her services, a face that for many days looked like a rainbow pattern of blues and purples and blacks, gradually fading away to green and yellow. Not that it interrupted her trade, for the men she picked up in the streets, the gin-shops and beer houses of Angel Meadow were not concerned with that part of her anatomy! There were men, and there were bad men, she had warned them: men who were content with the bit of comfort and pleasure she could give them; and then there were the others who had funny ways which included a fancy for children. Those sort must be avoided at all costs, though her daughters often wondered how you could tell one from the other until it was too late.

The little girls, huddling together for warmth, waiting for their turn by the fire, were exceedingly thin and indescribably dirty. Their hair was a thick, matted mass of tight curls which, it seemed, had never known the services of a brush; rich brown streaked with a paler brown, and alive with lice which hopped merrily from one strand of hair to another, even from one head to another. Their hands and faces, their necks, their ankles and feet, which were all that could be seen beneath their thin cotton shifts, were a uniform grey, with a thick film of black on the soles of their feet and between each toe. In their ears and the soft, childish creases of their necks was a layer of dirt that had seemingly not been disturbed since the day they were born. In addition to what appeared to be a permanent layer of general filth their fine skin was blotched here and there with what looked like mud.

Downstairs there was a stirring of movement as Mam and her customer groped for their clothing and began to pull themselves together after the enjoyment of their exertions. Mam sat up and fiddled with her tangled hair, giving an arch smile to the man, who did not return it.

“Owt ter drink in this ’ere place?” he asked, throwing himself down into the one chair the room sported, an ancient armchair from which the stuffing leaked and the springs poked. It creaked with his weight, then moaned most piteously as their mam tried to sit on his knee, since she believed in giving value for money and some men liked a bit of a cuddle afterwards.

“Gerrof, yer daft bitch,” he roared, finding her attentions offensive now that his appetites had been satisfied. “D’yer want ter rupture me? Big fat cow like you. Any road, did yer ’ear what I said? Got any gin ’andy? I’ll pay yer for it,” he added and as Mam turned obligingly to the cupboard the child on the stairs saw the crafty look on the man’s face and wanted to cry out to her mother to take care.

The bottle of gin her mother kept for “emergencies”, which could mean anything from the fire going out, the loss of a farthing, or just a cold wet day, all of which depressed her, was produced from its place in the sagging cupboard and within five minutes it was empty, the man taking the last swig. Mam sat on the low stool, her shapeless body slumped over her knees in tiredness, staring vacantly into the fire, and when the man stood up abruptly she jumped, almost falling off the stool.

“Well, I’m off,” he said heartily, reaching for his cap which he had thrown carelessly on to the dilapidated table when he entered the house.

“Right, chuck,” Mam said, her eagerness to be rid of him and huddled up with her daughters on the palliasse upstairs so apparent her daughter wanted to shout to her to be careful. This chap looked as though he might be an awkward bugger and if he was and decided to give her mam a good hiding, which some of her customers did, there was nothing anyone could do about it. Her mam’s trade was frowned upon, even by the hopelessly poor women who lived in Angel Meadow and she’d get no sympathy nor assistance from them next door nor indeed anyone, even if she screamed the place down. There was always someone screaming or giving what for to somebody else in Angel Meadow and no one took much notice. Not even the police constables from the station on St George’s Road.

The man was at the door before Mam knew what he was up to.

“’Ere, don’t forget me money, lad,” she smirked, straightening up from the stool and putting out her hand to steady herself against the chimney breast. She had had a few at the beer house round the corner in Angel Street beside the bottle of gin she had just shared with her customer – whom she had never seen before and whose name she did not know – and was a bit inclined to wobble about, but she recognised a bilker when she saw one. He was trying to edge out of the door without paying her and her with three children to support. There wasn’t a farthing in the house, her last “wages” having gone in the purchase of the bottle of gin, and unless she could get a few bob from somewhere, from this bloke, in fact, who owed her, the kids would have nothing to eat tomorrow.

“What money?”

Mam’s jaw dropped, for though she had been cheated before she had not expected it of this one. Big, rough, his face mottled with drink, he had seemed good-natured enough when she had picked him up in the beer house. He’d treated her to a gin before accepting her offer of a “good time” and had even held her arm as though she were a lady on the short walk home from the beer house.

“Yer know what money, lad. The money what yer owe me. A bob, I said, an’ yer agreed so I want what’s comin’ ter me or I’ll run ter’t police station on St George’s Road an’ fetch a copper.”

“Yer’ll get what’s comin’ ter yer, yer soft bitch, an’ it won’t be no bob. An’ don’t you threaten me wi’t coppers, neither. I’m a respectable bloke, I am, an’ don’t need ter pay fer the likes o’ you. Now get out o’ me way or I’ll land yer one.”

“A respectable bloke!” Mam shrieked. “Then what the bloody ’ell are yer doin’ round ’ere? Now, give me me money or I’ll scream soddin’ place down.”

“Scream then, yer daft cow. ’Oo the ’ell’s going ter take any notice of a whore like you? Now, are yer goin’ ter get out o’ me way or am I gonner make yer?”

Mam stood before the door that led into the street, her arms outstretched dramatically across the frame. Her hair, so like her daughters’, and the only pretty thing left of which thirty-one-year-old Kitty Brody could be proud, sprang about her head in a tangle of curls, lively with vermin but snapping with life and colour. True, it was filthy but its former glory was still evident. She was shapeless now after bearing fourteen children in as many years, her breasts barely discernible in the midst of her sagging flesh, her waist non-existent. She was bloated, which was extraordinary really, for she was half starved. After her girls were fed she spent every spare penny on gin, the only bit of comfort she was blessed with in her miserable existence. She was a familiar figure in Angel Meadow but the constable looked the other way, for she was harmless and when all was said and done she had to feed her children somehow. Most mothers sent their children to the cotton mills, of which there were hundreds in Manchester, the moment they were big enough to be taken on, but not Kitty. She had a strain of decency in her that had not been eroded by the life she had led nor the poverty and deprivation she had suffered. The loss of eleven children, each of which had devastated her at the time, though she had not wanted any of them, had slowly sucked the life out of her. She had no idea where the fathers of any of them were, nor did she care. Paddy Brody had buggered off at the birth of the eighth and the reason these three had survived was due only to the fact that for the first formative years of their lives she had taken in a lodger, a nice chap in decent work and kind to her in bed and who had given some stability to their lives. When he died in an accident in the mill it had left an enormous gap in her life but at least she had her three girls who, because of him, were made of stronger stuff than the rest. But she could not get work. She was turned away from every factory and workshop she applied to in Angel Meadow because of her growing addiction to gin, which made her unreliable, dangerous even when you considered the menace of the machines she would be in charge of and so she had taken to the only profession a woman like her could, that of prostitution, and they had survived.

The man lifted his arm and gave her a savage backhander across her face and she screamed in agony as the force of it flung her head sideways, crashing her cheek against the wood. Still her hands clung to the door frame and with an oath he prised them loose, flinging her across the room until she finished up at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes squinted dazedly up at her children, one already beginning to close and, as though their childish frightened faces, their reliance on her to put a bit of food into their mouths had stiffened her spine, she sprang up, mouthing a few obscenities of her own.

“Mam...” the eldest girl whispered imploringly, beginning to inch her way down the stairs on her thin buttocks, her sisters behind her, wanting to tell her mother to leave it but she had an Irish temper on her, did Kitty Brody, and no bugger was going to gyp her out of what was owed her.

The “bugger” was out of the door by now, turning for a moment to grin in triumph at Kitty, then he was off down the street in the direction of Style Street, Ashley Road and the bridge that crossed the River Irk.

“Come ’ere, yer bastard,” Kitty shrieked, her hair standing like a dandelion clock about her furiously red face. “Yer owe me a shillin’ an’ if I ’ave ter chase yer ter whatever ’ole yer crawled out of, I’m havin’ it. I don’t work fer nowt, yer know. I’ve bairns ter feed an’ me rent ter pay just like all’t rest in’t street.”

“Oh, sod off, yer old tart,” he shouted at her over his shoulder as he disappeared round the corner.

She began to run after him. Her legs pumped and her arms flailed, her hands forming fists as though, the minute she had hold of him, she would knock him senseless, but it was a long time since Kitty Brody had run anywhere and he was getting away from her. He was younger than she was and when she reached the corner he was just turning into Angel Street, the sound of his great enjoyment at having cheated her floating back between the narrow row of mean houses.

Breathing raggedly, she continued to follow him.

The three little girls stood on the doorstep in their thin shifts, watching as their mother tore round the corner into Style Street, even then not moving as she vanished from their sight. For several more minutes they remained there, expecting to see her come grumbling back round the corner, swearing she’d get her money before next time, telling them not to worry, she’d think of something, wondering if Nancy, her eldest, were to slip up to Ma Siddons at the gin-shop Ma’d give her a jug of gin on tick. She’d need it to settle her nerves, they all three knew that, for it didn’t take much to unsettle them, and this encounter with the brawny man which had robbed her of a whole shilling she would look on as a disaster. What were they to eat tomorrow? she’d beg them to tell her and they would reassure her, as they had done a hundred times before, that something would turn up. She’d drink her gin – if she could get some – then fall into a drunken stupor, four of them in the bed which, now that the man had gone, they would drag downstairs in front of the fire. It was November and cold and the upstairs room, unlike downstairs, had no heating so during the winter they didn’t use it. Except to hide in when Mam brought a man home! As soon as they heard a man’s voice at the door mingling with their Mam’s, they were up the stairs like three little rabbits at the sight of the fox.

“Well, I dunno where she’s got to,” Nancy said at last, not unduly worried, for her mother was known to be unpredictable. “’Appen she’s found another customer.” She was nine years old but already wise in the ways of the world: at least her world which was encompassed in the square mile of Angel Meadow.

“She’ll bring ’im back ’ere, then,” Mary, the second eldest said practically. “We’d best not bring bed down just yet. Let’s sit by’t fire, then if she fetches someone we can run upstairs.”

“Aye, ’appen yer right. She’ll not be long. See, Mary, put kettle on’t coals an’ when she comes in we’ll all ’ave a cup o’ tea.”

The kettle was filled with an old tin cup kept for the purpose from the bucket which Nancy had filled at the communal tap at the corner of Church Court earlier in the day and with a sigh of pure enjoyment, for it was not often they had a fire of such decent proportions, the three children crouched over it. Nancy took Rose, still called the baby though she was seven years old, on her knee while Mary squatted on the stool recently vacated by her mother.

“She’ll not be long,” Nancy repeated, holding her little sister close to her, seemingly unaware of the squalid condition of the room that had been her home since the day she was born. Though the place stank, the child, having lived in it for so long, did not notice it. The floorboards were moist and rotting and the unpainted walls were streaked with grime which had been there for years. The window frames were spongy and rotten, ready to blow in at the first stiff breeze and the door to the street hung quite precariously to its frame. There were cracks in the plaster of both ceiling and walls from which little things scurried, forming and re-forming in patterns, and from the skirting board a mouse wandered, sat up, cleaned its whiskers, then, sensing the lack of anything edible in this place, skittered back down its hole. At the window, miraculously unbroken considering the urchins who played in the street all day and threw anything they could lay their hands on, was a scrap of fluttering fabric, thin, torn, but at least affording some privacy from prying eyes.

A cat yowled from somewhere in the street and another answered. A dog barked hoarsely and footsteps, clogs by the sound of it, rattled on the cobblestones. For a moment Nancy’s eyes flew open, thinking her mother had returned, then, as the footsteps continued past their door, they drooped again and with Rose warm against her thin chest and Mary leaning against her, her head comfortably on Nancy’s lap, the three little girls fell asleep.

It was broad daylight when they awoke, which meant it was late, for this was November when days were short, especially in the dark, deep caverns of the streets of Angel Meadow. Church Court was no more than five feet across with a gutter running down its centre, the windows of the back-to-back houses staring into the windows of the houses opposite or at the bare blank walls of mills, the towering forest of mill chimneys. Angel Meadow was a warren of narrow, packed streets, courts and alleys, which bred vice and disease, running out in each direction from St Michael’s Church. The church and the paupers’ burial ground about it was the only open space in that square mile of deprivation and destitution and it was here a horde of children, those not yet forced into the mills, played and shrieked, the Brody girls among them. Those who wanted to could find work in the dye works, the print shops, the foundries, the factories and workshops that abounded in Manchester but most families were employed in the cotton mills as spinners and weavers, as scavengers and piecers and all the other jobs that were a part of the trade on which the great city had founded its equally great wealth.

The fire still had a flicker in it, and with great patience and skill, Nancy coaxed it back to life, adding little slivers of wood bit by bit, then when it was drawing properly adding small pieces of the precious coal that stood in a cardboard box beside the grate. The water was still warm in the kettle they had put on the fire for their mam’s cup of tea so, bringing it back to the boil and taking down the tea caddy, she spooned a mere half-teaspoon into the chipped brown teapot, pouring enough boiling water on to it to make one cup of tea apiece. With their hands round their cups, the little girls stared mesmerised into the fire, the warmth that they seldom enjoyed giving them an unusual sense of ease. With their feet tucked up under their shifts, they sipped the hot tea. There was nothing to eat.

“What we gonner do, our Nancy?” Mary said at last, tipping her head back to get the last drop of pleasure from her cup of tea. “Where d’yer think our mam’s got to?”

“She’ll be back soon, chuck. ’Appen that chap she ran after wanted another go.”

“He never paid fer’t first, our Nancy. She’d not be likely ter give ’im another.” Mary’s voice was scathing.

“I ’ope she brings summat back to eat. I’m bloody hungry.” Rose sighed and huddled up closer to her sister. “Is there nowt?”

“There’s nowt, our Rosie, so give over about it.”

“I were only askin’.” Rose’s voice was aggrieved. For several minutes the sisters sat in silence. Usually their mother would be snoring her head off on the mattress on the floor, or upstairs sleeping off the worst excesses of the night before. They would get their own breakfast, whatever it happened to be. Thin porridge on bad days with stale bread and lard, or perhaps, if their mam had had a few customers, paying ones, a bit of bacon or even an egg apiece. Mam like them to drink milk, which she insisted a friend of hers who had worked as a skivvy at a big house and was privy to kitchen gossip swore was good for your teeth and certainly theirs were all sound. She sent them to the market last thing on a Saturday night to buy vegetables that had not been sold, and bits of meat or fish or poultry, anything that would not last until Monday, again on the advice of her friend whose employer had been a doctor. They were thin as lathes, the three of them, but they didn’t seem to ail like many of the children in Angel Meadow, nor were they stunted or deformed. But then they had never worked in a cotton mill.

“Well, I suppose we’d best get dressed,” Nancy said practically. “Now, promise yer won’t tell Mam when she gets back but I’ve a penny or two put by... no, don’t ask me,” as both her sisters clamoured to be told where she had hidden it, and, more to the point, how she had managed it. “Whenever I could,” meaning when her mam had been too drunk to notice, “I... I pinched a farthing an’ put it away, hid it so’s Mam wouldn’t know or else she’d have ’ad it fer gin.”

Mary and Rose nodded their heads in perfect understanding, their identical golden brown eyes wide and gleaming in admiration of their sister’s cleverness.

“Now, I’m not sayin’ yer’d do it on purpose but just in case... well, by mistake like, yer let it out, I’m goin’ ter go an’ get it. It’s upstairs an’ yer not to come with me. All right?”

They nodded again, watching her as she climbed the steep narrow stairs that led to the empty room at the top. It was not entirely empty, for it was here that Nancy and her sisters, guided by Nancy, stored any old bit of what their mam called “junk” that they found or could pinch, but which Nancy thought might come in useful. They had nothing in the way of furniture, the Brody family, except the mattress and the frame on which it stood, the old armchair, the stool and the deal table. The rest was clutter, odds and ends of old pots and pans, the bucket that Mick O’Rourke had mended for them since it had had a hole in it, several eating utensils and a few dribs and drabs of bedding. Whatever was not in immediate use was kept upstairs in the one room with the tiny window that looked out over Church Court and directly into the window of the house opposite where, Nancy noticed vaguely, Mr Murphy was giving Mrs Murphy a good hiding.

She went directly to the far wall and with a bit of picking and pulling loosened a brick, putting it carefully down on the floor. Reaching inside the hole it left, she brought out a scrap of material in which something clinked. Unwrapping it as though it contained diamonds, she quickly removed eight farthings, then hurriedly wrapped the rest up again, looking over her shoulder as though suspecting her mam, her mam who did her best for them but who would drink it all up in an hour, was watching her. Thrusting the small package back in the hole, she replaced the brick then stood back to see if it was noticeable. Satisfied, she crept downstairs again. Triumphantly she opened her dirty hand to reveal to her sisters the eight farthings which added up to two whole pence.

“We can get us a bite ter eat now, d’yer see, an’ when Mam comes ’ome she’ll be ’ungry so there’ll be a bit o’ summat fer ’er an’ all.”

“Eeh, our Nancy, yer that clever,” Rose murmured, sighing in deep satisfaction at the thought that they were soon to have something to eat. Probably only bread and lard, or, if there was enough money, perhaps bread and dripping which was much more tasty. Mrs O’Leary at the corner shop made her own from scraps of meat, which came from God knows where, and they didn’t ask, but it was a good standby when you were famished.

It was dry out so they didn’t bother with their clogs. The less they were worn the less they needed mending. Besides, the soles of their feet were protected by a thick layer of horn which had grown up over the years of going barefoot. They wore woollen skirts and tops, no undergarments, naturally, since they did not, and never had done, possess such things but, with the ragged shawls that Nancy had bought on the second- or even third-hand stall on the market which they draped across their heads and wrapped securely about their narrow shoulders, they were warm enough.

Bearing in mind that Mam might have been unsuccessful in getting her money off the brawny chap, or earned any more, for it had been late when she ran out, Nancy bought the least she could for a decent meal. Decent to them, that is. They didn’t go to Mrs O’Leary’s but to the market on Miller Street where food was cheaper and there was more to choose from. She spent a long time in choosing. Well, you had to when there was not much to go round.

A piece of scrag end, fatty and gristly and just about on the turn and therefore cheap, a bag of vegetables way past their best but still edible and five pounds of potatoes, rotten but again still edible. It would make a decent meal, in fact two if they were careful, and it would give Mam something to stick to her insides when she got home. She’d gone without her shawl and was bound to be perished.

The battered old stewpan simmered gently over the fire and though they all hung over it, mouths watering, they waited and waited for Mam; and when she hadn’t turned up by early afternoon they could wait no longer.

Bloody hell, it was good, they kept telling one another as they shovelled it into their mouths, keeping some back for Mam, even though they could have eaten hers as well as their own. They were children with children’s healthy appetites and they’d had nothing since yesterday, but that was Mam’s and must be saved for her. She had not returned by the time night fell.

The next day was a repeat of the one before. A fumble in the secret hoard, a trip to the market, a plate of tripe and onions this time, which Mam always said was good for them, and the wait, anxiously watching out of the filthy window for the sight of her familiar shapeless figure.

At the end of a week they began to face the harrowing fact that their mam, whom they had loved without reservation, was not coming back.


2

The sergeant looked over the top of his desk at the three little girls who stood before it, a surprised expression on his florid face. It was not often the police station was visited by children, unless they were street urchins caught thieving who had not been fast enough to evade the arm of the law, which didn’t happen often, he might add. Like bloody eels they were, real slippery customers, darting and diving with their catch in their hands, probably no more than a loaf of bread or a tanner out of a customer’s change pinched from the counter of the beer house when the customer’s back was turned, escaping up the warren of alleyways that cobwebbed Angel Meadow.

But these three had come in to the station of their own accord, scared stiff, poor little buggers, you could see that, creeping over the threshold clinging to one another, peeping round them as though they expected a copper to grab them and stuff them in a cell. They had sidled over to the desk, their eyes on the floor, then the tallest one had screwed up the courage to look up at him and he’d been quite stunned by the beauty of her eyes. He was not a fanciful man, ask his wife, and he’d seven children of his own but this one, beneath the layers of filth that coated her skin, was going to be a real looker. Aye, dirty she was, like most who lived round about but dirt couldn’t hide the soft, golden brown depths of her eyes, nor the long silken lashes that surrounded them. It was like looking into a glass of whisky, which he didn’t do very often since he couldn’t afford it, but that was the colour of this kid’s eyes; and when the other two peeped warily from beneath their long curling lashes he could see theirs were exactly the same.

He leaned on the desk and without realising it softened his voice.

“Yes, chuck, what can we do for yer? Lost yer pussy cat, ’ave yer?” He turned to wink at the constable who sat at a desk behind him and the constable was considerably startled, for the sergeant was not known for his joviality.

“No,” the girl said gravely. “Me mam.”

They had debated for hours, days, on what they should do. Every morning as soon as it was light they had draped themselves in their shawls and searched the alleys and courts around Church Court until dark fell, asking every woman they met had she seen their mam.

“’Oo’s yer mam, chuck?” they were asked sympathetically but it was very evident that when they spoke her name, Kitty Brody was reckoned nowt a pound in these quarters and if she’d disappeared, well, good riddance to bad rubbish was their opinion.

After Mam had turned the corner out of Church Court they had no idea in which direction she had gone, running off after the cheating customer. She could have turned right along Ashley Lane under the railway bridge towards Newtown, which like Angel Meadow was a teeming refuge for the Irish; left towards the bridge over the River Irk or sharp left into Angel Street and St George’s Road and the centre of the city. It could have been any of them and so, patiently, day after day they walked the streets, searching any bit of spare ground they came across, going further from Angel Meadow than they had ever been in their entire life but with no success. They had even gone along the banks of the river, precariously clinging to the edge, for the water was foul with sewage, dead animals, the waste from the mills along its bank, its surface a floating, stinking slick of oil. They wandered round Strangeways Park brick field, climbing piles of broken bricks and debris, turning over heaps of rubbish until some chap shouted to them to get off out of it, chasing them off the site.

“It’s no good, we’ve got ter go ter’t police.” Nancy’s voice did its best to be positive, as though it were nothing out of the ordinary for a resident of Angel Meadow to hobnob with the law. It wasn’t, in fact, but on the wrong side of it. For one of them to go voluntarily into a police station was unheard of and a measure of the desperation of their situation.

“Oh, our Nancy,” Mary quavered and on Rose’s pointed little face came a look of dread.

“I know... I know, but what else can we do? Mam’s been gone fer a week now and... and God knows what’s happened to ’er.” Her voice broke, obviously fearing the worst. If she’d caught up with that chap he might have done anything in his fury. Beaten her senseless and left her for dead in an alley. Chucked her in the river or... or, well, whatever it was, they had a right to know and that was what the bloody police were for, after all, wasn’t it, to keep the peace, to uphold the law and if anything had happened to their mam and that bugger was the cause of it then he should be found and put in prison. Surely, where they had failed, the bobbies could find him, and Mam.

“Mam didn’t like the police, our Nancy,” Mary persisted fearfully. “She used ter say they were for important folk, not the likes of us.”

“I know she did but... well, what else can we do? There’s only a tanner left in... upstairs, and us’ll have ter find work soon. Unless yer fancy the workhouse, our Mary?”

The workhouse! It was the place that even the worst afflicted did their best to keep out of and though the Brody girls were not sure why, for they had seen no more of it than the big wrought-iron gates that guarded it, Mam said she’d rather spend the rest of her life on her back than go in there. They’d be separated for a start which was enough to frighten the wits out of the three little girls, for they had never been separated in their lives, from each other or from their mam. Now and again Mam did not come home for twenty-four hours which was why they hadn’t worried unduly at first, staying out overnight with God knows who and God knows where – she never said – but she always came home. Until now.

“Yer mam?” the sergeant asked now. “Yer’ve lost yer mam?” He scratched his head and the constable at the table turned round to stare, for never in all the years he had been a policeman had anyone ever reported a missing mam. The station on St George’s Road was the largest in Manchester, since it was needed to keep order in Angel Meadow where vice was prolific and even now the cells were full of drunks and layabouts who had been fighting, men and women caught thieving or fornicating in the gutters, wrong ’uns of all sorts and all waiting to be taken to the assizes. But this was a real poser and no mistake. Even the sergeant didn’t seem to know how to proceed.

“Well, where did yer last see ’er, lass?”

“Last week. Seven days an’ nights she’s bin gone an’ we’d like yer ter find her, please.”

“Would yer now? Well, ’appen she don’t want ter be found, ’ave yer thought o’ that, chuck? ’As yer pa bin batterin’ ’er about or owt like that?”

“We ’aven’t got no pa.”

“I see.” He scratched his head again, for the effect of those three pairs of incredible eyes looking at him with every faith that he would find their mam for them was quite doing him in.

He turned to the constable. “What d’yer think, Constable Perkins?”

“Well, we could keep an eye out for ’er, Sarge, but a week’s a long time to—”

“Yer mean yer think she’s dead?” the tall one said flatly, her face expressionless. “An’ if she is then it’s ’im what did it.”

“’Im? ’Oo?”

“Chap she ran after. He never paid her so she...”

The sergeant’s face became visibly less concerned.

“Never paid ’er? What for?”

Nancy knew she had made a mistake and really, had she expected anything else. Mam was a whore and as soon as the bobby realised it he had turned scornful. A mam who was missing, a mam who stayed at home and looked after her children, or went out and did a decent day’s work, was worth at least a bit of interest, but once the bobbies understood what Mam did to earn her living they had washed their hands of her. A whore who got herself into trouble was nothing to do with them. In fact she probably deserved whatever fate had befallen her and they certainly weren’t going to waste their time looking for her. There was no use in relating the story to this man who was already turning away, for in his mind this was the old story of a whore being diddled out of her money and there was nothing they could do about it. She’d probably gone off with the very fellow who had diddled her!

“I should get yerself ’ome, lass. Yer mam’ll turn up, you see. Now, off yer go. We’re busy ’ere so get off ’ome.”

“But...”

“Now then, there’s a good lass, get off ’ome an’ I bet yer mam’s there wonderin’ where the ’ell you’ve got to.”

He turned away, as much to remove those disconcerting eyes from boring into his, as to get back to what he had been doing when the three little girls had come in.

“Come on, our Mary, our Rose. I can see we’re gonner get no ’elp ’ere,” Nancy Brody said, lifting her lice-infested head as though she were a duchess who was dismissing an impertinent footman. She turned on her heel, her thin back straight, her narrow shoulders squared and her sisters followed her, not quite so haughty since they hadn’t the nerve of their Nancy.

When they got outside it all fell away and they were just three little girls who had lost the only person in the whole world who had given a damn about them. She wouldn’t come back, they knew that. They had nobody, only each other and that would have to suffice.

“Where we goin’, our Nancy?” they asked her anxiously as she took their hands in hers and began to walk up St George’s Road towards Angel Street.

“Home fer a cuppa tea then ter’t market ter get some grub. Then, when we’ve ’ad us a bite ter eat an’ a good night’s sleep, tomorrer we’re goin’ ter find us a job.”

It was a fine day, for which Nancy thanked whoever was looking out for them, mild for November with a bit of sunshine easing its way between the tall chimneys of the mill. The chimneys cast long thin shadows across the busy mill yard and beyond the gate, but Nancy made sure she and her sisters were not standing in one since she wanted to be noticed. They were as close to the mill gates as they could get, for it was rumoured that they were taking operatives on this morning.

They were standing among dozens of others outside the splendid entrance to the Monarch Cotton Manufacturing Mill in Victoria Parade. She knew that for every job going in the mill there were more than enough folk to fill them. Women who could spin the yarn and men who could weave the cloth and children who worked as piecers and scavengers and it was one of these latter jobs that she hoped to get for herself and her sisters. She had never worked in a mill and had no knowledge of the system that was usual in such a place. The spinning-rooms in the Monarch Mill were divided into many identical cells, each one consisting of three people who were concerned solely with the operation of one particular pair of mules. The spinner was the senior member, who had absolute authority over her two assistants, one a piecer, the other a scavenger. She had no idea even of what they earned. So all she hoped for was that she and Mary might get put on as piecers and Rosie as a scavenger. Just a few shillings would see them through and would be riches to them after living for the past week on the scraps a tanner had bought. They must stay together, of course, for Mam would have insisted upon it. At least in the same mill. Monarch was a large mill belonging to Edmund Hayes who had started up in business with his father many years ago. There were departments for all the processes from cleaning the raw cotton to spinning and weaving, and, surely, she had said to her sisters as they folded themselves in their shawls and set off to make their way in the world, there would be something in that huge place for them.

Last night, for the first time any of them could remember, they had removed all the tattered rags that were their clothing and stood naked before each other. Three scrawny little girls who were frightened and hungry, for though they had been to the market and bought scraps of what was really nothing more than rotting meat and vegetables, it had not been enough to satisfy their appetites. They must eke it out, Nancy had told them gravely, for it might be a day or two before they got work and then they had to wait until the end of the week to be paid.

Careful not to spill any of it, Nancy had tipped hot water from the kettle into the bucket. When the kettle was empty she filled it again from the stewpot which contained cold water, setting the kettle in the bosom of the fire.

Rosie shivered, her bony frame cringing from the coming ordeal, but bravely she allowed her sister to begin the process that she had decided upon.

“We’ve got to be clean an’ I mean all over.”

“All over? Why? Nobody can see under our clothes. Can’t we just do our faces an’ hands? The rest’s hidden.”

“It doesn’t matter, our Mary. We’re starting summat new tomorrow: a new life without... without Mam and I’ve decided we must begin as we mean ter go on. Besides, there’s bound ter be others after jobs and we’ve gotter be different, look different, ter get noticed. Ter be picked.”

“I don’t know what yer mean, our Nancy.” Mary was plainly perplexed and Rosie just wanted to get it all over and done with and get her clothes back on. It was strange wearing nothing at all, seeing her sisters’ bodies which were exactly like her own, grey and peculiar-looking with the bones all sticking out, and when Nancy began to rub vigorously at her chest with a cloth wrung out in the water she was absolutely astonished at what it revealed. From some hidey-hole of her mam’s who, she supposed, to please her customers had now and again washed her face, Nancy had found a sliver of soap. It smelled quite horrible but when it was applied to the cloth and then to her body something quite lovely began to appear. They were all mesmerised as the smooth white skin gleamed through the muck, the firelight warming it to a rich cream. Their enthusiasm intensified and so did their vigour, for by now both Nancy and Mary were polishing Rosie as though she were made of a precious metal and she began to squeal.

“’Ere, ’old on. Watch where yer rubbin’, our Mary. That ’urts,” but she was as delighted as they were not only by the wonder of her lovely skin but by the magical feeling of lightness, of freshness, of stepping out of something nasty and letting it fall away. She stood on a bit of rag in front of the fire and tried to peer over her shoulder at her own back, running her hand over her chest and stomach as though she expected to feel different under her own hands. She smiled and smiled and so did her sisters, for they’d no idea that skin could be like this. They had trouble with her feet, though, for the layer of horn on the soles was thick and the filth was deeply encrusted and, short of shaving it off with one of those razors they’d heard men used, it had to remain.

“Now yer hair,” Nancy ordered, picking off a couple of lice that had had the effrontery to fall out of Rosie’s curls on to her immaculate little body.

“Oh, bloody ’ell,” Rosie began to groan as, tipping her up, they put her head in the bucket of water. When it was thoroughly wet they stood her on her feet and began to rub at the mass with the soap.

“Be careful with it,” Nancy warned Mary. “We want ter save a bit for you an’ me.”

It is doubtful that if they’d knocked on their neighbour’s door they would have been recognised. Their hair was quite glorious, standing out in an abundant rippling mass of rich curls, a soft brown but with paler streaks in it. In fact, Nancy said worriedly, it had created another problem, for what were they to do with it all? She had no idea that hair could be so thick, and so much of it. It hung, since it had never been cut, to their buttocks, a springing cloak that would have to be tied back with something or they’d never get taken on at the mill with all that machinery about. She’d heard that if you weren’t careful it could whirl at you like a demon, catching your hair or your hands and indeed Bridie Murphy’s mam’s little brother had had such a thing happen to him and had died of it. Perhaps they could bind it up with a bit of cloth from the scraps they had hoarded upstairs and which she’d known would come in useful one day.

Suddenly her face cleared and her two young sisters watched in astonishment as she leaped up the stairs. She came down a moment later with a triumphant look on her face. She waved a piece of what looked like greasy newspaper under their noses.

“I knew I’d kept this. I liked ’t pictures in it. It were wrapped round them pies Mam brought ’ome a while back. Look. Look at this. I don’t know what it’s called ’cos I can’t read the words but can yer see what’s bein’ done ter that hair?”

They could indeed. The picture showed a lady with long hair and a pair of disembodied hands were doing something quite intricate with it. First it was divided into three strands, then the right strand was placed over the middle one and the left strand over that until all the hair was in one long, tidy rope which the hands tied a lovely ribbon on. They hadn’t got a ribbon, of course, but they could tear strips from Mam’s old skirt, the one she wore to lounge about the house in and which, sadly, she would no longer need. They were made up with each other, practising again and again until each of them had a long plait – though they didn’t know the name of it – as thick as a man’s wrist, hanging neatly down their backs. Of course there were still curly bits round their foreheads and ears and on their necks, bits that were too short to go in the plait but they felt, and looked, wonderful, they told one another.

The only disappointment was having to put on again the filthy rags they had removed so reluctantly an hour since. They were stiff and unyielding, at once setting up a scratching against their newly discovered and tender flesh, but they’d just have to put up with it, Nancy said firmly. As soon as they’d got a few bob together, confident and making them feel it too, they’d go to the market and get some new things and then this lot could be washed. They were going to do a lot of things now, she told them. They were strong and straight and they would be good workers and whoever took them on would be so pleased with them it wouldn’t be long before...

It was here that she ran out of dreams to pass on to them, for they were barely formed in her own nine-year-old mind. She had known nothing but this hovel, this place called Angel Meadow, this life her mam had forced on them. Not that she blamed Mam; she didn’t. You had to do the best with what you’d got and sometimes that wasn’t much, but Mam had done her best and you couldn’t ask more of a body, could you?

A burly man came to the gate and peered between the bars. He was the “gaffer”, the spinning-room overlooker and it was he who decided who was to be taken on out of the crowd of patient, be-shawled women who waited outside the mill gate. He was an important man, at least to them, and there was a small surge as they pressed closer in order to catch his eye.

They might have saved themselves the trouble, for at once it fell on the three young girls who were pressed almost in his face and the look of amazement that came over it was very evident. The other women had been muttering to one another on the strange appearance of the three girls, wondering who they were, and now, so did he. His eyes narrowed as they roamed over the taller girl. Thin, she was, but then weren’t they all, but she was straight and bonny, her limbs, as far as he could see, with none of the stunting or deformities found in many of the children who came begging for jobs at his gate.

“Stand back,” he ordered the women and obediently they did so, allowing him to open the gate. “You...” He beckoned to Nancy and at once she and Mary and Rose stepped forward through the opening. He blinked, for like the sergeant at the police station – and he had only seen them in their muck – he was fascinated, not only by their comeliness but by the fact that there were three of them, each an almost exact replica of the other.

“No, lass, I only want you,” he said, indicating that Rose and Mary were to rejoin the others outside the gate.

Nancy lifted her head autocratically and the man gaped. “We work as a team, sir.” Unknowingly she had spoken the correct words. “Was it a spinner yer wanted?” willing to be anything he asked for, spinner or piecer, which would give them employment.

“Aye, but...”

“I’m a spinner,” she lied, “and this ’ere’s me sister who’s a piecer. Little ’un could scavenge fer me if yer took me on. One wage fer’t two of us and p’raps a few bob for’t little ’un.”

“Nay, lass, it don’t work like that. I’d pay you and out o’ that you’d pay them. I couldn’t—”

“That’s all right. We’re good workers, sir. Reliable an’ good time-keepers.”

“Where’ve yer worked?”

“’Ere an’ there.”

“Oh aye, an’ how old are yer?”

“Thirteen, sir.”

The gaffer looked her up and down. She was tall enough to be thirteen, or perhaps twelve but even thirteen was young to be in charge of a spinning mule; really you had to admire her spirit. She was looking at him, not with that piteous and humble yearning most of them did when they were after a job, but with her head up, her eyes steady as though to say she knew her own worth and he’d be a fool not to take her on.

He chewed his lip, hesitating while the women beyond the gate watched raptly. There had been an accident in the mill the day before, a careless spinner who had looked away from her machine for a moment and it had reached out and grabbed her loose hair, almost dragging her into its whirl of straps and gears and had it not been for the spinner next to her she might have died. As it was her hands were badly injured. Now this lass, with her hair fastened neatly back from her face, her look of bright intelligence, her belief in her ability to do the job exactly as it should be done, as he demanded it be done, was just the sort of lass that Mr Hayes liked to see at his machines.

“Can yer start now?” he asked them and three pairs of glowing golden eyes looked at him as though he were a god and three heads nodded vigorously.

“Right, come wi’ me. Yer’ll be next ter Annie Wilson so if yer’ve any questions yer can ask ’er. Yer’ll ’ave two machines ter see to but then yer’ll know that if yer’ve worked ’em before. I’ll ’ave ter leave yer ter find yer own way about as I’ve not checked the yarn from each mule yet so... Well, follow me an’ watch yer step, there’s oil about.”

The room to which the gaffer led them was fearfully hot, despite the open windows. Dozens of women and older children attended to the mules while others, younger and smaller, ran from machine to machine piecing any yarn that broke, or sweeping up the cotton waste; the smallest, who were surely not over the legal age, slithered on the oil-soaked floor beneath menacing straps and pulleys, chains and wheels to retrieve the oil-coated waste that collected there. There were young lads carrying empty roving bobbins, taking them to the machines and fetching away the full bobbins of spun yarn which were placed in an enormous basket on wheels which was taken away by an older lad. The three girls looked about them, stunned by the noise and the never-ceasing movement of the machines and those who “minded” them. The air was thick with “fly”, the specks of mixed, clinging, cotton fibre and dust that hung in a haze above the machines.

At once Rose began to cough and Nancy turned to her in concern but the gaffer merely shouted over his shoulder, for the noise was deafening, that the lass would have to get used to it or she’d not last long.

They were led between a long row of machines, each pair looked after by a woman in the briefest of skirts and a scanty sleeveless bodice and Nancy silently went over in her head the accumulated rubbish that was upstairs in the house in Church Court. What they had on now, thin and worn as it was, would be too warm for this stifling heat. The lads wore fine cotton drawers and a sleeveless shirt and not one of the “hands” wore shoes. Their feet and ankles were a solid black to halfway up their legs. They all had a tallow-yellow hue to their skins and their hair, or what showed beneath their caps or scarves, was uniformly greasy. It was no wonder that they had been stared at outside the gate and it was the same here, the women watching them go by with their mouths open; had it not been for the gaffer’s shout of annoyance which turned them back to their machines, damage might have been done, to them and the yarn they spun.

“Now then, lass, ’ere’s yer machine so switch it on and let’s see what yer can do. See, there, that’s the switch.”

A small child edged his way up to the gaffer’s elbow, touching his arm timidly and the man turned to him, not pleased to be interrupted.

“What?” he snarled so that the child cowered away and at Nancy’s side both Mary and Rose looked as though they were going to take fright and bolt.

“Maister wants ter see yer, sir,” the boy shouted, ready to dart away as soon as his message was delivered.

“Bugger it, what does ’e want?” he muttered, then turned to Nancy who was standing in front of the mules which had both sprung to life at the push of the switch, doing her best to appear calm and totally in control of what she was about to do.

“Yer’ll ’ave ter get on wi’ it, lass. I’ll be back ter see ’ow yer gettin’ on but I’m warnin’ yer, if I don’t like it there’s plenty at gates ter take yer place so think on.”

Nancy stepped up to her machine watched not only by her apprehensive sisters but by the woman who was working next to her, presumably Annie Wilson. She turned helplessly, terrified to put her hands near the pulsating machinery and the woman smiled.

“I like a lass wi’ a bit o’ gumption,” she yelled, switching off her own machine. “An’ it tekks gumption ter mind a spinnin’ mule when yer’ve never set eyes on one afore. Yer ’aven’t, ’ave yer? No, I thought not. Well, watch me. I’ll tell yer only once then yer on yer own. I can’t afford ter lose me wages.”

“I’ll make it up,” Nancy told her breathlessly.

“Aye, lass, yer will. Now then, let’s ’ope yer a quick learner. Us’ll start wi’ creelin’...”
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