Chapter One
Mrs McGilvery ate children.
Now, you’re probably thinking that I am being over dramatic when I use the word ‘ate’ and that she only despised children or was cruel to them, but please bear with me for a while longer and you will find that I am not one for speaking in metaphors about such a serious matter. Mrs McGilvery ate children, as in, devoured and digested them and it makes my skin crawl to say that young friends of mine were among her victims.
I was nine years old in ‘62 and I lived in Plough Street, just a stone’s throw from the city centre. A short distance maybe, but the wide pavements, cavernous shops and gothic office blocks of the city were a world away from the poverty and squalor of Plough Street and its surrounding maze of streets and courtyards.
It is a fact that within three years of our encounter with Mrs McGilvery, Plough Street, with its never ending rows of brown brick houses, its outside communal lavatories and its Spartan lack of any modern luxury, would be levelled to make way for featureless high rise flats. But the Plough Street Gang knew little, and cared even less, about the city planners’ intentions as we played away that balmy summer.
That was what we called ourselves, the Plough Street Gang, and a bolder little band of nine-year-olds never bloodied their knees or tore holes in the seats of their short, baggy trousers. We terrorised our square quarter mile in the way that only nine-year-olds can and although the grown ups shouted curses at us, I am sure that our devilment brought some relief to an area that otherwise threatened to sink in its own despair.
We threw stones at the tin baths that were left upturned against the walls of houses for the six nights that were not bath night. We flooded the laundry washhouses in the adjoining courtyards that most of the gangs houses looked in on and we hunted rats in the large, dilapidated shed where Ashmore’s Grocers stored their old boxes. Then, in our more relaxed moments, we played ‘Rawhide’.
Only Billy Cramer’s family could afford a television and that was a second hand one with a fuzzy picture, but Billy had managed to give us all a chance of watching Rawhide over the weeks. With our imaginations fired we rode the range, skipping along the tunnel-like entries that led in to the rear courtyards, slapping our thighs as we urged on our imaginary horses. Ducking into cobble-stoned passageways and leaning out to shoot our stick guns at one another. Then we died, flinging ourselves dramatically with blood curdling wails and groans.
Robert Knight was always Gil Favor, the trail boss, because he was the biggest and the best fighter and the leader of our gang. By that same rule of thumb I used to claim the second most prized role of Rowdy Yates. The other five would split in to two groups of good and bad cowboys, or cowboys and Indians, and then the shoot-outs would begin.
Plough Street was not as unlikely a setting for a cowboy gun battle as you might think. Its three storey high dwellings all abutted the pavement and formed an almost unbroken wall on both sides of the road for half a mile, to where the steel factory obscured the view. This was a canyon of grand proportions if ever there was one.
We had been playing Rawhide on that first, fateful day and would probably have picked sides again and had another session, but for the moment we were exhausted by all that thigh slapping and dramatic death. We were outside Ashmore’s Grocers putting together the few pennies and halfpennies that we had in our pockets in the hope that it might total enough to buy a Jublee, a pyramid of frozen fruit juice, to share between us. If so, we would pass it around until the fruit colour and flavour had all been sucked out to leave a small, colourless ice block.
Tommy Potter had nothing in his pockets except holes but he would still have his share. Nowadays, when so many kids have everything they want, they all to often guard their possessions jealously. In a neighbourhood where no one had enough money, and the Potters’ had less than most, we all accepted without anything being said, that Tommy would have his share.
We huddled together, all staring down in to Robert Knight’s open palm where our few coppers were being collected. Such was the expectancy, that it must have taken us a few minutes to realise that everything was not as it should be. I seem to remember that it was Tommy who noticed first. Paul Hunt had just thrown a halfpenny in to the kitty and that gave us all that we needed, the Jublee was ours. I turned to give Tommy a jubilant grin only to find that his attention was elsewhere, he was staring around with a puzzled expression. It drew my attention to the street and then I too was puzzled by the change. Slowly, the clamour from my friends died as, one by one, they turned from the money to the uncanny stillness that was all around us.
‘That’s it, we’ve got it, we’ve got it,’ Colin Chequers whooped. ‘Bagsy we get a lemon...’ He never finished the sentence because at that moment he realised that he was the only one still interested. Then we stood silently together, wondering at the transformation that had befallen our street.
Nothing had changed structurally, you understand. The rows of working class houses still hung together shoulder to shoulder and the hot sun still beat down on the cobblestones and tarmac, but for the moment it was as if we were the only people alive.
Plough Street was usually a hive of activity if nothing else. Women in housecoats with head scarves tied as turbans would be scrubbing their front steps or beating carpets against the outside walls and shouting gossip to each other as they toiled. Steel workers, flat caps protecting their baldpates from the sun as they walked to or from their shifts. Cars and delivery vans chugging past to add to the constant backdrop of noise and activity.
So we were awestruck by the ghost town that had crept up on us while we weren’t looking. Not a single car was to be seen, parked or being driven, anywhere in Plough Street. Not one toiling housewife or a solitary shift worker. There was not a soul to be seen. Doors that only a few moments earlier had been open to let air into the houses on this sultry day were all closed solidly too. And then there was the silence. I have visited some remote and solitary spots in my life but I have never experienced such an intense silence anywhere since.
So we stood quietly, shoulder to shoulder, all of us afraid to break that silence. I did cast a glance around at the door of the grocer’s shop just a few feet away. I was craving an escape route to normality, but the door was closed the blind was pulled down and the ‘Closed’ sign hung cock-eyed in the window. When we had begun to count the money only minutes earlier, it had been open and busy. Or at least I thought it had!
Where had the world gone? That one question permeated through seven young minds as we stood in the stark sunshine, waiting. Waiting for what?
I saw Billy Cramer squint through his round spectacles towards the steel factory way down at the end of the street and so I focussed my attention there. At first I could see nothing but then, ominously, I detected movement. Half a mile away, shimmering in the heat haze, a figure was making its way along Plough Street in our direction.
Why did that distant shape, that small dot, slowly enlarging through the haze, cause me so much dread? Was I, like the others, not craving for company on the street, for some sign of normality? But whatever it was coming along Plough Street, it wasn’t normal; you could feel it in your guts.
It reached the corner of Spring Street with alarming speed and I know that if I had been able to tear my eyes away and look at my friends faces they would have been as fearfully transfixed as I was. It was a woman coming towards us, moving with such unholy speed, and yet her stride belied her pace. It was as if she were on roller skates, each step that she took forward was multiplied three-fold by an effortless glide. She was already within three hundred yards of us and her clothing and features were becoming clearer.
She was tall, taller than any of our fathers and she held herself rigidly upright. She was wearing a red nylon raincoat, a red headscarf tied as a turban and boots, big boots, like a man’s working boots. But as she drew closer still, it was her features that focused our terror and made me think of turning and running.
Her legs, between her boots and the hem of her mac, were ivory white with thick, spiky black hairs protruding like pine-needles. Her hands had a tinge of grey with skeletal fingers, the index at least five inches without its long, pointed nail. Cruel hands that performed exaggerated, piston-like movements as she continued to glide rapidly towards us.
But her face, oh that face! The centrepiece of a thousand nightmares since. It was the colour of dough, except for two shiny red discs of make up, one on each cheek, and bright red lips in a smudged, grotesque Cupid’s bow. A few straggles of bright ginger hair were dangling from beneath the turban, caressing her grimed neck. She had no real eyebrows, so a thin, brown line had been drawn on to her pastry face where her eyebrows should have been.
And now, I suppose, I must describe her eyes and mouth. She stared ahead into infinity, her pupils inhumanly small, the whites not white at all but crazed with broken blood vessels, all the more horrific because they bulged from her black eye sockets like ping-pong balls. Her smudged lips were drawn back tight into a fixed smile or snarl that seemed set in concrete. Her big, square teeth were dull yellow and moss green with dark brown cracks and cavities. They were set slightly apart and as she strode left and then right, so the podgy tip of her grey tongue, protruding between her bared teeth, slid obscenely from the left of her mouth all the way across to the right and then back again in constant motion.
You may wonder how I am able to describe such minute detail when I have already said that she moved at speed and it is true, she did move with sickening pace. And yet, it was as if I saw her twice, once in reality as she sped towards us, and again in my mind’s eye in excruciating close up.
Why didn’t we turn and run, you ask; get away from the harridan that was bearing down on us? I can only say that as I watched her approach all hope seemed lost, running was futile; there was nowhere to run to.
She was now so close to us that we could smell her, an odour of mothballs and stagnant water that made me feel sick and light headed. So close and yet she wasn’t looking at us, her eyes were fixed dead ahead and we were standing to the side of the pavement. My spirits rose despite her fetid stench. Perhaps she hadn’t noticed us; perhaps we weren’t the reason for her visit.
Then she was level with us, our little band of mesmerised nine-year-olds, gliding ridiculously past, her smell powerful enough to turn milk and just as I thought that she would pass and be gone for good, it happened! There was a slight shift of those reptilian eyes, so slight that I thought I was the only one to notice but Billy Cramer noticed too and he gave a horrified gasp and crapped himself on the spot because, because for that fleeting second her eyes had met his.
Then she was past and skating away without looking back. All the way to Priory Street she went and then she turned the corner and disappeared from sight.
“Is your old man coming home for dinner?” boomed a raucous voice and I flinched, as if woken from a dream, to see Mrs Cotter outside her house beating her door mat and calling to Mrs Timpson who was polishing her step. Two cars rumbled by in quick succession and a cloth-capped steel worker strode past us through the, now, open door of Ashmore’s Grocery shop. Plough Street had sprung back to life the second that the hag had turned the corner. It was as if nothing had happened, only we knew better.
Billy Cramer burst into tears and ran bandy-legged along the street towards his house. The foul air cleared as he padded away, bawling his head off. And as we watched him go I don’t think that we quite knew that that would be the last time we would see him, but we all pitied him and we were all relieved that those deathly eyes had not met ours.
Chapter Two
Where had she come from? Where had she gone back to? Where, in that cramped and crumbling confusion of streets, that belched out two reluctant newborn babies each week, and concealed a suicide every fortnight, did a malign entity make her roost?
We didn’t speak between ourselves about that first encounter with McGilvery. We were young and afraid and we wanted her to go away, to have never existed. Talking about her would have made her existence undeniable…and then what?
We still played together but our games were half-hearted and tended to fall apart before any conclusion. A sign that our young minds were preoccupied with the cloud that had passed by us that day.
Perhaps the others had been having nightmares like the ones that I had been experiencing, waking up in clammy sweats in the middle of the night and pulling the bedclothes up over their heads for protection from her. McGilvery never appeared in my dreams in person but I was being chased along dark streets in fear of my life, panting and out of breath, knowing that my pursuer was closing in on me, knowing that it was Mrs McGilvery. Then, in my waking hours, I was tired and irritable.
My young friends and I didn’t even talk about Billy Cramer. We hadn’t seen him since that first encounter and none of us had called for him. Was it that we were afraid to, or because we thought that it might be futile because our friend may no longer be there to call for? I suppose that it was for both of these reasons. Either way, our protective self-denial was to be torn apart and left in tatters one week to the day of McGilvery’s first appearance.
I hadn’t slept well that night, the nightmare had been particularly intense. Having woken up in the dark, shivering with fear, I had buried myself deep beneath the bedclothes. When I finally managed to get back to sleep it was only for the nightmare to start again where it had left off, with me running terrified through the dark, pursued by the unseen evil one.
When morning eventually came I woke up bleary eyed, but any relief that I felt from seeing the sunshine shafting through my attic window was short lived. Something bad had happened. I don’t know how I knew, I just knew. Despite the bright sunlight it was as if the world was under a dark shadow.
I dressed quickly, ran down the two flights of steep wooden stairs and fell into our sparsely furnished living room. On entering our tiny pantry I was to find more damning proof that something bad had happened.
My mother and father had their problems but they tended to make the best of things. I was usually welcomed in the morning with a wink from my dad and a smile from my mother but that morning was different. They stopped what they were doing and turned to face me. The looks that they gave me brought me to a dead stop. Had I done something wrong?
They glanced at each other sharply and immediately began busying themselves again, my mother boiling eggs on the gas stove, my father pouring hot water into the teapot.
‘Breakfast’s nearly ready,’ Dad said without looking at me, ‘get and wash your hands.’
I might have been young but I knew an atmosphere when I walked into one and this one unnerved me. Had they been arguing? Was money causing a problem once again?
‘I need the lavatory,’ I said.
‘Should he go on his own?’ my mother asked my father in a tone that was urgent and almost whispered, but I still heard her. My father didn’t answer but he turned and looked at me.
‘Go straight to the lavatory, do your business and come straight back. Do you hear me?’
I was puzzled. I had been going to the toilet on my own since I was four and I had never had this palaver since then, but my dad didn’t look to be in the sort of mood to be argued with. So, I just nodded in agreement and slipped out through the half open front door.
Our lavatory was in a block of four, thirty yards away across the courtyard and we shared ours with Ashmore’s shop. I bolted the door inside and climbed on to the wooden seat with my feet dangling three inches from the ground. I sat in the semi-dark, the only illumination being from a small vent high on the wall where the daylight broke through. A spider had a web up there and I could see him spinning and twirling, his legs darting like knitting needles. He didn’t worry me; he was just a distraction as I sat in the dingy cubicle with the heady aroma of paraffin washing over me from the heater in the corner. It wasn’t in use in the summer, but was there to make visits to the toilet more bearable in the winter months when the water in the pan had been known to freeze.
I had finished and was making use of the roughly torn newspaper squares that were hung on a nail on the door, when I heard footsteps outside. I could tell from the shuffling gait that it was Mrs Mitten, our next-door neighbour. I thought that I’d wait until she had gone into her own lavatory before I came out. I didn’t like old women very much, they tended to smell funny and hover over you with shrivelled, puckered smiles. I heard her stop outside my door and turn on her heel.
‘Oh dear, Marge!’ I heard the old woman call with her toothless lisp. Apparently, Mrs Jacobs was also approaching the toilets. ‘Have you heard?’ Mrs Mitten continued in a quaking, tortured voice. ‘Have you heard about what’s happened to that poor little lad?’
‘Yes, I know and it’s made me feel ill. The poor little mite.’ Mrs Jacobs was a few years younger than Mrs Mitten, her voice more robust with a slight Scottish brogue.
I stood very still in the gloom of my cubicle, my short, baggy trousers still around my ankles, and inclined my ear towards the door. The two women were immediately outside but now that they were close together they had lowered their voices.
‘They say they only found bits of him, it was like an animal had had him.’ Mrs Mitten’s words made my blood chill; I was terrified that I knew the ‘poor little mite’ that they were talking about. I didn’t want to hear any more and yet I was compelled to listen.
‘Yes, I heard, it’s awful. And think of his poor parents.’
‘Well, you must know his mother, she’s slim with dark hair, lives a few doors in from Endersley Street. You must have seen her, Eileen Cramer’s her name. And I’ll bet you knew the little lad as well, he used to play up here with young Eddie Speed.’
That was it, my legs buckled and I fell against the door. All of my worst fears had been realised, I was traumatised.
‘Are you all right in there? Who is it?’ Mrs Jacobs called from outside the door.
I quickly pulled up my trousers and tugged the lavatory chain before sliding back the heavy bolt on the door and peering coyly out.
‘Oh! Eddie love,’ Mrs Mitten said to me, ‘It’s you. Have you been listening to what we were saying?’ The two old women smelt funny and hovered over me with shrivelled, puckered smiles.
‘No, no I haven’t,’ I blurted before slipping past them and running home.
‘Like I said, it was his little friend,’ Mrs Mitten was saying as I sped away. ‘The poor little mite.’
And I didn’t know whether she was referring to poor, bloodied Billy, or to me!
Chapter three
There is something that you probably don’t understand. Since my friends and I had only the briefest of contacts with ‘The Evil One’, how did we know her name? In explanation of that I can only say that from the moment that we first saw her, somehow, we all knew her name. On sight, I just knew that she was Mrs McGilvery and later, when matters had come to such a head that we had to talk about her between ourselves, Colin Chequers used the name in our conversation and none of the others queried it or even noticed. She was just Mrs Mcgilvery to us all.
On the day that I heard of poor Billy’s demise, I did try, and not for the last time, to tell my mother about McGilvery. I suppose that when I got back to the house I must have looked pale and shocked. My mother glanced out of the open door and saw the two old gossips still chatting outside the lavatories. She guessed that they had let the cat out of the bag and decided to bide her time and wait until my father had gone out. Dad was a straight talker, not really one for tact or compassion and I am sure that Mom (which is how we Brummies refer to our mothers) wanted him out of the way before she sat me down.
She smiled at me, her pale thin smile, and squeezed my hand. She didn’t have to say anything in those first three minutes, I knew that she knew about Billy and she knew that I knew. I felt her frail, wash-worn hand around mine and I couldn’t keep the tears from welling up in my eyes. But I wasn’t crying so much for Billy as for my mother. She just looked so weary and helpless, twenty-eight going on fifty.
‘It was Mrs McGilvery,’ I finally managed to blurt out as my tears began to subside.
‘Who?’ my mother frowned.
‘Mrs McGilvery,’ I blubbed again, ‘she’s horrible Mom, we’re scared of her.’
‘But how do you know her? Who is she?’
‘I don’t know, she just came and found us.’
‘What did she do, did she hurt you?’
‘No but she looked at Billy, she picked him out.’
My mother seemed to consider for a moment and then changed the subject. ‘Anyway,’ she said, giving my hand an extra squeeze, ‘I want you to stay close to the house until they catch this person. Do you hear me?’
I nodded but I was disappointed because I knew that she didn’t believe me. She was probably reminded of my imaginary friend, Byger Firth, that I had had until I was four and who had then mysteriously disappeared. In those days it had been a sweet for me and a sweet for Byger and, ‘I can’t go out I want to play with Byger.’ As far as my mother was concerned, Byger Firth and Mrs McGilvery were products of the same childish, imagination.
The thing was, I knew that Byger had been real as well and just because I had lost the ability to see him didn’t mean that he wasn’t still there.
Chapter four
Of course, the incarceration of my friends and I, albeit for our own safety, was a fairly short-lived affair. You can’t keep active kids yard bound even if it is with the intention of avoiding them being found as bloodied body remnants. Within four or five days we were back together and virtually roaming at will.
Our freedom was due, in no small part, to Colin Chequers who hadn’t suffered any close custody at all. His father and only parent was a habitual drunk who was unlikely to have been aware of what had happened to Billy. Even if he did hear the news, it is doubtful that it would have occurred to him that Colin could be at risk.
It was Colin, wandering at will on his regular visits to those of us who had more protective and sober parents, who helped drop our mothers’ guard and return things to near normality. Or, as near to normality as they would ever be again.
Colin was certainly the most disarming member of the gang. His broad, amiable face was set beneath a scruffy blonde crew cut and wore features that were, almost annoyingly, relaxed. Circumstances had made him self-sufficient for his age but, like most of nature’s survivors, he was driven by a deep-rooted sense of purpose beneath his easy going exterior. One by one he painlessly eased us away from our nervous parents and so tranquillising was his presence that I doubt that they even realised.
So, we were gathered around the rubbish bin outside Ashmore’s grocery shop, bantering and laughing and flapping away the cruising wasps, but please don’t think that nothing had changed. Although we were all putting on a brave face now that we were off the leash again, our bravado was only skin deep. The Plough Street Gang had taken a giant leap forward in the growing up stakes; we were now conversant with death. Not the death of a desperado as he sprawled from his horse in Rawhide, smoke still curling from the barrel of Gil Favor’s rifle. We had always greeted such a demise with an outpouring of admiration and enthusiasm, the bad guy getting his just desserts from the clean, upstanding hero. It had never occurred to us, until now, that the bad guy wouldn’t jump up to fight another day like we did in our street games.
No, Billy’s death wasn’t like that. The sad realisation soon dawned on us that this time there would be no grinning resurrection from a corpse that had lain splayed on the ground for two, eye-flickering, occasional leg scratching, minutes. Billy’s death smothered us with its emptiness, overpowered us with its finality and yet, as we clustered tight around the rubbish bin I noticed that there was a gap in our circle. It was two feet wide and it was between Colin Chequers and Robert Knight. Robert was pulling a face, Colin was laughing but whether they knew it or not, they had left a space for Billy. I felt a brief twinge of sadness and then it fluttered away on gossamer wings. One of the benefits of being a child is that your emotions are fickle and accelerated, within minutes I was laughing and joking with the others.
I did have some cause to be upbeat that day, my aunt had visited the evening before and, as was her way on her rare visits to her underprivileged sister and her family, she had presented me with a shiny half-crown piece as she was leaving. Aunt Irene came from the same humble background as my mother, brought up by my grandparents in a house just like our house but further down Plough Street and closer to the steel works. But Aunt Irene had managed to put Plough Street behind her when she married a draughtsman that she met at a dance hall in the town. Now, she lived a few miles away, in another universe, and in a house that she frequently referred to as, ‘our semi’. My mother told me that, ‘our semi’, had a toilet inside the house and hot water on tap and trees outside in the street. My mother had to describe, ‘our semi’, to me because I had never been invited to see it for myself, Mother had only been there once and that was three years before, just after Irene and Derek, the Draughtsman, had moved in.
Instead, Aunt Irene paid us occasional visits when she would sit uncomfortably on the edge of her seat and leave bright red lipstick stains on the rim of her teacup. She would smile and nod at my mother, showing a lot of teeth but no real humour that I could see. As for me, she treated me with total disdain, never a hug or any sort of bodily contact for her only sibling’s only child. Never so much as an enquiry regarding my health, my interests or my progress at school. ‘Telstar’, by ‘The Tornados’, was a tune that I liked at that time and I am confident that I could have farted it, accapella, without once putting Aunt Irene out of her stride with her pre-rehearsed monologue on all that was wonderful with, ‘our semi.’
Aunt Irene’s visits, although rare, would last barely twenty-five minutes. That was just enough time for her to get through two cigarettes and ensure that my mother, who nodded and cooed with admirable patience, was left in no doubt that there could have been a better life out there but she had missed the bus.
Then came the part that, for me, made the whole thing worthwhile. Aunt Irene would stand up to leave, open her purse and, without even looking at me, pass me my half-crown. Whether she made this donation out of duty or just to show that she could afford it I can’t really say. What I do know is that the money was not given for the sake of affection. My, ‘thank-you’, would be ignored as she made for the door, her fake fur coat flapping around legs sheathed in salmon-pink nylon. All this time, Derek the Draughtsman would sit waiting for my aunt in a black car the size of a baked bean tin and, although Aunt Irene would give my mother a cursory wave as the car pulled away, Derek made no acknowledgement at all.
Surprisingly, Aunt Irene’s visits never seemed to depress my mother. As the car chugged away she would smile down at me, take my hand and lead me back up the entry, chatting to me as she went.
When I was a little older, I heard that Derek the Draughtsman used to regularly beat Aunt Irene senseless. Perhaps she considered that that was a small price to pay for swapping Plough Street for ‘our semi.’
Anyway, however grudgingly it might have been given, that half-crown piece felt good in my pocket that morning. It nestled there among my other treasures; the stone with a hole in it that my grandfather said he had found at the seaside, a rusty key that I had found under a brick in the yard, and a plastic ring with an imitation ruby the size of a sixpence. My other pocket would have been stuffed with similar treasures if it had not had a gaping hole in the bottom.
I stood for a moment with a smug smile on my face while the childish conversation around me grew into a cacophony of shouts and laughter as all of the gang competed to be heard without really caring what the others were saying. I toyed with the half-crown piece in my pocket, savouring the moment when I would produce it and knowing the effect that it would have. When I could restrain myself no longer I pulled the coin from my pocket and, without saying anything, held it out at arms length in the middle of the group. It took a moment for the first of them to notice but my smile broadened to jaw-aching proportions with each gang member that quit his personal tirade and stared open mouthed at my precious half-crown. To wield so much power without saying a word was exquisite.
‘Wow! Eddie’s rich!’ Paul exclaimed. The others murmured in admiration.
‘Yeah, great,’ Robert said, trying to sound enthusiastic but failing. As our un-elected leader he was envious of the attention I was getting. He quickly composed himself and cupped a hand around my shoulder. ‘What are you going to do with it Eddie?’ His congratulatory gesture earning him back his authority.
I smiled back at him. ‘Well, I thought we’d get a Jublee and some bubble gums…’
‘And some Blackjacks?’ Colin cut in excitedly.
‘Or a sherbet dip?’ Tommy Potter enthused.
I stood glowing in the middle of the rising tide of excitement, Robert’s hand still resting on my shoulder.
‘There’s been another one, it’s happened again,’ a cracked and agitated voice boomed along the street. Most of us ignored it at first, still caught up in our spending fervour but it boomed out again, closer now and we grudgingly turned around to see what the commotion was all about. ‘There’s been another one, Lord save us, it’s happened again!’
Old Mr Banner was hobbling along on his arthritic legs faster than I had ever seen him move before. His walking sticks were barely touching the ground and his face was bright red and bathed in sweat. We were not the only ones who’s attention he had gained, passers by were stopping and looking quizzically at the old man, and women were coming out on to their doorsteps. I am sure that they thought that he was drunk. I thought for a moment that he was making for us in his panic, but in fact it was Ashmore’s shop that he was intent on. He came past us, wheezing, pushed the shop door open and then leant heavily on the doorframe. There was the usual collection of gossiping women inside and they all turned to look at him, some convinced that he was in the first stages of a heart attack.
‘There’s been another one,’ he managed to gasp, ‘another kiddy found dead on the bomb site up the end of Tower Street!’
Six young heads peered around him and met the stunned expressions and utterances of disbelief of the five women in the shop. The old man was recovering his breath now and he finally seemed to notice that we were there. He looked down at us and lost his train of thought for a moment, torn between his need to impart the gory details of this latest atrocity to the clutch of traumatised women, and yet having some sensitivity for the nerves of us young ‘uns.
The nerves of us young ‘uns lost out. Hell! This was Old Man Banner’s biggest moment since he had run, a little more sprightly, from his home to the same grocer’s shop, twenty-odd years before to spread the word that Chamberlain had declared war on the Germans. Giving a few kids nightmares was a small price to pay for feeling all of that attention on him one more time. He took a step into the shop, breathed deep and gave vent.
‘It was ‘orrible they say,’ he growled as the women shrank back, ‘hardly anything left of the kiddy, just bones and a blood stain.’
This brought swoons from the cornered women and their clenched fists came up to their mouths. The old man’s eyes were ablaze and he was salivating so much in his excitement that a trickle of spit eddied from the corner of his mouth. All of the pent up frustrations of an old invalid were being unburdened on to the heaving breasts of the distraught females.
‘Unrecognisable, they say,’ Banner ground on relentlessly. ‘The kiddy was so messed up it was unrecognisable!’
The Plough Street Gang all looked around at each other, a quick mutual head count to make sure that we were all still present and that none of us was the victim. Mrs Ashmore caught sight of the movement and leaned over her counter to see six taut little faces clustered in her doorway. She bustled sternly around the counter and bore down on us.
‘Come on you lot, out,’ she cried, waving a finger at us as she came, and she closed the door shut so that we all spilled back on to the pavement. I looked from the shop door, with the ‘open’ sign still swinging on its chain, to the bewildered faces of my friends and back again several times.
‘She’s done it again,’ Colin murmured, ‘but it wasn’t one of us this time…was it?’
For the second time in a minute we all checked that each of the others was there. The answer was the same; the surviving six members of the Plough Street Gang were all accounted for.
‘It’s not just us then,’ Tommy frowned and the other five of us absently shook our heads. We were all deep in thought and all reflecting on the same surprising turn of events. You see, although we were far from being the only kids in the Plough Street area, in fact the place was teeming with children, we had somehow got it into our heads that McGilvery was our scourge, that she had been sent from whatever infernal place she came from to torment us and us alone.
Of course, we hoped above hope that Billy had been her first and last victim, but had she returned to feast again we had never considered that any morsel other than a gang member would satisfy her hunger. The truth was, that we thought that we were the only kids important enough for something like this to happen to and to discover that we weren’t was giving rise to a strange conflict of emotions.
‘Shall we go and look, you know, on the bomb site where the man said?’ Alan Bills posed the question, he was usually one of the more timid members of the gang and after he had spoken he looked away, blushing.
We all looked around, each of us trying to gauge the group consensus on Alan’s suggestion before committing ourselves to an opinion. Typically, we all finished up looking at Robert Knight for his guidance. He stroked his chin with his fingers for a moment, and frowned like he had seen his father do when he was considering a difficult problem. We all waited expectantly for his verdict.
‘It’s a long way,’ he mused, ‘we’ll need to take supplies, you know, food and drink.’ The rest of us nodded in enthusiastic agreement.
In fact, Tower Street was little more than half a mile away but it wasn’t part of our territory and as most of us rarely ventured out of the two or three streets that were our domain, the proposed expedition appeared to require Amazonian logistics. Our world was very small and we were about to venture out of it.
I remember feeling quite daunted by the thought of the trip but it never occurred to me not to go. We were always going to go from the moment old Mr Banner made his announcement, and I know that if Alan had not made the suggestion then one of us others would have.
At the mention of the need for supplies, all eyes were turned on me. My half-crown, which a few moments ago had merely been the means for providing a juvenile feast, had suddenly taken on the importance of funding a life or death expedition. Robert nodded towards me.
‘Can we use your half-crown towards getting supplies Eddie?’
I nodded and there followed a round of embarrassing, yet gratifying, backslaps from the rest of the gang by way of thanks for my generosity.
‘What shall we get?’ I asked, ‘We need something that keeps your strength up on long walks.’
‘My Mom says that pork pie’s good for you,’ Paul chirped. ‘We sometimes have it on special occasions.’ There was a general buzz of enthusiasm from the gang for the idea of pork pie but Robert shook his head.
‘No, I think it’s too much money and don’t forget we’ll need to buy something to drink as well. What about a bottle of Tizer?’
The ‘Tizer’ suggestion earned a louder buzz of approval than pork pie had done.
‘Okay! Why doesn’t Eddie get a bottle of Tizer and something like pork pie but what we can afford.’ Colin suggested and this idea was warmly welcomed by all.
Five minutes later I emerged from Ashmore’s grocers with a brown paper carrier bag. I had braved Mrs Ashmore’s withering stare as I had walked into the shop, and Mr Banner’s frustrated glare as the women insisted that he stemmed his gruesome diatribe while I was being served. Now I was welcomed back by the gang who keenly inspected my purchases; the obligatory bottle of Tizer and a large tin of corned beef. Sir Edmund Hillary could not have had a finer, more satisfying repast on his quest for Everest. The provisions were in place and now we were ready to go…with just one small point for clarification.
‘Right,’ Robert called out robustly, ‘who knows the way to Tower Street?’
Chapter five
The six of us formed a tight little group as we made our way along Plough Street. Tommy led the way; he had been to Tower Street with his father back in the winter, when Mr Potter had been looking for a job. His father didn’t get the job and still didn’t have a job but at least Tommy thought that he could remember the way that they had gone.
Quite what the objective of our trip was is difficult to say, we never discussed or even privately considered our motives that day. Looking back, I think that we wanted to feel that we were involved and not just as the next potential victim, a sitting duck waiting to be bagged. We were desperate for an insight into how our enemy operated so that…
...So that what?
So that we could plan a strategy of self defence against her? I don’t think so. At that stage we did feel like sitting ducks and I don’t believe that any of us considered that resistance was a viable option. No, I believe that insight was our driving force, and the need to know why this was happening here and now. We just needed a reason why, and we expected that on the bombsite at the end of Tower Street the reason why would be chalked up in large letters for us all to see.
Tommy led us along Plough Street before crossing the road, flitting between the trucks and cars, and turning right into Willersley Street. There was a junction with a narrow road a hundred yards along and, after brief discussion, we decided that we should stop and have our first share of the supplies. We had been ‘travelling’, for less than five minutes.
I passed the Tizer to Robert for him to open while I detached the key from the end of the corned beef tin and used it to wind off the metal seal. The gang gathered round, eager to claim their share of this vital sustenance. With the wedge of meat exposed, I took first bite, chewed the salty meat with exaggerated relish and passed the tin to Paul. I was grateful to swallow my share and even more grateful to flush my mouth with the lukewarm Tizer. Corned beef may be quite appetising on a sandwich, perhaps with ketchup to give it an edge, but in its raw state it has little to recommend it.
The others each bit off their share and feigned enjoyment with curled smiles and nodding heads but they all took the Tizer bottle and gulped from it with urgency that belied their appreciation. Only Colin seemed to genuinely enjoy his share, he didn’t make a show of eating but just looked around him while he chewed reflectively. He even took a second bite before Tommy snatched it from him and glared at him for being a glutton. I guessed that with his father drunk all of the time most of Colin’s meals were probably eaten cold and straight from the packaging. He just shrugged at Tommy and then took his turn with the Tizer.
When the provisions came back to me, only a quarter of the corned beef and less than half of the bottle of pop were left. Supplies already low and our mission barely started. It did not augur well.
We pressed on.
We drew a good deal of attention as we strode along in tight formation. Nine-year-olds were expected to be childish and mischievous, yet here was a group of them looking grim and focussed and moving so purposefully that women nudged one another and pointed at us. Cars slowed down so that the drivers could crane their necks in our direction. I noticed their reactions and it made me uneasy, for this mission I would have preferred that we blended in to our surroundings. I didn’t want to be seen, let alone stared at.
We had left our territory and were in surroundings that were strange to most of us. It may be hard to believe, but the houses that abutted the pavement in this area were less inviting and more run down than those in Plough Street. There were exceptions, but most of those people who lived around Plough Street, at least made an effort to live decently. They may have lived in inhospitable hovels, but they were mostly clean, inhospitable hovels. Here, in the absurdly named Paradise Street, dirty windows were festooned with soiled rags for curtains, and unwholesome smells drifted out of doors that stood open on rusty hinges.
The people who lived in Paradise were as uninviting as their homes. They were shabbily dressed even by our standards, and I was wearing short trousers with a thinning, shiny seat and holes in the pockets. The adults that we saw looked grimed and sallow and they eyed us suspiciously. There were few children about, but one sticky faced toddler did totter to his doorstep and watched us approach through dull, unhealthy eyes. He, or she, was dressed only in a nappy that hung full and wet from its nether quarters and drips from it were splashing on to the stone step. A burly arm snaked out dragging the youngster in and a swirl of houseflies made a brief sortie into the outside world before diving back into the house, deftly side-swerving the slamming door.
For the first time in my life I knew how superiority felt. There were certainly people in Plough Street worse off than us but Plough Street people were just Plough Street people, I viewed them all on a par. But here was a whole community that had slipped several, blatant notches below our standard of living and it shocked me that this could be the case. I recall being equally stunned, and rather more depressed, some time later when I discovered how many people were better off than us, and just how high in to the stratosphere degrees of being ‘better off than us’, could go.
All that I knew on that day, however, was that there was Plough Street and there was Paradise Street and that being a Plough Street resident put me on top of the heap. Not that that stopped me from feeling sick and a little sad and, most of all, afraid of my new surroundings. Like any dandy that inadvertently strays into the rough part of town I felt exposed and vulnerable despite being surrounded by my friends. I also felt very aware and, dare I say, ashamed of my wealth. I surreptitiously crumpled the bag containing the Tizer and the remnants of corned beef, as tight as it would go and tried to keep it out of sight.
‘I think that’s Tower Street,’ Tommy Said as he pointed ahead to a row of houses that appeared to stop Paradise Street in its tracks. ‘I suppose the bomb site must be up the end.’
I shielded my eyes with my free hand and, although they were still a hundred yards away, I could see that the houses in Tower Street looked very similar to those in Paradise Street. That did little to raise my spirits. I had been away from Plough Street for just twenty minutes and I was already craving its familiarity. I looked back over my shoulder and Paradise Street snaked away for over a quarter of a mile behind me. We had climbed a little as we had made our way towards Tower Street and I could see across the roofs of the dilapidated slums to the smoke-stacks of the steel works almost a mile away. Somewhere, in the mosaic of roofs that surrounded it, was Plough Street but it seemed like it was a million miles away.
We reached the corner of Paradise Street and Tower Street and came to an untidy halt. We looked up and down the street while unsavoury passers-by looked us up and down. Robert screwed his eyes up and peered off to the left. He was preoccupied with deciding which direction we should go in but he still managed to point at the bag that I was carrying. I guessed what he meant and extracted the bottle of Tizer so that it could be shared around again. I looked at the amount of beverage that was left in the bottle and realised that this second ration would also be the last. It was going to be a long, dry walk back.
I thought about having my share first, after all, it was my money that had bought it, but I passed it on and waited until last. We were all so intent on watching the progress of the bottle as it went from mouth to mouth that we didn’t realise that we had been crept up on until a doleful child’s voice made us all spin around.
‘Where are you bloody lot from then?’ it droned, ‘you're not from up this end!’
There were four of them, a tall, skinny girl who was about our age, a toddler, no more than two years old who clung on to the girls skirt with its filthy little hands, a boy of four who’s right eye was obscured by self adhesive dressing applied to the circular lens of his spectacles and the kid who had challenged us. He was squat and barrel-chested and glared up at us with his chin jutting out, like a malevolent gnome. He held the aggressive stance despite being confronted by six disdainful expressions that sneered back at him from the gang, and despite the fact that he was probably no more than six years old.
We looked at him blankly for a while and then began to turn away without responding, we had more important things on our minds.
‘Don’t talk to them George, they look like they go to the backward school,’ the girl said scathingly and George gave a barrel chested chuckle. The little lad with the glasses laughed as well but I didn’t get the impression that he knew what he was laughing at. If any one was a candidate for the backward school, it was him.
It was a childish aspersion that had been cast our way but we took it like the children we were and turned on her as one, stiffening indignantly and puffing out our chests. Her response to our posturing was more contemptuous than her original comment. She calmly eyed us up and down with a half smile playing across her lips then shook her head dismissively before hauling the toddler up on to her hip with a sigh that said, ‘a woman’s work is never done.’
Six chests deflated like ruptured balloons and my friends all fidgeted uncomfortably under her gaze. I fidgeted less than the others did because, for the first time, I was really taking notice of this enigmatic female.
I had seen girls of her age slinging inane insults before, but none of them had been capable of looking so worldly and so pious in the very next breath. Her long, dark hair, like her clothes, needed washing and the child at her hip had its breakfast etched around its face and a slimy trail from its nose to its top lip. Not the sort of image that would usually inspire admiration but I couldn’t help admiring her. She was pale but there was an indomitable spark in her eyes. I might have lived a basic existence but not so basic that the child in me had been driven out. You could see in her face that this girl had never been allowed to be a child, she had been born with the weight of responsibility and desperation on her shoulders but she was handling it. I didn’t just admire her, I liked her.
The Tizer bottle, with an inch of the red beverage still slopping around in the bottom, was back with me. I looked at it and then looked back at the girl and I held the bottle out to her.
‘Do you want this?’ I asked her simply and without even looking around I knew that the other gang members were staring at me, amazed that I would give up my share to a complete stranger. I tried to ignore them and continued to offer the bottle.
For a moment, the girl too seemed taken aback. I don’t think that she had been given much in her life, least of all by a stranger who she had just insulted. She looked, suspiciously, from my eyes to the bottle and back again. When our eyes met the second time I saw something melt in her and she casually reached out and took the bottle from me.
‘I’ve had this lots of times,’ she said, ‘but I don’t think they have.’ She passed the bottle to the younger boy and his one visible eye lit up as he put it to his lips and took a large gulp. He lowered the bottle and gave a long, loud exhalation of contentment before passing it on to George the Dwarf. Two mouthfuls and George had had his share and emptied the bottle.
I was sure that the girl was lying about her Tizer consumption but I didn’t mind. She was the oldest and I saw that part of her burden of responsibility to the youngsters was to put their well-being before her own. Her self-denial only added to my admiration for her.
‘Come on Eddie, we’ll never get there,’ Robert grumbled at me and he was right, we had to press on. The rest of the gang were already moving off towards the left and I glanced at the girl once more before turning to join them.
‘Where are you going?’ she called after us.
‘You goin’?’ the kid with the spectacles repeated after her.
‘None of your business,’ Robert shouted back over his shoulder and some of the gang sniggered.
‘I bet I know where you’re going and your going the wrong way,’ she cried.
‘Wong way!’ Spectacles chimed.
‘Where do you think we’re going?’ I asked her and the rest of the gang stopped and looked back impatiently.
‘I’ll bet your going to see where Mary Crook got done by her.’
‘Yeth!’ said spectacles.
‘Mary…Who? Done by…what?’ I flustered in my confusion.
‘Where Mary Crook got done by HER!’ she repeated.
‘Megillery!’ Spectacles squawked at me impatiently.
‘Mc-Gil-ver-ey,’ the girl corrected the youngster forcefully and then clipped him around the ear. He might have cried but instead he chuckled roguishly.
At the mention of the name McGilvery the Plough Street Gang were back and forming a posse of rapt attention around the four urchins.
‘You’ve seen her, McGilvery?’ Robert interrogated the girl.
‘Yes,’ she answered him and then she looked back at me.
‘Ohhhhh! Yeth.’ Spectacles lisped.
‘We bloody have,’ George confirmed and then he drew himself up, bared his teeth and strutted up and down staring straight ahead. In a way it was comical but none of us laughed at his impression.
‘Last Wednesday it was, when she picked out Mary,’ the girl confirmed, ‘and they found where she done it late last night.’
‘Mary? So it was a girl this time!’ Colin chipped in and the rest of the gang muttered to one another in amazement.
Not only had McGilvery failed to pick a gang member this time, she had picked a girl. Just when you thought that you were beginning to have an insight into the demonic mind of your local, child-eating hag, she was prone to do something unpredictable. But a girl! What a soft target that was. Girls played with dolls and helped their mothers to lay the table. The most dangerous thing they did was skipping with a rope while they sang some soppy song about finding their one true love. The Plough Street Gang had no time for girls, although I had to admit that they did have a certain, worrying, fascination when they were reduced to vest and navy-blue knickers for PE class.
Then, of course, there was the girl who was standing in front of me and she, in no way, fitted the nine-year old boys’ stereotype of how a nine-year-old girl should be. With increasing impatience, she watched our show of incredulity regarding McGilvery’s apparent taste for girls, until she could stand it no longer.
‘Mary spat at her after she’d give her the eye,’ the girl cried above our droning and we all fell silent. She let the toddler slide back down on to its own feet and stared into each of our faces individually. ‘Mary was scared to death, we all were, but Mary ‘specially cause she got the eye and she knew what it meant. But Mary spit at her and McGilvery didn’t like it, she looked back real mad but then she’d gone.’
‘Gone,’ Spectacles muttered and gave a little sigh.
We all stood in uncomfortable silence for what seemed like ages and I for one was thinking about Billy. When McGilvery had given him the eye, his only response had been to crap himself and then run home. Not that I blamed him, that was the problem. On that first encounter there was not one of us that wouldn’t have done the same, and I know that that was what was running through each of my friends’ minds at that moment. Not one of us, for all our male pride, would have had the guts to retaliate, let alone spit at the bitch. The girls of Paradise were certainly not like any girls that we had encountered before.
Robert finally broke the silence and he spoke to the girl with far more respect than he had previously. ‘We’ve come to see where it happened,’ he said, ‘would you show us where it is?’
She nodded. ‘We’ll take you but you can’t get real close, the coppers have fenced it all off.’
‘Perhaps the coppers 'll catch Mcgilvery and put her in jail,’ Alan Bills chimed up optimistically. As well as being shy, Alan wasn’t the bravest member of the gang and there was more than a hint of wishful thinking in his voice.
‘Course not,’ George the dwarf derided him in his melancholic tone.
‘Courthe not,’ Spectacles repeated like a robot and we all knew that, daft little kids or not, they were dead right.
The girl looked at Alan who was flush faced from his condemnation, and gave him a sardonic smile as she led off to the right with the toddler tottering along beside her. I followed behind with the others for fifty yards or so and then, as casually as I could, I caught her up.
‘Was Mary Crook your friend?’ I asked her.
‘Sort of, she lived two doors down. She was helping me look after the kids when McGilvery came by.’
‘Doesn’t your mom look after the kids?’
‘No, she’s dead,’ she said without emotion, ‘She died having this one,’ and she nodded down at the toddler. ‘We all live with my gran.’
I nodded but I didn’t know quite how that could have happened, the perils and the mechanics of pregnancy were an unopened book to me.
‘Why do you want to see where they found Mary?’ she asked me and I shrugged.
‘We didn’t get to see where Billy was, our moms kept us in.’
‘I heard they’d found a lad. It was down by Plough Street, was he your friend?’
I nodded, ‘He was in our gang.’
She gave me a sort of sympathetic smile but it quickly dropped away from her haunted face. ‘She’ll probably get us all in the end,’ she said and then moved deliberately away from me.
I stopped walking for a moment and my jaw dropped open with the realisation of what the girl had just said. She was right, McGilvery would carry on until there were no kids at all left in these ramshackle streets and that meant that sooner or later my turn would have to come. I went weak at the knees.
Up ahead there was a commotion and I managed to compose myself before running to catch up. The gang had followed the girl to the bombsite but two policemen had intercepted them.
‘Come on you kids,’ one of them boomed through his bristling moustache, ‘there’s nothing to see here, get back home to your parents. Go on, do as you’re told.’
The gang turned back and walked disconsolately towards me, dragging their feet while the two policemen stood, with their arms folded, watching them go.
‘I told you that you couldn’t get near,’ the girl was saying to Robert as they approached me.
‘What are we going to do now?’ I asked.
No one seemed to know but the police were still watching us so we continued to moodily retrace our steps along Tower Street. Depression was hanging over us like a cloud. To have gone all that way, the planning, the expense and then to get turned away when we were so close.
‘There’s not much to ‘thee anyway,’ Spectacles lisped to himself.
‘How do you know?’ Robert sneered at the four-year-old.
‘Byger Firf’ told me,’ he shrugged.
‘Byger FIRTH,’ I corrected him absently and then I did a shocked double take at the miniature Cyclops as the full impact of what he had said dawned on me.
‘Wh…who did you say told you?’ I asked him, thinking that I must have misheard him.
‘Byger Firf, you deaf?’ he shrilled at me and gave an infantile flounce.
‘Who?’ Colin frowned.
‘It’s his pretend friend,’ his sister said in explanation and some of the gang members gave hollow laughs and others gave the little chap quizzical looks.
I kept quiet, my recognition of the name had, thankfully, passed unnoticed but it was good to know that I was right. My one time friend had not gone completely, he had simply moved on to a more deserving case.
Chapter Six
I can’t remember when Byger Firth first appeared in my life, I can only say that it must have been when I was very young. Many of my earliest recollections and images had Byger making a cameo appearance, never dominating the scene but just sitting on the edge and being part of it. He sat on the wall outside while I ate my dinner and on the old chest of drawers in my attic while I slept.
He wasn’t always there. He would disappear for quite long periods and I would get on with my life without him. I was never dependent on his presence, but equally I was never surprised, and my spirits were always lifted, when he reappeared. I would gabble on about him endlessly to anyone who would listen but no one took my little friend seriously. I was blissfully unaware of their dismissal because it never occurred to me that they couldn’t see him, he was just so visible.
Byger Firth was an enigma. When he was not around I struggled to visualise him but when he returned he was so familiar that it was as if he had never been away. I recall him now, not as a solid human figure but more as a projection that lacked solidity, and any features that he had were completely beyond my recollection. I know that he spoke to me but he didn’t have a voice like you or I, his words just materialised in my head.
Between his last visit to me, some time shortly after my fourth birthday, and the time of the events that I am now recounting to you, I had hardly considered Byger, he had almost disappeared from my memory. Now and again my mother or father would remind me of him with a gentle ribbing about my one-time imaginary friend. By then my recollections of him were so vague that I had begun to think that they were right, he had just been a figment of my imagination. Then, a scruffy little lad with dirty pink dressing covering one lens of his spectacles had uttered a name that was, surely, too unique to be a coincidence and brought me a ray of light in those very dark times.
We parted company with our four new allies half way along Paradise Street. As farewells go it was a low-key affair, after all, we hardly knew them. Goodbyes were mumbled and hands were waved listlessly and the four waifs wandered away with Spectacles chattering inanely. Was I the only one who experienced a twinge of sadness at the parting?
I didn’t see which house they made for, I deliberately chose not to watch. I just knew that it would be dank and depressing and I didn’t want that image in my mind when I thought of Elaine. That was the girl’s name, I found out that much as they walked with us. Spectacles was actually called Joseph and the toddler was Margaret but what is the point of names when temporary friends go back to being strangers? We had just been ships passing in the night and I didn’t expect to see any of them again.
We ambled along Paradise Street, relieved that we would soon be back on our own territory. I was certainly looking forward to getting home to my family, I had been through a culture shock and I needed reassurance that although my perceptions may have changed, the world that I knew and was familiar with had not.
Colin glanced down a back alley and then disappeared into it for a moment before
emerging with a red rubber ball that he had found there. It was about the size of a tennis ball. He held it up for us to see and then he jogged to catch us up. As soon as he was back in stride with the rest of us he threw the ball to Paul. Paul caught it, bounced it once and threw it over Colin’s head to me and soon we were all embroiled in a strange and humourless game of catch.
At first it was just a pass-time, something to occupy our minds and bodies as we made our way home but each time the ball was passed the game became more serious, more engrossing, more desperate. None of us called to each other or even smiled as we took part. Having caught the ball we would pass it to another gang member quickly and efficiently. The ball was always caught cleanly and no sooner was it in the recipient’s grip than he rid himself of it to its next…victim? That was how it felt when the ball came to you, like you were being exposed to a disease or singled out for punishment. Then there was the relief of having got rid of it until you saw it arcing menacingly through the air in your direction again.
We had got to the bottom of Willersley Street, near the corner with Plough Street but none of us seemed concerned with our whereabouts, it was as if our lives depended on catching the ball and moving it on. As we reached Plough Street the game stopped abruptly. We stopped abruptly. Everything had stopped…abruptly!
Plough Street was silent and deserted, doors were closed, windows were shut and it was as if we were the only living souls for miles around. We had seen this before and Tommy managed to croak what the rest of us were thinking.
‘It’s happening again, she’s coming isn’t she, Mcgilvery?’
‘What we gonna do?’ Colin whispered under his breath. ‘We could run.’
‘Shut up! Listen!’ Robert hissed and, as usual, we did as he told us. There was a faint sound breaking the pin-sharp silence, it was off in the distance but getting closer. The sound had a regular tempo and reminded me of someone blowing up a tyre with a foot-pump only this was far more ominous. We all twisted our heads, desperately trying to gauge which direction the sound was coming from so that we could run the other way but it was impossible to tell. It was as if it was being generated in our own heads. We looked at each other in panic, desperate to get away and yet standing rooted to the spot, and all the time the noise was getting louder, announcing the imminent arrival of the ‘Evil One’.
Then it stopped and we all waited pensively, listening for it to restart but all that we could hear was the sound of our own erratic breathing. For a minute or more we stood there, not daring to twitch and hoping above hope that we had been wrong, that it was not McGilvery. But Plough Street was still ominously void of any signs of life.
Tommy finally whispered, ‘Do you think she’s gone?’ and I was about to shrug in response when a breeze blew from behind us along Willersley Street. My shrug froze at its peak because the breeze carried the smell of mothballs and stagnant water and I had experienced that nauseating odour before.
Six heads slowly, cautiously, unwillingly turned to look behind them and six young hearts froze in their chest cavities. She was there, Mrs McGilvery, no more than thirty yards away on the street corner. She stood horrific, gaunt and motionless, the breeze rustling the fabric of her red Mac against the vile hairs on her legs. Those dead eyes were staring blankly ahead, through us and beyond us, not focusing on any individual, not yet.
There was a pause so pregnant that it threatened to miscarry. ‘Turn and run’, I told myself, ‘turn and run’, but like a mouse transfixed by the hypnotic stare of a cobra, I was helplessly drawn to her hideous physiognomy.
She moved, one minute stationary, the next away and travelling at speed like an athlete out of the starting blocks. We gasped as one and fell back in a heap against the brick wall alongside us. ‘Look away,’ my mind screamed at me in self-defence, ‘avoid her eyes, don’t be the one that catches her eye!’ But I continued to stare helplessly up at her as she glided swiftly towards us, then drew level with us, and the rest of the gang did likewise. All of us, unwillingly, offering our faces to chance. All of us pawns in her sadistic game of Russian Roulette.
She was all but past us; we were cowering in her shadow, when blinding speed became painful slow motion. Her head began to pivot on her neck and those eyes were being turned towards our sea of upturned faces. They flashed across Colin and Tommy’s eyes, but there was no meeting, no venom in the gaze. Then it was my turn and I saw those eyes, but although it was like looking into evil, bloodshot pits, they weren’t primed, I didn’t connect with her twisted mind. Her eyes swept on and I watched them scan across my friends. I had to watch, drawn by horror and morbid fascination. Then it happened, the connection, she had locked eyes with someone and for the briefest of moments they would have seen into her pitch-black soul and she would have dissected and scrutinised theirs. The victim had been selected and, in a flash, McGilvery had turned into Plough Street and was gone.
I turned, aghast and my eyes fell upon a pale face still staring blankly up, lips quivering in shock. I screamed in disbelief, ‘No! Oh no!’ and Robert turned his head slowly to face me before giving me a dazed and almost imperceptible nod of bitter confirmation.
The red rubber ball fell from his limp hand where it had been since our frenzied game had come to its sudden conclusion. It rolled across the pavement, into the gutter and fell through a drainage grill into the sewer. The game was over and our leader had lost.
Chapter seven
Robert Knight wanted to be a soldier. He had told the other gang members on many occasions, that when he grew up he would join the army and fight for his country and none of us doubted that he would fulfil his ambition.
His aspiration was partly due to the respect that he felt for his uncle, his father’s older brother, who had been killed in the Normandy landings. His bravery and gallantry had won him the George Cross, an impressive achievement for a mere sergeant from the Plough Street slums. As you would expect, the medal took pride of place on the Knight’s mantelpiece and I had gazed up at it, thoughtfully, whenever I went to call for Robert. Seeing the small metal icon, with its bright ribbon, always made me feel sad. I would like to have met this hero who had grown up in the same deprived neighbourhood that I had, but he had given up his life for his country and for that ultimate sacrifice his family had been given a small metal brooch in a box. To me, it seemed to be scant reward for his loss, and the idea of my being commemorated in such a way on my family’s mantel virtually ensured that I would never be found queuing to enlist. I pondered then and I have pondered to this day the confused circumstance of being a dead hero.
I never voiced my opinion to Robert, I am not sure that I fully understood what my opinion was at that time and I guessed that my scepticism would not be appreciated. I just knew that sight of the medal made me sad, but that Robert should want to aspire to the family hero should not have been too surprising. At that time the only two alternatives to the possibility of heroic death in the army, were a living death on shifts at the steel factory or the creeping death of unemployment. But I doubt whether Robert had considered how difficult it would be to live up to his uncle’s image, unless he followed him all the way to oblivion and a place alongside his on the family mantelpiece.
One thing that I never doubted was that he would make a good soldier. If I was cut off behind enemy lines I can think of no one that I would rather have at my side. He was big for his age and his physical threat was probably the biggest factor in our gang rarely being challenged by the more aggressive gangs of kids that roamed our area. He had a reputation for being able to look after himself and he could, he could have been a bully but he wasn’t. In fact, even as a child, he possessed the most admirable blend of physical presence, restraint and sensitivity that I have ever encountered in a human being.
Perhaps it was his uncle who inspired Robert on the day when McGilvery singled him out, or possibly he was thinking about Mary Crook, terrified but spitting contemptuously in the wake of the hag. Either way, he was determined not to let the side down and he didn’t.
Where Billy Cramer had run home as fast as his soiled underwear would allow, Robert pushed himself up from the wall with the rest of us and brushed the dust from his shoulder. He glanced up and caught us all looking at him, hard and serious, while we went through the motions of dusting ourselves down. We were all dazed and terrified and we couldn’t imagine how much more frightened he was for having been singled out.
We didn’t know what he was going to do; we couldn’t have blamed him for doing just about anything and our concern showed in our faces. He forced a broad smile but it was fragile and floundered on his trembling lips. He raised his arm to his face as if brushing a fly away but there was no fly, just the tear that he hoped we hadn’t seen. He sniffed and stared aggressively at our morose faces.
‘What?’ he croaked, his voice constricted with emotion, ‘What?’
We all looked away from him and busied ourselves with exaggerated dusting of our clothes or peering down the road to check that McGilvery had gone. My eyes probably lingered on him a little longer than the others; I couldn’t help thinking that he was giving me a lot to live up to in the bravery stakes when McGilvery decided that it was my turn.
McGilvery was well and truly gone, at least for now, and the bustle of life had returned to Plough Street even before we had had time to haul ourselves back on to our trembling legs. From an open window a few yards along Willersley Street a radio could be heard playing ‘Wonderful Life’ by the Shadows and the smell of stew was wafting along the street, probably from the same window.
We set off in the other direction, moving into the rumble and traffic fumes of plough Street. It was here that we would split up, Colin, Robert and myself crossing the road and walking down towards Ashmore’s grocers, the others heading for their houses on that side of the road. General good-byes were shouted and then awkward, individual ones directed at Robert who nodded his head and raised his hand gamely in response. No sooner had we crossed the road than we were at the entry that led into the yard where Colin and his father lived.
‘Right then!’ Colin said, trying to act casually but failing, ‘I’d better go and get the ‘Old Man’ something to eat, I don’t suppose you’ve got any of that corned beef left have you?’
I glanced down at my hands and realised that the brown paper bag had gone; I had no idea where I had left it. Perhaps I had dropped it when we were throwing the ball or possibly when McGilvery appeared.
‘No, sorry,’ I shrugged.
‘Ah! No matter, I think there’s a tin of pilchards in the pantry. See you both in the morning then yeah? See ya Rob.’ He patted Robert clumsily on the shoulder and then turned quickly away and disappeared into the entry. Robert and I walked on in silence for a few yards and then he shook his head.
‘None of them think that they’ll see me again do they?’ he said morosely.
‘Of course they will, McGilvery doesn’t seem to come straight away,’ I said trying to comfort him but realising that, if anything, I was making matters worse. ‘Look!’ I blustered on, ‘When we all meet up in the morning we’ll talk about it, think of some ideas. Don’t worry, we’ll think of a way of keeping her away from you.’
‘Yeah, okay,’ he nodded and tried to push his broad face into a smile. We had reached his entry; mine was thirty yards further down the street. We stopped and he turned to face me. ‘Yeah, we’ll think of some ideas, she hasn’t got me yet has she?’ He smiled a little broader, a little more genuinely and I did my best to return it. Then he grabbed my hand in his and shook it firmly before turning and walking along the entry.
I watched his burly figure as it passed through the gloom of the cobble-stoned passageway and then emerged into daylight at the other end. His spirits seemed to have lifted with the realisation that while there was life there was hope, but my spirits were at an all time low. I felt wretched for having given him that hope while, in my heart of hearts, I could see no reason for optimism. Our enemy was just too powerful.
Once Robert had disappeared from sight I turned for home. The street was busy but I suddenly felt very alone and the horror of having once again come face to face with Mrs McGilvery caught up with me. Though it was a mild evening I began to shiver uncontrollably and my breathing became laboured. Immediately after McGilvery’s visit, disbelief and the seriousness of Robert’s plight had numbed my senses, taking the edge off my own fear. Now, my shredded nerves were hitting back with a vengeance.
When I staggered through our front door I must have looked rough, or at least my mother thought so. She immediately sat me down on our moth-eaten sofa and hovered over me like a concerned mother hen. She put her hand on my forehead to see if I had a fever and asked me if I had eaten anything that I shouldn’t have.
‘No, no,’ I cried out, ‘it’s not that, we’ve seen her again, Mrs McGilvery! She’s had Elaine’s friend, Mary, up in Paradise Street and she’s going to have Robert if we don’t find how to stop her. You should see her Mom, she’s so horrible and she’s gonna have all of us!’
My tirade came to a breathless halt and my mother looked at me very seriously for, what seemed like, ages. Then she shook her head and pursed her pale lips.
‘I definitely think you’re sickening for something,’ she said, ignoring everything that I had told her, ‘I’ll get you a cup of cold water.’ Then she headed into the pantry leaving me angry and frustrated.
‘You didn’t believe me about Byger Firth,’ I called after her, ‘and now he’s with Joseph so that proves it.’
She gave me a fretful look from around the pantry door. ‘If you’re no better in the morning I’m taking you to see Doctor Smith,’ she said.
Why, in God’s name, would she not listen to me? I threw my head back in exasperation and stared at the high, cracked ceiling. My father had pinned a fly paper up there the night before and the long, narrow spiral of shiny, brown paper was twirling very slowly, stirred by a draught. Three flies had already perished in the sticky goo that coated the paper and a large bluebottle was dancing in the air around it, attracted by its odour and yet wary of its enticement. I thought about the house in Paradise Street where the baby had stood on the step and the flies that were playing around the door. There must have been dozens of flies in that house and it occurred to me that those people probably couldn’t afford the luxury of flypaper.
As my mother came out of the pantry with my cup of water, there was a rattle at the door and my father came in from work, hot and sweating. He was short of breath and after giving us both a wave of acknowledgement he pointed at the old black sideboard.
‘Clear a space on the end of there,’ he gasped at my mother and we both looked in puzzlement as he went back outside. She did as she had been told and quickly cleared away the few plaster ornaments from one end of the sideboard. My father struggled back through the door, preceded by a large polished wooden box that he carried in front of him. He placed it carefully and gratefully in the space that my mother had cleared and then stood away from it before stretching his aching back. I can’t imagine how far he had carried it.
When I saw what it was my heart skipped a beat. Not because it was the one thing in the world that I had desired most up until that moment, a real, live television, but because this particular one was eerily familiar.
The hole in the cloth that covered the loudspeaker, the white paint stain on the side of the wooden case; I had watched Rawhide a few times on that television in Billy Cramer’s house, and I thought that I would never watch it again now that Billy had been taken from us. I discovered, later, that Dad had bought it cheap from Billy’s dad because having it in their house reminded them too much of Billy, who used to sit in front of it whenever he was home. What my father hadn’t accounted for, and the cause of what he saw as my frustrating lack of enthusiasm, was that the same associations troubled me. I dearly wanted a television but not Billy’s television.
I looked back up at the flypaper. The bluebottle had succumbed to its attraction and was fighting a losing battle, buzzing its wings and struggling to pull its legs from the unrelenting, sticky bog. No chance of escape, death now a slow formality.
I thought of Billy and then Robert and finally myself, and I knew exactly how the fly must have felt.
Chapter eight
The television would not work. My father fiddled around with it and its two-pronged aerial most of that evening but all that he could get on the screen was a fuzz of grey dots. Exasperated, he threatened to take it back to Billy’s dad and give him a piece of his mind but my mother told him that was not an option.
‘That family have suffered enough lately,’ she told my father and she rested her knitting in her lap. ‘If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. I’m sure that he didn’t know that there was a problem with it when he sold it to you.’
‘But Eddie’ll be disappointed, I bought it for him really.’
‘He doesn’t look too bothered to me,’ she said, tapping my leg with her foot, as I lay sprawled on my side of the sofa. I was holding her ball of wool and slowly unwinding it as my contribution to her efforts to clothe us. ‘He’ll have to carry on listening to the radio, he likes ‘Billy Cotton’ and ‘Children’s Favourites,’ don’t you Son?’
I shrugged, I had more important things on my mind but I stood no chance of making her understand, though she had touched on the subject of my concern earlier that evening. While we had been eating our meal she had commented to my father how terrible it was about the little girl who had been found dead up in Tower Street. Then she had turned to me with a stern warning not to talk to strangers and not to stray too far from home. It was obvious that nothing that I had blurted out to her earlier that evening had so much as registered with her, or she would have wanted to know what I had been doing in Paradise Street and how I knew the dead girl’s name.
Still, at least there was no threat of my being kept housebound this time as I had been after Billy had been taken. It wasn’t only us youngsters who had the flawed misconception that Tower Street was a long way away. Our parents had also lived such confined lives that anything that happened in a street a mile away was considered by them to carry only slightly more threat than events taking place in India. This time, a warning to me not to wander too far was considered precaution enough.
Bedtime finally came and I reluctantly trudged up the two flights of bare wooden stairs to my attic. This was the time that I had been dreading, being alone in the dark and having to try to get to sleep. After nervously checking under the bed and finding nothing but my white enamelled chamber pot, I climbed in and buried myself under the bedclothes. I tried to recite The Lord’s Prayer in my head but I couldn’t remember what came after, ‘On Earth as it is in heaven.’ In a way the prayer worked because my pondering on what came next occupied my mind and my thoughts gradually became less and less lucid until I dropped off to sleep.
I slept surprisingly well that night but when I woke up next morning it was from a strange and unnerving dream. I was walking through Mott Street cemetery, surrounded by tall, black, monolithic gravestones. I was looking for somebody and then I found her. Elaine was standing there by a huge tomb, only she was clean and wearing a white dress.
‘All our friends are here waiting for us,’ her voice reverberated, ‘and you’ll never guess who else.’ Then I was awake and I could see that raindrops were running down the outside of my attic window.
The dream left me feeling strange, creepy, and it was as if there was more to come but I had woken up and spoiled it. I wondered, if I was to screw my eyes up and force myself to go back to sleep, would the dream return and carry on from where it left off? A glance at my old Noddy alarm clock told me that I didn’t have time to experiment with sleep and dreams. Noddy’s head had stopped rocking two years before but the clock still kept pretty good time if I remembered to wind it up, and it was telling me that it was ten-past-eight.
I pulled on my trousers, shoes and socks, grabbed my shirt and ran downstairs to have a quick wash with cold water in the pantry sink. My mother poured my cornflakes into a bowl and she looked at me closely as I sat down to eat them.
‘Well, you look a bit better this morning,’ she said, ‘do you feel alright?’ I nodded in response as I munched a mouthful of cornflakes. ‘Why are you in such a hurry anyway?’
‘I’ve got to meet the gang, it’s important,’ I mumbled with my mouth full.
‘Oh right,’ she nodded in that slightly amused way that mothers do when their nine-year-old tells them that he has something important to do. I recognised the expression and thought of trying to tell her that it really was a matter of life and death but I guessed that I would just be wasting my breath.
Her expression hardened as she had an afterthought. ‘I hope you’re not going to get into any trouble,’ she warned me, ‘you’re not are you?’
‘No Mom, course not, we’ve just got things to talk about that’s all.’
‘Oh right,’ she nodded again and the slightly amused expression returned. ‘By the way, I’ve heard that we’re going to have a new neighbour today, somebody’s finally moving in to Three, Back of One, Seven, Four.’
I shrugged; this bit of gossip was only of mild interest to me. The house in the corner of our yard, next to the wall that divided us from Robert’s yard, had stood empty since Mr Edwards had died about three months before. Unless the council was going to move in a real Wild West cowboy or at least a family with a lad that would fit into the gang, I didn’t want to know. Not many new families seemed to move in to Plough Street and since the grazing was poor and guns were frowned upon I expected to be disappointed on both counts.
I was still chewing my last mouthful of cornflakes when I jumped up from my chair and made for the door, grabbing my jacket from the hook as I went. After all, it was still raining.
‘Bye Mom, see you later,’ I spluttered.
‘Have you cleaned your teeth this morning?’ she shouted after me and although I heard her I decided to keep going. Unless the gang and I were able to think of a plan to save Robert, and ultimately the rest of us, my teeth could be white, yellow or green, they would soon be as dead as the rest of me.
When I arrived at the bottom of the entry, Robert and Colin were already making their way along Plough Street towards me. Robert was wearing a jacket but Colin was in shirtsleeves with his arms crossed in front of him as some sort of defence against the rain. Colin’s drunken father didn’t always provide him with the day-to-day necessities but Colin never seemed to notice. He just made do and got on with his life.
They joined me in the entry to shelter from the rain and I tried to gauge Robert’s state of mind without staring at him too closely. He looked pretty normal. My situation was nowhere near as stressful as his and yet, once separated from the rest of the gang, demons had crept out from the dark recesses of my mind to torment me. If Robert had turned up a gibbering wreck, or if he hadn’t have appeared at all, I wouldn’t have been surprised. Yet here he was, serious but calm and controlled.
One by one the other three gang members joined us in the entry, all of them serious and a little uncomfortable, each feeling the weight of the threat that hung over us. They each tried, in their own way, to put on a brave face with childish joke here or a hollow laugh there, but there was no disguising the fact that under that bluff exterior we were six frightened little boys.
We made small talk but I didn’t tell them about the television; in a way I was ashamed to have it and of course, it didn’t work anyway. We were probably avoiding the real issue and in the end I had to say something.
‘I think that we should go somewhere and talk about…things,’ I ventured, and then I glanced at Robert because he was still our leader. ‘Don’t you think?’
Robert nodded and the small talk stopped.
‘Where can we go?’ Paul asked, ‘we can’t stop here and it’s pouring down.’
‘We could go into the wash house in our yard,’ I suggested.
‘Yeah, but if a grown up sees us they’ll throw us out.’ Colin replied.
‘Not if we keep the noise down, they won’t know that we’re there. It’s only three, back of one, seven, four that can see into the wash house and there’s nobody living there until later today.’
This met with a muted buzz of acceptance from the others, especially as there was no other dry alternative, so we set off in twos, stealthily making our way to the wash house to avoid drawing attention to ourselves. I brought up the rear with Paul; we crept past my house, trotted across the front of next-door and then past three, back of one, seven, four. Some of old Mr Edwards’ things were still out in the yard, including his tin bath, and I wondered what the new occupant would do with them. Then we slipped in through the door of the washhouse and closed it behind us.
The communal washhouse, which was the size of a large garden shed and had whitewashed interior walls, had virtually fallen into disuse by this time. My mother, for one, had a galvanised boiler, like a large cooking pot with a lid that she heated up on our stove in the pantry on washing day. So, the small furnace under the brick clad boiler in the washhouse had not been lit for years. Its accessories were still there, the heavy wooden agitator that the women would wield by hand to pummel the washing as it boiled, and the huge wooden tongs for extracting the washing when it was clean. There was a ceramic sink that was big enough to bath three babies at once but it was only fed with a cold-water tap for rinsing purposes.
When I closed the door behind me it was to find that the other five had already spread themselves around the room with Robert sitting on the wooden boiler cover and Colin, for some reason, sitting in the large sink. The only window in the small building was a square hole; two feet by two feet with three, vertical rusty bars that gave the place the feel of a prison cell. This suited my friends who were huddled around in the semi-gloom looking for all the world like a junior chain gang.
I leaned back against the door and folded my arms. There was silence; no one seemed to want to be the first to speak. We would probably have stayed that way for ages if Colin hadn’t, somehow, managed to turn the tap on and soak his trousers in cold water. His stricken wail and the laughter that it brought from the rest of us lifted the gloom and by the time we had stifled our mirth, Tommy felt brave enough to speak.
‘So, what are we going to do then?’ he asked.
Suddenly everyone had an opinion and they were all trying to voice them at once. Robert didn’t seem to have the heart for chairing the meeting, I think that it affected him too closely, so I called above the noise and asked for order.
‘Look! If we don’t keep the noise down we’ll get thrown out,’ I insisted, ‘Now who’s got a good idea?’
They quietened down and Paul slowly raised his hand and I nodded to him to speak.
‘What about getting the grown ups to help us fight McGilvery?’ he suggested, ‘Our dads’ ‘d fight her better than we can.’
‘I tried to tell my dad about her but he didn’t believe me,’ Tommy called out, and there were nods and mutters of agreement from all around the washhouse. Apparently I wasn’t the only one whose cry for parental help had fallen on deaf ears.
‘When I told my dad about her he thought that I’d been at his booze,’ Colin said in disgust while still trying to wring out his trousers, and we all fell about laughing. Even Robert raised a smile so at least it proved that we hadn’t entirely lost our sense of humour. Once the clamour had subsided I broached a suggestion.
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