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About the Book

Laura Starling, now wealthy and successful, has survived a bitter past. She fled from a tyrannical mother into the clutches of a sadistic man. She endured poverty, fear and pain. Then along came Ben Starling, older, wiser, who smoothed her path and gave her love and security.

But now Ben has become a stranger who has slipped beyond her reach. As her stability threatens to disintegrate once more, a thin, waif-like girl from Liverpool thrusts her way into Laura’s life – a girl who is to prove a link with the past. But no one can help Laura make the decisions that will alter the course of her existence. As the September starlings gather, Laura realises she must take courage and forge her own future.
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Author’s Note

There are two real people in this book – Danielle McGregor and Kevin McCann. I ‘stood in’ for Laura Starling and asked the questions Laura might have asked. I thank Kevin for his poetry, especially for ‘The Trouble with Wings’, and Danielle for allowing me to read her work on Sachsenhausen. Without the support of people like these two, writing would not be such a joy.


Part One


Chapter One

The water dances, seems lighter than the soft breath of air that fans my cheek, brighter than the lofty dome of sky. I bite my lip, force back a tide of emotion too mixed to be identified. The fear has gone, has left me cold and bare. The fear has been my closest companion for many months and I cannot imagine how I shall live without its presence. Like an old toothache, it became my familiar, a nagging, complaining escort.

The village of Barr Bridge is smaller, shabbier than the image I brought with me this morning. When I was ten, the bridge across this stream was wider, stronger, a substantial part of my existence. Now, my eyes reach high above the pitted and corroded rails, while two adult strides can almost cover the meagre span. Middle age has come to me and I have carried it to a place that was always old. Yes, I have come here to remember, to collect my thoughts.

I fell in once. We were throwing things over the sides, through the bars and into the happy brook. It still giggles and gurgles, prances hysterically over time-slicked stones, celebrates its own prettiness as it splashes and splits into prisms of pure joy. For what reason? How brief its self-laudatory pleasure will be! There is water in my eyes, a wetness whose salt pricks like onion-tears. Do I feel pity for this tiny ribbon of stream, do I mourn already for the reach it will become as it makes its merry way to town?

Anne called to me. ‘You’ll fall in, Laura!’

‘I don’t care.’ And I really didn’t care. In the first decade of a child’s life, safety does not sit high on the agenda. ‘My paper boat will get through before yours does,’ was my rash response. I hung from the bridge in the manner of a trapeze clown who purposely courts disaster so that an audience might be amused. It was a long way down and I took an age to meet the water. The cold thrill of it snatched my breath away, but the spasm of terror that was almost pleasurable was wrenched from me and I felt no more. She dragged me out, heaved my waterlogged body up among the reeds. I was wakening, becoming aware, yet she screamed wonderfully at the sight of my torn and bleeding forehead.

She loved me, loves me still, continues to worry about her wayward cousin. My hand raises itself until it finds the scar, a small and crescent-shaped blemish that hides coyly beneath the hairline. Anne, too, has a scar, larger than mine, a silver blemish on her lovely face. Her mark was made by a man whose name I seek to forget, though it is hard to erase from memory the creature who shaped my young adult life.

I am here for a reason, have followed my instincts to this bridge. Did I come just to remember a summer day in 1950? Do I want to hear my mother’s voice again? ‘You’ve ruined that frock,’ she snapped. There were sutures in her daughter’s face, yet she worried more about ripped stitches in two yards of gingham. And yes, the socks were new and spoilt.

A flash of silver catches my eye as a small fish is swept along towards its doom. The stream bustles on, displays that familiar, manic glee as it plumes over the sloping bed to dash thoughtlessly into the future. Just as I did. This carefree babble knows nothing of its fate, is blissfully unaware of its destination. If it knew what was in store, would it defy nature and gravity, would it stop and turn back? I didn’t. I just kept going, was as stubborn and stupid as Barr Brook. Down there, in the town of Bolton, the stream’s beauty will die, turning first to pewter, then to a stinking foam of bleach and effluent. Won’t it? Does it happen, is there a bleachworks, is cotton still spun here in 1992?

I had no more sense than this blind waterway. Although I could reason, could listen to advice, I bumbled and blundered along into my own premature decay. With this place, I have an affinity.

I turn and look at the village, just one street of cottages with an ‘everything’ shop at its centre and a pub at the base of the slope. Like the stream, Barr Bridge totters down the hill, each house leaning on its neighbour, the whole lot depending for support on the Black Horse. The Black Horse has not stood still, though. It has moved on, has become an eating place for Sunday families. There is tarmac at the back, a grey surface sectioned by thick white lines where cars can be stabled to recover after the climb from town. Rustic tables and benches front the pub, red and white umbrellas advertise vermouth, spread their gores above the seating area. Progress. They probably have prawn cocktails, chicken-in-a-basket, Black Forest gateau, foreign cheeses. There’ll be quiz nights, folk music groups, theme parties.

I walk across the cobbles, stand on the narrow pavement. These flags have shrunk – I recall that they were huge and uneven. Steps punctuate the path, but they are no longer steep. I lived here through my teenage years, when I was fully grown, returned as a mother for temporary stays, yet I still see this village with the vision of a child. It is true, then, that we remember in patches, that our minds leap about and settle where they will. Although I reached my present height at the age of fourteen, I keep Barr Bridge firmly in the ‘childhood’ compartment of my memory.

The inner doors of the Black Horse have not been renewed. The brewery has kept the coloured glass, though one small section has been repaired, replaced by a pane of thick, plain frost. Twin brass handles do not shine, but they are comfortingly familiar. I will hold this in my mind, because the rest of the place will be altered past recognition.

There is a deep-piled carpet of red and gold stretching its garish opulence right up to the bar. I smile. We used to run in here for dares, used to take pennies from evening domino players whose days were spent tilling the land and tending animals. They never told our mothers, never brought trouble on our heads. Anne and I were probably a part of their fun, something to take minds off a difficult calving or a broken fence.

The bar is the same, chunky, solid, hewn from a dark red wood that boasts a beeswax sheen. A small blackboard at one side announces PUB GRUB, and a glass case houses sandwiches, pork pies, pasties, a few ploughman’s lunches. The tables are various, some square, some circular. A huge painting of a black horse occupies the upper half of a wall, the animal’s stance reminiscent of an advertisement for one of the bigger banks.

The place is empty save for one very small old lady who crouches over a glass of flat amber fluid, possibly cider. The landlord emerges from a door marked PRIVATE. ‘Can I help you?’ he asks. He is young, agile, wears tracksuit bottoms and colourful training shoes. Once behind the bar, he is smart in the white polo-necked jersey, displays manicured nails and two gold rings. ‘A tomato juice,’ I answer finally. Who will come and eat all his food? The unmistakeable smell of Lancashire hotpot has followed him through from the PRIVATE rooms. ‘And a cheese sandwich,’ I add, worrying about his profits.

He serves me, is deft with the steel tongs as he removes my food from the case. ‘One pound forty,’ he states dispassionately. No need to concern myself about him, then. It’s a small sandwich with a large mark-up, so he’ll doubtless survive. ‘Anything else?’ His mouth tweaks, promises a smile, does not deliver.

‘No, thank you.’ I take plate, glass and change, decide on a whim to linger. Each New Year, I promise myself that there will be no more whims, yet I continue erratic, impulsive. ‘I used to live here.’ Why am I talking to this sullen young man? ‘My father was John McNally.’

At last, a stiff and rather professional smile. He reaches out a hand, waits until I have deposited my lunch on the counter. The grip is firm. My sapphire and diamond cluster has twisted, cuts into an inch of the adjacent finger. I struggle against the urge to flinch and draw away. ‘Charles Roe.’ His tone is clipped, especially when he spits out the ‘Charles’. I would wager a small fortune that few have dared to call this man Charlie. ‘Your father did Barr Bridge a lot of good, Mrs … er …’

‘Starling. Laura Starling.’ I win back my hand, feel the blood as it stings its way back into crushed digits. ‘I’ve just come to have a look at the old place.’

The arms fold themselves, while the dark head nods pensively. ‘This village would have died off but for McNally’s. Do you have anything to do with McNally’s these days?’

‘No. My mother is the major shareholder.’

He whistles. ‘She’ll be worth a bob or two, then.’

I am used to Lancashire bluntness, but this man is more calculating than the usual Bolton lad. ‘I wouldn’t know.’

He is staring at me, the cold marble gaze seeming to cut my soul. Barr Bridge remembers me, then, has engraved me into its folklore. I was the one who ran away, who turned her back on a comfortable life, disappointed her mother, broke her father’s heart … ‘Where are you living these days?’

‘In Crosby.’

‘Liverpool?’

‘That’s right.’

He leans closer. ‘Your mam?’

‘She lives in Crosby too.’

Snow-white incisors bite the lower lip for a split second. ‘Does she live with—’

‘No. She has a retirement apartment.’ He is annoying me. I should not have begun this conversation, am beginning to lose patience with myself. ‘I’ll sit down now.’

My table faces the rear of the building. The geriatric car I have named Elsie is cooling off just outside the back door – I can see her right-hand headlight fixed on me like another calculating stare. To the right of the main bar, a large extension of glass and wood crawls further down the hill. A NO SMOKING sign sits over the entrance to this pine-clad dining area. The cloths are white and crisp. Some quiet music escapes from the smokeless zone, creeps across the bar and into my ears. It is ‘nothing’ music, the sort that lulls its victims into a comatose state. With their senses dulled to the point of paralysis, the Black Horse customers no doubt pay inflated prices without too much thought.

Mr Henderson used to sit here, at a longer table. Five or six of his cronies would join him, each with a pint glass in one hand and some small change in the other. Brows would furrow beneath caps whose peaks were pulled low as shields for giveaway facial expressions. Poker-physogs, these old men used to have, though Anne and I called them domino-sulks. Sometimes, when the game was really vicious, my cousin Anne and I would stand unnoticed for minutes, our breath held tight in our young chests as we watched the silent fighting. A domino would tap sharply to announce a pass. Mr Henderson always cleared his throat before placing a tile on the ale-stained wood. Sometimes, the quiet was broken by an angry shout. ‘’Ow long ’as tha ’ad yon three, Bert Entwistle? ’As tha just picked it up? On’y yer passed afore till tha got a double. Nay, I’m not sayin’ tha’s cheatin’. ’Appen it were a mistake. Sit thee down, no need to jump off th’ ’orse, its nobbut a game.’

I can hear them now. If I close my eyes and breathe in the smell of stale beer, I can be a child again. Halfway up the slope, Auntie Maisie will be baking bread. Boys from the little school will be chasing about, running after wooden hoops or chasing a rubber tyre. Inside the school, Miss Armitage is no doubt picking at her lunch, two fish-paste sandwiches with the crusts cut off, an apple, a piece of white, crumbly Lancashire cheese. She has a secret. Anne and I are sure that she has a secret.

Doors slam, bring me back to the here and now. The car-park is filling up and some men have entered by the back door. McNally’s. That’s how the landlord makes his profits, then. I have a sensitive nose and, even from this distance, I can pick up that slight liquorice scent. While Father’s patent medicines were in various stages of development, the smell of liquorice often clung to coats and shirts, used to enter our house with him. Mother tried to wash it out of clothes, but it was a stubborn odour, a comforting one. This is my father’s empire. He is now a pile of dust in the ground, yet he still lingers here, on the farm he bought for a pittance after the war. These men and women who stand at the bar with their Kalibers and lemonade spritzers are the children of John McNally. They are not of his loins, but they are born of his brain.

I must go outside. The landlord is leering in my direction, pointing me out with a brown, beringed finger. Old McNally’s daughter has come home, perhaps she’s wanting some power, a say in the running of the factory. Maybe she’s regretting that hasty exit with … what was his name, now? Did she marry him? Will you go and talk to her, Doreen, it’ll come better from a woman. I imagine the gist of their talk, flee outside before I can be accosted by a Doreen out of quality control, a Rita from the packing department.

When I stand on the pavement again, the old woman who was drinking cider is waiting for me. In my hand, I carry the remnants of a dry cheese sandwich. I break it, scatter it for the birds. She has fixed her gaze on me, is boring through me with her eyes.

‘I know you.’ The rusty tone is quiet, yet accusatory.

‘I lived here. A long time ago.’

She coughs and extends a yellow claw in my direction. ‘Laura. Is it Laura?’

‘Yes.’ I need to be alone, must find out why I have come here. It’s hard to work out the answers when the questions are still a mystery.

‘Laura.’ The two syllables drift out of her mouth, then the lips clamp themselves tightly while the ancient crone considers me. ‘Laura,’ she repeats at last. ‘McNally.’ She congratulates herself, straightens the drooping shoulders. ‘Anne Turnbull was your cousin. She went on to university and became a solicitor. I was so proud of her.’ A grin bares dentures that are as jaundiced as the fingernails. ‘What did you do with yourself?’

‘Nothing.’ Who the hell is she?

The mouth is sucked inward again, works in an infantile fashion that seems to be a part of growing senile. ‘You must have done something. We all do something, you know. I was your teacher and you loved my stories. I remember how your face would light up when I opened the book.’

Oh no, this woman is older than God! When I was ten, she must have been nearing thirty. She wore romantic blouses and a hopeful expression, always had a cameo pinned to the lace-trimmed neckline. Five blouses, she had – white, cream, blue, mauve and pale pink. If we were uncertain of the day, we needed only to look at Teacher’s blouse, because her life had a rhythm that defied interruption. To this very day, I remember that Monday meant blue. Her skirts were either navy or grey, always long. When the ‘New Look’ came in, Miss Armitage was suddenly fashionable with her just-above-the-ankle clothes. Anne and I would whisper behind our sum books. ‘Do you think he died in the war?’ And, ‘Someone will come to marry her, because she is so beautiful.’

She is no longer lovely, looks older than her years, which probably number seventy, perhaps seventy-three. ‘Miss Armitage.’ I reach out and touch a frail shoulder. There is no substance here, no discernible bone in the flesh. If I press hard, she will crumble like an autumn leaf – no – more like a leaf from a withered and unread tome of ancient poetry in some dead, forgotten language. ‘How are you?’ I manage.

‘I am very old and very tired, but I hang on just to make a thorough nuisance of myself.’ The beady eyes are keen, do not match the rest of the picture. ‘The pension pays my rent, buys me a glass of cider on a Friday.’ The eyelids droop as she rakes my body with a stare that almost makes me shiver. ‘Come into the house.’ She turns, stumbles on, knows that a child from her class would never presume to disobey. I am fifty-two, yet I follow as meekly as a mindless sheep.

The cottage has a sitting room and a kitchen on the ground floor. Stairs rise out of a corner of the front room, but there is a bed here, in an alcove to the left of a tiled grate. She lowers her frailty into a padded rocker. ‘Can’t get upstairs any longer. They come once a week, carry me to the bathroom and give me a lick and a promise. Thank goodness the landlord didn’t demolish the outside lavatory, or I would now be totally robbed of my dignity.’

There’s another seat, a squarish armchair upholstered in a linen-effect cloth whose pattern consists of roses in improbable shades of pink and fuchsia. I sink into it, study the room. There are prints of flowers with plain wooden frames, some certificates, a sepia photograph of a child with its parents. On the beige mantelpiece, between two candlesticks of heavy brass, sits a young man in an RAF uniform. Above his head hangs a scroll whose mount is plainly home-made, just a sheet of glass and passepartout. I know instantly that Miss Armitage has managed this herself, that few have been allowed to handle the item.

I check myself, curse my own rudeness, open my mouth to speak. But she is sleeping, has fallen into that deep slumber which is reserved only for the very young and for the ageing. Her jaw sags, while the ill-fitting upper denture rests on her tongue. In the hearth sits a rack containing three short-stemmed pipes, but there is no man here. And these are ladies’ pipes – I saw them on sale in Devon many years ago. Miss Armitage has, it seems, discovered tobacco rather late in life. The stains on her teeth are caused by pipe-sucking, then. The pipe is her pacifier, her security blanket.

So, forty-odd years on, I have seen Miss Armitage’s secret. The mantel is like an altar with the photograph as its centrepiece. Some tired violets sit to one side of the young airman, while a pale silk rose fills another small gap. Beribboned medals lie flat among the flowers, while twin steel cufflinks squat in a saucer, their oval surfaces displaying a worn crest. A matching tiepin skulks behind them and I cannot bear her pain, her loss. Was this her brother? No. A dead brother might be kept upstairs in a drawer, but only a lover would merit long years of naked devotion.

‘He’s dead now.’ The false teeth click as she speaks. Does she know that she has been sleeping?

‘I … presumed that he was dead.’

She nods. ‘Last year. After I lost him, I too became infirm. They talked about me, you know. After all, I brought him here in the sixties, didn’t marry him. They realized eventually that I was fit to continue as a teacher in spite of my loose morals.’ The irises glisten wetly. ‘And they even helped, came into the house while I was in class, bathed him, took him for little walks. Bless them, bless them all.’

My memory stirs, tries to speak to me. Yes, there was talk, but I was too busy with my own problems, too caught up in trying to keep one step in front of my biggest mistake. Auntie Maisie spoke about a man, and I didn’t listen. But I must say something now. ‘So … he didn’t die in the war?’

She shrugs and I hear a bone grating and creaking. The woman has wasted almost to nothing, so her skeleton must be wearing away too, leaving her bones brittle and fine. ‘The war killed him. For over ten years, he stayed in a hospital for ex-servicemen. When the hospital was closed, the authorities wanted to move Richard to a psychiatric unit. His father was dead and his mother was ill, so I brought him to live with me. I could not have allowed him to go into an asylum.’

I swallow audibly. ‘Was he difficult?’

‘Not with me, not with the Barr Bridgers. He was at home, you see. I was the only person he remembered well. When I explained to him that I would need to continue working, he accepted the kind people who replaced me during school hours. At the end of a couple of years, we even managed to throw out the sedatives.’ The small head lifts itself proudly, causing the bundled hair to loosen at the base of her skull. The bun wobbles, threatens to break free, settles like the ill-placed nest of some hasty bird.

Does she want me to ask? If I do ask, she might become upset. If I change the subject, then I might be accused of coldness. ‘What happened to him, Miss Armitage? If it’s too painful, don’t talk about it.’

She sighs heavily, blinks a few times. ‘Richard was a rear gunner. His plane went down and the rest of the crew died, they were all burnt to death. Over the years, in his darker moments, he could hear them screaming. The plane was low when he jumped – or so I was told by those whose fighters survived the mission. The Germans got him and his wounds were treated after a fashion.’ She halts, fingers a crocheted armrest. ‘A bump on the head, you see. Some of his brain died. He was judged to be so deranged that he was not imprisoned in the normal sense. The Nazis placed him in a mental hospital in Poland. No-one spoke English and most of the patients were probably beyond communication in any language.’ She leans back, closes her eyes.

‘And he stayed there till the end of the war?’ I ask.

‘Longer than that, my dear. He seldom spoke, you see. In 1947, a Polish doctor recognized that Richard’s few words were in English, so he was brought home and put into the veterans’ hospital. Somehow, his story was pieced together and he was reunited with his mother. But she could not have managed him. When she told me the details, I went immediately to visit him. And he knew me, responded to me. Laura, I could not have allowed them to put him behind bars again. We were engaged to be married, but that was not to be.’

‘No.’

The blue eyes are wide again. ‘We had some happy years. Not as man and wife, you understand. It was like having a child of my own, someone who depended on me for almost everything. Then, when I retired, we were together all the time.’

‘I’m so sorry, Miss Armitage.’

‘Don’t pity me. My life has not been wasted, Laura. I taught many children, gave them a good start. There would have been no other man for me. At least I got back what was left of him, was able to cater for his needs.’

This is all too much for me. I am so near to her – my recent experience mirrors hers too closely. After a few garbled words about being excused, I dash up the steep and narrow stairs, find myself in a bathroom whose area has been stolen from the rear bedroom. Everything is pink. Although the house is rented, she has probably renovated it herself, has chosen warm and hopeful colours. Clusters of carnations spill down the walls until they meet rose-hued tiles. The bath, the washbasin, the lavatory are all pink, but the fitted carpet is a plain burgundy to match the towels. It is all so clean. They look after her, then.

With my face still damp after a cold wash, I stand on the landing, hear the clatter of teacups. His door is open. Blue and white striped pyjamas are folded on a candlewick bedspread. Brown slippers stand on a mat beside the bed. On a pine chest, shaving instruments are laid out next to a man’s handleless hairbrush. I am reminded of a piece I read years ago, something like, ‘I am not dead, I am just in the next room.’

The handle to the front bedroom creaks as I push the door wide. It’s all peach and cream in here. Over the space where her bed used to stand, there is another photograph of Richard, but she is with him this time. They hold their hands towards the camera, fingers intertwined so that her tiny engagement ring will show. And I am crying now, weeping for the gentle soul who bathed my scraped knee, comforted me when Mother’s cruelty showed on my face. Twice I had Liza McNally’s fingermarks printed crimson on my cheeks. But Mother left my face alone after Miss Armitage’s visit. From that day, I was seldom beaten, and when Mother did lash out, she made her mark where it would not show.

Richard. I touch his image, whisper his name. I did not know him, though I heard and ignored the gossip during my brief stays here. My own difficulties swamped me then, left little space for interest in the troubles of others. But I understand, oh God, I understand. Miss Armitage’s Richard has gentle eyes and a firm chin, is justifiably proud of his wife-to-be.

She calls. ‘Tea, Laura.’

I am summoned, so I descend.

She is enthroned again in her rocker, has pulled out the mismatched Doulton for me. ‘You’ve been crying.’

‘Yes.’

There are roses on the cup, bluebells on the saucer and I am shaking. Was I sent here so that I would know the question? Does she have an answer? I sip, can scarcely swallow.

‘He died in the back bedroom.’ The tone is down-to-earth, commonsensical. ‘I was with him. Would you like some cake?’

‘No. No, thank you.’

She drinks greedily, noisily. ‘What do you do for a living, Laura?’

‘I write.’

The grey head nods. ‘I should have known that. You are comfortable?’

No need for lies here. ‘I am wealthy, Miss Armitage.’

‘My name is Alice. I can see from your clothes and from your jewellery that you have done well.’

‘I married well.’

The miniature face is clouded by confusion as she remembers my flight from this village. ‘But that boy was …’

‘I married well the second time. He was a jeweller.’

She regains her composure, is glad that I gave her the opportunity to resume the perfect manners. ‘Was? Is he dead, dear?’

I shake my head. ‘He’s … he’s in a nursing home.’

‘Oh.’ There is so much wisdom in her face, and it has nothing to do with age. She was always wise, always sensible. ‘Richard raved so. I bought the television set for him, because it seemed to soothe him. The memories were so dreadful. I should have hated for him to die when he was hearing the pilots’ screams. It was important that he should go in peace, or I might have imagined him suffering that terrible nightmare for all eternity. Are you sure about the cake, Laura?’

I nod. She is telling me something and I am impatient to hear the end of her message.

‘Then I shall eat it. The old are allowed to be gluttonous.’ She bites, chews, gulps, swills down the residue with a draught of tea. ‘He is older than you?’

‘Yes.’

Her cup clatters in its ill-fitting saucer. She probably uses a mug when she has no visitors. ‘Coronation Street tonight,’ she states. ‘I do enjoy that programme. Richard liked it. He died on a Monday, just before News at Ten. Though it hasn’t been the same since Hilda left. The Street, I mean. Don’t worry, this isn’t quite dementia. I’ve always been a scatterbrain.’ She sniffs, nods her head repeatedly, reminds me of Katherine Hepburn in that Golden Pond film.

I know all about dementia … ‘And he was peaceful?’

‘Oh, yes.’ She is staring again, is pushing her knowledge into my head. Her next words come in a whisper. ‘There is the Maker in all of us, a little piece of the Lord. He tells us what is best, Laura. God guides our hand when the time comes.’

The breath catches in my throat. ‘Did you …?’

‘Did I what?’

The clock’s ticking is metallic and harsh. There are no words on my tongue and I feel weak, stupid. Who or what sent me here? Which entity planned that I should meet this old woman, drink tea with her, watch the dentures wobbling about as she stuffs herself with angel cake?

‘I am terminally ill,’ she says softly. ‘At this great age, most of us are knocking on death’s door. But I’ve a definite and specific condition. The diagnosis was made on the Friday.’ She pauses, drags a dry, age-weathered hand across her mouth. ‘And Richard passed away three days later. Just before the ten o’clock news.’

‘Alice?’

‘Yes, dear?’

‘Are you suffering?’

Her smile is bright and brave. ‘No, I’m just dying an inch at a time. I’ve no regrets, Laura, none at all. Will you wash the dishes for me?’

‘Of course.’ I stand, lift the tray. ‘Thank you.’

The kitchen is tiny. In the parlance of today’s estate agents, it might well be a ‘galley type’ or a ‘kitchenette’. There’s a porcelain sink, a gas cooker, a 1950s-style unit with glass doors in the top, two shallow drawers, a letdown centre cupboard, two further drawers, then a couple of cupboards at the base. Tomato plants flourish on the tiny sill next to a miniature brown, blue and cream teapot with DEVON announced on its belly. Home-made recipe books are propped on a shelf, their covers made from school drawing paper, yellow, purple, fading magenta. There’s a rack of pans, a kettle whose whistle has been lost, an aged toaster, a colander on a hook. So clean, so poor.

Her garden is long and narrow, is not suffering. Someone has cut the grass, weeded the borders. No, she is not poor. They come and look after her, keep up her standards, love her for educating their families. This lovely lady is rich beyond measure and deservedly so.

‘Many of them have gone, moved on.’ She is behind me, reading my mind. ‘The cottages are mostly sold, bought by first-time buyers with babies and cars. But the farms have been handed down, you know. It’s the farmers who look after me. I miss your aunt.’

‘So do I.’ Auntie Maisie Turnbull was a wonderful woman, a giver of love. She was the only real mother I ever knew. ‘Anne’s living in Bromley Cross.’

‘She sends me flowers and plants, ruins me.’ There’s a catch in her voice and she covers it with a quiet cough. ‘And she takes me to her home at Christmas. She never married and that’s a pity, because she would have made an excellent mother. Have you kept in touch with her?’

I smile grimly. ‘Oh, yes.’ Without Anne, I would have been insane years ago. Anne does not discuss me, has not shared my troubles with Miss Armitage. Like her mother, Anne is caring, trustworthy.

Alice Armitage walks back into the sitting room, shuffles as she goes. ‘He might have lingered for a while longer,’ she mutters quietly. ‘But I was unable to calculate my own span. Perhaps it was all for the best.’

I replace the Doulton, pile it carefully into the top of the unit where a mixture of china gathers in happy confusion. Did she help him on his way? Did she?

She is tired, has placed herself in the armchair. ‘Is this jeweller husband of yours going to get better?’

Ben’s face leaps into my mind. ‘No.’ I bite back an unexpected sob. ‘He suffers. Like … Richard did.’

She smiles sweetly. ‘God is good. Be His messenger.’

Again, she is asleep. I creep from the house, tiptoe past the window, have almost reached the Black Horse before I breathe normally. Something is working in a mysterious way today. Questions, answers, an old woman who drinks flat cider and smokes a pipe.

I shall not go up to McNally’s, because my father is not there. But I’ll visit his grave, drive through Bolton, head for home on the M62. In Crosby, I shall rest until the morning, then the future will begin. But first, I shall wade through my past, look through the pages of my life and try to make some sense of it.

They’ve done things to my town. I always feel proprietorial about Bolton, wonder why I haven’t been consulted by developers. How dare they tart up the old Market Hall, get rid of the Palais de Danse, stick a fast-food place just yards from the Victoria Hall? I can’t drive through the main square, as it’s been pedestrianized, but I can see the clock. When my insecurity showed, Dad used to say, ‘Laurie-child, I’ll leave you when the Town Hall clock strikes thirteen.’ It never did strike more than twelve, but my sweet father went softly into his own night.

I’m going to my other home now. And I’m going to write everything on bits of paper. Elsie grinds her gears up Derby Street’s slope, seems to be in a temper since I changed my mind about the motorway. This is the old route to Liverpool – St Helen’s Road, Atherton, Leigh, Lowton, East Lancs Road. When this long stretch was laid, families used to come and picnic on the verge. Watching the great road coming to life was easily as much fun as sitting in a picture house.

We take so much for granted, refuse to take the world seriously. Wars on TV, real wars with real victims. And we fail to notice because our senses have been dulled by over-indulgence in passive pleasures. I have just been cured of a disease that would have seen me off ten years ago, yet I sing no songs, fly no flags. Somewhere inside, I’m relieved to be alive, yet I feel nothing except the worry about my husband, my Ben. Perhaps I’m like the rest, then, all Barclaycard and Big Macs, no effort, no gratitude, no wonderment. Oh no, I tell myself firmly. If Ben could be cured, I’d be dancing on air to celebrate a double reprieve.

I am in Merseyside now, driving past Kirkby with its tower blocks filled with displaced persons who used to have a real life in a wonderful city. Again, we didn’t scream our displeasure when Liverpool lost its soul.

Anyway, I’m all right, Jack, should be happy, relieved, shouldn’t be thinking all these morbid thoughts. Was the fear my prop? Did my illness sustain me, allow me to be justifiably self-centred?

Now, I have to face it all. I have a fresh start with a mended body and a healed mind. Not many people get a second chance, an extra stab at life. A lot to think about now. There’s Mother, Ben, my children, the activity I laughingly call my career. Time has been given back to me. And time is the most precious gift of all.

I must use it and use it well.


Chapter Two

I am forced to sleep alone these nights, and I miss his arms, his breath in my hair, even the snoring I once recorded for him on a thirty-minute cassette, a din that might have registered high on the Richter scale. He laughed, of course. Laughed, stroked his chin thoughtfully, chased me round the kitchen and, armed with a wooden spoon engraved with the legend A SOUVENIR OF SKEGNESS, threatened me with GBH. I love him so much. If I love him so much, then why can’t I bestir myself on his behalf, why don’t I keep him with me and …? Yes, Dr Ashby, I heard you all right. Even now, your dulcet tones echo in my lughole. ‘The treatment has taken a lot out of you, Mrs Starling. An all-clear doesn’t mean you can pick up a broom and start sweeping the world’s problems into a neat pile.’ Bloody doctors. They carry on as if every last one of them is an emissary from God.

Benjamin Starling is here in this house, so I must not let the bubble of self-centred guilt rise up. I must go and see to his breakfast, paint on a smile, be happy. Yes, I’ll do all that in a minute.

We had our honeymoon in Skegness, bundled the children into the car, deposited them at Anne’s house, then went off to find a boarding house on the other side of the Pennines. It took a while to pick out the right place. People must have thought us weird, because we pressed our noses against a dozen windows before we found what we wanted. She stood in the hallway of the Shoreside Haven, wrap-around pinnie, arms folded, a turbaned scarf failing to hide the curlers. Mrs Hyatt was her name. She was terrifying, of a breed that had begun to die out in Blackpool.

Ben was courteous, as always. He wanted a double room for six nights, plus full board with HP Sauce, the Daily Mirror and a gingham tablecloth. She didn’t do papers. ‘I don’t do papers,’ the dinosaur said.

‘This isn’t the Park Lane,’ I advised him gently.

‘Then I shall manage without my newspaper,’ he said gravely.

His humour was infectious, virulent. The bed did not squeak, so he loosened a few springs, tested the tone until he achieved what he chose to identify as middle C. According to him, ‘Air On A Bed Spring’ should be played on everyone’s wedding night. The next day, my disgraceful husband sat for two whole hours on the beach in a string vest, knee-length swimming trunks, flippers. And he wore a knotted handkerchief on his head. He was getting into the swing of it, he said, was becoming a comic figure from a postcard. Skegness was not ready for him, had become too sedate. But I was not sedate and I was ready for that lovely man.

This bed is vast, king-sized. Entombed in its barren acres, I miss the squeaks and I feel like a pea on a drum, a pimple on the moon’s cold surface. Perhaps I should buy another, a single bed for a single woman. No, I’ll never be single in Benaura. What a name that is! He manufactured it, of course, took one syllable from Benjamin, two from Laura. ‘It’s daft,’ I said. He had prepared an answer. For him, it almost translated into ‘bene’ and ‘atmosphere’, implying that our house is surrounded by a halo of goodness. Has it been extinguished, then? Ben, Ben, my poor, sweet, gentle man.

As soon as the curtains are opened, I smell rain and feel the wind rushing across the creaking leaded window. Weather can be shut out now by a second sheet of plain glazing, costly interior panes supplied by some company in Speke. The rep did not understand my desire to hold on to the frail lights, but I studiously resisted his photographs of patio doors in pale-brick dormer bungalows, of square pebble-dashed semis with sturdy plastic bays that were ‘a dead ringer for mahogany’.

After a quick wash in the en suite so-called master bathroom, I make up my face. Sometimes, when he isn’t here, I loll about in Jodie’s old cast-offs, frayed jeans, long sweaters that almost cover my knees, then ankle boots or, if the climate is friendly, those thonged sandals called Jesus-wellies. But today, I pat my face dry, apply moisturizing foundation, blusher, lipstick, a greyish shadow that emphasizes my irises, still clear and blue after fifty-odd years. The ‘odd’ doesn’t matter – half a century is enough, a reasonable number at which to stop counting.

I have kept my hair long, because Ben loves flowing tresses on a woman. All the fashion magazines insist that ladies of mature years should have short hair, but what do they know? The comb catches in a knot, twangs its teeth while breaking free. Perhaps those women’s weeklies are on the right track after all. Tresses is definitely the wrong word. Wires might be nearer the mark, because my hair has toughened over the years and with various treatments, some performed by an effeminate and very pleasant young man called Adrian, others delivered in a hospital and against my better judgement. Still, they saved my life, I have to admit grudgingly. But my once healthy mop has faded to a salt-and-pepper blonde that performs cruel dentistry on many a comb.

I pull on my French navy suit, a good jersey wool with a scooped neck and elbow-length sleeves. A pearl choker hides the slight creping at the throat, while a quick dab of Chanel does its best to lift my spirits. She will be here shortly. She will stand on my doorstep with her back to the sea and she will make me know my guilt, my inadequacy.

It is not my fault, I tell myself firmly, noting yet another worn patch on the stair carpet. It is a beautiful staircase with three turns and two small landings partway up. We bought the big, draughty house for its stairs and for an ill-treated fireplace in one of the living rooms. We have been kind to the fireplace, have released it from its prison of paint and Formica. My cat has not been kind to the staircase, though. He has sharpened his claws on the carpet and on some finely carved rails.

It is not my fault. A chap called Alois Alzheimer messed about with brain tissue in 1907. He left his findings and his name for posterity, so my husband suffers not from senile dementia, but from Alzheimer’s disease. I am twenty years younger than Ben and, until lately, I have been robust. But during my own recent illness, Ben has slipped even further away from reality. My sin is that I did not notice, was too wrapped up in my fear. Now, he is … he is almost gone from me. I shouldn’t have been ill. Even if I’d allowed myself an illness, I should have kept an eye on him. And the dragon’s on her way again. She will look at me and she will think that I am uncaring, self-indulgent, a feeble-minded and ageing bimbo who hides behind face powder and good clothes.

Ben is in his room. He may be sleeping, may be rambling. Worse by far than the confusion are those rare moments of clarity when his eyes blaze triumphantly and he knows me. ‘Laura,’ he says. ‘I do love you.’ Inside, I bleed for the man I adore, for the stranger who had five decades apart from me, before me. I arrived late in the life of Benjamin Charles Starling and we have not discussed our separate pasts. Instead of reminiscing and indulging in unsavoury anecdotes, we made a pact, threw ourselves into what was probably a near-perfect marriage, total trust, abiding love and close friendship. Dear God, help me to bear this sorrow, broaden my shoulders and dry my stupid female eyes. This is a Sunday, but You are here, not just in churches where people bend and scrape and show off a new hat.

The kettle whispers, simmers, bubbles and boils. I brew his tea thick and strong, using loose tea from the tin marked YORKSHIRE. No perforated bag for Ben, just honest-to-goodness leaves, one sugar and a splash of milk. I think he must have lived for a while in Leeds or Halifax or somewhere over the Pennines, this wonderful man whose English is too perfect. Tea mashed and stewed the Yorkshire way has been his favourite beverage.

Handel eyes me lugubriously, whiskers to attention as he waits for his dollop of catfood. Cats are supposed to be friendly when hungry, but he remains cool, offhand, paralysed by laziness. A psychologist once told me that laziness does not exist, that those who sit and wait for life to happen are suffering from lack of motivation. He never met my cat. I feed the monster, toss a bone outside for his partner in crime, a big soft dog who makes the mistake of loving and trusting all humans. The psychologist never met him, either.

The sea is wind-tossed, angry waves vying for position as the tide forces its urgent way up the Mersey’s throat. The Vikings landed here, settled in Crosby, Thornton, Blundellsands. Had they arrived today, those ridiculous horned helmets might have provided some protection from elements whose anger is far from decorous, certainly unjustified. The holiday season, and the beach is as empty as Anfield when the lads are playing away. The Vikings might cheer things up a bit – even a bit of pillage would break the monotony. It could be reported in the Crosby Herald – ‘HORNED MAN BREAKS INTO LIFEBOAT STATION, STEALS PETTY CASH’. That would make a change from the usual shoplifting. The porridge is ready, the tray is set. I place a yellow rose in a narrow glass. On my second wedding day, I carried yellow roses.

For twenty-one years, I have asked no questions. Now, as I ponder and worry my way through lonely nights, I accept that there can be no complete answers. He is a good man. His illness makes him no less a person, though I allowed myself to be considerably diminished by a disorder from which I emerged intact. So I am now less than I was. Dr Ashby echoes again in my head. ‘You have not failed! Whatever you’d done, he would have deteriorated. And you’ve been ill, girl.’ Dr Ashby has no idea. Ben saved me years ago, took my life in his hands and held it like a piece of porcelain, protected me from all harm. And when he needed me, I was not here for him.

Why didn’t I ask? Now, I find myself wondering constantly, dwelling on the subject of Ben’s beginnings. Where did he come from, this foreigner with an accent that is almost BBC circa 1950? I remember those commentators, all rounded vowels and clipped consonants, have read the famous stories of dress suits and bow ties for men, elegant dresses and straight seams in fully-fashioned stockings for ‘ladies’ who talked on the wireless. Yet Ben has failed, but only just, to reach Home Service standards. Each syllable of Ben’s is awarded almost equal stress, so he is probably European. I have been touched to the point of tears by his need to belong in this, his chosen country. If any of our friends has noticed Ben’s quaint speech, then he or she has held back query and opinion, just as I have. There was something in my husband’s eyes, a look that seemed to beg, ‘Don’t ask.’

She rings the doorbell, and I dash like a timid schoolgirl who is late for registration. Running makes me breathless, reminds me of my weakness. Slowly, slowly, the doctors said. I press my palms flat against the door, breathe deeply through my nose, exhale through my mouth. I am recovering, convalescing after surgery, emerging from a breakdown that was ghastly. I don’t know which was worse – the physical pain or the emotional collapse. But I won’t panic. And I won’t panic about nearly panicking just a moment ago. I’m in charge, coping.

I open the door. A dark grey raincoat is unbuttoned over a dress of royal blue whose seams have faded beneath the weight of an assiduous iron. A badge proclaims her status, announces to the world that she is a fully-fledged nursing sister. On her rigid bosom, an upside-down watch dithers in time with her asthmatic respiration. ‘Cold,’ she mutters.

The tang of heavy smoking hangs around her. She must take the inhalations without using her hands, because the fags have stained her moustache a darker yellow on the left side. Yes, I can imagine her labouring over a patient, filter-tip clenched between nicotined incisors. ‘Not exactly summery,’ I reply. ‘Shame about those on holiday in Southport.’

‘Never had time for holidays, myself,’ she announces, her tone harsh. ‘All you get from holidays is sore skin and a pile of rubbishy photos. Waste of effort and money.’

God, what I’d give for a fortnight in the Bahamas among healthy, strong people … Selfish again. She thinks I’ve been having a beano, dashing round and socializing while my husband languishes. ‘I had to go away, Nurse Jenkinson. It was unavoidable – business, you see.’

She grunts, runs her muddy eyes over my thinning body. ‘What you need is a good dose of vitamins and three squares a day.’

‘Yes.’ I am meek again, and the meekness infuriates me.

She passes me, jabs her brolly into the stand as if impaling an opponent on a skewer. ‘Is he awake?’

‘Yes. I’ve just made his breakfast. It’s on the tray in the kitchen.’

She makes a great business of looking at her watch, long-sightedness forcing her to narrow the strange green eyes. ‘He needs his breakfast earlier than this, Mrs Starling. When he goes back to Heaton Lodge tomorrow, he will be out of his routine and that will cause problems.’

I pretend to study my hands, because I know that this woman resents my manicured hands. Almost every week, Adrian does what he calls ‘a French job’, managing somehow to imply naughtiness in the term. But he simply paints the nails a natural pink, then whitens their tips. ‘Ben will be here until Tuesday morning,’ I reply, trying not to gloat over the small mistake. Nurse Jenkinson is always right. Nurse Jenkinson never forgets a schedule. ‘It’s a bank holiday.’ I look straight at her. ‘And you don’t need to come tomorrow. I shall see to him.’

‘But you can’t.’ She is speaking to a fool whose mantle of bravado is clearly slipping. I have not changed a nappy since my youngest child was two years old. But the stubbornness persists. ‘I am quite capable of looking after my own husband.’

Her tongue clicks quietly as she rejects the lie. ‘I shall come tomorrow, as Mr Starling is on my list of regulars. Later, we shall decide what to do about his weekends.’

Lists. She probably makes lists for everything, probably keeps an input and output chart on her own visits to table and bathroom. ‘As you wish.’ I step aside as she claims more space in the hall, her bulky body seeming to grow as it claims its right of entrance. She removes what she calls her mac, hangs it at the bottom of the stairs. While she fetches Ben’s breakfast tray, I make a point of transferring her outer garment to the hallstand. Sometimes, I am unbearably small-minded.

She clomps her flat-footed way up the stairs and I notice how worn her shoes are, how snagged the black stockings. She is poor, gets monkey wages for taking care of people whose families have failed them, rejected them. In future, I will try to control my thoughts about her, try to appreciate her position. She runs about in an aged Metro, cleans up food and vomit, takes pulses, temperatures and abuse, washes faces and bottoms, sticks needles in sagging flesh, talks nonsense to corpses that refuse to stop breathing. Nurses have always been undervalued, though they probably save more lives than do the so-called specialists. The masters just sit and pontificate, hide behind seventeen-letter qualifications, make no effort to disguise superiority complexes big enough to make Adolf Hitler seem submissive. They wouldn’t know a bedpan from a first-class stamp. Bitterness again. They saved me and I curse them. Mind, they have ruined my hair …

I walk into the kitchen, make coffee, pick up the newspaper from the side porch which doubles as a utility room. His pyjamas are in a bucket of cold water and Napisan, trapped air making the blue striped cloth bubble upward like a beachball. He bought a beachball in Skegness. And a bucket and spade, some paper flags, those awful green flippers. During the daylight hours of our honeymoon, he entertained the children from the boarding house. ‘My castle’s better than yours,’ he would say to some indignant seven-year-old. Budding architects came to light that day. By the end of the week, the competition was fierce and all the mothers were grateful to their unexpected childminder. ‘I told you to bring Jodie and the boys,’ he said repeatedly.

‘It’s our honeymoon,’ I insisted.

He would then wear an expression that was tailored to infuriate. ‘Is it? Oh, I must have forgotten.’

He forgets almost everything these days. Almost everything … I tip the pail’s contents into a deep porcelain sink, turn the tap until the flow is torrential, watch the stains as they separate and gurgle down the drain. I am glad that I decided to preserve this part of the old kitchen, grateful for the aged sink. When the machine is programmed for a half-load, I peel off the Marigolds and retrieve the newspaper from a wicker washing basket.

I sit at the table in my beautiful newish kitchen, half-price one hot June with a portable telly thrown in. It took six months to persuade the firm to part with the television, a year to encourage its employees to fit the kitchen properly, preferably with the units actually fastened to the walls. The surfaces are pristine, a sort of imitation marble in cream and brown. Cupboards and drawers are white with fancy mouldings and brass handles. Nothing gets used, so nothing gets dirty. I cannot remember when I last cooked a proper meal in here, a real supper for more than two people.

Yes. Yes, I can remember. It started then, when we got the wobbly kitchen. Ruth and Les Edwards came. We had avocado and smoked salmon to start, lemon chicken for the main course, sorbets for pudding. Ruth was on one of her diets, as usual. She’s short and beautiful and rather round at times. Throughout the meal, we drank a cold crisp hock, then Ben drifted out to crush some ice. Whether dieting or bingeing, Ruth always indulges her passion for crème de menthe frappé. I followed him, loaded the percolator, dug deep in an unhinged cupboard for some Kenya medium and a half-empty box of After Eights.

My eyes brim with salt water as I stare at the space Ben occupied that night, the spot in front of the freezer where he stood, forehead creased, hands uncertain and dangling loose by his sides. ‘Where is it?’ he asked in a voice unlike his own.

‘The ice is usually in the top,’ I replied, still blissfully ignorant of anything amiss. Ben was … past tense again! Ben is a mimic, often disguises his voice.

‘My gun,’ he said clearly. ‘What the hell have you done with my gun?’

The ice was forgotten immediately, though I felt as if a glacier had been compressed and pushed down my throat by a giant hand. ‘Ben?’ I ventured. ‘Why do you need a gun?’ My tone became ordinary, I think, very low and steady. I might have been asking why he needed a new shirt or some clean socks.

‘They must be shot,’ he said clearly. ‘And we can use their valuables to carry on the work.’

Flesh does creep. I felt as if my spine had raised itself from my body, as if it crawled like a slow, cold snake into my hair. He was a stranger. More than that, he was almost an enemy. His eyes were dull, frozen in their sockets. The kind face was twisting itself in response to some inner fury that he had suddenly accessed, something that had lain dormant over a long period. He was not Ben. He was a man with a mission, a man anxious to defend, attack, survive.

Les came in and Ben jumped on him, leapt like a panther across the room and seized this good friend by the throat. ‘Pig,’ growled my husband. ‘Did they let you live, then? How many more, cochon? Combien?’ Ben turned his head and addressed the kitchen door. ‘Come, Ziggy. See what has crawled into the apartment.’

Les is a strong man, but was too shocked to act for at least half a minute. He looked at me, his eyes round and fear-filled, bulging as the hold on his throat tightened.

‘Stop him!’ I yelled. ‘Do what you have to do, Les.’

The violence was terrible. Ben fought, struggled, cursed in several languages as Les restrained him. After a quick glance round the door, Ruth ran screaming from the house. That was strange, I think now, because Ruth is not a screamer. I phoned for an ambulance, sat still as a gravestone while my husband was handled by blue-clad men. Les and Ruth left, followed the ambulance to Fazakerley. I stayed, listened as the coffee bubbled, inhaled the smell, came to hate the wonderful aroma of coffee. Humans are resilient, but it was some time before a percolator was used again in this kitchen.

The next day, I visited my husband, brought flowers, purple grapes and a book about birds to a normal man who kissed me, discussed the weather and pied wagtails, asked about my children. The previous night had been wiped from his memory, but I knew in my bones that the initiating buzzer was still stored in some compartment of his brain. Like a file on a computer, the information simply waited for the buttons to be pressed in a certain sequence. I was also aware that Ben was not in charge of himself. The programming was random, not controllable. Up to that point, I had never been so terrified in my life. Even when Tommo was beating me, even when I ran away to save my children, I was not conscious of such intense, almost immobilizing fear.

A babyish doctor took me on one side, his upper lip still downy, as if he had not yet begun to shave. This sad child spoke about tests, asked me to be brave, outlined the cruel and merciless symptoms of Alzheimer’s. Ben would be patchy, he said, would have good days and bad. My theory was wrong, he insisted. I was imagining that Ben had suffered some sudden return of memory, had perhaps recalled a traumatic experience that had lain dormant and had been followed by a bout of comforting amnesia. This was nothing to do with shock, the doctor said sadly. Ben was remembering things he had always known, but his decaying brain could no longer cope. If we were lucky, this sort of episode might not repeat itself for years. On the other hand …

On the other hand, my husband is upstairs being fed and cleaned by a woman whose moustache is well established, whose hands, unlike mine, are sure and steady and used to such labours. In a few minutes, I shall make some more tea. Tetley bags for her. After all, she is my husband’s mother at weekends.

The newspaper is not readable – I just look at the pictures. Wars, rumours of wars, starvation and threatened drought. Little black faces, huge eyes in masks of death. I am useless, stupid, unimportant, a failure.

She comes in, surprises me. ‘Don’t cry, Mrs Starling.’

I have not felt the tears escaping, but her words alert me to the moisture on my cheeks. ‘It’s a hard life.’ I wave a hand towards the newspaper, try a grin, but a disobedient sob escapes my custody. ‘Sorry, nurse. I’m a bit tired.’ Oh, she will hate me now. I’m just a wealthy fashion plate with a big house, a special car, painted nails and a bad attitude to duty.

She sits opposite me, uncertain because she has not liked me. Then she takes my hands in hers. The nurse’s poor fingers are red, nails bitten so low that the pads above them are swollen, look sore. ‘He’s quiet enough just now,’ she says soothingly. ‘Please try not to fret yourself, love. It’s just one of them things what happens.’ The Liverpool accent, which usually trims just the edges of her words, spreads its gushing splendour throughout the suddenly enlivened speech. ‘Me dad had this, you know. We found him down Scottie Road one night in his ’jamas, three sheets in the wind and no shoes on. No socks either. He flushed his teeth down the toilet and wouldn’t go for any new ones. It killed me mam, the way me dad was. She just keeled over one day in the butcher’s, spark out in sawdust, she was. They tried to fetch her back, but she’d given up. Don’t you be doing that. It often happens, the partner going first. Why don’t you go away for a few days, have a proper break? You like your little holidays, don’t you?’

I shake my head. The only person who knows the truth about my ‘breaks’ is Ruth Edwards, and I trust her completely. ‘I’ll go again sometime, but not just at the moment.’

Nurse Jenkinson releases my hands, props her fat elbows on the stripped-pine table. ‘Play one of your records, then.’ She has caught me cheerful once and has not forgotten. ‘You like the Beatles, don’t you? He lived near me auntie, that Ringo one. Little terraced house, gone posh now, all white paint and hanging baskets. Yanks come and take photos of it.’

The Beatles Tour. I’ve done it with my own New Jersey relatives, ‘Strawberry Fields orphanage on your left, ladies and gentlemen’, then, ‘Penny Lane, there’s the barber’s shop, sorry there’s no fire engine today.’ Another avenue, tree-lined, grass-verged, a hundred eyes feasting on the oriel bay where Lennon twanged his guitar until he got it right. But I’m in no mood for Sergeant Pepper today; the weather is too Wagnerian.

She tries again. ‘You look peaky. Take a course of vitamins.’

‘I will.’

‘And eat your greens.’

My appetite has not yet returned. That, according to Dr Ashby, is thoroughly understandable, though he insists that I try to eat a little more each day.

Nurse Jenkinson brews her own tea, changes the subject. ‘He’s talking in different languages again.’

Immediately, I am alert and defensive, yet I don’t understand this quick reaction of mine. ‘Ben is fluent in five or six languages. He’s travelled a lot.’

She sits, slurps noisily on the cup’s edge, is one of those infuriating people who tackle hot drinks from a safe and sloppy distance. ‘What are you going to do today?’ Greedy eyes fix on the biscuit jar. I nod and she pounces on an innocent custard cream. ‘There’s been no inroads made here,’ she comments, spitting crumbs on to her uniform. ‘Don’t you eat biscuits?’

‘Sometimes.’ She’s nosy, far too inquisitive for comfort. My diet is a private matter between me and myself. However, I must remember to throw out some biscuits for the birds, or this woman might make a chart for me too if the biscuit jar stays full. ‘I don’t eat much between meals,’ I say. I haven’t been eating much at all, but that’s my business. Progress is being made and that’s the important thing. Two squares of chocolate and a whole Cup-a-Soup yesterday. And that’s not bad going for someone who was drip-fed only weeks ago, who accepted virtually no nourishment during the subsequent breakdown.

She attacks a bourbon, breaks open the sandwich, scrapes pale brown incisors across the chocolate filling. ‘He likes birds, doesn’t he? That garden of yours is a real sanctuary. Nice to have an interest like that. Very nice.’

It’s more than an interest, was a consuming passion for Ben. He worked alongside the Royal Society, was one of the chosen few. Like Tiggywinkles hospital for hedgehogs, we have been a nursing home for gulls, sparrows, owls. And for many, many starlings. They are his favourite birds, and I’m sure that his surname was adopted deliberately. One owl refused to leave, returned each night and twitted about all over the place until his saviour woke and twitted back. Ben has walked on the shore with a starling in each hand, one perched on his foot. I am doing my best, but the feathered world misses Ben’s knack of communication.

‘I’ve no animals because the flat’s too small. But I like dogs and horses. Most of all, I’d like a donkey.’

She’s human after all! ‘Why a donkey?’ I ask, trying to keep the surprise out of my tone.

‘Stubborn. They’re stubborn like me. Most of my patients are bloody-minded, so I’d know how to handle a donkey. They need a rest at the end of their life, specially if they’ve been giving rides at Blackpool.’

Animals and people never fail to surprise me. The boys once kept a fifteen-foot python in the house. He used to wind his soft, kid leather length around me and flick his tongue rudely at the television, always hissed when I stroked him. Some people are so phobic that we had to hide the poor creature in the attic and pretend we’d given him away. The terrified were often men, big men whose prime urge was to kill our snake. (Ben thought the whole thing was connected with penis envy, but I wasn’t convinced.) The taller and broader the man, the bigger the terror. Two large heroes yelled, ‘Kill it, get the poker, get rid of it!’ Brave warriors, those men. They want to kill what they don’t understand, and that is how wars begin. Kill it, occupy it, devour it, subjugate it. And thus Homo sapiens makes his way towards his own destruction.

Nurse Jenkinson amazes me, reminds me of that long-dead reptile. We expected him to be vicious, were pleasantly surprised by his docility. This woman’s outer appearance belies her true self. She loves donkeys, probably loves her patients. But I, like the cowardly men I decried, judged her on her negative points.

‘You look depressed.’ She is longing for a cigarette.

‘Smoke if you want to, nurse. It doesn’t bother me – I used to smoke myself.’

She lights a Benson’s, waves the match until it gives up its spiralling ghost of blue smoke. ‘How did you stop? I’ve tried time after time, even got the new nicotine patches, but they made me itch and gave me nightmares. And I’d be twenty stone but for these.’ She waves the glowing end in my direction and my gorge rises as ash spills and scatters on the table. ‘How did you stop?’ she asks again, thick eyebrows scurrying up her face in amazement. She plainly assesses me as one who is too weak to break free from the weed.

I shrug. ‘I was frightened of being ill.’ That excuse will have to suffice, though my real reason for quitting lay in the fact that my children needed food and shoes.

She nods sagely. ‘I’m scared too, but the more I worry, the more I smoke.’ She looks me up and down. ‘The weight’s dropped off you these last three months. I reckon that suit would cover you twice.’

‘Menopause,’ I reply briskly. ‘Some get thin, some get fat.’

‘Don’t I know it. I’m like you, I never eat between meals. I wouldn’t care, only I’ve no sweet tooth.’ She remembers the biscuits, flounders. ‘I need a bit of carbohydrate of a morning, but I never finish a full meal. It’s no fun being fifty, is it?’

Being fifty was all right by me. At fifty, my body was healthy, firmer, and my husband was sane. We had our final good year, travelled through Normandy and Brittany, camped out in fields, watched the birds, marked our cards every time we saw a new one. At seventy, my husband was agile, quick on his feet, flat-bellied, demanding in bed. And even more urgent under two spread-out sleeping bags and a French navy star-spangled sky.

Nurse Jenkinson finishes her smoke, heaves herself up, crimson hands splayed on the table. ‘I’ll go now. Six o’clock, I’ll see to Mr Starling again.’

I do not follow her. She is capable of making her own way out of the house and I am feeling sluggish. Chewbacca is barking in his kennel and the cat is still staring at me. He must have hollow legs, he eats more than I do. I wait, listen as her car grumbles itself to life. Like its owner, the car is shabby and asthmatic.

Ben is in his chair, a rug across his knees. He can walk, but he chooses not to, or has forgotten a skill he learned seven decades ago in a place he has not loved. The television is on, Channel 4, something meaningful and Open University-ish. Ben stares, slack-mouthed and dribbling, at a young woman in folksy clothes that she probably made herself out of wool culled from briar-edged sheep fields. She wears owlish glasses, half a dozen earrings and an intelligent expression, discusses earnestly with an invisible interviewer the merits of paganism. I flick the tuner to BBC 1 and the hymn-singing. ‘Hello, Ben,’ I say.

He answers in code, a mixture of what sounds like Greek and Russian – something with an upside-down alphabet, anyway.

‘Speak English,’ I say.

‘Order arrived … from the top. Strawberry yoghurt,’ comes the disjointed reply.

I crouch, place myself in front of him and at his level. ‘Do you want a strawberry yoghurt?’

‘There are more.’ His mouth has tightened, looks almost normal. But the eyes are vague and I notice that a white age-ring has appeared around each hazel iris.

I use my handkerchief to mop up the saliva on his chin. ‘More of what, Ben?’

‘No shoes. We took the cow to the market and it was too thin, Mama. Has Ruth been lately?’ The face crumbles, collapses inward. ‘Laura, what is happening to me? Get me to a telephone. I must speak to them, warn them that I am … that I am not here.’ His tongue protrudes, licks the lower lip. ‘Damson wine, so sweet and strong. They are drunk, you know. My mother will not be pleased. The singing is so lovely. It is all written down. Such pretty music.’ His head droops, the chin resting on his chest. Like a young animal, he tires quickly, falls asleep easily. The end of life is so like the beginning … Is this the end? Or will he go on and on? The mild sedatives keep him quiet up to a point, yet the nightmare returns regularly, shines the cold light of misery in his eyes.

Music. He was talking just now about music. I mute the television, search the radio bands for something suitable. There’s heavy metal, then a guttural contralto followed by somebody talking rubbish – something to do with compost and roses, anyway. Perhaps I should carry the music system upstairs, or have extra speakers placed in this room. He loves Mozart, Verdi, the Ying-Tong song by Milligan and Secombe. But he’s too far gone. I’ve tried it all before, have clung to straws for months on end.

Outside in the garden, the congregation has gathered for its Sunday service. On a podium that doubles as a bird table, a lone blackbird stands, his wings not quite folded. He reminds me of a dark-gowned schoolmaster whose patience is thinning, whose arms are not quite akimbo as he wills his charges to be still and quiet.

There are starlings everywhere, sleek, oily fellows with glints of purple in their plumes. This disorganized choir shuffles and struts, beaks pretending to search the ground for food. They know, though. They know I’ll be out in a few minutes with their ‘suitable supplements’. I learned from Ben to be careful with summer feeding. Mrs Blackbird, brown and dowdy, is a floating voter. She sits on the fence, separate from everything, one eye on her bossy mate, the other on some sparrows in the apple tree.

‘Your birds are here, Ben,’ I say without turning my head. ‘They miss you, sweetheart. Woeful Wally comes back some nights, twitting and twooing outside our window. And we’ve hedgehogs, you know.’

‘Don’t give them bread, Laura.’

I swing round, capture the moment and hold it like a precious flower in my mind. I dare not move, speak, breathe.

‘Hedgehogs do not thrive on flour and yeast. Dog food, perhaps.’ He shivers. ‘I am afraid of the dogs.’

He loves dogs. But since the change in him, I have kept poor Chewy away.

‘They bite. We thought he would not do it, but these people cannot be trusted. Of course, it’s all written down. But will they learn? Do you think that they will learn?’

‘Who?’ I whisper.

‘Well, I think it’s time to go.’

‘Ben!’ He is slipping through my fingers like water from the tap, trickling away to leave me alone, thirsty. ‘Ben!’

‘There is no need to shout, Laura, because I am not deaf. Where’s that bloody woman? The trouble with these people is that they’re never here when they’re needed.’

‘The nurse?’

‘Yes. She doesn’t know about the strawberry yoghurt. I haven’t told anyone else about it. Could she be trusted? Do you think she’s on our side?’

‘Yes. Yes, I think so.’

He grunts, allows his eyes to travel round the room. ‘So many allegiances, so many partisans. I am late for school,’ he announces clearly. ‘The bell went ten minutes ago, I’ll need to hurry. Will you come with me?’ So he sleeps, goes back to school in his dreams. Still, school is better than the other place. A shiver travels the length of my spine, pricks my scalp with its sharp and chilly fingers. There is a place in Ben’s past and I can’t find it. But it finds him day after day, pushes him into a nightmare whose duration increases as the days move on.

And I fear that he will be consumed by his memories, that soon he will go into that horror forever. ‘No, Ben.’ I am answering his latest question. ‘No-one can go with you.’ I cannot save him and my tears begin again.


Chapter Three

‘The answer is Winston Churchill. It really is this time. Honest, Les. Cross my heart and hope to end up losing. See, it says here, “Winston Churchill”. Now, do you believe me?’ She waves the card beneath his bulbous nose. ‘He was made an honorary citizen of the United States. And that’s an end of it.’

It is not the end, because they continue their argument for several minutes, quarrelling loudly about Churchill and any other subject that might have cropped up in the game since it began an hour ago. When I intrude, when I dare to ask for my own question, they carry on fighting about bits of trivia.

It’s great being the mistress of your own house. You just get ignored while the neighbours come to blows over a game that’s supposed to be pleasurable. It occurs to me that a room containing Ruth and Les Edwards can seem very full, can render me all but invisible. ‘Would anyone like a drink?’ No response. I am now sure that I’m not really here.

There is a lull in the shouting, and they both glare at me as if it’s all my fault. Something childish giggles in my breast. ‘I’m not playing. And you’re not playing any more either. This is my toy, so you can both go home to Mummy, see if she’ll put up with the tantrums.’

Ruth and Les are mortallious when it comes to Trivial Pursuit. Ben never played the game – I bought it just before his absences began. Ruth arches the perfect brows. ‘Are you sulking, Laura Starling?’

‘Yes.’ I fold up the board and sweep all the awkward little playing pieces into the box. ‘You are both becoming extremely naughty. I can’t manage all this “I’m cleverer than you are.” It’s like being back at school in the infant department.’ I wear what is meant to be an expression of sweet innocence. ‘Shall we try Scrabble?’

The noes are simultaneous. We have played Scrabble for so many years that the board is almost worn away. Ben was good at Scrabble. I blink, swallow, suggest three-handed bridge.

‘I’d sooner wrestle with a crocodile.’ Les makes another exit towards the cloakroom. He has been talking lately about cutting out the middle man by pouring the beer directly into the toilet. ‘I worry about his prostate,’ laughs Ruth. Then, suddenly sober, ‘When do you see the quack again?’

The ‘quack’ is the specialist who saved my life. ‘In a week or so.’

‘Worried?’

I shake my head. ‘The results will be negative. I’m all clear. Oh God, Ruth, I wish I could say the same about Ben. There I was all those months, wrapped up in myself—’

‘You were very ill.’ Her voice is as soft as a caress. ‘There were times when we thought … when Les and I thought we were losing you.’ Her little face is grave. It wasn’t the idea of my death that frightened her, because she had been convinced from the start that I would be saved. It was the aftermath that terrified her, when my mind took a holiday. So Ruth and Les watched Ben with Alzheimer’s and me with a total breakdown. It must have been very unpleasant, and now I blame myself all over again. Perhaps I should have been a Catholic – my enormous sense of guilt would surely have been big enough, even for the Church of Rome.

I get up from the kitchen chair, remove the Trivial Pursuit from the table, fuss about with cheese, biscuits, coffee. Ruth is my best friend. She’s an accountant, but she manages to be human in spite of this dry calling. And Les is the salt of the earth, a Liverpool lad with his own business and a sense of humour that is wicked and lively. I love them both, I owe them much. ‘You’ve done a lot for us, you and Les. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.’

She snorts. Ruth’s equine snorts would frighten the real horses. ‘Segal said that love means never needing to say “sorry”. The same applies to “thanks”. Anyway, we need you. We weren’t going to let you off the hook so easily, Laura. Are you sure you’re in the clear now?’

I shrug. ‘I’ve to be tested regularly, but I’ve as good a chance as anyone else.’ I swivel, grin at her. ‘I’m a miracle.’

Les finds us laughing, then we sit for an hour or two discussing their daughter, my scattered children, the state of the building trade. He waves his arms a great deal, gets excited about recession, lack of development, the poor quality of cement. We have had many evenings like this one, and we all continue to miss Ben. When Ben was here, we played four-handed bridge and the dummy freshened drinks, filled the peanut dishes. There is no dummy these days. Except for me. I was stupid enough to crack up when I was truly needed. He drifted then, my dear Ben, got worse when I stopped visiting him. Though Ruth insists that this might have happened anyway, that I noticed the deterioration because I had not seen him for a couple of months. The analogy she used was odd, yet so right. ‘When a child goes away to school, the parent notices how he has grown during term time. If the son or daughter had remained at home, such changes would have gone unnoticed.’ Ben is a child, yet he is not a child. Children learn, grow, mature. Here, we have that process in reverse …

Ben is upstairs in the land of Nod. I realize that Les has been up to see him, has pretended to visit the bathroom. My Ben is in a world of his own. And we are all lonely without him.

We have lived here for years, on an expensive road that faces the erosion. When I first arrived, I had to roll the word around my mouth for a while, taste its oddness before allowing it to spill from my lips. Erosion. There’s something medical about the term, as if it is meant to describe a weeping sore or a time-worn wound in the gynaecological department. It does not seem appropriate when applied to the wide neck of Liverpool’s famous river.

When he was a pup, Chewbacca and I began our walks along the shore, one of us picking her careful way across mud-coloured and oil-streaked sand, the other cavorting in pools of grim grey water, his neck usually festooned with dirty seaweed. Even at his best, Chewy is far from beautiful. He is large and stupid, is the sole owner of a broad and vacant smile and a tail that might, in its cleaner moments, do justice to a Coldstream Guard’s helmet. Covered in grease, sewage and discarded picnic debris, he is not a pretty sight. He also has a marked penchant for discovering and collecting used condoms, an activity that can be embarrassing to his innocent companion. Especially when the vicar approaches with that yappy Yorkshire terrier.

We took the dog’s name from the Star Wars films, because he bears an uncanny resemblance to the matted creature who threw in his lot with the good people like Harrison Ford. Yes, he is very like a Wookie. We have loved him for five years now, but I cannot allow him anywhere near Ben. Ben used to take the dog everywhere, has been known to walk him all the way to Formby at low tide. With the demise of so many brain cells, my husband has acquired a terrible fear of canines. And no matter what the medics say, I know that Ben is stuck in some abominable time warp, that he is revisiting a place in his past, an awful place. When he was whole, he could cope with the memories, could keep them in perspective. Yes, he has Alzheimer’s, but he has not lost all his yesterdays.

When our walks began, I started to understand the word ‘erosion’. The river/sea is eating its way inland. In a hundred years, perhaps less, this area could well be flooded. There are stones heaped upon stones, every item rounded by a million tides. Were these boulders at the start of time, did dinosaurs clamber around them, hide behind them? Yes, there is erosion here, and it is contained, held back by concrete walls and ugly steps. For the moment, the wearing away of Blondel’s villages has been postponed.

The dog and I enter the house by the rear porch, find Ruth waiting for us. She has been husband-sitting for me, has kept an ear cocked for sounds from upstairs. And she has visited him, I know that, has talked endlessly into ears that blank out most sounds. Ruth and I have occupied this kitchen for hours without speaking. Like most true friends, we enjoy comfortable silences. She occupies herself four times a year with my VAT forms, once annually with Income Tax. She is a person who does not interfere during working months, when Georgina Dawn, my alter ego, labours to give birth to characters and plots that will suit the True Hearts editor. Unlike so many friends, she chooses not to visit when I’m sweating over a hot computer, understands that I cannot indulge in small talk while one of my little stories is germinating.

Chewy hurls himself at Ruth, washes her face, woofs his loud way through the usual enthusiastic greeting. Handel, my large and largo cat, is unmoved, sits by the sink, mesmerized by a slowly dripping tap. A Garfield in the furry flesh, Handel is economical with his movements except when organizing some form of destruction. His superiority over the dog is never questioned; Chewy has been known to run a mile from those sharp if slothful talons.

We sit, drink coffee. The dog gets bored, claws his way outside and barks at the birds. ‘Ben’s quiet.’ She waves a hand towards the upper storey. ‘I suppose you can’t just go out and leave him, can you?’

I shrug. ‘Sometimes, I have to. Ben-sitters are not always available.’

Ruth stirs, clatters the spoon, sips the black and sugarless Nescafé. ‘Aren’t you afraid that he might walk out one of these weekends – if he remembers how to walk, that is? I mean, what if you came back from one of your strolls and found his room empty? He could fall under a car or into the water …’ Her voice fades, trails away. ‘Sorry,’ she whispers. ‘I’m not meaning to pile guilt on top of everything else.’

‘He’s probably happier here, even on his own.’ That’s a lie, because Ben isn’t happy anywhere, has lost all joy in life. And that was the most noticeable thing about him. He had joy, and he expressed it daily. ‘At Heaton Lodge, I’ve watched him becoming agitated when the others scream or cry.’ The fact that I’ve also seen him totally unresponsive does not bear talking about. Anyway, she knows, she’s seen it all. I remain quiet for a moment, dare not attach speech to my thoughts. If he walked out and died, I would be grateful on his behalf, calmer about my own part in his downfall. If I hadn’t been ill, if I’d worked with him … No, don’t even think about it. ‘He won’t walk, Ruth, doesn’t seem to have the strength to make any kind of effort,’ I manage. ‘He’s made no strides in any direction for the past six months, either physical or mental. Even when he did walk a bit, he just paced about, four steps this way, four steps back, always counting under his breath.’

She catches the full lower lip under teeth that are white and even. ‘What’s going to happen to him, Laura? Are you absolutely sure that he can only get worse? Is there no hope, no chance that somebody, somewhere might find an answer?’

‘I don’t know. I’m seeing that specialist about Ben. Thank God I can afford to have him looked after properly. I’m going to make as much noise as I can, try to get some new treatment, anything at all that’s on the market. You know, Ruth, I’ll even offer him up as a guinea-pig if I get the chance. There must be a doctor, even at the other side of the globe, who would be willing to have a go.’ I nod wearily, am made aware yet again of my post-operative tiredness. ‘I’d send him to the moon if that would make him well.’

‘I know you would.’

‘And I sometimes think he’d be better off …’

‘You’ll be ill again if you’re not careful,’ she whispers. ‘You can’t keep your mind fixed on Ben all the time—’

‘If I don’t think about him, who will?’

‘I’m not tellng you to stop thinking, I’m just asking you to slow down and—’

‘And accept the inevitable?’

A blush stains her cheeks. ‘Not exactly. I mean, try for a cure, put some feelers out, but consider yourself as well. What about your children? Do they know the score?’

I shrug. ‘They know what they need to know. Or what they want to know. They can take care of themselves.’ There are still a few gems in an upstairs safe, I remember irrelevantly. I must make a real effort to find Ben’s contacts, get the valuables out of the house. He would want everything to be tidy. Though locating Ben’s business associates will not be easy.

She is studying her solitaire. ‘He was a good cutter and polisher, Laura. He made this for our twentieth anniversary – remember? Les said it was so cheap, it was criminal. Ben should have had a shop, he would have made a fortune.’

‘He has shops.’ And God knows where they are. I’ve no chance of reaching them, no easy way of offloading the gems into hands that are friendly and fair. Because Ben never let me see inside his business … ‘Pardon?’

‘I asked about the shops. Are they in London?’

I raise shoulders and eyebrows. He never said much, but the calls and letters came from far and wide. ‘There are several partners, I think. Probably in European cities. He talked about Paris, Amsterdam, Geneva – visited those places too. But he never brought his work home, always kept his home life separate.’

‘Except for the cutting in the attic.’

‘Quite.’ What wouldn’t I give now for the sound of his tuneless whistle floating down two flights of stairs? I used to moan about the whirring noises, about his tone-deafness. I wish he were here now, humming, whirring, polishing a perfect diamond.

‘Laura?’

‘Yes?’

She clears her throat, shuffles towards the edge of her seat as if seeking privacy in a room filled by people. ‘He must have relatives. Wherever he was born … Look, Les tried to talk to him once, tried to work out where Ben had come from and—’

‘Why?’

She lifts a hand in a gesture that is meant to be casual, nonchalant. ‘It’s only natural to want to know where a good friend comes from. I mean, he’s not English, is he?’

I stand, walk to the drawer where I keep the Silk Cut. Although I have not smoked for years, I always keep fresh tobacco in the house in case I crack. But I won’t crack, I’m not the cracking type. Which is why that breakdown was so terrifying.

‘Don’t smoke,’ she begs. She’s a member of ASH and can be very boring about it. Most people with a mission manage to be tedious at times.

I choose my words, pick them over before speaking. ‘Ruth, I’ll smoke if I want to, so don’t start rocking the hobby horse.’ There’s some Wrigley’s next to the cigarettes, and I take time to unwrap a piece, chew for a few seconds while I learn the lines. ‘What doesn’t matter is where Ben comes from. Wherever it is, he has never expressed the desire to return or to contact anyone there. It hasn’t mattered to me. And where I came from never mattered to him.’ The chewing gum is ancient. I put it in the rubbish where it belongs.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbles.

‘It’s OK, don’t worry. But as far as we are concerned, our lives began when we met. He pulled me out of hell, never asked what I’d done, what sin I’d committed to merit damnation. So I never asked about the pain behind his eyes.’ He made me face Tommo, though. Yes, he knew a lot about me, much more than I ever discovered about him.

She swallows. ‘I’ve seen the agony in his face, too. But only recently.’

Ruth knows, then. Ruth recognizes his misery.

‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’ It’s good to talk to someone who has seen his fear, who understands the dilemma. He’s remembering something, living it again. ‘I don’t know what to say to him, Ruth, don’t know how to comfort the man I love.’

She touches my hand, guides me into the chair. ‘Are you feeling guilty again? Are you? Is it because of Robert?’

The smile on my face does not touch my eyes. I can feel them cold and dead as they reflect Ben’s unhappiness. ‘That’s one thing I’m easy about. When we married, Ben instructed me to take a lover if necessary. “I’m old already,” he said. “Don’t leave me, but find comfort if I get worn out.” He got worn out, Ruth.’ The tears brim and threaten again. ‘I needed Robert before I was ill. Now, he’s surplus to requirements. All things change after you’ve expected to die. All my years from now will be a bonus. It’s time for reassessment, and Robert’s not a part of my future.’

‘Have you told him that?’

‘No. He’ll catch on in a year or two. Young men are so … slow to learn. All those qualifications and he doesn’t understand the word no.’

Ruth chews her lip for a second. ‘You wonder what it’s all been about, don’t you? Like Ben – I mean, he’s worked damned hard, made a good life for both of you – and look what happens.’

‘I know.’ He sits upstairs with a small fortune in this country, God knows how much abroad. He cannot write a cheque. He cannot write his name. He toiled, he saved, he prospered, he got confused.

‘I’m sorry if I’ve been indelicate,’ she says.

At last, I can smile properly. ‘Ruth, you always were about as delicate as an elephant in clog-irons. Will you stay for a bite of brunch?’

‘No, I’m roasting pork. Les can’t even butter a scone, you know. As a New Man, poor old Les is hopeless.’

‘Trade him in.’

She shakes her head. ‘Can’t. I’m the sort that gets used to toothache after a while. Take care.’

After she has disappeared down the path, I hang out more of Ben’s washing. The birds are still quarrelling, chattering over a few scraps. He doesn’t hear them, even though his chair is near the window. I want to enter his mind, share the terror, hold his hand through dark days. There is nothing I can do and the knowledge of my uselessness is strangling me.

The stairs are like Everest, there to be conquered. But I push myself, throw open his door, place myself at his feet. ‘Ben! Where are you? Look at me, please.’ I hold his face in my hands, watch closely as his eyes fail to focus. ‘Tell me about it. Speak to me.’ Oh God, I am shaking a sick man!

‘No matter,’ he says. ‘No matter. He will come for us.’

‘Who? Ben, who will come for us?’

He sniffs, licks dry lips, blinks rapidly. ‘Have you found it yet, Laura?’

‘Yes, that’s right, Ben. I’m Laura, your wife. Where have you been while I have needed you? I was ill and you didn’t visit me. I went out of my mind after my body was mended and you still didn’t come. Where are you? Where the hell are you?’

He is humming, and his deafness of tone has not improved.

‘Ben. What do you think about? Tell me. Tell me about what frightened you all those years ago. Who are you? Where did you come from and why? Ben.’

The tuneless noise stops. ‘I burned my arm.’

‘Yes.’ I lift the sleeve and look at the old purple scar. ‘How did that happen?’

‘It is all written down.’

‘Ben—’

‘I don’t like frozen peas. They don’t listen, you know. I said several times that I eat only fresh vegetables.’

My heart pounds. He is talking about the here and now, about the nursing home. ‘Are the meals terrible? What do you have for breakfast?’

He nods sagely. ‘It is all written down. Strawberry yoghurt.’

I have failed again. He sleeps, moans, snores softly. Even his snoring has lost heart. Somewhere inside this figure is my husband. And I can’t find him. I can touch him, see him, hear him. But he is no longer of this world.

After lunch, Ruth’s husband arrives to carry Ben downstairs, bundles him into an armchair that I have covered in plastic sheeting. The sweat drips from Les’s hair, runs down his face like tears. ‘He’s still putting weight on. Mind, I suppose he feels heavier with being so limp.’ He straightens, pushes a wet and stringy length of hair from his damp face. ‘I’ll come back this afternoon and carry him upstairs again.’

Ben studies us with eyes that are untypically alert. ‘I can walk,’ he says, the tone imperious. He stands, stumbles over the dropped car rug, rights himself slowly. The legs are uncertain, jellyish. A large paunch throws him off-balance again, and he sinks into the chair. ‘Rien ne va plus,’ he mutters, the voice conveying acceptance rather than hopelessness.

‘Sounds like a bloody Monte Carlo croupier,’ remarks Les, his face half-hidden by a handkerchief. He emerges, less moist but still hot. ‘Is he a gambler?’

‘I don’t know.’ That is the truth. Ben came, went, came home again. Sometimes, he phoned or wrote to say when he would be home. Occasionally, an operator would talk to me, the English broken and brushed with foreign tones. I don’t know. When we were together, I didn’t think about where Ben had been, always understood that I should not ask. During separations, I wrote Georgina Dawn’s books, shopped, improved the house, looked after children and animals. My husband is a stranger, a beloved and broken man who remains a mystery to me, though I have held him in my arms and shared the laughter and the loving.

Les touches my shoulder. ‘Are you all right, girl?’ He’s very much a builder, is constructed like one of his thrown-together houses, straightish, tallish, but not very well appointed. Les always manages to smell of sand, cement and putty, even when he’s dressed up. We took him to a wedding once, and when he knelt in the pew, a screwdriver and a couple of washers clattered from a pocket of his good suit and rolled across the aisle, cheering up the proceedings no end. Today, Les is a bundle of rags, T-shirt, jeans, a tatty maroon cardigan. ‘You look a bit pale, love,’ he says.

Tenderness cuts me these days, makes me brusque, puts me on my guard. ‘I’m fine.’

He blinks, turns his head slightly, as if trying to hide his grief. ‘We’d have been out at West Lancs now, me and him.’ He jerks a gnarled thumb towards my husband. ‘After our nine holes, we used to skip the rest and sit in the clubhouse. Ben always had to be near a window with his binoculars. He loved a round of golf, even if he did spend half the time looking at the sky through the bloody binoculars. Him and his birds. They called him Birdy at the club, and it was nothing to do with his score card. I sometimes wonder what we’ve done wrong. I mean, why did he have to finish up like that? It’s no life for him, worse for you in a way.’ The thick lower lip trembles. ‘He’s a good man.’

Ben stirs himself. ‘Sarah,’ he announces. ‘Light brown hair, ribbons. Running in the sand … dog.’

I kneel, rub life into waxy hands. The weather is fair, predictably so because the forecast last night predicted storms. But there’s a chill in the air, the crisp nip of autumn, and Ben gets cold so easily. I turn on the fan heater, angle it towards him. ‘Sarah is Les’s daughter, Ben. She used to run on the sands with you and Hector. Do you remember Hector? He was a great dane – we had him before Chewbacca.’

‘Thousands of them,’ says Ben sleepily. ‘Millions. Where did they all come from? And under the stove …’ The eyes fix on me, yet I know that he is seeing somebody else. ‘The singing is so beautiful. Why is she angry? Why should the singing have to stop?’ He nods, snores, is gone again.

Les shuffles towards the door. ‘Wharrabloodymess.’ The exclamation tumbles from his tongue as one angry, bruised word. He slips back into the bowels of Liverpool’s demolished slums when he is disturbed or worried. Twelve children, two rooms up, two down, a tin bath on a nail in the yard, accents like warm molasses. Out of such beginnings Les clawed his way until he owned his own business, until he managed to buy out several competitors. One of his favourite sayings to Ruth is, ‘Well, we’re all right now, don’t want for nothing, queen.’

‘Thanks,’ I call to his disappearing back. He can’t cope with the deterioration of his nearest friend, and I can’t offer comfort. I hold back, because there are no words for Les.

I find a book of cheques, pay bills, write to my agent whose hand is outstretched for Georgina Dawn’s next magnum opus. Perhaps this time he will get 10 per cent of nothing, as I am too busy to write. And I’m working towards some kind of decision, trying to clear a path to the future. The pen pauses. I am remembering the day when he realized, when my poor husband began to talk about his ‘gaps’. ‘I am not always with you, Laura,’ he said. ‘So you must take care of all domestic bills, gas and rates and so on. I’ll show you how it’s done …’

I sat here then, in my house by the sea, and I held out my arms, gathered him to me as if he were a child. There were papers for me to sign, witnesses to find. On that day, I removed from him the last of his small powers, the final shreds of his ragged dignity. He never went abroad again, seldom groomed himself, needed to be prompted to eat, to sleep, to put on the right clothes. He needed to be taught how to pretend to be alive.

The phone rings, startles me. Like a frightened rabbit, I am bolt upright, listening to the instrument’s shrill cry. There’s an extra edge to it, an urgency. It’s my mother. Even from the bottom of the garden, or from the shore, I imagine that I can identify my mother’s demanding ring.

‘Laura?’ Annoyed, lively. God help me. Ben just sleeps on, has reached a place where she can no longer find him.

‘Hello, Mother.’

A sniff, deep and meaningful. An iciness seems to travel along the wire and into my hand. Sometimes, my imagination plays tricks with me. ‘You’ve not been to see me,’ she whines. ‘It’s Monday and you’ve not been.’ She would have made a fabulous diva had she been able to sing.

I will be patient. ‘I told you last week. It’s a holiday, so I’m keeping Ben for a bit longer.’

‘What for? What bloody good will that be to him? He’s only tenpence in the bob, so it doesn’t matter where he is.’ The Bolton accent is stronger of late, as if she needs to be markedly different while living here among the Scousers. When I was a child, she was sometimes – not always – quite the lady. ‘Oh, my husband has a chemist’s shop on Blackburn Road, he’s a qualified dispenser, you know.’ And she deteriorated even further, became a total embarrassment when he made his fortune in McNally’s Cooling Tea. ‘He’s a genius, my husband, on a par with Einstein for brains.’ All her life, she’s been trying to prove something. To me, to my poor old dad, to anyone else who stood still long enough to be judged a captive audience. She certainly never told her husband that he was clever, never praised any soul who was actually within earshot.

I try to relax. This is the woman who gave birth to me, clothed me, fed me, ruined my life, drove my father to a premature grave. ‘I’ll come tomorrow.’

‘I’ve no cigarettes,’ she screams.

With the receiver held at a decent interval from an aching ear, I wait while she wades through the compulsory lecture on my selfishness, my lack of consideration for a good mother, my unfeeling attitude towards a sick old woman.

I suck a mint while lending half an ear to what looks like becoming yet another revised version of the statutory sermon. Her monologue is a well-rehearsed one, contains all the familiar words, though not necessarily in the same order as last time. At last, a gap between words. ‘Smoking is bad for you, Mother,’ I manage. ‘You know what the doctor said to you last month—’

‘Don’t you tell me how to live my life!’ The blast of her temper cuts through my slow, careful speech. ‘All those holidays you’ve had lately without a thought for me. Remember, I can change my will any time, and that’ll be you in rags. I want my bloody fags and you’d best go and get me some.’

It’s no use. It’s no use telling her that my ‘holidays’ were spent in hospital. That would just give her pleasure, would allow her to gloat about being in better condition than a woman who is thirty years her junior. And I need her money like a fish needs a bicycle. The writing has made me comfortable, while Ben has signed a small fortune to my name. Still, there’s no point in telling her that she’s completely useless. The last will and testament of Liza McNally is her only weapon, and she wields it like a sabre. Her sole pleasure in life is gleaned from the suffering of others.

‘Well?’ she yells. ‘Lost your tongue?’

‘Mother, I can’t leave Ben till Les comes at six o’clock. If he’ll stay for a while, I’ll nip down to the Ten Till Ten.’ The Ten Till Ten opens every day, makes its money from forgetful people like me who make lists and leave them in a safe place, too safe to be discovered until the next major clear-out. I spend hours in supermarkets, stare at the shelves, try to conjure up what has been written by me on the previous evening. I’m an incompetent, a total failure. Especially when my mother’s on the phone. ‘So you’ll have to wait,’ I add lamely.

‘What do I do till then?’

As far as I am concerned, she can bite her toenails. And she probably could, too. She’s eighty-one years old, will be eighty-two in November. She marches every day to the shops, pretends to me that she has not been out, insists, mournfully, that she is permanently confined to barracks. The woman could complete a triathlon after three big meals and sixty Embassy Regal. She is a living monument to the saying about exceptions proving the rule, has defied medical science since the 1960s, during which decade she began to die. Now, almost thirty summers and winters on, she sits in a blue fug, terrifying the life out of a succession of cleaning women, many of whom have grown old during their first few days with ‘that rotten owld Woollyback’. My dear mother screams down the phone daily at me, at my cousin Anne in Bolton, at anyone who fails to pay regular court to her royal flaming highness. ‘There’s nothing I can do for you till six o’clock.’

She inhales, fuels her lungs for a renewed assault on me, her beloved daughter. ‘You’re stubborn. You always were stubborn, you. Many a time you treeped me out, wouldn’t listen to sense, would never do as you were told. If you’d had half a brain, you’d have stayed away from the first queer fellow, and from the second one too. But oh no, you treeped me out even then, and I knew you’d finish up divorced from that Tommo, told you right at the start that you were going off your trolley. Madness, that’s what it must be. You’ve married wrong twice, but you still treep me out.’

‘Treeping out’, a term she culled from a mixture of Lancashire idioms, means not agreeing 1,000 per cent with everything she says. ‘I am not going to discuss my shortcomings on the phone,’ I say mildly. With Mother, it is best to be mild.

‘No, you’re not. If we talked about you and your waywardness, we’d be here till Christmas on my phone bill. King size.’ She means the cigarettes, not the bill. ‘And I want three packets, they’ll do me till weekend.’

Three packets will do her till tomorrow. At the crack of morning, while all self-respecting birds are still snoozing, she’ll be toe-tapping outside Mapley’s, waiting to pounce on the Daily Mirror, which she will hide inside The Times, as the latter is a better class of paper to be seen in the company of a lady. A carton of 200 Regal King Size will sit in her handbag alongside rolls of money in rubber bands, my father’s death certificate and a heap of mouldering premium bonds. In the side pouch of the said handbag, there is always an apple and a small, sharp knife.

The one time she was supposed to have been mugged, Mother put the boy’s eye out, impaled him on three inches of finely honed steel. The police accepted her sweet and appealing story. ‘Oh, officer, what have I done? My poor stomach cannot digest the peel of an apple, so I carry my little knife when I go to Moorside Park. I was just about to take the skin off, because there’s a litter bin just there, outside Mapley’s. So when that misguided young man grabbed me, the knife was in my hand, and I simply lashed out.’ Much wringing of hands accompanied this heart-rending ‘confession’. ‘What have I done?’ she cried repeatedly to me and to the sad police sergeant. ‘I shall never forgive myself. Never.’ In fact, my mother had waited years for this opportunity, always longed for the chance to fight back. I’ve often wondered who was the real criminal. Did he grab for her, or did she make the first move?

These Scousers don’t know what they’re talking about, really, don’t know what they’ve taken to their bosom here. ‘Woollyback’ is a term applied decades ago to Lancashire miners who wore sheepskins on their backs as a layer of protection between skin and heavy burden. It is used these days as a derogatory yet affectionate name for Lancastrians, is comparable with the southern term ‘yokel’. But Mother has not the gentleness of those brave working men, could knock them into a cocked pit helmet plus lamp when it comes to sheer determination. And she’s no yokel, no simple-minded peasant.

‘Are you heeding me, Laura?’

‘Yes.’ She pored for weeks over local presses, even read about her heroism in several of the national tabloids. The boy has a glass eye and hunched shoulders now, could wear a raincoat and double for Columbo on the telly. Most people who come into contact with my mother look older than their years.

‘He’s dead downstairs, you know.’ The salacious lip-licking is audible. ‘Keeled over last night when his daughter brought him back from church.’ Another loud sniff. ‘She took him out twice a week, did Shirley. I said to her, “Shirley,” I said, “you’ve nothing to reproach yourself for, because you looked after him,” I told her. All of which is a great deal more than can be said for you, Laura McNally.’

‘Starling, previously Thompson.’ My response is automatic.

‘Stupid name. And Starling’s not his proper name, either. What’s he been hiding all these years? Is he one of them like Burgess and Maclean? You should put him away for good, send him where that Ian Brady’s kept. They’ve got all the lunatics there, so yon husband of yours would fit in a treat.’

I hate my mother. I hate her and I forgive myself for the crime. ‘Honour thy father and thy mother’? I cannot love her, cannot even like or respect her. At best, I manage to be another of her servants, a target for her barbs. My father, on the other hand, was a gentle man and a gentleman. All my affection went to him, because he was thoroughly lovable.

‘And me bowels are bad again.’ Mother is passionately involved with her digestive system, has suffered through thirty years from a plethora of disorders with interesting names, anything that caught her eye in a much-thumbed tome which sits constantly by her side. The name of her volume is something I cannot remember, as the lettering on the broad spine has been eroded by regular handling. It’s likely to be called Diagnosis for Beginners, or Treat Yourself to an Illness – some crazy name, anyway, probably compulsory reading for the average hypochondriac.

Early on in my mother’s apprenticeship as a sick person, a hiatus hernia was favourite, but this was forced to make way for colourful descriptions of gastric reflux caused by gallstones. She invested in enough Milk of Magnesia to warrant a substantial wad of shares in the company, then enjoyed a brief flirtation with slippery elm food. After a liverish episode – ‘don’t you think the whites of my eyes are on the yellow side?’ – she placed her trust in an ulcerated colon, which merited many X-rays and visits to a private clinic. ‘I’m all bunged up,’ she announces now to me and, judging by the volume, to every other resident in the retirement apartments. ‘I am suffering from chronic constipation.’

‘Then take some un-bunging medicine.’

‘You don’t care, do you? One of these days, I’ll be stretched out at that funeral home and you’ll wish you’d listened to me. It’ll be too late then. Oh and make sure they put me in the green suit, I’m not going in a shroud. Shirley won’t be feeling it as bad as you will, because she looked after that daft man downstairs who was her father. Nothing was too much for her, nothing at all. Whereas you’re not worth the paper you’re written on. I shouldn’t have bothered getting that birth certificate, because you’re no daughter of mine. “John,” I’d say, “I think they’ve given me the wrong one here.”’

I’ve had enough now. But she’s waiting for me to reach the point of saturation, wants to be able to tell her cronies that her daughter’s a nasty piece. ‘I hear you won at bingo last week, Mother.’ My voice is soft. ‘So nice for you to have an interest that gets you out.’

Stunned silence. Then, on top note, ‘Somebody picks me up and takes me in a car, a nice big comfortable car with good springs and plush upholstery, not like that boneshaker you drive. They know I can’t walk, so they help me down the steps and drive me to the Legion.’

She wants driving. With a whip, like beef on its way to market. Except that I don’t approve of cruelty to animals, even though I have eaten a cow or two in my time. No, a beast should never be whipped, though my mother deserves … I squash my wicked imagination. ‘You walked for your prize, though. I was so thrilled to hear how you managed to move so quickly all the way to the stage without help. It’s wonderful to hear that your health is improving. Must go now, Mother. Ben needs a drink.’

My hand trembles as I place the receiver in its cradle. She frightens me with her venom, has always scared me. I am a woman well into middle age, because few humans survive to the age of 100 and a bit. Real middle age is reached at about thirty-eight, and I passed that marker some considerable time ago. But with her on the scene, I remain a child, her child, her property. My sons have not visited her for some time, while my daughter, who is a force to be reckoned with, chose the occasion of her own twenty-first birthday as a suitable opportunity to tell Granny to eff off.

I gaze through the window. A few brave souls tramp up and down the erosion, dogs at their heels. A clutch of children flies past, all jumbled limbs and colourful training shoes. Two men are in the water, fishing lines extending from their arms. Surely there can be nothing edible in that muck? The tree in my garden looks worried, leaves beginning to curl and darken. Seasons are changing, breaking the rules. Summer arrives earlier now, spills backward into spring. Perhaps Christmas will bring a heatwave in a century or so.

I feed Ben, wait for Les, nip out for Mother’s shopping, rush back and wait for the nurse. A lot of time is spent waiting these days. She comes, bustles off upstairs, returns with a decision plastered across her face. ‘Mrs Starling, he needs changing more regularly than this. I suggest that you have him home for just one day from now on, because he is developing sores. If you insist on full weekends, then you will need a nurse in residence.’

Her words make me weak, take away my breath. Her anxious face swims in and out of focus as I absorb the message. I am about to lose him altogether, will not even have his shell at the weekends. ‘No,’ I gasp. ‘Please.’

She forces me into a chair. ‘Look, let’s cut the bullshit, as the Americans say. No more games, Mrs Starling, no more little holidays. I’ve friends in the hospitals, you know. I’ve been told about your operations and about your breakdown.’

I narrow my eyes to achieve a clearer picture. ‘What about Hippocrates?’

She shrugs, sits opposite me. ‘He’s a bit dead, Mrs Starling, passed on with all the other ancient Greeks. Look, there’s been no law broken, love. Human nature breeds gossip and you’ve an unusual name. I know how ill you’ve been.’

‘Oh.’

‘Listen, here’s my phone number. If you ever need me, give me a call. My name’s Susan, but most friends call me Jenks. There’s an answerphone, so leave a message if I’m out. You need support. I wish I could help all the folk whose relatives are in permanent residential care. The whole family is affected by Alzheimer’s. You need a shoulder, girl.’

She’s a good woman. Goodness weakens me, and I cry buckets. ‘It’s his home,’ I scream. ‘It’s his home and he loved this house. We chose it together.’ Hysteria threatens. Sometimes, I realize how alone I am, and this is one of those times.

‘Mrs Starling.’ I hear the scrape of a chair, feel a substantial arm coming to rest across my shoulders. She smells of iodine, talcum powder, tobacco. ‘Where are your children?’

‘No.’ The tears dry miraculously, while alertness strengthens my spine, forcing me upright, making me rebellious. ‘They are not to be told.’

‘Told what?’

‘That I’ve been ill, that I cannot manage my husband.’ With the three of them as witnesses, I would feel like a totally incompetent has-been.

‘But you’re their mother and he’s their—’

‘He is not their father.’

‘Oh.’

‘My children have their own problems.’ I am a master of understatement. I have not been a perfect mother, partly because I did not understand the role, mostly because of difficulties over which I had little or no control. ‘I have a daughter in medicine. She’ll come home sooner or later. But I will not ask, Nurse Jenkinson.’ No, I will not hang round their necks like my mother hangs round mine.

‘Jenks. Call me Jenks, or Susan.’

I dry my cheeks on a cuff while she pulls away and sits down again. ‘I’m Laura.’

She chews for a moment on a non-existent thumbnail. ‘I’ll visit you sometimes.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Who does the housework?’

‘A woman called Eileen comes twice a week.’ Eileen is the one who got away in time, the one I rescued from Mother’s clutches before true despair could set in. ‘And her husband does the garden.’

‘Good.’ She peers at the watch. ‘I’ll be off now. Have to go to a terminal case down the road. Laura.’ Her voice is stern, yet I can hear kindness lurking in the background. ‘You’ve done your best, queen. Nobody can ever do more than that. When I first … you know, when I met you at the start, I thought you were a bit uppity. I was wrong. You’re hurt. It’s all right to be knocked sideways by what’s happened to that lovely man.’ She nods, glances at my clock, judges me to be worth the delay. ‘My heart bleeds for people like you, and I’m not supposed to let it show. “Be positive,” they keep saying on these community care courses. But I’m telling you no lies. He’s not likely to get better. Brain cells don’t grow back again. You’ve had your breakdown and you’ve faced the worst.’ A hand touches my shoulder. ‘Make a future, girl. Don’t turn your back on him, but find a life.’

My throat is choked as I walk her to the door. She picks up her brolly, throws the coat over a thick arm. ‘Be good,’ she says. ‘And if you can’t be good, be bad in a corner where no bugger can see you. Ta-ra.’

When she has gone, I sit with Ben and wonder if he will ever spend the night in his own house again. It’s so unfair. He smiles, drinks, hums a crippled tune. And talks about strawberry yoghurt.


Chapter Four

Ben has gone. The attendants came with Nurse Jenkinson – Jenks – and they carried him downstairs, placed him in the wheelchair, ferried him over to the ambulance. There’s a lift at the back of the vehicle, so that Ben’s chair can be lifted automatically to the right level. Jenks held my hand while the men took Ben away. ‘He’ll be back, love. Just for a few hours now and again. It’s best, Laura. Please believe me – it’s all for the best, really.’

Her head was turned away when the double doors closed, but I knew that the muddy eyes were full of unshed tears. What does she do for recreation? Does she have a life, some pleasure, a true friend? Oh, I hope she has somebody!

I stood out under my wind-bent tree till Norman arrived, didn’t want to come into this empty house. He had a cup of tea in the kitchen, passed some time with me, allowed me to think about ordinary day-to-day things like peat, pruning, lawn food. He’s outside now, bent double as usual, a slight hump on his back.

I scan the Express, do the Target. The nine-letter word is ‘insinuate’ today. Ben used to do those cryptic crosswords in the Telegraph or the Guardian, used to sit here with me sometimes. I jump up, pace about, cannot cope with solitude today.

Again, I watch Norman. He looks after almost everything out there, leaves to me just the patch behind the garage where Ben and I built our bird sanctuary. Norman never complains about Chewy or Handel, though both animals go through periodic bouts of destructiveness. On poor Norman’s beds, they roam free; round the birds’ section, we put a fence that Strangeways might be proud of.

Norman, sixty-two at the last count, is brown as a berry and green-fingered. I’ve known him to visit a sick plant at the crack of dawn with one of his organic cures. Like my long-dead father, Norman is a believer in home-made remedies and natural treatments. His wife, Eileen, ‘does’ for me a couple of times a week. She invests most of her time in the cleaning of ornaments, loves china, crystal, silver, spends little of her considerable energy on Chewy-chewed carpets and Handel-marks on lino tiles. Still, she’s pleasant and they need the money.

‘You should be working, Georgina,’ I tell my alter ego. ‘You’re standing here talking to yourself, and you know damned well that the book’s due. What will Walter say when you miss your deadline? There’ll be no Christmas card from your beloved agent this year, Georgie, no pretty little lunches or suppers in those exclusive London clubs. Whatever will you do without Perrier water and olives on sticks? All that nouvelle cuisine, all those egos squashed into one small room – oh, you will miss it.’

Laura, who frequently loses patience with Georgie, has a quiet laugh. I was not meant to laugh today, so a hand covers the grin. I’m the one with the ego, because I am so flippant with Georgina, who has worked damned hard in the past and made me rich. The truth is that I hate being in a room with ‘real’ writers, because they are expressing themselves properly and proudly, whereas I work within certain rigid confines which pay good money while stretching nobody’s mental prowess. To hell with it, I don’t feel at all like working.

I slump down onto a chair, stretch out my legs, try not to frown as A Heart Divided flashes its neon garishness in my wilful brain. This latest composition, if I finish it, will be translated into thirteen languages and, believe me, it will lose little or nothing in the process. I bake the same literary cake three times a year; only the icing is different. We are allowed a little sex now, but the handsome hero and the hand-wringing heroine must meet, separate after some gross misunderstanding or as a result of some nasty quirk of fate, then come together in great triumph after about 55,000 words. And amen to that, I’d rather defrost the freezer.

The bell rings. Well, alleluia, I don’t have to write if there’s a visitor. When I open the door, I find a girl, long blond hair whipping across the throat like a silk garotte. She has been before, will not provide me with an excuse for idleness. She is selling double glazing. ‘I am double-glazed, thanks,’ I say in my sensible and rather don’t-waste-my-time-on-my-own-doorstep type of voice.

She takes a pace back, looks at my windows. I don’t know why she bothers, she’s seen them before. It’s like a play that we enact from time to time, rusting lines still remembered, just about. We’ve had plenty of rehearsals, but there’s no chance of an opening night. ‘Secondary glazing,’ she says rather mournfully. ‘I’ve been to you before. Sorry.’

‘That’s all right.’

It’s another day of fierce winds. Gusts blow in more than one direction, making the girl’s hair fly in long yellow streamers. I glance over her shoulder to the beach where a few brave souls struggle to remain upright on filthy sand. A hat is wrenched off, is chased by a long-limbed dog, possibly a greyhound or whippet cross, brindled and thin in the tail. He pounces, tears the hat apart. The owner mouths at him, but her voice is snatched away by twisting currents of air.

The girl’s eyes have attached themselves to my weather-beaten and varnish-starved door. (Ben used to cover it twice a year, but I’m dangerous with a paintbrush, so I leave well, or not-so-well alone.) ‘We do a nice one of those in UPVC,’ she ventures.

‘Aren’t they the tripe people?’ I wonder aloud. She does not smile, and I flounder through my next words. ‘No, the tripe shops were UCP, weren’t they?’

She thinks I’m insane, has no memory of post-war years, manifold tripe doused in vinegar, parents fretting because a child would not eat her portion. ‘Eat your tripe,’ Mother would say. ‘It’s brain food.’ Well, that might explain my non-academic mind, my stupidity. And Mother’s too, since she never ate her tripe either.

‘The UPVC doors are great,’ she insists. ‘They really do look real, because they’re a dead—’

‘Dead ringer for mahogany,’ I finish for her.

The intelligent blue eyes are wary now. She is taking my measure, wondering whether to wade right in and pin me against the ropes. The wrestling match continues. There is desperation in her voice. ‘Lasts a lifetime, though. You’re only young, Mrs … er … You’ll be replacing wooden doors for ever, because the salt eats into timber. Can I give you a leaflet?’

What difference will one more make? I already have two poorly fitting kitchen drawers filled to the brim with junk mail and 10p off something I would never dream of buying. I accept the proffered literature and am judged to be hooked.

‘Would you mind if I phoned you?’ So thin, that face, so vulnerable. She looks starved halfway to death, stick-like legs in black leggings, slender fingers whose joints are purpling from the cold.

‘Don’t phone me,’ I reply. ‘If I want anything, I’ll contact the office.’

This does not suit. ‘I’d get no money that way, because I have to order the survey. I’m saving up to do a course in pharmacology at Liverpool Uni.’ The reedy lower limbs are finished off by a pair of huge Doc Martens, making the bottom half of her body into twin exclamation marks. ‘This is cold canvassing in more ways than one.’ She blows on her hands, looks thoroughly pathetic.

‘Sorry,’ I mutter. And I am sorry. It must be dreadful to be so young, so worried. In fact, I can verify the concept, can remember my own tortured late teens and early twenties. Who said that youth is wasted on the young? It’s true. If some of us oldies could be young again, we’d make the most of it to a point where we might well become dangerous. I am weakening, but will not have a new door. This is Ben’s door and it stays. ‘If you’re short of work, come back and do my ironing on Thursday night.’ I hate ironing. ‘And you might put a couple of coats of emulsion on a few walls at the weekend. I’ll pay you three pounds fifty an hour.’

The promise of such bounty makes her smile hopefully. She lifts a foot, is preparing to walk into my life. ‘Anything,’ she says breathily. ‘I’ll do anything at all.’

‘Are you cold?’

‘Freezing.’ The grin broadens, displays teeth that are not quite perfect, spoilt by slightly crossed incisors that are strangely childlike, endearing. ‘I’d love a cuppa.’

I lead her through to the kitchen, wave her into a chair, set the kettle to boil.

‘Posh house,’ she comments, betraying her roots. This is no incoming student, no nomad from another town. The girl is as Scouse as the Liver birds, as Liverpool as the naked statue outside Lewis’s stores.

‘I can do you a quick bacon and eggs,’ I say, turning from the stove to look at her. Twin spots of colour dwell expectantly on the fine cheekbones. ‘When did you last eat?’ I ask.

She shrugs, but the gesture is not careless. ‘What day is it?’

‘As bad as that?’

‘Yeah. I can’t afford rent, food and books, so I’ve paid the landlord, nicked the books and cut right back on food. It’s funny, you don’t miss eating after a while. You get a bit … a bit other-worldly.’

‘That’s dangerous.’

‘Well, life’s dangerous, isn’t it? Like this double-glazing lark – there’s men who made a living out of it in the good old days, the eighties. They’d wives and children to keep – what’s happened to them? They’ll be in bed and breakfast, houses snatched back by the building societies. My only dependants are me and my books, so I’m lucky in a way. But nobody’s spending. It takes folk all their time to pay the mortgage, and that’s killed the market stone dead. At least I’ve not got a wife and kids to feed. I run three catalogues and sell kitchen things door-to-door, brushes and plastic plates for microwaves. I used to do a paper round as well, but I got a bit tired, kept falling asleep during Granada Reports, never woke up till Good Morning Britain.’

I try not to smile. ‘Not surprised.’ I pause for a split second before cracking the eggs. ‘Can’t your family help?’

The pink sparkle fades quickly from her cheeks. ‘Have you any sausages? I love sausages.’

I root in a cupboard, find a tin of frankfurters. They will have to do. Walls’ best pork sausages haven’t played a part in this house since my children departed. As the eggs bubble and set, I realize that I am actually enjoying myself. Ben has gone, will not sleep in his own house ever again. I should be mourning, grieving. Instead, I am loving the company of this educated waif.

Over a steaming plate, she smiles, the eyes brimming with unspoken gratitude. I fold my arms, pray that she won’t cry. ‘It smells like me ma’s cooking,’ she says. ‘She always bought smoky bacon and free-range eggs.’ A fork is crammed into her hungry mouth, leaps out again, stabs at another big portion of food. I find a cob, some Flora, a bread knife, a butter knife. She tears at the bread, devours three large and ragged lumps. ‘I don’t like margarine, ta,’ she manages through a stuffed mouth. As with my daughter Jodie, I am reminded of the honesty of today’s youth. Even if something is free, these young ones will reject it, will not respond to kindness, refuse to resort to what my mother would call ‘manners’.

She finishes, lines up her cutlery, leans back and burps behind a hand. ‘That’s the emptiness coming back up,’ she announces. ‘Now, that was great, absolutely A one, full marks for presentation.’ She is laughing at me. The laughter is inside, but I still hear it. ‘What’s for pudding?’

I like this girl, like her a lot. She is lovable, open, tough and hurt. ‘Tinned rice any good? Or I think I’ve a fruit salad in light syrup, you could have that with some Carnation.’

The blond head shakes merrily, reminds me of a pale summer daisy, heavy on a too-slim stem. ‘How did you know that Carnation is my favouritest thing? It’s made in heaven, I reckon. When the nuns used to go on about manna falling from the skies, I knew it tasted just like angel cake dipped in Carnation.’

The bowl empties quickly, then she drinks a second cup of instant coffee. She adds so much sugar that a cement mixer might prove useful to stir the mixture. ‘God, I’m stuffed,’ she remarks. ‘Good job these pants have an elasticated waist. My mother’s dead.’ She leaves no space, no mark of punctuation between topics. ‘And my dad’s in Walton.’

I hesitate. ‘Hospital?’

‘Prison. When me mam died, he was away with the mixer, our old man, nutty as a monkey’s dinner. Missed her, you see. It was like something out of a women’s magazine, their marriage. Worshipped Mam, he did, went wrong as soon as she popped her clogs. After a lot of messing with the cops, bits of receiving and stuff like drunk and disorderly, he did an aggravated burglary. I didn’t listen properly, I was too aggravated myself, mad with him. I think he sort of altered the shape of a policeman’s face too, so he’s no favourite with the Liverpool busies. Been in and out of prison for a while now, me dad. Have you got a steam iron?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, that’s all right, then. I can’t be doing with all that sprinkling water – it reminds me I’ve not been to benediction for a while. Being a Catholic’s a bugger, you know. You can tell yourself you don’t care, you’ve educated yourself past all that stupid indoctrination, but it never works.’ She has not honed her vowels and the last word comes out as ‘werks’. ‘I stand in front of the mirror some days and tell myself that it was all fairy tales, all that mortal sin and absolution. But they’ve got you and you know they’ve got you. When I spray dry clothes or plants, it’s all dominoes and biscuits, can’t help it.’

A small beat of time passes. ‘Dominoes and biscuits?’

‘Old Latin. Services are boring now, all in English. Dominus vobiscum, I think it is, but Mam always said “dominoes and—”’

‘And biscuits.’

‘Yes. It really means “The Lord be with you.”’

‘And with thy spirit.’

She giggles. ‘Et cum spiritu tuo. Are you a holy Roman?’

‘No. But I know a man who is.’

She taps dirty fingers on the table. ‘Are you ill? You look a bit on the pale side.’

‘Recovering.’

‘Oh.’ An unclean nail prises a bit of bacon from a gap between two teeth. ‘What did you have?’

I chew this over for a moment. ‘A curable problem that used to be incurable. I’m a miracle.’

‘Ooh.’ She likes this, is fascinated. ‘They can shift most of the sods these days, can’t they? There was a woman down by us with that much wrong with her – well – I think she’d had absolution so many times, they were giving her discount on the holy water, ’cos she used it by the barrel. Ninety-seven, she is now. Me mam used to say, “Look at Mrs Foley. Seventy-odd if she’s a day and so many spare parts she rattles. When she does go,” me mother said, “the rag man’ll take her, ’cos she’s at least 50 per cent scrap metal.” It’s like the bionic man – we have the technology. Great, isn’t it?’

‘Wonderful.’ Why am I talking to this stranger? ‘It’s just that afterwards, when it’s all over and you’re pretty sure about being cured, everything seems different.’

‘It must do. I suppose you start reorganizing your life, don’t you? As if you’ve just come fresh into the world again, like a rebirth. Are you going to make a lot of changes?’

‘I don’t know. I … er … had a breakdown. The fact that I was cured – or seemingly cured – hit me like a ton of bricks. Sometimes, good news can be as disturbing as bad. And you feel a bit guilty too, getting better while other people still suffer.’

She nods. The wisdom in her eyes belies the youthful appearance. ‘So you’ve got to get it right this time. Sort of pay back God for saving you.’

‘Yes.’ Where did she get all that knowledge? I always believed that such insight arrived with age. ‘It’s not so much the paying back of God that matters to me, it’s the relieving of others’ suffering.’

‘Same thing.’

‘Yes, I suppose it must be.’

She cocks her head, gives me the once-over. ‘Hey, you’re not bad looking for a woman who’s getting on a bit. Why don’t you get your hair tinted, wear some decent clothes?’

We both look at our own shabby garments, then cast a quick eye over each other’s, crack off laughing simultaneously and very loudly. ‘Where did you find the Levis?’ she asks between giggles. ‘Church jumble sale? The arse is nearly out of them. And that jumper should have been on the tip years ago.’

I pull defensively at my fisherman’s knit, grey, grimy, obviously made for a ten-foot giant and all his family. ‘This is an heirloom, I’ll have you know.’

‘Oh?’

‘It was my husband’s. I washed it on the wrong cycle and it grew and it grew. No matter, it heats my hind quarters.’

‘And what heats his?’

At the nursing home, he has an electric blanket and one of those new hot-water bottles. After a quick blast in a microwave, the bottle stays cosy right through till morning. ‘He’s not here,’ I say quietly.

‘Oh.’ The hands, a paler purple by this time, fiddle with a chain of worry beads. ‘Has he buggered off and left you?’

‘No, he’s ill.’

There’s a crucifix on the beads, so this must be a rosary. Her attention is straying again. ‘Do you live here all by yourself? How many rooms are there? Is there an attic?’ Her gaze fondles all my kitchen cupboards. ‘Good idea, having the kitchen at the front. You can see the water and the beach all the time. What’s wrong with him?’

I sigh. This one’s mind is plainly capable of homing in on just about anything. She is over-endowed with what I call Scouse radar, a knack of cutting through protocol, discarding the fat, pouncing on the juicy innards. ‘Alzheimer’s.’

‘Kids?’

‘Three. Mine, not his. They’re not children any more and they’re not here.’ I still don’t understand why I feel so easy with this girl, why I am talking to her so openly.

The blond head nods, drops slightly. ‘This was Mam’s rosary. He won’t get any better, you know.’

‘No.’

‘A woman down by me sister’s house got it. She was frying frozen veg at midnight and she started putting the cat in the sideboard next to the phone. Poor cat howled every time the phone went off in its lug’ole. Two o’clock one morning, she knocked the priest up and asked him for two hundredweight of nutty slack. It sounds funny, but it’s not. They put her away at the finish and she was really happy, brewing tea all hours for the staff, she was.’

I bite my lip, try to stop the words, but they escape. ‘He’s not happy.’

‘I’m sorry. Sometimes, they are and …’

‘And sometimes they suffer.’

She looks at me, sends me a message of total empathy, yet I cannot grasp the fact that I am communicating with someone of such tender years. She jumps up, awards me an impish grin, dives for the door. ‘I’ll get my bits and pieces out of your porch and leave you in peace.’ The slender figure stops, swivels, would look as graceful as Anna Pavlova except for the boots. ‘Sorry about your old man. Get down the pub with a mate, have a jar and a laugh. Life’s too short, you know.’

Before allowing myself time to think, I call after her, ‘What’s your name?’

‘Diana.’ The three syllables float through my house like sharp, high-toned chimes.

I shout back, ‘I’m Laura.’

‘See you.’ The slam of my front door has a hollow quality, sounds like a death-knell. I wonder for a moment how those prisoners cope, Americans who live for years in single cells next-door-but-one to the electric chair. Now, that must be real depression. The quack says I’m not depressed any more, that I’m ready to jump back into life. But he hasn’t got a husband on death row. I am so morbid, feel better when I occupy myself with dirty dishes and pawmarks on the draining board.

The maker of these marks stalks by, tail erect, ears pricked for the joyful sound of fork against tin. This cat is not normal. Most cats curl up when they stop walking, but Handel simply keels over sideways. His life is so exhausting, all that eating and sleeping and washing of whiskers.

After a Cup-a-Soup and two crackers, I venture upstairs and face my monster. It’s a computer called Giles, very upmarket and attached to a laser printer whose habits are not all good. The printer often develops hiccups, flashes ‘paper jam’ on its LCD, goes into a sulk for hours on end. I kick the system to life, stare at the latest few pages of A Heart Divided. ‘He held her close, so close that her spine turned to molten gold.’ What a load of tripe. ‘As he drowned in her eyes, he knew that he wanted no help, no lifebelt. He would go willingly to his doom, happily to his kismet.’ The whole thing is a sea of adverbs, a morass of adjectives. Wait till the Pulitzer committee claps its eyes on this lot! Wait till my editor sees it …

I make another file, call it Laura. It won’t sell, but I’ll write my story one of these days. When I look at the time, two hours have passed and I’ve produced twenty pages of this Laura thing. It seems I’ve had quite an interesting life. Perhaps I’ll finish the tale one day, see if anyone else finds it riveting.

The bell rings. Is she back? Has she left her clipboard, her rosary beads? A second ring sounds impatient, angry. It won’t be Mother. Mother wants me to think that she can’t get about, that I’ve abandoned her to a life of solitude and desolation. And Ruth’s out for the day.

I open the door. ‘Oh, it’s you.’

Robert pushes past me, turns, grabs my shoulders, kisses my hair because I’ve turned away to close the door. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

Robert is tall, decorative, angry. I pull away and rearrange my sloppy sweater. ‘Nowhere,’ I say loftily.

‘It’s becoming a habit, isn’t it? Going off without saying a word, having your little holidays. I mean, have a break by all means, but tell me. I’ve been worried to death.’

‘Would you like something to drink?’

His eyes are angry. When he is angry, he becomes unnecessarily beautiful. ‘No, I don’t want a drink. I’ve had a hell of a day and I’ve come to ask a favour. Oh and to tell you that you are an impossible woman and I love you.’

‘It’s over, Robert. There are things I have to do—’

‘Where the hell has it gone?’ He stands by the hall table and begins to empty his pockets. There are small bottles and boxes, some tangled elastic bands, a chewed pencil and a comb that is almost toothless. ‘Ah yes,’ he breathes. ‘I remember now.’

He is like a child. When I was young, little boys carried string and conkers in their pockets with marbles, ballbearings, small creatures in matchboxes. Tommo was a bigger boy and he carried a knife. I don’t want to think about Tommo, but I’ll have to if I’m going to write it all out of my system. That’s it! I’m standing here watching this man emptying his pockets, and at last I know what I’m doing. The past has to be swept away before I can begin a future. So simple, so complicated, so bloody enormous.

An inside pocket gives up the bounty at last. It is tiny, impossibly so, jet black and squealing fit to burst. ‘It’s a cat,’ he says hopefully. ‘I’ve christened her Snowflake. Snow because she’s definitely black, Flake because she’s crazy.’

For a moment, I am nonplussed. Then I rally, anxious to defend myself against all intruders. ‘I’ve already got a cat. You should know, because you brought him here in the first place after you put Ellie down.’ Ellie was magnificent, every inch the lady in spite of being ginger. ‘Can that thing lap?’

For answer, he places a dropper on the table beside the rest of his hoard. ‘She’s only four and a half weeks old. I had to put the mother down and this is the sole survivor of the litter. She needs you, Laura. I’ve brought some formula because cows’ milk would make her ill. Please, Laura.’

The kitten is attached to his hand like a koala on a tree, all four feet wrapped around his wrist. She is biting him and her eyes are wide, as wide and surprised as only a kitten’s eyes can be. ‘Take her away,’ I beg.

‘It’s only for a few days and—’

‘In a few days, I’ll be in love with her. If you move her in, I’ll not let her go.’

He laughs. ‘If I move in, will you fall in love with me and keep me for ever?’

‘No. Can’t one of your gaggle of adoring old ladies take her in?’

‘She’d be too much for an old lady.’

‘I’m tired. I’ve been ill. I wasn’t on holiday, I’ve been … talking a rest.’ I wave a hand at the cat. ‘It would mean litter trays all over again. And Handel won’t like Snow-flake.’

‘Handel won’t notice Snowflake.’ He knows Handel almost as well as I do, has been the family vet for years. ‘And this is a lovely cat. Special too, because her mother never saw the inside of a house. She was on a farm over towards Lydiate, got fed by the farmer’s wife, wouldn’t settle inside.’

‘Great.’ I step away, afraid to touch that wonderful kitten-fluff. I’m a cat lover, take the whole business far too seriously. I understand the Egyptians’ fascination with cats, can see why they made gods of them. They are so delightfully arrogant and I’m not having another one. ‘You are asking me to take in a feral kitten? It won’t behave. It’ll be ripping the house to pieces once it gets its bearings.’

‘Laura, you have a way with animals.’

‘So do you. Take it home. I’ll still take birds into the garage if anyone fetches them. Ben may not be here, but I’ve learned a lot and the RSPB knows we do good work here and that cat might kill a bird in a box and—’

‘You always talk fast when you’re unsure of yourself, Laura. Will you throw this little cat out into the cold? Will you?’

‘Will you?’ I ask. ‘You’re the one in charge. Take it home, the kids will love it.’

The eyebrows are almost knitted together now. ‘Laura, I’ve four cats, two and a half dogs and a parrot that swears all the time and plucks its feathers out. My so-called housekeeper can manage that lot while I’m away, but a new kitten might put her off. I’m taking the kids down south for a fortnight.’

He’s a lovely man. The half-dog has useless back legs, so Robert made a wheeled contraption for him. Bonzo enjoys this strange mode of travel, has worn out his wheels several times, needs to be serviced at regular intervals, gets oiled and adjusted every week. ‘You’re a fool, Robert. OK, pass her over.’

The huge grin lights up his face. I love two men and I cannot have either of them. I can’t have Ben because he hardly exists any more, and I can’t have Robert because Ben’s still alive in the technical sense. Snowflake is warm, soft, skinny beneath the fur. ‘Will she make it? Is she going to be healthy?’

‘I think so. The diet is written down here. Intelligent creatures, cats. You’ll find that she’ll start lapping early, probably within a week. She’s decided to live. All you have to do is feed her a few drops every hour or so.’

My jaw sags. ‘In the middle of the night?’

‘She’ll let you know, crawl up to your face when she’s hungry.’

‘I see. So I take her upstairs, do I?’

‘You’re her mother now. Do your best.’

I am an appalling mother – my sons and my daughter could testify to that. If this lovely creature is going to depend on me for positive support … ‘You’ll kill me if she’s dead when you come back.’

‘Probably.’ He looks me up and down, latches on to a key word that he half-remembers from a minute ago. ‘Ill? What kind of ill?’

‘Operation. I’m OK now.’

‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘No.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

Flakey is eating my sleeve. See, I’ve already christened her properly, I’m on a loser before I start. ‘It was my business, not yours. And I didn’t want you languishing by my bedside during visiting hours. It would have been the talk of North Liverpool, the vet having an affair with poor old Ben Starling’s wife.’

He tut-tuts, barges into the kitchen, makes a din while setting the kettle to boil. I follow with Flakey, who has fallen asleep in the crook of my arm. ‘Don’t sulk, Robert.’

‘Don’t sulk? How bloody long were you in hospital? I came round nearly every day, caught Ruth feeding the cat a few times. What happened to Chewbacca?’

‘Kennels. He’s a gregarious chap, likes a change of scenery.’

‘But you were gone for ages.’

I’m not going to tell him about the breakdown. That frail young Diana could take it, but this big macho vet would worry and fret for days. ‘Convalescence, then a month by the sea. How are the children?’

He bangs two mugs on to the table. ‘Tom’s learning the viola. He’s sent Charlie almost completely bald. It’s one thing having a parrot who’s a compulsive plucker, but it’s awful watching insanity move in on the poor creature. The noise is dreadful.’

‘And Melinda? Is she still missing her mum?’ Robert’s wife died four years ago, because the remedy did not come in time. I have just survived the very problem that deprived a little girl of her mother.

He stands very still, studies me. ‘Ask her yourself. She likes you, needs someone like you.’

Here comes the old argument. ‘I’m not moving in with you, Robert.’

‘Because of how it would look? Because the neighbours wouldn’t like it?’

It’s hopeless. He’s so infantile, so determined and stubborn. ‘I don’t want to take Carol’s place. I couldn’t. And I am not suitable material anyway. Stepmotherhood is not for me, Robert. I’ve done my stint and I wasn’t terribly good at it.’

‘Rubbish.’

My temper is grumbling like an appendix that threatens to burst. ‘I’ve three kids. One’s an inch from prison, another’s breaking his heart because his boyfriend doesn’t love him any more, while my daughter’s wandering about England trying to find herself. They’re not exactly steady.’

‘It’s not your fault.’ His voice raises itself. ‘You didn’t tell Gerald to go out and mix with fraudsters, and Edward’s homosexuality is nothing to do with you. As for Jodie, she’ll give herself the boot up the arse that’s sadly needed. Jodie will come good.’

I sit and wait while he pours water on to the Nescafé. When he is seated, I try again. ‘Edward’s sexuality is not a problem. It’s the fact that he’s insecure, can’t settle. Edward doesn’t trust anyone to stay with him, and that’s because I didn’t give him enough love and attention. Gerald’s the same, uses money as a crutch. Jodie’s a law unto herself. She modelled herself on me, became selfish and self-indulgent. I do not want any more children in my life. And that is an end of it.’

He isn’t pleased. It began as a friendship, developed into mutual comfort and companionship after our losses, got out of hand when he fell in love with me. I’m older, wiser, don’t need the kind of stability that Robert seeks. His lower lip protrudes slightly, makes him into a displeased child. ‘I love you,’ he insists.

‘Then let me go.’

He drains the cup in one gulp, must have an asbestos palate. ‘Look after the cat,’ he says brusquely.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, you’re not. This is a great trip for you, turning down a man who’d do just about anything for you. And don’t start the age difference crap, it’s boring. Ten years is nothing, nothing at all. You like me, you enjoy my work, could have a good time helping with the animals. My kids adore you …’ His voice tails away and a hand pushes its way through the tousled mop of hair. ‘I don’t mind waiting. Ben won’t get well, we both know that. And he told you to take a lover if he ever became ill—’

‘He didn’t tell me to go and start another life.’

‘But you’d still be there for him. You’d still visit him and—’

Something snaps. ‘I will stay in his house until he dies, Robert. He’s my husband and my best friend. While Ben is in this world, I will be his and he’ll be mine. And that’s not romantic garbage, it’s elemental, a part of who he is, who I am.’ My yelling causes Handel to ruffle slightly, but the kitten slumbers on. Still, if she was born in a shed among a crowd of vicious cats, she’ll be used to noise.

He is furious, hates my shouting. ‘You don’t bloody know who he is.’

I should never have told him that. Pillow talk is dangerous, does not look good in the light of day. ‘I might have known that you would use that, Robert. Ben is one of the finest men I’ve ever met. You’ve no idea at all of what he did for me and my children. Please go home now.’

He is sorry, worried. A hand reaches across the table. ‘Laura.’

‘I’ll talk to you when you’ve calmed down a bit. But I’d advise you to get out of this house. Now.’

Life is so sad. In a bedroom, Robert and I are good partners. But on a day-to-day basis, the arrangement could never work. His son is precocious, his daughter needs affection. Robert and I would be fine, but I could never accept his children. Tom is wont to rhyme off lists of meaningless facts, and Melinda needs warmth, love, a reader of fairy tales.

He shouts from the hall, ‘I’ll be back. I’m not giving up, Laura.’

Neither am I. When I was a child, I didn’t really like children – except for my cousin Anne. As a mother of young children, I struggled against enormous odds just to keep food in the house, just to feed and clothe them. There was no time for love, no chance to escape the fear that kept me cowed and silent. Children were a part of the terror, a part of the nightmare.

And when we got away, it was too late. There were too many worries. There is no excuse for depriving children of love, because that is their birthright. But I had a reason, and the reason was that I didn’t understand what a mother’s love was, what it ought to be. My children are well and strong. They have good bones, good teeth, good health. But they never had a good mother, never had a pattern of security that they might copy, learn from. I’ve tried not to scream at my own mother for being such a burden, because I look at her and see myself in thirty years. She was my model, but who was hers? Were they really sweet, those parents of hers? Or did she, too, have to escape, has that made her bitter?

We go upstairs, Flakey and I. She lies in a shoe box, all tiny and warm, a nest of handkerchiefs beneath her. I place her liquid food on my desk, lie the dropper beside the jar.

And I carry on writing Laura.


Part Two


Chapter One

It’s hard to remember in detail the very early days of your life. There are flashes, of course, mind-pictures of a particular garden, a porcelain sink in a kitchen, raincoats dripping, a mousetrap under the stairs. How I worried about those poor mice.

Smells are easier than pictures. Auntie Maisie used a light, powdery perfume, something on the lines of Je Reviens, but less cloying. Her house was always full of baking and sewing, rich, yeasty scents and that crisp aroma of new calico. Uncle Freddie smelled of coffee or of wet earth and potato skins, depending on what he’d been dealing with at the Co-op. My dad was liquorice and peppermint and Mother reeked of bad temper. Bad temper is something to do with cigarette smoke and a particular brand of eau-de-Cologne that seems to have disappeared from the market.

Sounds, too. Oh yes, the noises are there. The rag-and-bone man with his ‘aynee owld raa-aags’, the clatter of metal scoop against metal churn when the milkman filled our jugs, the gentle snort of his horse as it champed on the bit. Mill hooters, the clang of a tram on Chorley Old Road, the whirr of a trolley bus in town. ‘Bowton Evernin’ Newers’ sang the boy on the corner. Bolton was a noisy, smoky, comforting place.

There were other noises, not so welcome. ‘Laura, have you tidied your room?’ and ‘I should never have had you, you are a dreadful child.’ The crack of flesh on flesh when she struck me, the screams I kept inside my head because whenever I yelled, the violence got worse. My father singing to me, my poor dear father who never understood her, never understood me. He was a great man and a weak human being.

No, I must try to remember the better things, like the noises from the house next door. ‘Pull up a chair, Laura. Now stand on it and give us a song.’ Uncle Freddie was the most terrible tease in the whole world. That knowledge had been passed on to us by his wife, Auntie Maisie.

‘What shall I sing?’

‘A pretty song. A pretty girl should always sing a pretty ditty.’

I was not a good singer, but they listened while I murdered ‘Alice Blue Gown’.

Then Anne would do ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ or ‘Run Rabbit Run’.

‘Treacle toffee, that’ll shut you up, Annie.’ Auntie Maisie’s face was round, glowing like the sun. ‘Here, Laura, you get some before Freddie pinches it. Keeps swallowing bits of his teeth, greedy old bugger.’

My mother never said things like ‘bugger’, so I would giggle and keep the secret. Secrets from my mother were rare and as sweet as the toffee. I would sit in the warm glow of Maisie Turnbull’s love, would soak up the happiness, try to keep it in my heart where it would warm me till morning. But it never did. Somewhere on the way from their door to ours, I always grew chilled and lonely.

There was bunting in the street when the war ended. Liza McNally, my supposed mother, wouldn’t let me go to the party in the avenue. I often dreamed of the whole thing being a mistake, hoped that someone in authority would come along and say, ‘Sorry, Mrs McNally, but Laura is not your child.’ She would have been pleased, too, had I not been hers, because she was always saying that I wasn’t good enough. I hoped, but the hope grew dim with the passing of time. The facts of life were a topic for the future, and I imagined that I might keep the same father and get a better mother. ‘You are not going outside to mix with those people,’ she announced through a cloud of Craven A exhaust. I was not to be allowed to celebrate the end of a war.

My father spoke up for me, but she refused to be moved. John McNally believed that the rearing of infant children was a woman’s job, so she often had the last word when I was very young. Father said, ‘It’s not worth upsetting her, Laurie-child.’ He brought me sweets that night, barley sugars and Uncle Joes. He was a kind man, but he was powerless in her presence.

My mother closed our curtains on Victory Day. ‘It’s common,’ she said, pursing her reddened lips. ‘No child of mine is going to run about outside with sandwiches.’

‘But Mother—’

‘Don’t argue with me. I’ve had enough of your cheek just lately.’

I sat in the dark and imagined rescue, but no-one came. Cousin Anne did not arrive to knock on our door, to urge me to step outside, because Mother had severed relations with next door some weeks earlier, had cut me off from my kith and kin. Although cowed for much of the time, I was moved to speak up on this occasion. ‘You don’t want me to have anybody,’ I accused, my feet spread wide, arms folded to demonstrate my anger. That’s a thing I recall quite clearly, the way I copied her body language.

She clouted me across my left cheek. ‘You do not need Maisie and Freddie. Anne has a coarse mouth, something she’s inherited from that unbearable man. Laura McNally, you will be a lady if I have to drag you up screaming all by myself.’

My face was stinging. ‘I don’t want to be a lady. Cyril Mort’s got fireworks, saved up since before the war. His dad said they’d be lit once Hitler was in the muck where he belonged.’

She dragged me into the kitchen, waved a bar of red carbolic before my eyes. ‘Must I wash your mouth out, girl? You do not use such words in my house.’ Carbolic burns, sears the skin from your tongue. I knew that, because I’d received mouthwashes before for simple words like ‘ta-ra’. Common words, she called them. Above all, I was to become an uncommon child.

It was sickening. I’d heard my dad asking the milkman for horse-muck to put on the roses. The word she objected to must have been ‘muck’, as it was the only unusual one to have slipped from my tongue.

‘You are not to look at me in that fashion,’ she screamed before smacking my head so hard that it crashed against the sink. Immediately, she panicked. Although Mother was a vicious woman, she made it her business to ensure that the marks of cruelty seldom showed. My head was grabbed, pushed over the sink, doused in cold water. ‘It’s your own fault,’ she mumbled, choking slightly because she had no hand free to take the cigarette from her mouth. ‘The way you look at me, the way you disobey …’ The towel was hard and rough. I kept my expression neutral as she rubbed me dry, but my dislike of her grew larger and heavier, even as I stood in that kitchen.

‘We shall go into the sitting room.’ Her voice shook; she had frightened herself with her actions, was terrified of being out of control, even for a second.

Liza McNally lived on her nerves and announced that fact regularly to me, to my father and to anyone else within earshot. The nerves were visible that afternoon, the day of the street party. She stood by the fireplace smoking, smoothing her perfect hair, picking at the buffed and painted nails. I can see her now if I close my eyes, pearl choker, round-necked navy frock with lace on the collar, dark shoes, nylon stockings donated by an American serviceman whose life had reputedly been saved by my father’s stomach balm. Even with my eyes open, I can see the seeds of bitterness in her expression, a clear acidity of temperament that would not abate with the passing of time. After contact with the sink, my head was already sore, and she did not improve matters when she pulled at my hair till I heard some of it snapping away at the scalp. ‘Selfish child,’ she muttered as she dragged me out of the kitchen.

Hatred is a strong word, perhaps too strong to express the feelings of a five-year-old child. But something boiled in my chest, got brewed up in the summer of 1945, has simmered ever since. I was perplexed, lonely, excluded. She watched me, fastened me to the chair with her eagle vision, willed me not to move. It was a long day, one of the longest in my whole life. The cruellest part was the party dress. She made me wear it, pretended that we were having our own ‘select’ gathering in the dining-room at the back of our house. The curtains were closed, of course, to keep out the noise of the ‘rabble’ outside. The ‘rabble’ consisted of hard-working middle-class people, factory managers, shopkeepers, self-employed businessmen. Whatever, they were not good enough for my mother. The party dress was washed and pressed just in case anyone outside should catch sight of me and pity my isolation. Saving pride and face was my mother’s way of life, even her ration d’être, but I had only just begun to learn that.

I fidgeted, of course. Sitting straight and still in a chair is difficult for an adult, impossible for a child. There was a pattern on the oilcloth at the edge of Mother’s Indian carpet, brown and beige squares with diamond shapes inside the beige bits. The toes of my patent shoes tapped out a message in the diamonds. ‘I am not her little girl, she is not my mother.’ It was silly, but it helped. Inside, I was defying her; inside, I had a secret.

‘Stop that stamping. You are so irritating. Go upstairs and stay away from the windows.’

I obeyed. Well, I obeyed by going upstairs, but I broke the second law, of course. A long table had appeared in the middle of the road as if by magic. It was made, I’m sure, from lots of ordinary dining tables swathed in sheets and coloured paper, but to my infant gaze, this was a miracle. There was dandelion and burdock, jelly, a huge cake with red, white and blue icing. I saw sandwiches and pies and jam tarts. And Anne saw me, glanced up and waved, looked sad without me.

My door burst inward. ‘I saw her waving at you, Laura McNally. Thank goodness I had the foresight to peep through a crack downstairs. You are shaming me. Why can’t you do as I ask? Why?’ I cowered in a corner as she raised an arm to strike again.

The shape behind her spoke. ‘Because your requests are unreasonable sometimes.’

She turned on him. At least her attention had strayed from me. ‘This child is a disgrace. You are never here, so don’t criticize me and my methods of dealing with her. I cannot have her mixing with the people next door, not after the way they insulted me.’

‘The people next door are your sister and your brother-in-law. Anne is Laura’s cousin, so there should be no bad blood.’ My father must have seen the anger in her face. He stepped back, one foot in my room, the other escaping to safer territory on the landing.

‘Do not tell me how to behave,’ she screamed. The revels outside seemed quieter, as if the whole party had slowed to listen as Mother ranted. ‘I could have married Eddie Cross. He would have been glad to have me, and there would have been none of this staying at work all hours. He’s got his own building business, and it puts your pathetic shop to shame. Even through the war, Eddie made money. And I’m condemned to stay here with your wayward child while you linger on Blackburn Road with your potions and lotions – what sort of a life is this for me?’

Father’s voice was quiet. ‘Then your father should have taken his shotgun elsewhere. He should perhaps have sent Eddie Cross up the aisle instead of me.’

She threw a glance over her shoulder, had a quick look at me, pushed him outside and slammed my door. But I could still hear it all.

‘As it turned out, the shotgun was unnecessary.’ John McNally had one of those voices which, though very soft, seem to carry well.

‘I didn’t know that. As far as I was concerned, you had had your way and the symptoms indicated—’

‘No, you had had your way. And your way was the fastest route out of the weaving sheds. Why do you impose all this nonsense on the child? Are you so anxious to avoid questions about your humble beginnings? I am proud of mine, grateful that my parents worked so hard to give me a chance. As for you believing that you were pregnant at the time of our marriage, I’ll have to take your word for that.’

I fastened my ear to the door, tried to ignore the drumbeat that was my heart. Never before had I known Father to interrupt her and to use strong words. I feared for him, feared that she might turn on him. But after a small pause, he continued, the voice still calm and conversational in tone. ‘Your word,’ he said. ‘I had to accept it then just as I must now take your word about Laura. She will grow, Liza. And she will grow away from you, beyond your reach. Already, she doesn’t love you. The girl will have the sense to get away in ten years or so. God, I hope that she can escape your clutches.’

‘How dare you!’

‘I dare. But for the most part, I shall keep my opinions to myself, just as I always have. She will have some stability. She is the reason why I tolerate this silly situation. When she is grown, I hope she is a match for you.’

He did not often stand in my corner. When he had time for me, he was considerate and loving, but for the most part, John McNally was a man with a mission, a brain full of formulae and chemicals, no space for life’s trivia. He loved me, but he had little room for me in his busy life. So he left me to her, trusted to luck, but my meagre store of luck kept running out.

We lived in a large semi-detached house on a spoon-shaped avenue called a cul-de-sac. Our house was right at the tip of the spoon and it was fastened to Cousin Anne’s. Auntie Maisie was my mother’s sister, while Cousin Anne was almost my twin, as we were born within a week of each other when the war was a few months old.

As babies, we saw a great deal of one another, because our mothers worked shifts at a paint factory down Bridgeman Place. I was not very old when I realized that my mother was ‘too good’ for such labour. Liza McNally was simply making her patriotic contribution towards the downfall of somebody called Hitler who had a funny moustache and a strange way of talking. As the wife of a dispensing chemist, she would not normally demean herself in such a way.

She would stand in front of the mirror dabbing a smelly liquid on her hair. ‘Laura! Is it gone? Can you see any more paint in my hair? Laura, bring my manicure set. The paint is eating into my skin. Laura, get my hand lotion. Where are my slippers? You are four years old and you know that my feet are tired. Some eau-de-Cologne for my head. See if there are any Aspros in the cupboard. If not, go next door, see if Maisie has a spare tape of Aspros.’

When I went next door, things were completely different. Auntie Maisie might have paint in her hair, on a hand, on a shoe, but she would be laughing with her husband or toasting bread in front of the fire. She even laughed when she got a blob of blue on her nose, a big smudge that took days to wear off. I would look at her, try to fill my mind with the sights and sounds of her home. ‘Have you any Aspros, Auntie?’

She frowned sometimes. Even when she frowned, her face was happy. ‘Another headache, sweetheart? Look in my brown bag.’ And I heard them whispering about me, about my parents. Things like ‘No wonder he stops out late’, and ‘Time she started thinking about that kiddy’. There were always smiles and cuddles, bites of toast, a finger-dip of condensed milk, a spoonful of treacle. I did not mind their concern even when it bordered on pity, because they loved me. Any feeling born of love must be good – even a child can sense that.

During the war years, I stayed at Anne’s when Mother was on duty. The two sisters’ shifts were staggered so that children could be minded by members of their own family. Sometimes, Uncle Freddie was with us in Anne’s house, and such times were filled with so much laughter that I often suffered from hiccups for several hours after returning home. Anne didn’t like coming in our house, but I was safe when she was there, was free to act like a child.

The oddest and funniest of days were brought to us courtesy of Freddie Turnbull Esquire. He always called himself ‘Esquire’, said it gave some standing to a poor man who spent his days knee deep in spuds and spilled sugar. Uncle Freddie Turnbull, a huge man with whiskers and a limp from the Great War, was considerably older than my gentle father. He was what everybody called ‘a scream’, because he was forever imitating people. Not famous names, just the folk from round and about. ‘They’d not make one straight man between them,’ he would say about those who traded in our area. ‘If they’d a pair of eyes or legs among them, they’d be stood up in the front lines with a pop-gun and a tin of corned beef.’

It was awful, even excruciating, but it brought excitement into our narrow lives. ‘Sithee,’ he said, the face serious and concerned. ‘Just go to the door and pay yon feller. He’ll be stood waiting for his money while bedtime if you don’t shape. Come on, Laura, come on, our Annie.’

‘I’m not doing it.’ I stood my ground, felt the butterflies trembling in my chest. ‘I’m not doing it unless you promise to behave.’

‘I promise.’ A hand lay on his heart. ‘I’ll upset nobody.’

Anne snatched the money, sniffed, knew what would happen. ‘Don’t laugh, Laura,’ she said. ‘Mam says we’ve to be polite no matter what Dad does.’

Hand in hand for companionship and security, we opened the door like a pair of Christians who expected death at the claws of some enormous feline. ‘How much is it?’ we asked the tradesman.

It was truly dreadful, extremely testing for two robust and high-spirited young girls. The milkman had a lisp, the coalman suffered with a stammer, while the insurance man, cross-eyed and bow-legged, always said the same thing. ‘Eeh, aren’t you a pretty pair, a sight fer sore eyes come rain nor shine.’

The insurance man was the worst. Uncle Freddie posed on the stairs, out of sight of any callers. Our peripheral vision was drawn to him like base metal to a magnet, because we knew that he would not be good. His whole body sagged downward, and the good leg curved itself like a letter C. We did not dare look straight at Uncle Freddie until the Prudential man had wobbled off on his bike, because Anne’s dear daddy was gifted with the ability to make irises and pupils all but disappear into the sides of his nose. Then he ‘did’ the insurance man’s voice, echoed the words perfectly.

Auntie Maisie rushed out of the kitchen. She pretended to have no time for such behaviour, though she always listened and giggled while the pantomime was in progress. The damp tea-towel was slapped across Uncle Freddie’s face. ‘For a crippled man, you don’t half take the Michael out of other unfortunates. What are you teaching these two, eh? Our Liza will have you drawn and quartered if she catches you carrying on like this in front of our Laura.’ Her cheeks glowed when she looked at him, and a smile hovered on the edges of her mouth, held back by sheer willpower and a strong sense of fun.

Uncle Freddie acted hurt and contrite. ‘Ooh, Maisie, you’re lovely when you’re angry. Look at her, girls, isn’t she beautiful? There’s a dimple now, see, she nearly smiled. Anyway, Maisie Turnbull, I’ll have you know that my game leg entitles me to make fun of my fellow cripples. Straighten your face and put that kettle on, Missus. Early to bed for you tonight.’

She was lovely, my Auntie Maisie. Round, plump and pretty, always smelled of yeast mixed with soap and gentle perfume, wore flowered pinnies and a string of coloured glass beads that she’d won on the fair years earlier. The fine blond hair was scraped back into a bun, but little wisps tended to escape round her ears and at the nape of her neck. Uncle Freddie used to kiss the back of her neck and whisper in her ears till she went pink.

I loved them. I suppose that they loved me too, because they never left me out of anything – unless my mother intervened, of course. At weekends, Uncle Freddie took us to Queens Park, trained us in the art of ‘handling the Americans’ and forbade us to tell our mothers about our unseemly behaviour. There were two ways of ‘handling the Americans’. Sometimes, it was best to look sweet, pretty and twinnish, ask for ‘some gum, chum’. But that worked only when we were clean. After skirmishes with roundabouts and swings, we had to use a different ploy to attract the support of our allies.

Anne, who was endowed with great acting ability, lay on the cinder path and blubbered a lot, rubbed her big blue eyes. I ran to the soldiers, my face twisted with suppressed laughter which was usually mistaken for some other emotion. ‘My sister’s hurt.’ We got chocolates, sweets, biscuits, lectures about being careful near strangers. And once, we were given a whole silver dollar and we polished it, took turns to have custody of the shining disc.

Anne and I must have been five when the trouble happened. The war was dwindling towards its chaotic and supposedly triumphant end. Mother and Auntie Maisie were working shifts of just four hours. Uncle Freddie was still managing the local Co-op, while my father continued to spend most of his time at the shop, probably mixing medicines and working at his bench in the upstairs rooms. Everything was normal one minute, terrible the next.

There was a row. We children did not hear it and, for a while, we had no knowledge of its subject. But in the middle of 1945, I was forbidden to go next door, was ordered never to speak to Auntie Maisie, Uncle Freddie, Cousin Anne.

Grief overcame fear several times and I tackled my mother repeatedly. She was more agitated than I had ever seen her, so I took the opportunity to dig deep into her mind. I think she must have been a lonely woman, but perhaps solitude was what she deserved. In a way, she was turning to me, using me as a sounding board, a figure at which she could direct her thoughts.

‘Please, Mother. I want to play with Anne.’

Anger and frustration coloured her cheeks, made her truly radiant. My mother was a woman of exceptional beauty. She had copper-gold hair, clear blue eyes and a skin of alabaster that stained itself pink when she became excited. ‘You will do as I say, young lady. Exactly as I say.’

I don’t know where or how I got the knowledge, but for a few weeks after the Big Row, I felt confident that she would not hit me. She was somewhat depleted and lacklustre after the argument, kept failing to finish off sentences. I was brave enough to keep asking why. ‘Why can’t I play with Anne?’

‘Because I am your mother.’

Sometimes, adults made no sense at all. I tried to be good, obedient and quiet, failed totally, attempted to rekindle my newborn courage. ‘Auntie Maisie is my auntie. Uncle Freddie is my uncle. You told me to mind grown-ups and to be nice to them. Why is it all different now?’

She was floundering in a pit of her own digging. Because of her rigorous persistence, I was a precocious child, could read and write, add and subtract, chant a list of capital cities, sing after a fashion, blunder through two simple pieces on the piano. She enjoyed showing off her creation, wanted me capable when it suited her, like on the days when her ‘friends’ visited and ‘took’ tea and dainty cakes. I was Mother’s party-piece-by-proxy, and she lapped up the shallow praise like a cream-hungry cat.

My talents were not particularly remarkable, but I drew lavish accolades from Mother’s attendants. These people formed a gaggle of polite and dull women whose husbands were professional men. Auntie Maisie, even before the disagreement, was never invited to the afternoon teas, was definitely not good enough to be on show when high society descended on our home. ‘We shall move away,’ Mother declared hotly when I was still struggling to mend the breach between the two houses.

My temper bubbled. ‘You can go if you want to. I’m staying here, I shall move next door and live with Anne.’

She wrung her delicate fingers, turned to the fireplace, groped for the umpteenth cigarette. When her lungs were filled with confidence, she looked at me again. ‘We got them that house. I persuaded your father – it was my doing – mine!’ The hands waved a lot, one leaving in its wake a trail of smoke like the emissions from a fighter plane’s engines.

She was proud of her hands, kept a bone-and-silver manicure set in her dressing room. The dressing room was the tiniest front bedroom, linked to the larger room by a doorway made by my father after much harassment. I spent a great deal of time running to and from the dressing room, bringing her this and that, returning hairbrushes, mirrors, powder boxes.

She wandered to the sitting-room window, tugged at the lace curtain, cleared her throat of pretended emotion. ‘I thought we should all be together while the war was on. Your daddy paid for that house, Laura. He used money from your grandpapa, money that might have been useful in the business. Oh!’ Exasperated by my obvious lack of empathy with her grief, she tried a few tears but, finding it difficult to smoke and cry simultaneously, she opted for the former occupation and stopped snivelling.

‘Anne is my favourite person,’ I persisted. ‘And Auntie Maisie is good and kind and she makes her own bread. And Uncle Freddie is … is just Uncle Freddie. I miss him, I miss them all.’

‘Laura, you will heed me!’ All attempts at presenting a dignified front had suddenly been abandoned, and I found myself afraid again. It wasn’t the shouting, it wasn’t the idea of being beaten that scared me. No, it was Mother, the woman herself. I was beginning to realize that my mother was not predictable, that even she herself was not aware of how she would act or feel. Her face was grim and set. ‘I shall never speak to Maisie again as long as I live. She has betrayed me – they both betrayed me. I am your mother, so you must be on my side.’

I squashed my misgivings, swallowed them with a gulp of air. She might beat me, scream, shout, tear at her hair – I didn’t care. She was wrong. Something about her was wrong. I always knew how Auntie Maisie would be. If there was sad music on the wireless, she might allow her lips to tremble, but Auntie Maisie didn’t swing from one thing to another, didn’t strut about shouting at people and hitting out. My mother was silly. And I was going to stick up for myself and for what was right.

I watched her, waited for a few moments. Like most infants, I was on the side of fun and good food. As my mother provided neither of these vital factors, I could not be on her side. My mother’s grey and often leaden attempts at pastry compared poorly with Auntie Maisie’s rich flatcakes, succulent fruit tarts, feather-light raisin pound loaves. As for fun, Mother thought that it was common, that it had no place in a decent semi-detached with three bedrooms, a piano and an inside toilet. My fun had been fruit-picking, glorious days spent out in the hedgerows with Uncle Freddie, stolen apples in our bags, hands and faces stained purple with the juice of blackberries. All gone, no more fun from now on, no more nice cakes. I drew myself to full height, a few inches taller than the bookcase filled with Mother’s romantic novels. ‘Auntie Maisie told Uncle Freddie that you’re no better than you ought to be.’

‘What?’

I stood my ground as the shrieked word echoed round the room and rattled in my head. There might be a landslide any minute, or one of those clips across my ear that often made me sick and dizzy. ‘You’re a mill girl, she said. A mill girl like she used to be. You … you seducinged my father. And when he was sedu … what I said before, you nearly got in trouble with a shotgun and you had a blue frock at church.’ I stopped, studied her, marvelled at the range of colours on her face. For colour, my mother was an admirable woman at times. The middles of her cheeks had gone a sort of deep rosy mauve, then there was a red ring, a pink ring, and a very white, very wet forehead. I had never seen my mother sweating before. Though coming from her skin, this moisture was probably perspiration rather than common sweat.

‘I’m no mill girl.’ The tone was soft, dangerously so. The words seemed squashed, as if they were being forced from somewhere deep inside her. ‘I never belonged in a weaving shed, should not have been sent there, not with my frail health. Maisie was the troublesome one, the one who gave us grief. Both my parents died of broken hearts after Maisie married that old cripple.’ She approached me slowly. ‘And I was married three years before you were born. Remember that, Laura McNally.’

I understood none of the implications, vaguely remembered Auntie Maisie going on about ‘the phantom baby’, decided to keep my mouth shut.

‘If my mummy and daddy were here, if they could see and hear how I am treated, they would make sure that Freddie Turnbull got a thorough horse-whipping,’ said my irate mother.

Uncle Freddie deserved no such treatment; of that, at least, I was completely sure. Tomfoolery sat on my tongue again, jumped out with hardly any warning. This wasn’t courage, it was sheer lunacy. ‘You’re the naughty one,’ I shouted. ‘They would never, ever hurt anybody. And I won’t eat any more of your nasty stews and puddings. I am going to starve to death.’ In my mind, I held a beautiful picture of a blond girl-child, a smile frozen on its pale face, the eyes closed, hands clasped on its chest. Then the mind-picture sat up like Betty and said, ‘Mama.’ Betty was my largest doll. I never played with her because she was boring, and I couldn’t think how she’d got tied up in my imagination with the concept of my dramatic starvation.

It seemed that I had hit yet another of her raw nerves, because she contemplated me for a second or two. Mother would not like it if I refused to eat. My plump little body was the cause of much self-congratulation on Mother’s part; she was often heard to say, ‘My daughter has not suffered because of this war. I always manage to keep her fed and properly clothed.’ She used to remove my cardigan, hold up my arm, pinch the fleshy upper with her sharp, bright nails, demonstrate the depth and quality of my upholstery. Then all the tea-ladies would put down their cups and study the pattern and the fine sewing on my dress. Well, I would tear up all my clothes too. No, I wouldn’t. Auntie Maisie had made most of them, love and warmth stitched into every seam.

‘Right,’ snapped Mother. ‘Your father will deal with you later. Get up to your room immediately.’

My father would deal with me? Even at the age of five, I found this funny. Dad would tell me not to worry, not to upset Mother. Then he’d give me a sixpence and some sweets before reading a story and kissing me good night.

‘Go upstairs,’ she repeated.

‘No.’ Who said that? I wondered vaguely. Surely it wasn’t me, surely I could not possibly be so courageous, so stupid? ‘I’m not going nowhere.’ Sometimes I surprised myself and sometimes I was a fool.

‘Anywhere,’ she said wearily, automatically. At last, she advanced on me, gripped my upper arm in a vice that did not match those pale and delicate fingers. ‘Laura, you will be starting school soon, a very nice school with—’

‘With Anne.’ I would have to start treading more carefully. The shock of the row with next door was bound to wear off soon, and she was already pinching my flesh, making it sting and burn.

She released me then, but her mouth was twisted, and I sensed that bad news was on its way. That sinister dip of the lower lip was a sure sign of victory, and I shivered inside when I saw the cunning brightness of her lovely eyes. ‘No, you will not be going to a low-class school.’ She patted her hair, lit another cigarette. I should have gone to my room after all, should have obeyed and escaped from the smoke, from the awful thing that she was beginning to say. ‘You will be going to a little convent, a private place for nice young ladies.’

I could not help myself, could not deny such overpowering curiosity. ‘What’s a convent?’

She awarded me one of her coy shrugs. ‘It’s a place where education is taken seriously, a place where nuns pray and slap little girls who won’t do exactly as they are told. The Catholics do one thing right, it seems.’

Now, Catholics were things I knew about. My feeling that my mother was an unusual and even crazy person was strengthening by the minute. She kept changing her mind. You could never be sure of what she would do, of what she would say. Worst of all, her erratic behaviour distorted issues for those of us who were condemned to live with her. ‘You don’t like Catholics,’ I ventured. My father used to be one of those. I had heard Uncle Freddie and Auntie Maisie talking about that, too. ‘Liza wouldn’t budge, wouldn’t marry him at St Patrick’s, said she wanted no little Catholics bred in her house.’

Boldly, I stood my ground. But my ground was at a safe-ish distance from those long arms and those scratchy nails. She was a slapper, a pincher, a puller of long ringlets. ‘You don’t want anything … papist.’ I managed to drag the word from a meagre store acquired while sitting on the stairs next door. ‘And nuns are papists, aren’t they?’

She was not going to lose. There was triumph in her expression as she approached me. ‘Your father wants you brought up as a Christian. He is very pleased that I have chosen the convent for you. And we don’t want to upset your dear daddy, now.’

‘I’m going to Brook Lane Mixed,’ I shouted.

‘No.’ She was giggling and shaking her head so that the bronze curls bobbed about all round her face, as if they, too, were laughing at my stupidity.

‘I want to go with Anne.’

She shook her finger at me. The talon was long, sharp, threatening. ‘To be well educated, a girl needs to be with other women and as far away as possible from boys. These nuns are quick to spot any talent you may have, so you’ll no doubt be on your way to Bolton School in the fullness of time.’

I did not want to go to Bolton School, had no intention of finishing up in silly dresses and thick lisle stockings. ‘Well, I’m not going there, either. Uncle Freddie says they all get humps on their backs and thick glasses and pale faces from stopping in the house instead of playing outside.’ I took a breath, recharged my batteries. ‘I shall run out of class every day at that silly convent. Those nuns will have to tie me to the desk. They won’t make me learn, ’cos they can’t make me listen.’ I jerked up my chin. ‘I am going to Brook Lane with Anne.’

‘We’ll see.’ She turned away then, dismissed me with one of her shrugs. Some days, she didn’t care enough even to dislike me. Being at odds with your mother is not a comfortable sensation. There were many days like this one, many occasions when she locked me in, separated me from life, ‘bested’ me. As a child, I had to accept the convent, the exclusion from the street party, had to bend to her will time after time.

I could not go to the Bolton Fair for fear of nits, was forbidden to enter a public lavatory for fear of disasters even deadlier than nits. The fivepenny Saturday matinee with its serials and cowboy stories was out of my reach until I grew older and wiser, until I learned to be devious and clever.

But in the early spring of my life, I had no power. And now, in my September, the woman who gave birth to me continues to shape and distort my existence.


Chapter Two

My bedroom was next to Anne’s, even though we lived in separate houses. We learned quickly how to attract each other’s attention by tapping on the party wall with a shoe. When I look back on some of our acrobatic displays, I think it must be by the grace of God that we are still alive, my cousin Anne and I.

‘I can lean out further than you can.’

‘Go on, then.’

‘And if I kneel on the window-sill and grab the curtains, my top half dangles right down the wall.’

‘Yes, but I’ve had both my legs hanging out, all the way up to the waist, too.’

‘That’s a lie. I saw the edge of your knickers, but only just. You were never a long way out.’

‘I was.’

‘You weren’t.’ And so on. We were daring in those days. Daring, foolish and naughty, but it was fun. The sad thing was that we could not reach one another, were unable to touch, hold hands and whisper secrets. Secrets from the grown-up world were our speciality. If we had gathered no real ones, then we made them up as we went along, each fully aware of when the other was lying. It didn’t matter whether our words embraced truth or fiction – just the fact that we were communicating was enough to satisfy us.

‘It’s all your mother’s fault, the row and everything,’ she declared one cold night when the trouble was some months old. ‘Your mother is the awfullest person.’

I sighed, made no attempt to defend my female parent. ‘What’s she done this time?’ My tone was offended, resigned. I might have been my own mother speaking about me.

‘She’s gone cheap.’

‘What?’

‘I heard Mam saying that their Liza is cheap.’

I’d encountered the word before, of course, knew that people went to Bolton market on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays to buy inexpensive things. Somehow, I could not envisage my mother seated on a stall, even in the more select and covered area of the market, with a price pinned to her blouse, ‘Marked down to 7/6, bargain of the week’. ‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’ Anne was staring at the moon, had decided to be infuriating again. She sometimes went a bit coy when a tasty morsel had fallen in her path, some real gossip picked up from Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie’s talks.

‘What does it mean?’ I asked, my patience slipping a little.

‘It means …’ The tip of her tongue curled over her upper lip. ‘It means kissing and things like that.’

I pondered. ‘Mother has never kissed anybody in her whole life.’ She had certainly never kissed me or hugged me.

‘She has, though.’

‘How do you know?’

The thin arms waved about in the ‘be quiet’ signal that we had developed between us during our evening conversations. She disappeared and I heard the bedsprings twang as she leapt beneath the covers. Her window was closed by an unseen hand, then I had to wait for an endless time until she was alone again.

The window slid upward. ‘It was Mam. She read me a story.’

I felt a small twinge of jealousy. Mother never read to me at bedtime, and Dad seldom had the opportunity. But I squashed the bad feeling, because I didn’t want Anne to be as unhappy as I was. ‘Tell me about my mother.’

Anne giggled. ‘She kissed my dad. Mam said that Liza was making up to him, trying to get him to kiss her just like he kisses Mam. Dad said your mother had been drinking sherry and gin and all sorts when it happened.’

My spine went cold and I felt shocked to the core. Mother had always called Uncle Freddie ‘that silly old cripple’, had vowed repeatedly that she would never like him. Why would she kiss him? Why would she want him to kiss her?

Anne continued to lisp through gaps where her front teeth had recently resided. ‘I heard them when they were in bed. They said your dad’s had enough of Auntie Liza and that he’s a nice man. He stays behind late at the shop because he’s fed up to his back teeth with your mother. My dad says Auntie Liza is looking for it. Do you know what she’s looking for, Laura?’

I considered the possibilities for a moment. ‘She lost her purse, but she found it again in the sideboard drawer.’ I did not doubt Anne, not for a single moment. If this had been make-believe, some silent signal would have passed between us. ‘What else did you hear them saying?’

Anne screwed up her face, just as she often did when doing battle with difficult words. ‘She’s a … a harlot. She caught your dad through being a harlot. It sounds like a bird with coloured feathers, doesn’t it? Or one of them small monkeys in my zoo book. Mam said that Uncle John should go off somewhere and have a fresh start, ’cos Auntie Liza’s only interested in his money. But Dad said Uncle John is too soft and gentle to leave you.’

My world was threatening to crumble completely. How would I cope if Dad left me? I’d have to live with her, just her and her face creams and stupid tea parties and horrible meals she insisted on inventing from time to time, usually after reading a magazine. A life stretched before me into the darkening sky, a whole era with myself and Mother, cardboard pastry, chewy meat, barley and lentils still hard and nasty. And all that running, all that bring-me-fetch-me-carry-me. And even more batterings, I guessed. ‘My dad loves me,’ I muttered.

‘Yes, he does. He’s always talking about you to customers in his shop, ’cos Mam’s friends have told her about it. He won’t leave you, Laura, so don’t worry. Mam says she’d like to see him getting away from Auntie Liza, but Dad said it won’t happen. He’s clever, my dad. What he says is usually right.’

I could not help worrying. The worst thing was that I did not for one moment consider my mother. My mind was firmly fixed on my own potential loss – her position was of no interest to me.

For several weeks after the clandestine talk with Anne, I watched my father like a hawk, stared at him across the breakfast table, neglected my homework in the evenings, waited for him to come in. Every minute without him was like an hour, because I feared that he would simply go missing one day.

When he was home on time, we always sat together in the dining room, Dad with his plate of reheated and totally unpalatable food, I with sum books, writing books, maps of the Empire waiting to be coloured in, pink for British, green for all other countries, blue for sea.

‘What’s the matter, Laurie-child?’ he asked me one night. ‘Why are you so down in the mouth?’

I stared blankly at my three-times tables till they seemed to melt and merge into grey squiggles. Apart from anything else, I didn’t know where to begin my list of complaints. I hated the school, was different from most other pupils. Ninety per cent of them were Catholics but, because of my mother’s aversion to papism, I had to sit in a corridor during religion, with a girl called Norma Wallace. Norma Wallace was a Methodist who sported bitten nails and a nasal drip, and who was judged by the nuns to be ‘highly strung’ and therefore a budding genius. They would say to her, ‘Not so fast with the arithmetic, Norma. We don’t want you to be having a brainstorm. You are highly strung and must take things slowly.’ I wished that I might see her highly strung, preferably from one of the beams in the school hall.

I coloured in a bit of sea, pretended to be busy, didn’t answer Dad’s question immediately. Norma Wallace was expected to reach her ‘full potential’ at the convent of St Mary, so while we were relegated to the corridor, she read books and chewed her fingers while I swung my legs and stared at pictures of miserable saints. If a person had to be so ugly to be a saint, then most people of my acquaintance would never qualify for beatification. All the saints at our school had big noses and turned-down mouths. Norma Wallace had a miserable mouth and she snerched all the time. ‘Snerching’ was an Uncle Freddie word and it certainly did justice to Norma Wallace’s periodic inhalations of mucus. She would probably be a saint and finish up on a corridor wall with a long frock and praying hands, her face frozen in a silent snerch.

Uncle Freddie. He was on my list of miseries too, with Auntie Maisie and Cousin Anne. I loved them, was not allowed to spend time with them. The days of blackberrying and apple-pinching were long gone, and I wanted them back. My mother had forbidden me to set foot next door. My mother’s word was law, because she had appointed herself judge, jury and prison warder.

My mother. While Dad and I sat at the table, she was upstairs, trying frocks on, creaming her hands, her face, shaving all those little gingery hairs off her legs. She was cruel and silly and selfish. My mother was at the top of my catalogue of grievances.

‘Laura?’

I looked up at him. ‘I’m all right,’ I said. If I hadn’t said that, if I’d made a fuss, then he might have blamed the whole sorry mess on me and my sulks. If he was staying because of me, I would need to be good. Dads left bad children, stayed with good ones.

‘I’m going to London next week.’

My heart sank like a stone. I glanced at the floor, as if I expected to see this most vital of organs slipping through the base of a shoe. He was going. He was leaving me with all that face cream and powder and Norma Wallace and her snerches. He would never come back, because I was not worthy of him, was not good enough for him. Had I been good enough, he would not have wanted to live in London. I would miss him, would be deprived of his quiet, gentle love, even if it did come in small doses and on a part-time basis. ‘Don’t go.’ My voice was strangled with fear. ‘Please don’t leave me, Dad.’

‘I’m not leaving you, Laurie-child. I will never leave you, not while you still need me.’

I swallowed, breathed again. ‘Then why are you going?’ London was one of those far-away places that no-one ever visited except on matters of great importance. It was somewhere to do with King George and a big, noisy clock and some men on the wireless. Like the moon, it was there, but too far removed in time and space to be real and touchable. ‘And how long are you going for?’ It would be awful without him. When he was in the house, he often sat with me, talked, asked questions, told me about his customers and their funny ways. Mother never spoke to me, except to tell me what I was doing wrong. And she used me as a plate-carrier when her cronies came, spoke nicely to me so that everyone would judge her to be a perfect mother. ‘Why do you have to go, Dad?’

He laughed quietly, reached across the table and lifted my face. ‘You are so beautiful,’ he whispered. ‘And so transparent. Laurie-child, you are an open book. You detest that school, I know all about that. But you will thank your mother one day, because those nuns are excellent teachers. As for the situation here …’ He jerked a thumb towards Auntie Maisie’s house. ‘That will come right in time.’

‘He didn’t kiss her,’ I said.

‘I know that.’ His brow furrowed and he said, to himself, ‘The man’s no fool.’ That reassuring smile sat briefly on his face. ‘It will come right. You and Anne will grow, then all decisions can be your own. For now, it’s best not to rock the boat. Your mother …’ He thought for a few seconds, stroked his moustache. ‘She’s not a happy lady, love. It’s just the way she is – nothing can be done for her. We must try to make no waves.’

‘Why is she unhappy, Dad?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Can you make her happy, make her smile more?’

He coughed, scraped his chair backward by an inch or so. ‘Honesty is my policy, you know that, love. I don’t believe in lying to children, even when they are too young to grasp the facts. Your mother’s unhappiness is a part of her, like hands and feet. It’s just how she’s made.’

‘But why does she make everybody else sad too?’

He sighed. ‘That, too, is a part of herself. She doesn’t know she’s doing it, Laurie. Like breathing. We all breathe, but we don’t think about it, do we?’

The nuns at school often went on about self-control, about having good thoughts, a pleasant attitude towards others. My mother had no self-control. She pretended to be in charge of herself, got upset when she lost her temper and struck me, but even when she wasn’t lashing out, Mother was simmering, hiding how she felt. It came to me then in a flash. In the sixth year of my life, I learned to accept the fact that my mother was a totally unpleasant person. The words to describe her were not in my vocabulary, but I realized that the female who had brought me into the world was on no-one’s side except her own. ‘She says I’m naughty,’ I mumbled.

‘You’re not naughty. You’re healthy and high-spirited.’ His head dropped for a moment. ‘God, I hope she doesn’t beat the nature out of you.’ He looked up, smiled reassuringly. ‘Try not to dislike your own mother, sweetheart.’

‘Everybody hates her.’

‘Laurie—’

‘Well, they do. Me and Anne heard the postman talking about her ages ago. He told the man at number twelve that Mrs McNally is a hoity-toity bitch.’

He coughed. ‘A bitch is a lady dog, child.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes.’

I considered the implications. ‘I like dogs. Except for that tiny long-haired thing in Greenslade Avenue. It’s a Yorkshire terrier, stupid and snappy. My mother could be one of those, but not a proper lady dog. I’d better tell the postman when I see him that Mother isn’t a bitch unless it’s one of those nasty, yappy Yorkshire things.’

‘I wouldn’t bother if I were you.’ His moustache was twitching. He was trying not to laugh at me. ‘Laurie, you are so old-fashioned. Don’t talk about your mother when you’re outside, dear.’

My mind, after taking one of its mystery tours, found its way back to the main route. ‘Why are you going to London? I’ve never known anybody who’s gone to London.’ Perhaps it was a frightening place where people got lost and never came home again. ‘Do you have to go?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

He chuckled. ‘To see the King.’

‘No!’ My jaw dropped. ‘Without Mother?’ Mother would get annoyed about being left out. And if she went with him, then I, too, would have to go. She liked kings and jewels and stuff, so she’d be annoyed if Dad met the King and she never got the chance.

My lovely father shook with suppressed laughter. We had learned, he and I, to keep our conversations quiet, not to indulge in loud expressions of emotion. Mother seldom spoke to either of us, but we sensed that our closeness to each other would displease her. ‘No, I’m going to see a man about a patent,’ he said. ‘I’ve invented a sort of medicine, a gentle drink that tastes nice and brings a fever down.’

My mother’s empire was born that night, the night when I sat and joked quietly with my father about living in a pa-tent. While I coloured in the British Empire, my father painted a picture of Mother’s territories. His eyes were bright as he told me about his hopes of a small factory just outside Bolton, about little muslin bags filled with dried herbs, mint, secret ingredients. ‘I found a lot of it in my grandmother’s recipe books,’ he said. ‘Your great-grandmother was a very clever woman, Laurie-child.’

‘When I grow up, I’ll be a chemist too,’ I decided with my usual recklessness. ‘Then I’ll be able to work with you and make the medicines.’

‘McNally’s Cooling Tea,’ he pronounced, his chest puffing out with exaggerated pride. ‘It works, it’s non-addictive, can be sold to an infant.’ He relaxed, stared steadily at me. ‘There’ll be money in this.’

‘Thousands and thousands?’ I asked.

‘Probably. And I shall spend it all on you. You shall have dresses and coats and shiny new shoes. Sweets, toys—’

‘And a dog?’

‘Of course.’

‘A horse?’ I was going a bit far, but it was fun. And Mother wouldn’t like me to have a dog or a horse, so it was really silly, but so exciting. ‘What about Mother?’ I asked in a sober moment.

‘What about me?’ We froze, had not noticed her standing in the doorway. ‘What about me?’ she repeated, her tone harsh and sneering.

My father jerked himself upright, became stiff and steady, ready for her jibes and criticism. ‘I was just explaining to Laurie that I am going to London for a few days.’

‘Her name, in case the birth certificate has escaped your scrutiny, is Laura.’ She smoothed her dress, a beautiful silky affair, its colour just about matching that incredible burnished hair. Mother’s hair was brushed three hundred times each night and was washed twice weekly in a special powder that she mixed with water, something called a beauty shampoo. Liza McNally, all preened and lovely, but with nowhere to go, stepped into the room and placed herself between father and daughter. ‘We’ve been through all this before.’ She sounded unimpressed, even bored. ‘It will come to nothing, you’ll see. Beechams and Fennings have the market in that sort of thing. There’s no room for another proprietary brand, especially one with a name like McNally. I’m afraid you will be laughed at, John. Still, London is far enough away. No-one here will know about your failure.’

I wanted to leap on her there and then, longed to pull her hair, slap her face. She should not have spoken to Dad like that. As a demonstration of my support, I shuffled nearer to him, would have held his hand except for the look on Mother’s face.

He cleared his throat, took out his watch and studied it for a moment. ‘We shall see about that.’ The half-hunter was pushed back into a pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Yes, we shall just have to await developments.’

The air almost crackled with tension as they stared coldly at each other. A shiver ran the length of my spine, because I felt as if I might reach out and touch their hatred. If I could have trapped the feeling and contained it, it would have been very hot or very cold, certainly poisonous. There was no doubt in my mind that this was my mother’s fault. John McNally was not the sort of man who would hate – or love – easily.

He coughed again, was uneasy in her presence. ‘Yes, we shall just wait and see. Perhaps you will be forced to eat your words, Liza. And I trust that they will not prove as indigestible as this evening’s meal.’ He patted my head, then strode out of the room.

I watched her. The eyes were larger than usual, seemed to be brimming with icy anger. Her head moved about in quick, jerky movements, as if a puppeteer were pulling her strings. The hands, white and softened by creams, were tipped with splashes of scarlet on the long nails. Stains from cigarettes had been removed with emery board, and the fingers were curling in temper. ‘That man,’ she said softly. ‘If he can be called a man.’

I walked away and stood by the fire, watched as she clattered the china into an unsteady mound and whisked it away to the kitchen. Water poured, dishes rattled. ‘A man?’ she asked herself. ‘His own bed, his own shop, his own bloody cooling tea?’

So, Mother did swear at times, then. I would tell Anne tomorrow – no. No, I would not tell Anne unless I managed to meet her after school. Because the woman in the kitchen had taken Anne away from me, had ruined my life. I blinked back the tears and listened with renewed interest.

‘… laugh their heads off at him if they knew.’ Bang, clatter, went the cupboard doors. ‘Doesn’t want a wife, wants a skivvy.’ Cutlery jangled as it was thrown into the drawer. ‘… sleep by myself, live by myself. Then he wonders why I look around … blast! Laura? Run upstairs and fetch my manicure case. I’ve broken another nail.’

I walked slowly upstairs, stepped past my father’s bed. He was lying on top of the quilt and his eyes were closed. In the dressing room, I found the leather case, turned to carry it downstairs. His eyes were still shut. ‘Laurie?’

‘Yes, Dad?’

‘Don’t let her turn you against me.’

‘No. I won’t.’

‘And don’t be cheeky to her. Remember that she can’t help how she is.’

I was young, far too young to be dragged by either of them into the quagmire of their dreadful marriage. But I was on my father’s side at all times, would not have reached for Mother even if he had abandoned her.

I thrust the case under her nose. She sat at the dining table and filed her broken nail. ‘What was he doing?’

‘Lying down.’

‘Reading?’

‘No.’

She held out the hand, stretched the fingers wide so that she could assess her workmanship. ‘Did he speak to you?’

I paused for a moment. ‘No.’

The wedding ring was being twisted round and round. ‘Your father does not care about us, Laura. All he thinks about is that wretched shop and some crazy invention that will never work. There is no time for us, no time for his home. I’ve been asking him to distemper the bathroom walls for three years. Three years, Laura. He doesn’t care what happens to us, you know.’

I didn’t know what to say, wasn’t sure what she expected. Was I supposed to speak? Or should I just stand and listen?

Her voice was low. ‘He doesn’t love you.’

I swallowed, maintained my silence.

‘He pretends to, but he could not care less about his own daughter, his only child. There won’t be any more, not from me, not while the sleeping arrangements—’ She cut herself off, glared at me. ‘I’m all you’ve got.’

If this was really the case, then I was totally alone. ‘He loves me,’ I said, unable to hold back any longer.

‘He loves his pestle and mortar, his bottles of crystals and coloured water. People are nothing to him.’

I would have argued sensibly, would have reasoned with her, but the whole situation was just a jumble in my head. Some of the words I needed were hard to remember, and my chest was hot, bubbling, boiling with a mixture of fear and anger. I erupted suddenly, could not help allowing the scalding words to fall from my mouth. If I hadn’t spat them out, I might have exploded. ‘The postman says you are a hoity-toity bitch.’

An implement clattered to the floor, a metal thing with a tortoiseshell handle. It was a strange item, rather like a tiny spoon, something she used when digging away at the base of her nails. ‘What did you say?’

My voice was quieter now. ‘A hoity-toity bitch. Like a lady dog.’

Her teeth were bared as she drew a long breath. ‘No. You’ve got that from your father, haven’t you?’

I shook my head. ‘The postman said it. He’s always saying it.’ Oh God, why couldn’t I just sink through the floor? It was as if I were on automatic pilot, just floating at the behest of an invisible power that propelled me into waters that were so dangerous.

Instead of hitting me, she smiled that one-sided smile, the look that announced to the world, ‘I am better than all of you.’ ‘The postman is a common person, unused to dealing with culture. It’s a pity that we lost Mr Oakes, because he was a gentleman.’ Our previous postman, the Mr Oakes whose praises she was singing, used to warrant clean blouses, cups of tea and a few kind words from Mother. He had even come into the house sometimes, had taken a glass of sherry and a slice of cake during his afternoon round.

‘Mr Oakes was no fun,’ I insisted stubbornly. ‘The new one sings like George Formby.’

‘Yes.’ She nodded sagely. ‘Common. An attractor of attention. And what he said about me is slander. I might see a solicitor about him, make sure he loses his job.’

She was so nasty! ‘You can’t help being sad, I suppose.’ I was trying to remember what my father had said. ‘It’s part of you, like … like breathing, but it’s not fair. You’re always smacking me. I don’t even know why I get smacked sometimes.’

But she had latched on to my earlier words, was ignoring my plea for clemency. ‘Who says I can’t help it? That’s not something you made up, Laura. Who has been discussing me?’ A hand pushed itself through her hair, made it untidy and quite interesting for a change. ‘You will answer me.’

I was too young to plead the fifth amendment, too afraid of her to answer with a ‘mind your own business’. ‘I can’t remember.’ My brain slipped desperately into top gear. ‘Oh yes, it was at school. Sister Ignatius went on about unhappy people making other people unhappy. It’s selfish, she said. But sometimes they can’t help it.’

Mother’s dander was up. ‘Have you been sitting in those stupid catechism and Latin lessons? Have you?’

‘No. I sit under St Anthony next to Norma Wallace. She’s under St Joan and a big bonfire. And she snerches all the time, never has a hanky.’ Yes, I would distract Mother. ‘It’s Norma who snerches, not St Joan. Her nose is red because she has to wipe it on toilet paper. She should go to the doctor’s and get seen to. We could all catch her colds. I could catch one and bring it home, then we’d all be snerching all the time—’

‘“Snerch” is a vulgar word. When did you get this lecture from Sister Ignatius?’

‘During history. She said that greedy and unhappy people start wars. If people would be …’ I groped for the word. ‘If they’d be satisfied with what they had, there’d be no misery and no wars.’

‘How nice.’ She was sneering again. ‘I suppose they can’t keep that religion out of anything, can they? I do my best, try to stop you becoming indoctrinated, so they let it spill over into history. Don’t listen to them when they start being pious.’

Pious. What did that mean? I supposed that it referred to nothing simple. ‘That’s the Pope’s name. He’s number twelve,’ I remarked, my tone helpful. One way or another, I had to guide the direction of her mind, send her off course. She must not find out about Dad talking to me.

‘Who is the Pope?’ she asked.

‘Head of the Church.’ My reply was immediate and automatic.

‘Head of which church?’ She lit a cigarette, blew a plume right up into the air where it curled and twisted round the shaded light. ‘Of which church, Laura?’

‘Well.’ I tried to keep my face blank, but could not help hoping that my answer might engender a change of school. What did they say in the playground? ‘He’s in Rome with cardinals and he’s the head of the …’ Ooh, I wished with every fibre that my mind would catch up soon. ‘Of the one true faith.’ Good. With any luck, that would do it.

‘And who is the King, Laura?’

Oh dear. ‘Dad was only joking. It’s not King George he’s going to see, its the patent.’

She stamped a foot. ‘Stop being clever. The King is head of the Church of England. Catholics were cruel, they burned people and tortured them. The King had to stop the Catholics being in charge, because they were killing everyone who didn’t agree with them.’

Ah. Sister Ignatius was useful after all. ‘Henry the Eighth,’ I announced innocently. ‘He was fat with sores on his legs and he wore knickers and he cut the queen’s head off. So after that, he told the Pope that England wasn’t Catholic any more. Sister Ignatius said that the Church of England was made so that Henry the Eighth could have a lot of wives.’

‘Preposterous!’ I had never before known Mother to throw away a half-smoked cigarette. ‘You will leave that school at once. I believed that I was doing the right thing by enrolling you at a kindergarten where proper subjects are taught from the start. But what use are history and geography if the teachers are filling your head with propaganda?’

I didn’t care what my head was full of as long as I could get away from St Mary’s. ‘They hid in cupboards,’ I said, anxious to strengthen my position. ‘The priests had to go behind bookshelves and stuff so that the soldiers wouldn’t find them. Some of them starved away to skellingtons. Kings are wicked and popes are good.’ I was breathless, overcome by my new power.

‘Skeletons, Laura, skeletons.’ She wrung her hands. ‘This is awful.’ In my mother’s book, there were rich people, poor people and Catholic people. The latter category was the lowest, as Catholics usually had a lot of children. I didn’t know the reason behind Mother’s philosophy, because I thought that big families were wonderful, but for once, I was glad of her prejudices. ‘You will transfer immediately to another private school.’

‘But—’

‘Enough!’ She sank into a chair. ‘You are not going to have your way, Laura McNally.’

I sorted through my scrambled list of priorities. I wanted to go to school with Anne, but that wasn’t going to be allowed. If I had to go to a private school, then I preferred to stay where I was. Although I was only five, I clung to the devil I knew, was not happy about transferring and starting again. And it was no use trying to be clever, I told myself. She would win in the end, even if she had to knock my head against a wall to achieve her victory. Still, I must try, I must do my best … ‘It’s so funny, isn’t it?’ I asked mildly. ‘When they’re talking, those nuns, I have to be good and pretend to be on their side. But I know they’re just papists like you said before. And we’re up to our five-times tables now. They teach very fast, don’t they? We are all in front of Anne’s class – they haven’t even heard of times tables.’ For a child who struggled to keep up in class, I was doing a grand job, I thought. Perhaps I might turn out nearly clever after all.

She was eyeing me with mistrust, but she held her tongue.

‘It would be a shame if we had to buy another set of uniform. They all have different uniforms. If I went to Brook Lane, I wouldn’t need any more clothes and—’

‘You are not going to Brook Lane.’

‘Then I’ll need all new things.’

She began to think aloud. ‘And there might be no places. Yes, we could well be in trouble if you leave now. I shall ignore all this for the moment, but we shall think again at the end of the year.’

I sighed with relief. Even Norma Wallace was a part of my life. I didn’t like her, but I always knew what to expect.

‘You will take no notice of the sisters’ opinions,’ said Mother. ‘Just learn your history – all the dates and battles – but never mind the rest of it.’

There was no way of besting her. I washed, went into my room, crawled beneath the covers. Anne banged on the wall, but I ignored her. This was a special kind of misery, the sort that does not improve with an airing. My parents hated one another, stayed together because of me. Dad might have been happier elsewhere, but I was making him stay, making him miserable. And Mother was getting worse, more fidgety, more fractious. But I counted my blessings, because I hadn’t been beaten that day, hadn’t lost any hair.

Dad went to London. During his absence, I watched my mother like a hawk. At first, I didn’t know what I was looking for. But after a while, things changed, she changed, and I realized that I had expected some alterations, had been waiting for them. She took to leaving the key in the shed, wrote messages on smelly pink paper on the dining table. ‘Laura, your meal is in the pantry. If the coalman comes, the money is under the tablecloth in the sideboard drawer.’

When she came in, she failed to say anything about where she had been. But she was giggly and silly, smelled of sherry, smoke, make-up. Sometimes, she would pick out a tune on the piano, sing quietly to herself, songs like ‘We’ll Meet Again’. I became used to caring for myself, learned to make toast by the fire, brewed coffee from the Camp bottle, even tried custard, but it came out too thin.

Then one night, I was disturbed by a lot of whispering and laughter. From my slightly open door, I watched her coming up the stairs. She stumbled, swore, righted herself, toppled over again. I thought that she had three hands, then I saw a strange man reaching out to help her, guiding the faltering steps. He was tall and bald, with a silly moustache all thin and oily at the ends.

I came out onto the landing. ‘Mother?’

Her eyes were glazed. ‘Is that you, Laura?’

‘Yes.’ Who was she expecting? ‘Are you ill, Mother?’

The man guffawed. ‘She’s in the grip of the grape, little girl.’

She was in his grip – his large hands almost circled the tiny waist. I didn’t like him. His eyes were not quite straight, as if they had been put into his head on a day when God was all fingers and thumbs. ‘Why are you here?’ I asked him.

‘Well, she’d never have got herself home, would she? Could have been run over by a tram. Found her in the Wheatsheaf. Landlord asked me to fetch her home.’

My mother had been in a pub. I could not believe that my mother had been in the Wheatsheaf, especially after what she’d always said about women in pubs. ‘Why were you there?’ I asked.

She belched, grinned. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ An unsteady finger waved itself in front of my face. ‘Miss Clever-Clogs, aren’t you? Tommy?’

‘Aye?’ The man paused, took his hands from mother’s waist and heaved himself onto the landing. ‘What’s up, lass?’ he enquired of Mother.

‘Take me to my room.’

‘Right-o.’

I pointed, sent him in the right direction, crept back to bed. She screamed a couple of times but I stayed where I was. After what seemed like an age, Tommy clomped downstairs and slammed the front door. The oilcloth was cold against my toes as I made for the landing. She was sobbing, moaning to herself. Through a gap in the door, I watched as she fell about the room, the lovely dress torn from her body. ‘Men,’ she spat over and over. ‘They don’t do it at all, or they attack. Attack,’ she repeated. ‘I have been attacked.’ She vomited then, heaved her stomach’s contents onto the floor.

I ran towards her, tried to help her to the bathroom. For my pains, I received a hefty swipe across the ear. ‘Keep away,’ she screamed. ‘A lot of this is your fault. You just sit there, little daddy’s girl, no time for me. I’ve got nothing and nobody, nothing, nobody—’ Her self-pity was cut off by another bout of vomiting.

I backed away, scuttered across the landing and into my own bedroom. She didn’t want me and I didn’t want her.

It was to be years before I understood that my mother was raped in her bedroom that night. Nothing came of it. She had been out looking for excitement, had found the wrong kind. No policeman came and, as far as I know, my father was never told of the incident.

After this occasion, I was filled with more uncertainty and revulsion than I had ever known. There were people I had heard of, drunks, layabouts and thieves – the sort who got their names in the Bolton Evening News. My mother was like two different women then. She was a posh lady some of the time, a wandering streetperson at others.

Dad came back and life returned to normal. Except that some of the zest had gone out of the beatings. Perhaps a few grey cells had been uncorrupted by booze that night. Perhaps she worried that I might remember her behaviour and report on it. The cruelty continued for many years, but the earlier intensity had been diluted.

As I grew up, as I began to understand my parents, I never once felt safe or secure. I have heard it said that a bad mother is better than no mother at all. That is a gross untruth. A bad mother is an affliction, a chronic disease that distorts your thinking to the end of your life.

And I still had a long way to go.


Chapter Three

As I had to be almost good at home, school was the place where I let down my hair. I also let down my family, though Mother and Dad were not aware of that fact for quite some time.

My early stabs at rebellion were not severe enough to warrant parental intervention, but I did become naughty, almost wilful in some instances. Many of the nuns were old, severe, used to handling fractious little girls. Yet among their number were one or two young ones, newly qualified as teachers, with the bloom of Ireland still glowing on their cheeks, the bright light of vocation shining its powerful torch in their eyes.

One such was Sister Maria Goretti. She became our form teacher, replaced Sister Ignatius who was returning to the Mother House for rest and recuperation after a bout of rheumatism. Maria Goretti floated into our classroom on a cloud of lavender water, hope and charity. She told us her name, then asked us all some questions about ourselves. She called this a ‘getting to know you’ session.

My turn came. ‘My name’s Laura McNally,’ I answered sweetly.

‘And what is your favourite lesson, Laura?’

I looked at her, wondered what to say. History was good, especially when old Ignatius got worked up about wars and persecutions. Sums were all right, spelling was easy. ‘Religion,’ I said. ‘That’s the best subject.’

Her eyes burned with renewed intensity. ‘It is so wonderful to meet a child who takes an interest in the most important of all our lessons, girls. When I was a small girl in Ireland, I knew straight away that I would take the veil, for I loved our religious classes. Do you know your catechism, Laura?’

I smiled, tried to simper. Other girls were beginning to giggle and snort behind hands and handkerchiefs, because they knew that Norma Wallace and I spent forty minutes each morning in a corridor with a lot of dead people. ‘I’m not sure, Sister Maria Confetti.’

The ‘Confetti’ was a genuine mistake, but it added greatly to the air of tense delight that was beginning to pervade the room. ‘Maria Goretti,’ she corrected gently. ‘I have been allowed to keep my baptismal name, you see.’

I didn’t know what she was on about, but I nodded in a way I imagined to be sage.

‘Maria Goretti was a little Italian girl who was a virgin martyr.’

They were hot on martyrs, were the Catholics. I had been wont to call them ‘tomatoes’ till one of the sisters had put me straight with a lecture and two playtime detentions.

The nun was warming to her subject. ‘Maria Goretti died when she was twelve, was murdered while defending her purity. One day, she will become a saint.’

I rallied, waded in. ‘Was she pretty?’

Two gentle eyes smiled down on me. ‘Yes, she was pretty.’

Well, that would be a bit of a change in the corridor, then. If we got a nice-looking saint in a frame, life might improve minimally for those condemned to ‘sit out’ during religious lessons.

‘So I was baptized Maria Goretti in memory of that wonderful child,’ she continued, ‘and I have been fortunate enough to keep the name within our sisterhood. So remember Goretti, child.’

‘Sorry, Sister,’ I said. The girl next to me, who was already six and ought to have known better, was doubled over with the pain of trying not to laugh, so I kicked her under the desk, though the smile of innocence never left my face. At last, I had found a victim, someone more vulnerable than I was. Confetti had the face of an angel, was plainly unused to the carryings-on of sophisticated English infants. Years later, whenever I pondered about poor Confetti, I came to the conclusion that bullies are the bullied who are simply passing on the pain. As my mother’s victim, I chose my target and homed in on it. And even then, as I teetered on the edge of my sixth birthday, I was filled with guilt and shame. My tormenting of Sister Maria Goretti was short-lived, so perhaps I did have a heart after all.

The nun adjusted her veil, fiddled with the huge rope of beads that dangled from her waist. ‘Who made you, Laura?’

Ah. I knew that one from the playground. Mary Pickavance had taught me the first two or three in exchange for a halfpenny Spanish and a back-to-front ladybird in a matchbox. Back-to-front ladybirds – the few that were black with red spots – were valuable currency at the Convent of St Mary. ‘God made me,’ I replied triumphantly.

‘And why did God make you, Laura?’

I inhaled in preparation for this longer answer. ‘God made me to know Him, love Him and serve Him in this world and to be happy with Him for ever in the next.’

Mary Pickavance could contain herself no longer. Although I kicked her again, she held up her hand and jiggled it in that annoying way that says, ‘Teacher, I’m great and important.’ St Mary’s was packed to the rafters with great and important little egos.

‘Yes, dear?’ asked Confetti.

‘Sister, she’s not a Catholic. She doesn’t come in for religious lessons.’

Confetti blinked, put her head on one side. The class groaned its displeasure, as its members had been waiting to see where it would all end. If Sister had got as far as question four, life might have become really interesting. ‘My poor child,’ said Confetti soberly. ‘The faith is in you. And one day, you will be welcomed into the arms of God’s family.’

‘Yes, Sister.’

I sat down, belted Mary Pickavance with my ruler, bit my lip against the agony when she stabbed me with the very sharp point of her pencil.

The next day, I brought a bunch of flowers to our lovely form tutor. She made a fuss of me, put the blooms in a vase, sent me to the cloakroom with the pitcher. I watched as she poured in the water, marvelled that a nun, who would probably become a saint in time, was putting stolen flowers on her desk.

Norma Wallace, the class sneak and snercher, lifted her hand. There was so much righteousness behind the movement that her arm trembled under the weight of so much stiffness and indignation. ‘Sister?’

‘Yes, Norma?’

The girl’s tongue pressed itself against a couple of remaining incisors as she performed one of her noisier inhalations. ‘She pinched them. Off a few gardens on the road. There was an old man trying to chase her, but she ran too fast.’

The silence was deafening. It was broken only by the sound of a huge, collective sigh, then by the rattle of Norma Wallace’s laboured breathing. Sister shook her head and her eyes were huge pools of misery. ‘Did you steal the flowers, Laura?’

I scratched the side of my nose. ‘I picked them.’

‘Where did you pick them?’

‘Out of the floor.’

‘The ground, Laura.’

‘Yes.’

She approached me and I backed away. Confetti might have been slow in some ways, but I’d seen enough Irish tempers running riot at St Mary’s, was aware that many colleens are born with too many words, hard hands and far-seeing minds. Some nuns knew what you’d done simply by looking at you. ‘Laura?’ She sounded so wounded, so beautifully sad.

I swallowed, stopped moving away, wedged my back against the edge of a desk. ‘They were just growing and they were pretty. You hadn’t got any flowers on your desk.’

‘I don’t need flowers. I need good girls.’

‘Yes, Sister.’

‘And what must we do now, Laura?’

I shrugged. I didn’t know what Confetti must do, but I would surely separate Norma Wallace from her chronic catarrh at the first opportunity. ‘Not sure,’ I mumbled.

They were all enjoying it. A drama of this nature took the pressure off them, relieved five-, six- and seven-year-old minds from the torture of chattering in French when they hardly knew English, from chanting lists of battles and prime ministers and capital cities. Such distracting little performances were a regular occurrence, their theme varying from holes in paper caused by assiduous erasers to Someone Who Did Not Know The Ten Commandments. Not knowing the commandments was a bit like treason, a crime for which no excuse sufficed. However, theme and plot were unimportant – entertainment value was what counted. Twenty-odd rapt faces watched Sister and me taking centre-stage. Short of applause and encores, we could not have been nearer to stardom.

‘We must take them back, Laura. I shall get Sister St Thomas to sit with the class. You and I will go directly to the old man’s house and you can explain your lack of manners, Laura.’ She paused, wrung her hands for a few seconds. ‘It is perhaps as well that you are ignorant, child, because a Catholic girl would know that absolution can only be granted when full restitution of property has been achieved.’

This was another load of mumbo-jumbo, nearly as bad as the ‘Bonjour, ma Soeur’ that was required each morning. And exercise books were suddenly cahiers or livres, and a proper book was whatever an exercise book wasn’t, and we sat on chaises and ouvred portes and now she was on about restitution of what?

She must have noticed my blank expression. ‘To be forgiven in confession, a sinner must return stolen things, Laura.’

‘Oh.’ I thought about it. ‘What if you can’t? Like if the man isn’t in?’

‘We wait for him.’

‘Right.’ I glanced at the wilting blooms, wondered whether they were worth all the angst. ‘What if he’s gone till tomorrow?’

‘Then we return tomorrow.’

My imagination was heating up, oiling itself for further hypothesis. ‘What if he’s gone on holiday? Or to London to see the King or the patent?’ After a suitable pause, I added, ‘What if he’s dead? Old people fall over dead sometimes. My Auntie Maisie told me about their next-door neighbour in Florence Street – he died on the outside toilet and my grandad – he was Auntie Maisie’s dad and my mother’s dad – he had to go in and—’

‘Yes.’ Confetti was suddenly as colourful as the misnomer with which I had endowed her, several shades of pink and off-white, with glorious violet eyes that grew wider by the minute. ‘If we cannot repay directly, then we contribute to the poor box.’

I thrust my hand under the gymslip skirt, heaved two pennies from my knickers pocket. ‘There you are, Sister. For the poor box.’

She shook a hand, would not take the money. ‘No. You must go back with these flowers, Laura. I will accompany you. There can be no forgiveness unless you visit the old man.’

‘Sister?’ I eyed her cautiously.

‘Yes, child?’

‘I don’t have to do the resti … restichewing …’

‘Restitution, Laura.’

‘Yes, well, I’m not a Catholic, so I don’t go to confession. My mother hates papists.’ At last, I had found a use for Mother. ‘She says confession’s just so that you can go out and do the same things all over again. Like Catholics say they’re sorry, only they’re not. Mother says if they’re not drinking, they’re stealing and if they’re not stealing, they’re … breeding. What’s breeding?’ This was a fair enough question, as I thought ‘breeding’ must be something to do with having a fight, because Catholics were supposed to go in for that sort of thing, fighting and shouting.

Confetti’s face could have used a frame at this point. Although she wasn’t ugly, she looked dead, sort of strangled. ‘Laura?’ she gasped eventually.

‘Yes, Sister?’

‘Confession is about being sorry, about asking God to give strength against sin.’

I looked straight at her. ‘So my mother is telling lies?’

Oh God, the poor woman would have been happier in a den of lions at that moment. ‘Not … er … not quite, Laura. Your mother is simply mistaken. Now, we shall go down the road and find the garden from which you took the flowers.’

The man was waiting for us. He had gathered around him a clan of supporters, men in flat caps, women in aprons and slippers. As we approached the group, I felt Sister’s hand tighten in mine. She was scared to death, and so was I.

The offended party separated himself from the gaggle. ‘Is it thee?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ I said. Well, no matter who I was, the answer had to be right.

‘I’ve took prizes fer my dahlias in t’ past,’ he announced. ‘And along comes this one, nobbut a kid, and takes t’ bloody ’eads off me good blooms.’

‘Nay,’ said a bystander. ‘They’re moth-ate this year, Nat. Sithee.’ He snatched the tattered bouquet from Confetti’s hand. ‘No colour in ’em. You’d not ’ave got far wi’ these.’

Nat squared up to the main speaker. ‘Listen, Ernie Grimshaw,’ he spluttered through teeth that bobbed up and down a lot. ‘Get thissen ’ome an’ shut thy gob about other folks’ gardens. Tha wouldn’t know a cabbage from a rhodo-bloody-dendron.’

Ernie Grimshaw went purple. ‘That lass did thee a good turn when she lopped yon dahlias. They’re weak an’ weedy, just like thee.’

The women giggled and shuffled off in their slippers, then the men broke ranks and wandered in various directions away from the house. Nat grabbed the stolen flowers from Ernie Grimshaw, pushed the man away, then dragged me and Confetti up the short path into his house. In the narrow hallway, we all breathed again.

‘Lass,’ he said to me after a second or two. ‘Get thissen in t’ front room and peep through t’ curtains, see ’as ’e gone, nosey owld bugger.’ As I went on my secret mission, he spoke to Sister. ‘Cum in, love. I’ll just put t’ kettle on an mek a brew.’

I found them in the kitchen, he bustling about with a tea caddy and some cups, she sitting demurely at the table. ‘He’s gone,’ I said. ‘And I’m sorry about your flowers, Mr …’

‘Evans, love. Me father were a Welsh farmer. I’m Nathaniel Jacob Evans and God alone knows what I ever did fer t’ deserve a moniker like that. Dust tha like sugar, Sister?’

‘Well, I do.’

He nodded. ‘Thought so. Are you a country girl?’

‘I am.’

He settled down across from her and began to talk to her as if she were a real person with legs, not a nun who floated about in a long black frock. ‘Dust tha like England, then?’

‘Well, I do and I don’t. Noisy, but very nice people.’ She looked at the clock. ‘Good heavens—’

His loud laughter was infectious. ‘That’s me, Sister. Good Evans.’ We all giggled at the feeble joke and Sister went bright pink. ‘I never thought,’ she gasped. ‘But we must go.’

‘’Ang on a mo.’ He beckoned me with a bony finger, drew me towards a large box in the corner. ‘You done me a turn, lass, ’cos me flowers was rubbish – I’d never ’ave won t’ wooden spoon wi’ that load o’ weeds. So I’ll show thee this, ’cos tha’s a fine grand lass.’ He drew back an old grey blanket to reveal a squirming mass of fur. ‘Kittens,’ he said unnecessarily. ‘Their mam’s gone fer a walk. Nobbut five days old, they are.’

My heart was won in that moment. I felt as if love came to me first of all through my fingers, flooded into my whole body as I touched the tiny creatures. Some part of me wanted to cry, but it was nothing to do with sadness. There was just me and the kittens, everything else disappeared. ‘Kitty,’ I whispered to the nearest one. ‘So pretty, little kitty.’

Somebody said, ‘Poetry’ – probably Mr Evans. A hand touched my shoulder and drew me back into the other world. ‘Come, Laura.’

‘Sister …’

‘Yes.’

‘Look at these kittens, please.’

Her face went all soft as she bent over the box. ‘Laura,’ she whispered. ‘Just look at the beauty in there and you will know God. All that fur, those lovely faces. Wouldn’t it take a great architect to design such perfection?’

I knew what she meant. ‘Mr Evans?’ I pleaded. ‘Can I come again? I’ll …’ I looked round frantically for something I might do. ‘I’ll clean up, do the dusting and fetch coal.’

He placed a hand on my head, and I thought how lovely it would have been if I’d known my grandparents. There’s something wonderful about old people, as if they know all our sins and forgive us anyway. ‘Any time, luv. The owld place misses a bit o’ spit an’ polish since Elsie died. She were a good ’un, my missus, but she were fierce wi’ a duster. Would you ’appen like one o’ these ’ere cats?’

My heart did a little dance, but the music lasted just a few bars. ‘My mother doesn’t like animals.’

Sister drew me towards the door. ‘Ask her this evening, child. Every girl should have a pet, a bit of responsibility. Goodbye, Mr Evans. I shall call again with another sister. We might do some shopping for you when you’re in need? Will that be of use to you?’

He followed us to the door. ‘I’m not a Roman, luv,’ he said to Sister Maria Goretti.

She beamed at him. ‘Mr Evans, we do not confine friendship to those who practise our faith. It’s not about them and us, you know. We’re all in the one mess together, and we must take each other’s arms for guidance.’

I loved the woman from that moment. I still tortured her, still came out with remarks that stained her fair cheeks to beetroot. But there was an empathy between us. On our way back to school, she straightened my hair, redid my school tie and dug in one of her many pockets for an inch of barley sugar. ‘Don’t steal again, Laura McNally,’ she chided gently.

‘I won’t.’

We stood at the wrought iron gates and grinned at each other. ‘No,’ she said. ‘But you’ll torment the life out of me all the same. Ah well, such is the will of God. If you are one of my crosses, then I shall bear you gladly.’

I wanted to tell her there and then that I loved her, but I hadn’t the words for how I felt. We walked into the classroom, endured Sister St Thomas’s gimlet stare, carried on with arithmetic in the same old way. But Confetti looked at me sometimes and smiled a secret smile. In a way, I had found my real mother.

By the time we reached the grand age of eight, Anne and I had developed sufficient independence to meet each other on the sly. I was still forbidden to go next door, and my mother continued the silent feud. But I learned how to create happy accidents, became used to Auntie Maisie’s timetable. At weekends, I would manage to be near the shops she patronized, would turn up at the butcher’s, the grocer’s, the tripe shop. And I always got a hug and a kind word, which was a great deal more than I received at home.

Anne and I took to loitering after leaving our separate schools. We had a favourite wall, and we would sit on it for ten or fifteen minutes to discuss matters of great importance. ‘I learned a new word,’ pronounced Anne one afternoon. She whispered it in my ear, her heated breath stroking my cheek. ‘It’s very rude,’ she added as she backed away, the skin on her cheeks stained bright with excitement. ‘Of course, you won’t hear stuff like that at St Mary’s. Everybody’s too posh there to know about these interesting things.’

I shrugged, would not be outdone. ‘It’s to do with babies,’ I said confidently. ‘How they get inside their mothers. And what you said is just another word for kissing. Kissing makes babies, then the babies grow in women’s stomachs.’

She kicked her heels against the wall on which we were perched. Anne’s shoes were always badly scuffed. She was lucky, never got smacked for a torn dress, for ribbons lost on the way home. ‘How do the babies get out?’ she asked.

‘Belly button.’ I was more than confident, as the truth had been told during recreation by a girl called Rita Turner whose parents were of a medical persuasion. ‘It’s like letting the air out of a big balloon, only you get a baby instead of air. The nurse undoes the knot and a baby pops out.’

Anne thought about this for a few moments. You could always tell when Anne was thinking, because she frowned deeply and chewed her lower lip. Her mouth was often sore and chapped in winter because of all the meditation. ‘So if my dad had kissed your mother when she wanted him to kiss her, then she would have had a baby.’

‘Yes.’ This was becoming rather intricate, but I wasn’t one to let go and admit defeat, was stubborn enough to stand my ground, even when the foundation was made of quicksand. I was the one with the superior education, so I had all the answers to life’s many questions. In a way, I was like my mother – never more ‘right’ than when I was completely wrong.

‘But, Laura – why hasn’t my mum had a lot of babies? ’Cos my dad’s always kissing her. Sometimes, she even starts the kissing, so I should have some brothers and sisters. Well, sisters.’ Anne and I disliked boys, could not entertain the concept of brothers. ‘And my dad kisses me too. Why haven’t I got a baby?’

I clicked my tongue and adopted a haughty stance. ‘For goodness sake, Anne, you’re too young. Anyway, dads don’t kiss children on the lips. It has to be on the lips and with your mouth open a bit so that the baby can crawl down into your stomach. It is very small, too small to see.’ After what I considered to be a visionary and very conclusive statement, I sat back and basked in the warmth of my own glory.

But the trouble with Anne was that she was persistent. ‘They are always kissing,’ she repeated stolidly. ‘And there’s no babies. I asked them about it and they said they weren’t going to have any more children.’

I scratched my nose – just as I always did when flummoxed. ‘Perhaps they only want you. Children are very expensive, you know.’ My mother went on constantly about how much I cost to feed and clothe. ‘So if they only want you, they don’t do the magic spell first.’

‘Eh?’ Anne, a practical soul, did not go a bundle on sorcery. ‘What spell?’ She fixed me with a hard stare, pulled at the sleeve of my hideous navy blue uniform gaberdine. ‘There’s no such thing as a spell except in stories.’

My imagination ploughed another furrow from the depths of which I would be lucky to climb. I puffed out my chest and looked at her with disdain. ‘Rita’s dad is a doctor and her mother is a midwife, so Rita knows all about the special things that happen to grown-ups.’ Thus I gave birth to another piece of McNally wisdom. It hung in the air for a few seconds before my cousin pounced on it. ‘Sometimes, you are so daft, Laura.’ She paused for a second or two. ‘Go on, then.’ The tone was challenging. ‘Tell me.’

‘Well …’ I looked quickly over my shoulder into the garden behind us, wore the air of a secret agent in the midst of some world-altering intrigue. ‘Listen, Anne. Never turn round three times on the spot before you kiss a boy.’

She made a loud vomiting sound. ‘I don’t kiss boys. They smell of dirt and Derbac soap and you never know whether they’ve got a spider or a worm in their lunchbox. There’s always worms at our school and frogs and beetles and caterpillars.’

I liked the sound of her school. All we got in our St Mary’s dining-room was an overcooked dinner with watery vegetables and grace before meals, grace after meals, lectures all through meals. We couldn’t even talk at the table, let alone compare our back-to-front ladybirds. During lunch, we were supposed to be ‘ladies’ while the Mother of the convent read out stories about Jesus and Noah and some poor fellow whose head finished up on a plate. John the Baptist put most of us off our treacle sponge, while Jonah’s brief residence in the belly of a whale was hardly designed to improve the appetite.

The nuns were always harping on about gratitude. We were to be grateful for our school, for our parents, for the smelly cabbage on our plates. We were to be grateful for our teachers, for the weather, for the fact that we weren’t starving like some black babies in Africa. We all adopted one of these babies for five shillings and were allowed to choose a name. My baby was called Maureen and she sat next to my beaker all through lunch. We had to look at our babies and pray for them and hope that they all had a nice plateful of smelly cabbage and tough meat.

Each girl had what the sisters called a serviette, and though this item was provided to protect clothing, any spot of gravy or sago pudding had to be washed out immediately by the offending pupil. Before the meal, our hands were examined. Alter the meal, both sides of our serviettes were scrutinized. ‘I wish I could come to your school,’ I groaned.

She laughed. ‘Your mother would go mad if she knew we were meeting on the way home.’

She would have gone madder still had she discovered that I owned one of Mr Evans’s cats, a little grey one called Solomon, and that Solomon was in residence with Anne and Uncle Freddie and Auntie Maisie. Anne was very fair about my cat. She never called him hers, tried not to get close to him. Anne was and is the most equitable person I have ever known. I attempted a careless shrug. ‘Bugger her. She’s never in when I get home. I have to get the key from the shed and let myself in.’

Anne stopped laughing. ‘She’ll be out with one of her boyfriends,’ she whispered. ‘I heard my mam saying something about it. She said Liza’s never happy unless someone’s crawling all over her and calling her beautiful.’

I stared blankly across the road. My dad was terribly busy, had sunk every halfpenny of profit from the shop into his new venture. Mother was buying lots of dresses and costumes, had three pairs of high-heeled shoes. And she no longer worked, so she was spending Dad’s money instead of her own. We couldn’t afford any of it. ‘She’s always dressed up,’ I grumbled. ‘And I’m learning to cook things because she can’t.’

Anne placed a companionable hand on my chilled fingers. With all the wisdom of the mature eight-year-old, she comforted me by saying, ‘The boyfriends will be paying for the new clothes, not your dad.’

‘Oh.’ What else could I have said?

‘With any luck,’ confided Anne. ‘She’ll take a fancy to one of them and buggar off to the other side of town. My dad says you and Uncle John would be better off without her, ’cos she’s a disgrace.’

It isn’t easy knowing that your mother is a disgrace. It was becoming obvious that Liza McNally had moved on after her years of wartime patriotism, had lost that bevy of admiring sycophants who haunted our house once a fortnight during the conflict. She was out for some fun and she would bring trouble on my father’s head, I felt that in my bones. For my own part, I was not concerned about Mother’s behaviour. It suited me to have peace after school sometimes, while I actually enjoyed the culinary efforts I made for myself and for my father.

Anne leapt down from the wall. ‘You go first. She might be in today, and we’d best not be seen together in case she’s in a mood.’

I ran the rest of the distance home, sped past the house as usual, made for the shed where the spare key was kept. I unlocked the door, replaced the key under its plantpot in the shed, walked into the kitchen. ‘No!’ The scream pierced its way past the slightly open door to the dining-room.

‘It is my business.’ This was my father speaking. ‘And I shall employ whomever I choose.’

It was a large kitchen, because Mother had hired a builder to extend it into the rear garden. The dining-room was also spacious, but I felt as if I were standing right next to my mother, since her voice was shrill with anger. ‘The Co-op has no further use for him. They’ve able-bodied men now with strong legs and a bit of brainpower. He was bound to get the sack sooner or later. So you are taking pity on him, is that it? How will you cope with a cripple managing your stupid factory?’

Dad’s voice was quieter, so I had to creep across the kitchen to hear his words properly. ‘Of course, you would know all about the able-bodied demobbed men, wouldn’t you? After all, you did ask me to give the job to one of your escorts.’

Even her breathing was noisy by this time, rattling through a short pause while she considered her response. ‘David Moxton is my friend’s husband and I simply—’

‘Friend? How can Ada Moxton be your friend when you are intimate with her husband? Liza, you are behaving like a whore. And when you’re not behaving like a woman of the street, you come over all bountiful, handing out jobs like Maundy money. This is my concern, my factory, so I shall choose my workers with care.’

She lit a cigarette. I heard the match trembling on the rough edge of the box, heard the strike when it came, listened as she grabbed a deep breath of noxious courage. ‘You never take me anywhere. Every single hour, you are with your customers, your inventions, your daughter. You have no time for me, so I go and—’

‘I’ve time for Laura. If I had the opportunity, I’d spend every day with the child.’ Though he kept his tone soft, I knew that my mother was wary, because she stopped her screeching each time he spoke.

‘You never wanted her,’ he continued. ‘I married you because you said you were expecting my child. You lied then, and you have continued dishonest for evermore. When Laura was eventually on her way, you resented that little unborn baby, became ugly in your own eyes. I’ve watched you with my daughter, and you are an appalling mother. And now you are cavorting about like a cheap trollop. Have you any idea of how you look? It’s like having a gangster’s moll in the house. This whole town is laughing at you.’

My father was not one for long and meaningless conversations. He was economical with words, so I knew that he must have felt very strongly to talk so clearly, almost elaborately.

Mother was having trouble digesting the concept of being a laughing stock. ‘I have not been a subject of ridicule,’ she said loftily. ‘Furthermore, I have not been unfaithful.’

‘That is no concern of mine,’ he replied. ‘All I worry about is Laura. How will she react when she grows up to understand that her mother is a tart?’

‘Nonsense.’ Her rope was shortening – I could tell by the voice that she was nearing the end of her patience. ‘Nonsense,’ she snapped again. ‘And no-one is laughing at me, John McNally. It’s you they mock, you! What would they say if I told them about our sleeping arrangements? You’re not a man, never were a man. Which man insists on separate beds because of his so-called insomnia? What sort of man never touches his wife?’

‘The sort who would rather reach out to Satan.’ The short pause that followed was punctuated by a gasp from her. ‘I am the sort of man who has too much self-esteem to meddle with the unclean.’ He stopped again, coughed, raised his tone slightly. ‘Laura will be here in a moment. For her sake, this will stop now. You may, if you wish, remain under my roof for the sake of continuity, for Laura. She would be ridiculed if we separated, especially while she is with Catholics. I shall employ Freddie, because he is a trustworthy man, far too sensible for your gin-soaked advances. And you, my dear wife, have my permission to return to hell’s flames and enjoy yourself.’

‘You … you have a woman!’ she cried. ‘You are … having an affair, aren’t you?’

‘I will not dignify that question by awarding it an answer,’ he said. ‘Think what you like. I am here for Laura and only for her. And you are here to make things look right for our small-minded community. Keep your activities to the centre of town, will you? And try not to be recognized – you could perhaps try a disguise – sunglasses?’ Even I was able to identify the sarcasm in his words. ‘I shall go upstairs now for a rest. You would exhaust the resources of a saint.’

I didn’t know why, am ignorant to this day of the reason for my exit, but I dashed from the house, tore to the end of the avenue, fled down Chorley New Road until I was almost in town. When I reached the fire station, I was moving in a slightly more decorous fashion, though my ribs still ached with panting for breath.

On a whim, I crossed the road and walked down the brew towards Bolton’s finest park, passing a little shop that sold delicious pasties and ice-creams. I was starving and I had no money. For a long time, I sat on a park bench and watched other children playing, saw them running to their mothers for comfort when they tumbled, for food when their bellies screamed for sustenance. These were proper mothers. Proper mothers took their children to the park, smiled at them while they played, sat down and talked to other proper mothers about the sort of things that proper mothers do with their families. My mother had never brought me to the park, not once. Uncle Freddie used to bring me with Anne, but he wasn’t allowed to do that any more. Self-pity is an unattractive emotion, and I wallowed in it for just a short time. It was something I needed to work through, a path I had to walk until I reached a sunnier place.

I sniffed, felt sorry for myself, craved Auntie Maisie’s fat arms round my shoulders, longed for her to have yet another row with my mother about taking me to the fair. Auntie Maisie loved the fair, took Anne to the rides and sideshows twice a year, bought her black peas with vinegar, toffee apples, candy floss, celluloid dolls on elastic, lumps of tooth-cracking treacle toffee, bags of hot salted nuts. And a present for me. Oh yes, there was always a present for poor Cousin Laura.

I was a deprived child, I suppose. Deprived of love and adventure, starved of maternal support, paternal guidance. My dad did what he could, but he was a man of ambition with just one life to live, one chance to leave a mark. I had everything. I had enough to eat, decent clothes in spite of shortages, a room of my own, books galore, music lessons, ballet and tap classes, a large garden.

I saw the poor children sometimes, watched them clodding along in iron-soled clogs, skimpy frocks or over-long trousers that had been bought to last. And I heard them singing, shouting, caught them tumbling about in fun, in anger. Outside the pubs, they would wait for their parents, sneak in occasionally, be dragged out by an irate father, an unsteady mother. After the customary clip round the ear, the urchins would flee with the pennies they had culled from elders whose senses were numbed by alcohol. Then they would sit outside a nearby mill, huddled over a meshed vent where warm air escaped, and they would pounce on their two penn’orth of greasy chips, would taste their parents’ guilt, repentance, love. I envied them.

One of the park keepers approached me. ‘Are t’ alreet, lass? Where’s tha muther?’

‘At home.’

‘Oh.’ He stroked his shadowy face and I could hear the sandpaper roughness of newgrown stubble. ‘Dun’t she fret while tha’s in t’ park on tha own?’

‘I don’t know.’

He squatted, poked his kind and rugged face towards me. ‘There’s funny folk about,’ he said. ‘Tha mun’t ’ang round ’ere when t’ day’s growin’ dim. Nobbut last week, a lass got took out of a park down Manchester way. Sithee.’ He drew a large twist of barley sugar from his top pocket, handed it to me with great solemnity. ‘Tha mun tek this from me, then tha mun never tek nowt from no bugger. Dust tha understand?’

I nodded. His face had gone strange, was distorted by my own unshed tears. ‘You are very kind,’ I said.

‘Ay, and tha’rt a lady. I can tell a lady, tha knows. And there’s other folk that’s not so kind, lass. There’s them that’ll ’urt thee if they catch thee. Wilt tha mind my words?’

‘I will.’ And I did. I only saw that man once, yet he taught me more about self-preservation than I had learned from my parents in eight long years. He reminded me of Mr Evans, whom I visited regularly. Both were good men, old men with hearts of gold.

After that day in the park, I looked after myself, indulged less frequently in bouts of self-pity. Life was what I made of it, and I tried to make the best. We do grow up in jerks, I think. We start the process towards maturity at school, then little incidents jog us closer to adulthood. After my encounter with a generous soul who really cared about children, I became my own guardian.


Chapter Four

Norma Wallace looked as miserable as sin, or as miserable as the markedly unsinful saints who jostled for space on the walls above our heads. I messed about with my jotter, struggled to decipher a few notes about adjectives and adverbs, tried to sort out in my mind which were which. ‘Norma?’

She looked up, the pale eyes red-rimmed and sore. ‘What?’

‘Does an adverb usually end in “-ly”?’ Our teachers were keen on grammar, taught us to decline and parse at an age that now seems ludicrously young.

‘Yes.’

‘So it says how something was done, like quickly or slowly?’

‘Yes.’

I pencilled in some crude corrections. ‘Have you lost your pass?’

She sniffed loudly, blinked several times. ‘Not yet. She doesn’t want me any more, though. She says I’ll be giving germs to the babies. I like babies. Even when they’re wet and dirty, I like them. But I can’t go any more. I suppose I’ll have to hand my ticket in to one of the sisters.’

The ticket was a rectangle of yellow cardboard, and its value was beyond pearls in our school. If we were good – or, as in my case, if we were astute enough not to get caught being bad – we were granted a Special Permission Pass. These were so rare and so coveted, that they merited capital initials even in speech. I had a pass. My pass had been granted by Sister Maria Goretti so that I could go out of school at lunchtimes to help Mr Evans with his chores. Special Permission Pass girls ate their meal early, were released from the dining-room by 12.15 to go out and work in the community. So as well as a degree of freedom from supervision, the chosen few also escaped formal grace and stories about Lazarus and lepers.

‘I thought she liked me, the babies’ mother.’

I suddenly felt sorry for the ugly little girl. We all mocked her because she looked unusual, and because of her permanent drip. A girl in the top class even brought a washer to school one morning, threw it across the playground and advised Norma to get a plumber to fit it. Now she had been dismissed by a local housewife for being a health hazard. It was an awful shame. ‘Come with me to Mr Evans’s,’ I said, immediately regretting my impulsive behaviour. ‘We’re supposed to go in twos anyway. Margaret Fishwick was coming with me, but she’s found an old woman with a dog that wants walking.’ I have always been one of those stupid people who regret their haste, then compound the stupidity by being over-effusive. ‘It’s up to you,’ I added lamely.

‘You don’t want me. Not really.’

She was right. Having Norma Wallace nearby was like sharing a meal with a noisy eater. The sound of her sniffing and snerching was so infuriating that I had to stop myself from screaming out loud. But it was still a pity. She had a permanent cold, summer and winter, was blessed with uneven features, teeth that had started to grow in crooked, and eyes that were pale enough to be almost invisible in the pasty white face. ‘Norma, you can come if you want to.’

The pallid eyes were searching my face. ‘I might do. I might come tomorrow. Today, I’m having extra maths.’ It was a well-known fact that Norma’s prowess in maths was almost of School Certificate standard. At eight years of age, she was delving into algebra, geometry, logarithms. The rest of us, the Philistines, continued to struggle with twelve-times tables and the odd bit of long division.

I scrutinized my messy English prep. ‘So an adjective describes a thing, not a happening?’

‘Yes.’ She sounded impatient. ‘Just listen to the words, Laura. A verb’s a doing word, so it stands to sense that an adverb qualifies it, relates to it.’ She was like something from another planet. ‘Learn it,’ she said quickly. ‘It will help when you come to clauses. I’m doing clauses at home.’

I stared at her. Clauses? Whatever next?

She sighed, and the outflow of air rattled in her clogged throat. ‘A clause is a group of words containing a verb and it makes sense but not complete sense—’

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘We all know you’re a clever-clogs.’

The hurt look was back. ‘See? I don’t mean to be clever, Laura. It’s more that I want to help people, want to tell them what I’ve been learning. It’s so exciting, you see. Words, numbers – they are so … so great.’ Her face had come to life, was colouring along the cheekbones. I caught a brief glimpse of what she meant, could feel the joy as it poured from her. And in those seconds, she looked almost pretty – no. That would be going too far. She looked normal for a while, alive and kicking. ‘But I did want to help with the babies, Laura. The mother said I was unhealthy, too chesty to go near her twins. Still, never mind.’ She straightened her shoulders. ‘I can always read instead.’

‘You really love school, don’t you?’

She nodded. ‘Books. I like books and solving problems and learning lists. It’s like being hungry or very greedy, I just can’t get full.’

She was a brilliant girl, too honest to hide her difference from the rest of us. She could have played the game, might have acted up in class, pretended to be as silly and childish as the rest of us. But she ploughed a lonely furrow, and my heart went out to her. ‘Norma? Come if you want to. I mean it, honest. See, he’s nice, Mr Evans. He’s got a load of cats that he couldn’t get rid of. Sister Maria Goretti took them to a vet so they couldn’t have more kittens. Mr Evans has a terrible name – Nathaniel Jacob, I think it is. So he says if he has to have a wicked name, then his cats can suffer too. There’s Bathsheba and Cleopatra – they’re the girls – then Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Henry.’ I could see that the Henry had confused her. ‘Henry’s blind. Mr Evans said he didn’t want to burden Henry with a terrible name.’

‘How awful.’ Her forehead was creased into deep frown lines. ‘That poor cat. Yes, I’ll come with you tomorrow, Laura.’ She glanced at her book, looked up again. ‘How does the blind cat manage?’

‘Oh, he’s all right. Animals are better than people when it comes to things like that. He soon got used to going blind.’ I loved Henry. He was the prettiest of all the cats, prettier than my little grey Solomon who lived next door with Anne. Henry was black, fat and sleek. He had the longest whiskers in the world, and he could sniff out a sardine from miles away.

After my lunch of shepherds’ pie and red cabbage, I ran out with my yellow pass, waved it under Sister St Thomas’s nose. She peered at me through her wire-framed glasses, gave me one of the hard looks for which she was famous, I had the feeling that she did not approve of me, that she wanted to take the ticket and tear it up, fasten me to the chair and force me to eat my way through the more popular chapters of the Old and New Testaments.

Mr Evans always left the front door on the latch for me. I went into the hallway, picked up blind Henry and carried him through to the kitchen. ‘Mr Evans? I’m here.’ He wasn’t around, wasn’t in the back yard poking about in his flower tubs, hadn’t been in the front garden either.

I put Henry in the hearth, watched him settle on his old towel, dragged Ezekiel and Bathsheba out of the scullery slopstone. An enamel bucket stood under the kitchen copper, and I filled it with warmish water, topped it up at the cold tap, tipped in some soapflakes and washed all the pots. Where was he? He hadn’t lit the fire – the copper’s contents were no better than tepid, cooler than ever once I’d put some cold in to make sufficient for the dishes. His boots were under the mangle and the brown jacket dangled from a peg on the back door. When he went out, he usually changed into his boots and put on the coat, even in warm weather. I opened the back door, crept down to the lavatory, called, ‘Are you in there, Mr Evans?’ No answer came.

Back inside the house, I stood at the foot of Mr Evans’s stairs. ‘Mr Evans? Mr Evans, are you asleep?’ Silly question, I thought. If he’d been asleep, he wouldn’t have answered. And if he’d answered, he would have been awake. Blind Henry was winding round my ankles and crying for food. Two of the others were in the slopstone again. I found some cooked fish heads in the meatsafe and divided them among the troops.

The stairs were dark and narrow. When I got to the top, there were two doors, one leading to the front bedroom, the other leading to the back. The latter was empty except for an old birdcage and some piles of newspapers. The frame of a bed stood against a wall, some of the base-springs loose and dangling. I crossed the landing, knocked, walked in to Mr Evans’s bedroom.

He was on the floor with his legs jack-knifed at an impossible angle. His face was crooked, as if all his features had been pushed to one side. The top teeth jutted out and covered his lower lip. He was dead. My dear old friend was dead. He was the loveliest old man, kind enough to forgive me for stealing, generous enough to let me love his cats. Being in a room with death is not easy for any of us, but it had a devastating effect on me. I was eight years old and I knew about dying, realized that none of us was here for ever. But I’d never seen it until now.

I froze for several moments, wanted to walk out of the room, couldn’t move. It was like being paralysed, because my legs would not respond to messages from my brain. Mr Evans’s pyjamas were made of a blue and white striped material. My dad had a pair of the same, and I wondered how I would feel if I found my father like this, folded up on the floor with his face all lopsided and his hands curled into tight, white fists.

I got out, sat on a stair, took some greedy gulps of air, picked up Henry. Henry knew. He knew what all the seeing cats had failed to notice – that their master was dead. The tears came, and Henry shared them, pushed his fluffy body against my face and acted like a handkerchief. I didn’t know what to do. There were neighbours, people walking past on the pavement. All I needed to do was to go out and shout for help. But I didn’t. If I stayed, then something would happen eventually, someone would come to help me.

They came. ‘Laura? Are you in there? It’s time for registration. Coo-ee. Mr Evans?’ It was Confetti.

‘Sister! Sister, I’m on the stairs.’

She ran to me, climbed until her face was level with mine. ‘Laura? My dear girl, you look like a mammy who’s heard the banshee. Whatever has happened here?’

‘Mr Evans is dead. I had to stay with Henry. What’ll happen to the cats? Is he in heaven? Is he? Do they all go, do they?’ I clung to her sleeve. ‘Is it just for Catholics and has he gone to limbo? Or purgatory? Sister …?’

‘Whisht, child.’ She muttered a few more unintelligible words, removed my hand from her sleeve, climbed over me. I heard her walking in his room, waited through several seconds of silence. Sister St Thomas bustled to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Sister?’ she called.

Confetti was behind me. ‘He must have gone last night,’ she said. ‘It looks like a massive stroke. Probably went as he got ready for bed.’

‘He didn’t lock the door,’ I remarked, wondering how I could think of such a mundane thing. ‘He died with the door unlocked.’

Sister St Thomas came up and tried to separate me from Henry. ‘Come away back to school, Laura.’ Her eyes, though made smaller by the spectacles, were rounder and gentler this time.

‘I’m stopping with Henry. He’s upset.’

‘Look.’ A heavy arm came to rest across my shoulders. ‘Laura, the sisters will see to the cats.’

‘Honest?’

‘Honest, child.’ She looked so kind, so lovable, not at all like the usual old Tommy-gun. ‘Come on now, I’m not as bad as I’m painted.’

‘This one’s blind.’ I clutched the cat to my bony bosom. ‘I don’t care about my mother not liking animals, Sister St Thomas. Solomon’s already living next door even though he’s mine. But Henry is staying with me.’ My head was nodding all by itself, as if someone had wound a tight spring that just wouldn’t slacken off. ‘I’ll run away if she won’t let me keep Henry.’

‘Come on, pet.’

‘She’s a bad bitch, you know. The postman said it on account of her being hoity-toity.’ A brilliant idea flashed across my muddled brain, cut through all the dross and found expression on my wayward tongue. ‘Am I too young to be a nun?’

She didn’t laugh at me. ‘Oh yes, dear. Seventeen’s the very youngest for a postulant.’

‘Oh. See, if I came in the convent, she wouldn’t find me, ’cos she says she steers clear of papists. Then I could keep Henry with me. My mother will try to stop me having Henry, you know.’

She eased me to my feet, guided me down the stairs. All the way back to school, I held Henry, would not allow Tommy to take him away. She left me in a corridor, made some phone calls, explained that the police and the ambulance men and Sister Maria Goretti would look after my poor old dead friend. Then we went through the chapel, Sister St Thomas doing one of her bobs down and up again in front of the altar. ‘Here, Laura. Come and visit with me. We shall have tea and biscuits and some milk for Henry.’

She had a lovely little room with cheerful saints on the walls and dark yellow curtains at the small window. Her bed was neat and hard with a woven white cover and a very flat pillow. She sat in the one chair at a tiny table while I perched on the bed with Henry. A girl came in. She wore a knee-length black dress and a dark veil, but she still had all her hair and it was dry and gingery. ‘Hello now,’ she said brightly, placing a tea tray on the table. ‘Aren’t you the one with the cat? Oh, Sister, isn’t he just the most beautiful thing? We had five cats at home, and me mammy could never bring herself to part with a one of them. Clever creatures, they are.’

Sister St Thomas prised Henry out of my arms and dumped him on the table with a saucer of milk. ‘Here ye are, God love ye.’ She spoke to the girl. ‘He’s blind, Katherine.’

‘Oh no.’ She dropped to her hunkers and pushed her face close to Henry’s. ‘Do you know I’m here, lad? Would you speak to Katie and tell her hello?’ And the cat stopped lapping, sniffed the air, then did one of those prr … rr … aws that cats seem to use as a greeting. ‘I’ll keep him,’ she said.

I eyed her with a degree of distrust. ‘Are you a nun?’

‘I’m a postulant.’

‘You’ve got hair.’

‘Indeed I have and far too much of it. When I start to be a novice, I’ll have a big veil like the proper nuns, but it’ll be white till I take my final vows.’

I considered her statement. ‘Why?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Why do you want to be a nun? Are you trying to get away from your mother?’

‘Ah no, not at all. Me mammy’s a grand woman, but I’m wanting to serve God full time, you see. So I came over the water and Sister St Thomas is looking after me. She’s my special sister and she’ll help me to be a good nun if it’s God’s will.’

She was nice. She was one of those people you can just look at and know they’re nice. ‘What about if you change your mind? What’ll happen to Henry if you go back across the water?’

‘He’ll come along of me.’ She had a lovely lilting voice, as if she were singing instead of talking.

‘Will you be a teacher?’ I did not trust teachers, not completely. Except for Confetti – and Tommy-gun was beginning to look a bit more human. Still, it was better to assess the qualities of Henry’s would-be adoptive owner.

‘No. I’ll be like a clerk, someone who looks after the fees and the dinner moneys. And I’ll probably help out in the dining hall when I’m old enough.’

I tried to smile, but my heart wasn’t in it. ‘Do something about the gravy, will you? And stop them reading about lepers when we’re eating.’

A strange sound came from Sister St Thomas. She had a hand to her face and she seemed to be choking. ‘Goretti’s told me about you, Laura McNally. You would shame an angel, so you would.’ She let the laughter out, then apologized. ‘We shouldn’t be making merry when your friend is just dead. But he’s gone to a good place.’

I bucked up a bit, responded to the empathy that hung in the miniature room. ‘Mr Evans didn’t like people to be sad. He said tears were only good for watering dahlias with. And I don’t know where he’s gone, ’cos he’s not a Catholic.’

‘That doesn’t matter. There’s a place in heaven for all good people.’

This was news to me. According to what I’d heard in the playground, St Peter granted admission just to those who had been baptized in the one true faith. With only Catholics floating about playing harps, heaven might have been a bit boring, so I felt glad that Mr Evans would have a wider choice of company. ‘Will you really look after Henry, Katherine? He likes cod and evaporated milk, but not together. Liver makes him … do things on the floor, but he loves other meat like lamb and chicken and he likes a drink of water.’

‘I will care for him. Sister St Thomas will bring him to you sometimes, let you play with him.’

‘And the other cats?’

Sister St Thomas stood up and touched my face. ‘Goretti will place them, dear. She’s a soft spot for all creatures, so she’ll be out knocking on all the doors till she settles them. Laura, trust us. You can trust nuns, you see. We don’t tell lies and we don’t hurt animals.’ Her eyes searched my face, as if she were learning things about me, accepting me as a person and not just as a terrible nuisance. ‘Trust somebody, please. Don’t be going around with your face in your boots, don’t be thinking that the world’s a bad place full of bad people. Life’s hard, but we can help one another through any vale of tears.’

Katherine went out with Henry, closed the door, left me to the mercies of a woman who was universally known as a tyrant. And the tears chose that moment to begin flowing down my cheeks like small rivers. Old Tommy pulled me into her arms and sat down with me on her bed of concrete. I could feel her sobs as she held me close against her. The big rosary dug into my leg, but I clung to that dear old lady as if she were a raft in a stormy sea.

‘God, look at the pair of us,’ she managed after a while. ‘We’ll be flooding out the convent and the Reverend Mother will come on the warpath after us with the fire brigade and the Black and Tans.’

I looked up at her fat, sad face. ‘Sister? Why do good people have to die?’

She rocked me in her arms. ‘Ask that one of Jesus, Laura. He died and He was better than any of us.’

It made sense, yet it didn’t, because I was too angry for reason. The only nice thing was that I was being held as if I mattered, as if I were a worthwhile person. If it hadn’t been for the wimple, I might have been in the arms of yet another substitute mother. A lovely mother who liked cats and wept when good men died.

It was a black church, its masonry stained by the emissions of a hundred chimneys for a century of time. The clock on the steeple had only one finger, which dangled down just after the six.

Some men carried in the coffin, a light wood affair with shiny golden handles. I crept in and sat at the back, well away from all those who had a real right to grieve. The neighbours were there, many of them almost unrecognizable due to hats and best coats. Not a single curler or flat cap was in sight as they rose to sing the first hymn.

‘Move over, Laura.’

I turned, and my mouth fell open. ‘You’re not supposed to come here, Sister.’

Confetti shunted me along the bench and perched beside me. It was a sin. They’d said in the playground that they couldn’t go to a wedding, even a family wedding, if someone was ‘marrying out’. Sister Maria Goretti would go to hell. She would go to hell because I’d stolen some flowers and dragged her into Mr Evans’s life, then into his death. ‘Go outside,’ I whispered.

She blessed herself. ‘And why would I be doing that, now?’

‘Protestant church.’

She waited for a noisy bit in ‘Abide With Me’. ‘Jesus said that wherever men gathered in His name, then He would be there with them. They pray in pits and factories and on farms and the Son of God is with them. So He is surely here.’

She had what you might call a determined chin, Sister Maria Goretti. It was pointed but not sharp, and she had a habit of lifting it when she meant business. Tommy-gun hadn’t come. Tommy-gun had enough sense to stay away and not risk losing her place on the right hand of God. Oh heck. Confetti would get in trouble from the priest, she would have to say about three miles of rosary, would wear the beads out.

The vicar stood in a pulpit and went on about Mr Evans. Mr Evans had been in the First War, had won a lot of medals for being brave. It made me think when the vicar said that. I had looked at people and had seen that they were old, I’d never imagined them young and healthy. But Mr Evans had been a strong man with a gun and an army uniform. At one time, he had fought for his country and had saved lives. When I met him, he was tired. I stood in that church and I knew that I would not always be young, that people would gather one day and talk about me. And children would think me ancient, a bit silly, worn out.

They sang another hymn and Sister joined in. It was a beautiful song about the Lord being a shepherd and about not being afraid of death. Then Mr Evans’s box was lifted high by the men and they carried him out. As the sad procession passed us, I turned to look at the door. Father Murphy was holding one side open, and Sister St Thomas held the other handle. Katherine was there, with that tiny black veil perched on the back of her carrotty frizz, and our headmistress stood with the priest, her head bowed in prayer. Sometimes, people’s goodness gets in your eyes and makes them so full that the tears come silently.

Those lovely sisters gathered round me, and Father Murphy gave me a sixpence and a big hug, said what a brave girl I was. A man arrived by my side and spoke to me. ‘Are you Laura?’

I nodded, too full for words. They had come, my sisters, my priest, my friends, and they had defied a piece of church folklore by attending Mr Evans’s service.

‘He said you’d to have this,’ said the black-clad man. He had red-rimmed eyes and a big nose. ‘Thank you for looking after him, love. He was a good dad to me.’ For the rest of my life, I was to keep that sovereign. Even when the dark days came, I managed to hide it, managed not to sell it for food, for clothes.

The cats found homes, settled and thrived. Henry was spoiled rotten by the sisters, sat in French classes, English lessons, was never impressed by any of our syllabus. Solomon assumed a new importance, because he was a living piece of Mr Evans’s legacy. In my garden, I played with him, fussed over him, bought fish with my spending money. And Mother continued to fret because next door’s feline was on her property. So my love for her, if there ever was a seed of affection, did not grow. Like Mr Evans’s last dahlias, it failed to flourish. But my guilt thrived in all weathers, because disliking my mother was a grievous sin.

I didn’t do it. To my dying day, I would carry the scar in my heart, because I was innocent. The worst thing was that they sent for my father. They seemed to know things about my mother, seemed to understand that she should not be summoned. So they phoned Dad at the shop and he came to school, looked smaller there than he did at home, a bit lost in Sister Agatha’s office.

Sister Agatha was the headmistress. Her heart was full of love, but she never let her face know about it. Sometimes, her face was like an empty house, no movement, no expression, just blank and absent. Perhaps she was praying or meditating when she looked distant, or perhaps she had learned how to appear noncommittal and unprejudiced. ‘Mr McNally,’ she said gravely. ‘We found these in your daughter’s desk.’

‘These’ were a pearl rosary and a white missal with the price tags still attached. My father picked them up, weighed them in his hands, returned them to the desk. ‘My daughter is not a thief,’ he said.

Sister Agatha leaned back in her chair, swept her eyes over me, then over my poor father. ‘Every other girl in the class has her own rosary and missal. Laura is fascinated by the faith, so she must have taken these from the repository.’

‘I’ve never been near the repository,’ I said, my temper beginning to simmer. ‘And if I did go, I’d pay for what I wanted. And,’ I mumbled heatedly, ‘Norma Wallace hasn’t got these things either, because she’s not a Catholic.’

Sister Agatha rattled her beads, then clicked her tongue. ‘Norma Wallace would not steal things and put them in your desk, Laura.’

I was getting really worked up by this time. ‘Neither would I, Sister. If I was going to steal something, I’d make sure I hid it well away from my desk.’

‘Ah.’ The cold grey eyes flickered momentarily. ‘So you’ve it all worked out, have you?’

‘No.’

Dad stepped nearer to the desk. ‘Sister, I would bet my life that Laura didn’t do it. If she’d done it, she’d say so. She has a rosary at home – mine. There’s a missal too, in Latin and in English.’

She put her head on one side. ‘So you are Catholic and your daughter isn’t?’ She made this sound like a charge being read out in a court of law.

He straightened his shoulders in preparation for an argument. ‘My parents were Catholic, but my wife isn’t.’

‘You married out?’

He nodded, seemed cowed.

‘She hates Catholics,’ I shouted. ‘It’s not my dad’s fault. Mother says that Catholics are only any good when it comes to educating people.’

Sister Agatha ignored me. ‘Mr McNally, you must excuse my digression, as we are not gathered here to discuss your faith or your lack of it. Laura has taken these things from the repository during recess. We keep our stock on display so that the children may choose freely when they want a holy picture or a missal. Laura took the items without attempting to pay for them.’

‘I did not! Why won’t you listen to me? Why do you keep talking about me as if I’m not here? I did not take the bloody stupid things!’

Dad’s complexion paled when the swear word fell so easily from my lips.

‘She’s a handful, Mr McNally. A very strong-willed girl with a good brain that she fails to use much of the time. Laura has shouted before, has been disobedient, but we never bothered you till now. Stealing is not a thing I can deal with in isolation. If we have a thief in our school, then you have the same thief in your house.’

He stepped closer to the desk, and I noticed that a muscle in his cheek was twitching, as if the anger in his mouth wanted to jump out and spit itself all over Sister Agatha’s office. ‘I shall tell you just one more time that my daughter has not stolen, that she would not, under any circumstances, steal from you or from anyone else. Her language may have been a little … adventurous just now, but Laura did not take these.’ He picked up the missal and slapped it on the blotter. ‘I suggest you look elsewhere for your criminal.’

The door burst open and Confetti fell in, her cheeks red and the veil a little off-centre. ‘Sister?’

‘Yes?’ Agatha shook her head slightly at the sight of her dishevelled colleague.

‘May I speak with you in private?’

In response to Sister Agatha’s nod, Dad and I stepped into the corridor. He stared at a red light that flickered at the feet of a Sacred Heart statue. ‘You mustn’t swear,’ he said softly. ‘But I know that I don’t need to lecture you about stealing. A soul as generous as yours would not choose to offend itself by such lowly behaviour.’

Well, my father believed in me, or so it seemed.

The office was growing noisy. ‘I tell you here and now that the child did not do it!’

‘Goretti, are you questioning my wisdom?’

‘In this case, yes. Yes, I am.’

A chair scraped along the floor, then a drawer seemed to slam shut. ‘I am your superior in this matter, in all matters connected with your work here. Did you not learn humility on your way to the altar, Goretti Hourigan? Are you still running with the wind like you did when I tried to teach you some sense back at home?’

‘You are no longer my teacher. I am not a barefoot seven-year-old now, Sister Agatha. I’m a teacher, and I work closely with that child out there. There’s trouble in that house, trouble you’ve talked about to me. Even if she had taken those trinkets, then who would blame her when her mother—’

‘Whisht.’ That was a noise the Irish nuns often made when they were impatient and wanted quiet. ‘Leave the girl’s mother out of it and don’t be calling a missal and a rosary trinkets.’

There was a short pause. ‘They’re trinkets till they’re blessed.’

Confetti’s remark did not go down well. Agatha was probably mad because the girl she had taught in Ireland was bright and clever, was determined to have the last word too. ‘Then we shall let the matter lie. As you say, your contact with Laura McNally is a daily occurrence. Perhaps I have been hasty. But what am I supposed to think when the goods are found in her desk?’

‘That there is jealousy.’

‘Oh. And why?’

‘Because I … I try to take an interest in the child.’

My father pulled me away from the door. ‘Best not listen to any more of it, Laurie. The young one’s on your side, so you’ll be all right.’

I stamped a foot. ‘I want to leave. I want to go to a proper school with real teachers in real clothes instead of blackout curtains. I’m fed up with everything, specially the dinners and being called a thief.’

He smiled sadly. ‘Life’s unfair. Growing up is just learning to accept the unfairness.’

I turned on him, my frustration making me unreasonable. ‘You’re never there. I’m stuck in that house on my own or with her when she comes back from wherever she goes. And you don’t talk to me as much as you did and I can’t go next door and … and everything is horrible.’ I breathed rapidly, puffed myself up for the big drama. ‘I wish I was dead.’

A hand touched my shoulder. ‘You’re a bit young for those words, Laura.’ It was Confetti. ‘Usually a girl is twelve or thirteen when her parents hear that sort of noise. And then it’s all “I should never have been born” and “It’s your fault that I’m here.” But then, you are advanced in some ways, Laura McNally.’

‘I’m not a thief.’

‘And you’re no mathematician either, so don’t brag about the good points.’ She looked kindly at my dad. ‘You shouldn’t have been dragged all the way up here, Mr McNally.’

He pulled at his collar, appeared to be embarrassed by the whole episode, as if he were unused to witnessing real emotion. ‘Send for me, Sister. If you’ve any problems at all, don’t tell my er … don’t hesitate to call on me.’

Ignored for the moment, I searched for my place at centre-stage. ‘I still wish I was dead. And if I can’t be dead, I want to be at Anne’s school.’

‘Shut up, Laurie.’ He did not raise his voice. ‘There’s trouble enough in the world without you turning all contrary.’ He shook Sister Maria Goretti’s hand. ‘Thank you. She’s a good girl, you know. Spirited, but good.’

‘I know.’

He walked away and left me standing in a dark corridor with the Sacred Heart and a nun who loved me. I knew that she loved me when she said, ‘Come along of me, Miss Imp. There’ll be no dying done, for the planet needs folk like you to keep the rest of us on our toes. It’s me you’ll be the death of, so get back and do some work. And stop copying your English homework out of other books.’

This was going too far! I heaved up my spine until I achieved a height well in excess of my usual standing. ‘I don’t copy,’ I snapped. ‘That’s another lie about me.’

She chortled quietly, adjusted her veil and stuck a black-headed pin into the front. ‘Just testing, Laura McNally. It’ll be English for you at the university, then.’

‘But you said I copied.’

Her face positively beamed. ‘Well, it worked, didn’t it? Now you have to stay alive to prove me wrong. One day, we’ll see your name in print. And comb your hair, you look like an angry hedgehog.’

This was one of my more daring moments. ‘And you look like a big penguin, Sister Maria Goretti.’

She giggled like a five-year-old. ‘You still call me Confetti, don’t you?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘And your other good friend is old Tommy-gun.’

‘I didn’t invent that name. She already had it when I came, so don’t blame me.’ We wandered down the corridor. ‘Sister?’

‘Yes?’

‘Did you never want a little girl of your own?’

She thought for a moment or two. ‘Oh yes. And I wanted a pony of my own, long hair, a big house, a handsome husband. Oh and I wanted to be a film star.’

We both stood still and stared at one another. I asked her, ‘Do you have to find the most important thing and give up all the others? Is that what grown-ups do? Like you being a nun and looking after us – is that more important than all the other things you wanted?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t know. See, we had on our farm horses for field work and horses for breeding. The breeding stock were good Irish Arabs for the racing. The same thing happens with people, it’s how we’re built. It sort of comes to you when you get to a certain age. And you realize that you’re just a work horse, not a brood mare. Whatever, horses for courses.’

‘What will I be?’

She steered me towards the classroom. ‘A terrible torment. But not a thief, Laura McNally. You are never a thief.’


Chapter Five

We never discovered who put the beads and the missal in my desk, but then we didn’t hire Mother as a detective. She found out everything, always. She found out about me and Anne meeting after school. One predictable thing was that my mother would always catch you unawares, would discover where you had been, even what you were thinking. Sometimes, she would scour me with her eyes, and I would glance quickly over my shoulder, as if I expected to see a hole burnt into the wall behind my head.

Every time I have looked back on my childhood, I have seen the same thing. Mother and me standing near some furniture, always with at least one piece between us. It might have been a table, a chair, a piano, but it was always there. She never touched me except in anger. For most of us, infancy is something we seem to view through the wrong end of a telescope, little pictures that are slightly distorted, misty round the frames. And I have always had the one endless scene, small, tinged with sepia, but a definite portrait inside my head. It is as if most of my formative years were spent in this single circumstance.

Brown is the chief colour of my early life, because the furniture was usually brown, while most walls in our house were of a dull beige or mushroom. Mother strayed only once from her ‘tasteful’ theme, allowed a decorator to paint my room yellow. For three days, she fretted and fumed about the gaudiness, then she hauled the workman back and reduced my happy room to a miserable fawn. Miserable fawn was ‘tasteful’.

In my dreams, which have often been in colour, a red light has usually surrounded my mother. Red is the colour of anger, of lipstick, of nail varnish, so I suppose that my young brown days were edged with scarlet. Mother towered over me, is the one big thing I remember. Memories of her are not all reduced by the passage of time. Even now, her essence hovers over me, makes my spirit shrink and cower. When I was a child, she plainly needed me to look up to her both physically and mentally. Respect was what she craved and never got. Because my mother is and was a bad angel.

‘You’ve been meeting Anne on your way home from school. You were seen more than once, by a friend of mine, and you were sitting side by side on a garden wall in Chorley New Road.’

I made no reply. Replies, in my mother’s massive tome of domestic etiquette, were cheeky unless she had actually solicited an answer. ‘What were you doing sitting on a garden wall like a common person for all the world to see?’

I tried to think about this one before answering, but I failed to come up with something inventive or self-protective. Even as I opened my mouth to speak, I had no real concept of what I might say. So I slipped into automatic, just allowed my tongue to do the work. ‘I was sitting on a wall, I suppose.’ Well done, Laura, I said to my inner self. That will get you a big gold star.

Her cheeks went pink and she reached across to the mantelpiece for her Craven A. ‘That is worse than dumb insolence, Laura McNally. A gifted girl? Who does that Maria Goretti think she’s fooling when she writes your school report? What are they teaching you at the convent? Do you have lessons in how to make your mother ill?’

‘No.’

She slapped her hand down on the chair back. ‘I know that you were sitting on a wall. I do not need a picture, thank you. I have just said that you were sitting on a wall. What I require to know is why you were doing it against my express wishes.’

‘I was tired, I think.’ An express was a train, so I wondered vaguely whether my mother’s express wishes moved as fast as the 9.15 from Manchester. Or Blackpool. No, it would definitely not be Blackpool, as Blackpool was for common people with yellow bedrooms and poor taste. I shifted about, wondered where I’d ever got the courage to argue with her a few months earlier. I’d told her that she was bad, and that hadn’t done any good. And I was still frightened of her …

‘What is the matter with you, girl? Look at yourself, just look.’

In the absence of a mirror at the correct height, I could not obey this new command, not without turning myself inside out.

‘You are no daughter of mine. I always imagined that I would have a pretty girl child, but you look like a tramp, all rumpled and dirty. What are you thinking of?’

‘Nothing.’ I tightened my lips to stop my loud thoughts escaping into the room, because Liza McNally was capable of reading a person’s innermost imaginings.

She took a chestful of smoke, blew it out in a long blue stream that caressed my face with its filth. ‘Dumb insolence again,’ she announced. ‘I should have thought that the nuns would not allow this type of behaviour.’ She flicked non-existent ash in the direction of a crystal ashtray. Even the air I breathed was an unpleasant shade of nicotine in those days.

My mother was really peculiar. If you talked back, it was cheek, if you stood still and listened, it was this dumb insolence thing. The hardest part was trying to work out which was worse; it was impossible to fathom what to do. ‘If I don’t talk to Anne when she talks to me, then I’ll be rude. Sister Maria Goretti says that we shouldn’t be rude.’

She took a step closer to me, and I wondered whether this was the right time for me to stoop and cover my head with my hands. I really hated that. Cowering and protecting the skull from a larger person is so dehumanizing and humiliating. ‘Don’t quote that dried-up nun at me, miss. When you leave that school at four o’clock, you obey my rules. The Turnbull family is just trouble. I don’t want you growing up wild like Anne – she gets far too much of her own way. As for Maisie and Freddie – they are no better than they ought to be. I have asked you to stay away from them, and I expect obedience, not criticism.’

The seeds were planted, had been sown when I was very young, but I was too inexperienced to verbalize, even inwardly, the contempt I felt for this thin, selfish, chain-smoking woman. ‘I like Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie.’ The words were out before I could check them for flaws.

She nodded, but her mouth was thin with displeasure. ‘You are too young to differentiate between people, so you must simply accept what I say. In time, you will discriminate for yourself, you will realize that the family next door is not up to the mark.’ She was a talking dictionary once she got heated, or even warmish. ‘They are not our sort.’

Anne was my sort, would remain my sort throughout life. I stood and waited for the tirade to continue. Mother might follow up with a lecture on gratitude, a homily on good behaviour, a speech about her own martyrdom. Or perhaps I would get a mixture, a few bits from each well-worn monologue. Whatever, the delivery would take time, but at least she didn’t seem to be lashing out with fists and nails on this occasion.

‘No-one knows how I suffer.’ She looked at herself in the mirror over the fireplace. She had opted for martyrdom, then, was practising a pose that might gain her a halo in the fullness of time. And she could be hung in the corridor at St Mary’s with a lunch menu to her left, a timetable to her right. And Joan of Arc staring across from the opposite wall. I swallowed the wry laughter. No way would my mother merit sainthood.

‘I am alone so much.’ A small kiss-curl above her left ear was smoothed, pasted down with a bit of spit. For a woman who worried about manners, she had some queer habits. ‘Nobody cares about me, considers me, worries about me. You don’t care, your father doesn’t care, and I’m—’

‘He’s busy.’ Where my father was concerned, I was inclined to snappiness, even if my own physical safety was at risk. ‘My dad works very hard.’

She turned, dismissed the holier-than-thou look from her face. ‘Did I ask for your opinion? Did I?’

‘No.’

‘Then keep it to yourself, please. A lot of men are busy, but they still find time to take their wives out for a meal, or to the cinema. He never talks to me. Never.’

She was searching for sympathy, even for love, but I had nothing to offer. ‘He talks to me,’ I said quietly. ‘He tells me about the factory and the shop.’

‘Huh.’ She tossed the cigarette into the fireless grate where it fell among its predecessors, twenty or thirty orange-coloured cork tips resting in the iron basket. ‘How fascinating for you. So now you know all about silly little bits of herbs and muslin bags. How utterly wonderful.’

Dad was not silly. What Dad was making was not silly, yet I held my tongue again. There had been so many days like this one, many of them culminating in a beating. Looking back on life is seldom easy; days have a habit of mixing themselves up, merging into one. When I was eight or nine, I felt as if I had already spent a lifetime rooted to the spot, listening as my mother complained about me, berated and belittled me, undermined my father.

On one such day (there were many, as Anne and I continued to meet after school) a knock at the door interrupted Mother’s moanings and groanings. She crept to the window, twitched the thick lace curtain, fell back with a hand to her throat. ‘You must help me,’ she mumbled. ‘Quick – do something.’

This was quite interesting, as I had never before seen my mother nonplussed. ‘What shall I do?’ I asked. The door was almost breaking away from its hinges. Whoever was outside had no intention of remaining on the path for very long.

‘Say I’m not in,’ she gasped. Her lips were turning an exciting shade of purple, as if her fear had triggered some chemical that reacted violently with her Sunset Flame lipstick. ‘Whatever happens, you must say that I’ve gone out.’ Her head bobbed about like a cork in water. ‘I won’t be back for some time. Say it!’

‘Why?’

She was whispering now, though the quiet voice was harsh, reminded me of an angry snake I once saw at the pictures with Uncle Freddie. It was a cowboy film, I suddenly remembered. The man in the white hat had been tied to a tree by a crowd of men in black hats. Men in black hats were bad, and they invariably rode black horses. And they let this long, poisonous snake out of a sack and then the man in the white—

‘Laura!’

I felt myself jump, knew that she had seen me jump, felt foolish about it. ‘Yes, Mother?’

‘Go to the door right away and get rid of that dreadful woman. She’s wicked and she tells a lot of lies. Now, say to her … tell her that I’ve gone to the doctor’s.’

‘That’s a lie,’ I answered coolly.

‘Of course it’s a lie!’

‘You said that she’s the one who tells—’

‘Shut up, you foolish girl.’ Mother was forgetting her manners again. ‘Tell her I’m ill, very gravely and seriously ill and—’

‘What with?’ The door was in danger of collapsing inward at any moment. A female voice screamed, ‘Come out, you whore,’ and the letter box was rattling furiously.

‘Never mind what with, just say I’m ill. Get rid of her.’ Mother’s face was now a fascinating shade of red that tended towards magenta. The colour defied foundation cream and powder, shone like a beacon in the ditchwater-dull room. She seemed to be having some difficulty with her breathing, was panting as fast as a dog in hot weather. Seeing her crouching as I had crouched so often was thoroughly enthralling. She had no dignity, no standing. I stepped closer to her, so close that I could almost smell her fear.

‘Laura …’ The eyes were huge and round.

‘It’s a lie,’ I said. ‘We’re not to tell lies.’

‘You will do as I say.’

I hopped from foot to foot, physically expressing the fact that I was in at least two minds. Half my body pulled towards the hall, while the rest dragged me back, made an effort to stay out of the other danger zone. In this room, I was with the devil I knew, but the dark angel on the front doorstep was an incalculable threat. And my whole body and soul ached with the knowledge that whatever I did, there would be trouble.

Her eyes started to bulge from her head, were plainly ready to pop out and roll across the carpet, twin blue and white ‘bobbers’ that would be worth ten plain ‘glassies’ in the streets and playgrounds of Bolton. Shining beads of sweat collected on her brow, ran in small rivers down her cheeks, left stripes in pale powder, small canyons in patches of rouge. One hand reached out, almost touched me, the fingers shrivelling inward at the last split second to avoid contact with my shoulder. ‘Please,’ she moaned. ‘Do this one thing for your mother. God will not mind – this is a white lie. You must, you really must … save me.’ The hands folded themselves against her throat, reminded me of doves fluttering in a nest. But this was no dove, no gentle herald of peace.

I opened my mouth to frame a question about the various shades of lie, snapped it shut immediately, knew that this was not the time for one of my queries about the less tangible aspects of living. I was shaking like an autumn leaf. My mother’s terror was filling the room, was invading me, choking me. I did not like my mother, but nor did I enjoy watching the scaffolding that supported my small existence disintegrating before my eyes. Fascination made way for discomfort, discomfort became fear. The person on the path might have come here to murder my mother.

She ran across the room, bent down low behind a chintz-covered chair. ‘I’ll have to stay in here,’ she babbled. ‘She might see me if I go into the hall.’

A few more seconds marked their own passing while I absorbed the fact that my dignified mother was a shivering coward with no pride at all. My stomach was sick, ached beneath the weight of tangled and nameless emotions. I longed for Anne, longed to clutch the hand of my ‘twin’ in this hour of dire and dreadful need. The eleven-times table chanted itself in my head, as if my subconscious had dredged up a piece of normality to which I might cling. I backed out of the room, my whole body trembling with apprehension. There was pain in my gut now; I needed the bathroom.

Ten elevens, eleven elevens … It took me a week to walk through the hall and into the small front porch. The letter flap was raised, so the intruder would have seen Mother in the hall, as the inner door was half-glazed. A pair of angry eyes glared at me. ‘Get a move on,’ screamed an invisible mouth.

When I turned the key, the door crashed inward, pinning me against the wall. Winded, I remained where I had been thrust, waited until the door swung away from me. Oh for a few moments of blessed invisibility! My eyes were screwed up and seven elevens were seventy-seven, it all rhymed and made sense …

She was a vast woman, tall, fat, with several loose chins that wobbled every time she moved her head. The body was encased in a tight-fitting coat through which all the blubbery bulges seemed to do battle for freedom. Round her shoulders and neck hung a dead fox with sad, beady eyes and unnaturally red fur. ‘Did I hurt you?’ Like my mother, the woman was rather breathless. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to crash into you like that. You’re not the one I’m looking for, and you have my sympathy, you poor little thing.’ The chins were on overtime, bouncing about all over the dead fox’s middle portions. ‘What a mother you have. Are you all right, my dear?’

I fought for some oxygen, ironed my bruised ribs with the flat of a hand. ‘I’m very well, thank you,’ I answered untruthfully. Was that a white lie, or would it be grey …? And would several charcoal greys and a few off-whites add up until they became a black? Because that was the case with powder paint – if you mixed colours, you usually got muddy brown or black … The girls at school said that black sins stuck fast to the soul, ruled out any chance of heaven until wiped out by a priest. And I didn’t fancy the idea of hell, did not wish to be banished to the valley of torment just because of my mother, who was forcing me to deny the truth until my soul was as black as soot. And she would go to hell. They all smoked in hell. And if she and all the other smokers went to hell … The woman was staring at me as if I were a very odd person.

‘Come in,’ I managed. She was already in, so I felt really daft by this time.

‘Where’s your mother?’

I paused for several seconds, couldn’t achieve a second lie straight away, no matter what the colour of this new sin might have been. My eyes moved of their own accord to the sitting room. Mother would kill me, would beat the back of my head until it broke wide open. So I had to do it, had to! Breathing hurt, but I finally found the necessary presence of mind. ‘She says … she said she was going to the doctor’s because she’s very ill.’ There was water in my eyes, the sort of stinging moisture that usually comes with the peeling of onions. Because of my dampened vision, the fat lady seemed to be swimming about in a huge pond, a great fish with staring eyes. I coughed and blinked a few times. ‘So she must be at the doctor’s, I think. She’ll be waiting in the waiting room.’

The ridiculously tiny mouth pouted. She had made herself even sillier by painting the Cupid’s bow a dark and unbecoming pink, a strange shade that bordered on brown, and I was not a lover of the colour brown. The lips sat pursed and tight in the acres of lard that formed this unfortunate face, but the eyes above were liquid, vibrant, dangerous. ‘Then I, too, must wait,’ she announced ominously, her words coated with acid. ‘She’ll not get away from me this time, love, I’ll see to that.’

She stamped into the sitting room, her broad feet threatening the house’s stability. I leaned against a wall, buried my face in a coat of my father’s, sought comfort in the aromas of peppermint and black Spanish. After several loud beats of time, I lifted my head until the noise of my heart was no longer crashing on nerve-tightened eardrums. Silence. The angry woman and my mother were sharing a room, yet there was no fight, no conversation. I lingered in the hall, watched the hand on the grandmother clock, dreaded the outbreak of war in our own living quarters.

I peeped round the door, was reminded of Uncle Freddie and the films again. Was it the Three Stooges? I wondered. Or perhaps Laurel and Hardy? Whatever, whoever, there had been a fat woman sitting on a chair behind which the heroes of the piece had concealed themselves. I dared not laugh, forbade myself to think about Uncle Freddie sneaking me out to the Odeon. ‘Don’t tell your mother, Laura,’ he had said. ‘Your mother doesn’t approve of the cinema unless the film is what she calls a classic. Comedians are not classical, so keep your lip buttoned once you get home.’

Well, the current situation was not a celluloid story on a sticky reel, would not be punctuated by adverts at half-time. Or would it? It felt so unreal, so funny, so hazardous. Perhaps the film might stick in a minute, might even melt and leave a silly hole on the screen. And everyone would boo and jeer and sing, ‘Why are we waiting?’ Oh, I must take control of myself. The hilarity of the scene was making me worse, was causing my stomach to grind like a butcher’s mincer. It was a farce, a hoot, I had to run!

I fled past the open door and into the kitchen, spread my hands across the coal-burning stove, gripped its enamelled edge. My mother was in the front room, was in a pickle that was terribly amusing and dangerous. Would the fat lady hit Mother about the head, would she be my revenge? No, that must not happen. Although I had little love for my female parent, I didn’t want her brains bashed in by an ugly person with a dead fox round her neck. Somehow, I had to find a way of getting rid of the fat lady. A snort of hysteria squeezed its way down my nose, and I altered it into a very unprofessional sneeze. Anne was the actress – I wasn’t terribly good at imitating sneezes, voices and suchlike.

‘What’s your name, dear?’ The voice was high-pitched, probably strangled by corsetry on its journey to the outside world. ‘Dear? Can you hear me?’

Several more seconds elapsed before I made full contact with my own Christian name. It was silly, being so frightened that I forgot who I was, but not silly enough to make me laugh again. ‘My name’s Laura,’ I replied at last. I definitely needed to go to the bathroom by this time, dared not move, was too scared to pass the woman on my way to the stairs. What was happening to my thinking? I had talked my way out of many tricky situations, could surely manage one more. But this was not my tragedy, it was Mother’s. Talking my own way out of a corner was one matter, but I didn’t fancy my chances of pleasing my mother, no matter how hard I tried.

‘Are you there, Laura?’

‘Yes.’ I swallowed a great mouthful of air, and it landed in my stomach like a lead pellet. ‘Would you care for a cup of tea, Mrs … er …?’

‘Mrs Morris, dear. And no, I don’t want anything, thank you. This is not a social call.’

‘Oh. Right.’ I had to get her out of that room. Should I shove some papers inside the stove, waft the smoke into the house and scream about fire? No. Mother might be fooled too, might come out of her hiding place and into the clutches of this intruder. There had to be something, some ploy that would work. On tip-toe, I moved along the hall, pushed myself to stand in the doorway, tried to act casual and normal. ‘Would you like to look at our garden?’ I asked. We had a very ordinary garden, just some grass, a few flowers and an apple tree, but it was worth a try. My mother was curled up like a cat, limbs drawn in, head so far down that it touched her knees. She would get cramp any minute, I thought. And for a dignified woman who set a lot of store by ‘doing the right thing’, she looked like a completely graceless bundle of clothing.

‘I don’t want to see your garden, Laura. What did you say was the matter with your mother?’

I raised my eyes to the ceiling, tried to take my attention away from this painfully ludicrous scene. ‘Headaches,’ I replied. ‘She gets a lot of headaches.’

‘Hmmph.’ The dead fox had slipped when I looked down, was hauled up cruelly by huge, dimpled hands until it sat high on plump shoulders. ‘She’ll have more than a headache when I catch up with her. Anyway, isn’t your father a chemist?’

‘Yes. He’s at work. He works up …’ My mother was stirring in her den behind the chair. ‘Up Blackburn Road. In a chemist shop. And … he’s making a factory somewhere on a farm.’ Any minute now, I would surely explode in gales of laughter or in floods of tears. Mother’s head was up and she was mouthing at me, but I couldn’t concentrate. If I’d stared behind the chair, Mrs Morris might have followed my gaze and … I gulped. She was such a big woman that she could have killed my mother by sitting on her for a minute or two. ‘He’s working,’ I repeated lamely.

‘Pity he can’t cure a simple headache, then,’ snapped Mrs Morris. ‘When does he come home?’

‘Er … about six o’clock, usually.’

Mrs Morris drew back her head until I could count three full chins, plus one more that was still in a developmental stage. She turned and looked at the mantel clock. ‘Ten to six now. I’ll wait for him, he’ll do.’ She nodded thoughtfully. ‘Yes, he’ll do very well, will Mr McNally.’ She settled back, was just a couple of inches away from the crouching figure. All that separated them was the padding on the armchair.

Mother was mouthing again, something that looked like ‘Get her out.’ My need for the lavatory was suddenly urgent. After a gabbled ‘Excuse me’, I fled up the stairs like a real living fox with the hounds snapping their fangs at its brush.

I was never fond of the bathroom. From a very early age, the toilet terrified me with its strident gurgling, made me worry about demons and dragons and slimy opportunists that might live in dark water and bite people’s extremities. Even when I was almost nine, mature enough for the voice of reason to reside more frequently in my head, I was still scared. I told myself every time that there were no evil forces in our drains, yet something elemental made me shiver each time I pulled the chain.

But on this occasion, with the rest of the house full of ill-concealed malevolence, I decided to opt for whatever lived down the pan, because the devil downstairs, which was now known to me, was far fiercer than any reptile that might poke its forked tongue out of a U-bend.

When the cistern had refilled itself, I went through the eleven-times table again and added on two Hail Marys, a Glory Be and the Catholic version of the Lord’s Prayer. After the pipes had settled, I squatted on the floor and counted diamonds on the wallpaper. Each diamond had three flowers in it, and I struggled to multiply the diamonds by three. It must have been six o’clock. I stood on the toilet seat and opened the small window, strained to hear the Town Hall clock as it announced the safety zone. Dad was on his way. Dad was sane and comfortable; he would take away the dragons.

The landing was silent. I stood as still as a stone and listened to the ticking of the grandmother clock. It hiccupped, creaked, played its tune and bonged six times. He was late. If he’d decided to stay and invent something, then Mother might very well squat behind that chair till midnight. And Mrs Morris could stand up at any minute, walk round the room, find my mother hiding like a criminal in her own house.

I heard him. My father clopped when he walked, because he always bought real leather shoes with real leather soles. The gate moaned, swung open, took an age to shut. He pushed wide the front door, stepped inside, paused in the hall. Papers shuffled as he looked through the mail, and I heard the soft sound of his coat as he removed it and hung it on the stand.

‘Mr McNally?’ She was in the doorway of the sitting room. I crawled along the landing, held on to the rails, held on to my breath.

‘Hello?’ he said.

‘I want a word with you.’ I could picture her chins wobbling indignantly. ‘Really, I wanted a word with your wife, but she seems to be out.’

‘I see. What do you wish to talk about?’

‘My husband,’ came the swift response. ‘I’m not the first to come after your wife. Doreen Shipperbottom had a do with her last year, because that woman of yours was chasing Ernest the length and breadth of the Market Hall, pretending she was after a particular brand of Turkish delight.’ She cleared her throat in a way that thoroughly expressed her disgust. ‘The delights she was interested in had nothing to do with Turkey, Mr McNally, nothing to do with Ernest Shipperbottom’s sweet stall.’

My father’s sigh was loud enough for me to hear quite clearly. He was a man with a problem, and the problem was not a new one. ‘Why should this concern you?’

‘Why?’ she screamed. ‘Why? Can’t you keep her under control? It’s like having a bitch on heat wandering the streets. I’ve heard of folk locking up their daughters, but it’s coming to a pretty pass when we have to keep our husbands on a lead. She’s not normal. She’s one of those nymphomaniacs, can’t leave the men alone for a minute.’

He took her into the kitchen – I followed their path with my ears, then I crept like a cat down the stairs as the kitchen door clicked into its jamb. In the sitting room, I beckoned, urged her to come out of her hide. One of her knees cracked, sounded like a bullet emerging from the throat of a pistol.

‘Come on,’ I whispered. ‘Be quick, please!’

She put a finger to her lips, stared at me with so much pleading in her eyes that I almost worried about her for a few seconds. As she pushed past me and into the hall, the kitchen door flew open. ‘I told you!’ screamed Mrs Morris. ‘I told you I could hear something.’ She flew with a speed that was commendable in a woman of her weight, grabbed Mother’s hair, swung her round and smashed her face into the wall. ‘Bitch!’ she screamed. ‘Dirty, fornicating bitch!’

Instinctively, I beat my father to the scene of the crime, lifted my foot and kicked the wide rump. ‘Don’t you dare hit my mother. Don’t you dare touch her, you ugly, fat person.’ The tears streamed down my cheeks. My foot kept reaching its target until Dad dragged me away. ‘Go upstairs, Laura,’ he said.

‘No, I won’t. Mother had to hide behind a chair, so I’m going for a policeman.’

My mother turned and looked at us, an arm coming up to protect the already injured face. I knew how she felt. I knew all about it, because I had had a bloody nose more than once. Yet I hated seeing Mother suffering as she had made me suffer. ‘Laura, go into the sitting room. We don’t need the police,’ she said.

I bit my lip, fought to stem the weeping. ‘I’m stopping here.’

Mrs Morris glared at me, then focused her attention on her victim. ‘And what were you doing behind a chair, Liza McNally?’

‘I was … playing hide-and-seek with my daughter.’ Mother never played games, unless they were adult and dangerous, but there was no point in disabusing the unwelcome visitor, so I held my tongue. ‘Laura? Weren’t we playing?’ pleaded Mother.

‘Yes.’ Another black blotch stuck to my soul. I almost felt it rushing into me and sinking its claws deep in my belly.

The bloated woman screamed again, ‘You were hiding from me. You’re a liar as well as a scheming witch. Adulterous, that’s what you are.’

Adulterous meant old, grown-up, I thought. My mother didn’t look old, certainly nothing like as old as Mrs Morris.

‘Have you finished?’ Dad sounded as if he were asking a diner to pass him an empty plate.

‘She’s been going with my husband for ages. They are at it in his office every lunchtime. I’ve three children, Mr McNally. How will they feel when they find out that their father is having an affair with the chemist’s wife? And how will you feel when I name her as co-respondent in a divorce suit?’

‘Calm yourself, please.’ My dad sounded tranquil, quite resigned and unruffled. He was, I decided, a dignified man. His wife ached to be dignified, missed by a mile. But he was a true gentleman. ‘It will stop, I promise you,’ he said to the fat woman. ‘There will be no further trouble.’

‘She’ll only start on somebody else’s husband. Have you any idea of the number of men in this town who have received favours from your wife?’

He gazed at me. ‘Go away, Laura.’

‘No.’

‘Laura? This is the wrong place for you. Please go upstairs.’

I walked past them, went up six or seven steps, sat down out of sight, listened avidly.

My father spoke first. ‘Mrs … er?’

‘Morris.’

‘Mrs Morris, my daughter is only nine years of age and she is in this house. If only for her sake, I beg you to leave. We may, if you wish, discuss this matter further on neutral ground.’

There followed a short pause that was punctuated only by my mother’s irregular breathing. I pressed my face against the banister, prayed for the fat woman to go away and leave my father in peace.

But she started to yell again. ‘Go anywhere near my husband again, and I’ll kill you. There’s a lot of us in Bolton wouldn’t mind turning your guts into garters, so be warned. One of these days, we’ll organize a posse and come after you. There’ll not be one single hair left on that dyed head of yours—’

‘My hair is not dyed.’ Even now, in the midst of chaos, Mother defended her natural beauty. ‘Which is more than can be said of yours, Florrie Morris. As for your husband – who on earth would want a man as bald as a coot and with a beer belly down to his knees? Talk sense. I’ve too much pride to be dallying with the failures of this world.’

‘You’ve had him, I know you have,’ snarled Mrs Morris. ‘He’s a rich man, just the sort you’re after. Well, he’ll not leave his kiddies for a trollop like you, and if you try any more of your tricks on him, I’ll separate your arms from your body.’

She could probably do that too, I thought. She was about a foot taller than Mother, and a yard or so broader across the beam.

‘Can’t you be more like a man?’ screamed the distracted Mrs Morris. ‘Can’t you put your foot down, keep her in her place?’

‘Will you please leave my house?’ he asked.

I crawled to the top of the stairs and lay flat on the landing. Something told me that my dad might be distraught if he discovered that I had overheard every syllable of the argument.

The sitting room door slammed, and I gathered that Mother had escaped from her tormentor. Heavy feet plodded after my father’s tap-tapping of leather along towards the front door.

She wanted a few final words, stopped walking when she reached the porch. ‘Mr McNally, I realize that your life must be difficult. No man likes to be married to a loose woman, but I beg you to do something about her. She’s becoming a public nuisance – everybody’s talking about her. She never left my husband alone, never gave him a minute’s peace. I got it out of him this afternoon, finally went down to the works and faced him with it. He’s terrified of divorce, but he couldn’t get rid of her. She’s had a fortune in meals and clothes, you know and—’

‘Please.’ His tone remained level, but I felt his grief as if it had travelled up the stairs like an invisible gas. In that moment, I knew the depths of my father’s despair. ‘Your husband’s weaknesses are no concern of mine,’ he said.

‘But your wife is your business, surely?’

‘I have no more to say to you, Mrs Morris.’

I heard the outer door as it opened, felt a draught of quickened air.

‘I’m sorry for you,’ she said, and her voice was kinder, softer.

‘Save your pity for your children,’ he replied. ‘My own concern is for my daughter. I trust that there will be no further repercussions?’

‘I’ve said my piece.’

She left. My dad lingered in the hallway for what seemed to be a very long time. Curious now, I climbed on to the landing railings, leaned down and looked at him. He was crying. There was no noise, but my lovely father was wiping the tears from his eyes. I swallowed my own sobs, dragged myself away, entered my bedroom.

But in one sense, the worst was yet to come. He did not speak to my mother, did not shout at her, did not allow her the chance to explain the afternoon’s happenings. I heard him walking up the stairs, listened as he paused outside my door. When he seemed satisfied that I was unaffected by the day’s events, he went into his bedroom and closed the door quietly. He did not crash about, pound his fist, slam doors. He simply walked away from the problem.

My father didn’t care one jot about his wife’s behaviour. I suppose I had already known that my parents’ marriage was not a good one. I had seen Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie together, had witnessed the language of love in its spoken form and in gestures, touches, glances. But now, I suddenly knew that my dad was going through hell for me, for his beloved little girl. For my sake, he continued to live with Mother. It was my fault, all of it.


Chapter Six

The conversion of Liza McNally took place just a few weeks after the famous altercation with Mrs Florence Morris and all her chins. It was very dramatic, very sudden, and it gave Mother the opportunity to put to use the saintlike expression that had been practised in mirrors all over the house since the dawn of time.

She began to attend the Methodist chapel every Sunday, sometimes twice, and she took to wearing what she called ‘quiet’ clothes, navy suits, dark coats, white blouses with high necks and prim collars, usually with a discreet little cameo brooch perched neatly at the throat. Her walk became sedate, decorous and slow, but this new demeanour was probably another pantomime for the neighbours’ benefit. It was the same whenever we got any new furniture. She had to be out in the avenue directing the delivery men, making sure that everyone knew how well she was doing. John Willie’s men were well used to my mother, always wore caps pulled down to conceal knowing grins when they came to our house.

Many years later, I came to realize what a good hatchet job Mrs-Morris-of-the-chins had achieved, even though her effectiveness dwindled with the passage of time. But when the chapel saga began, no-one had visited us for some time, while few spoke to my mother when we went shopping. Inside shops, conversations would stop abruptly as soon as we entered, and discomfort crackled in the atmosphere while we made our purchases.

Mother did not choose to remain permanently in the persona non grata slot, so she launched herself upon religion in a very big way, a way that was meant to show her fellows the enormity of their mistakes, the error of their collective judgement. In the beginning, before the next lot of trouble arrived, she was doing a form of penance, I suppose, wearing her weeds like sackcloth and ashes, presenting the aura of a wronged woman who has seen the blue-white flame of eternal joy, the orange embers of infinite damnation.

I suffered, of course, was dragged along in weathers fair and foul, my reluctant patent-leather-clad feet dragging in the wake of Mother’s urgent need to be seen doing the right things. The whole caboodle got me down, wore me out with its monotony. I was forced to wear a silly, babyish, royal blue coat with a gored skirt, velvet collar and velvet strips above the pockets. ‘It’s a princess line,’ Mother announced when she witnessed my dismay. ‘It will be all the rage in a year or two.’

I scowled. ‘Let the princesses wear it in a year or two, then.’ I could not imagine Princess Margaret putting up with this sort of garb. ‘I hate it,’ I said.

‘You’ll wear it. You’ll wear it and be glad that you have a coat. There are many children who would be delighted to have a coat that cost three pounds.’

The coat was bad enough, but the matching hat was almost too awful to mention, though I learned to laugh in later years about my mortal agony. A nine-year-old girl does not enjoy wearing a poke bonnet of dimensions so enormous that it might have served as blinkers for a brewery shire. ‘I am not wearing that. I could get killed wearing it. You couldn’t see a tram coming or a car or anything.’

‘It is very fashionable and it hides your sulky face.’

‘Anybody would sulk in these clothes. Can I send them to Africa for my black baby?’

‘No.’

‘What about the mission in town, or the Salvation Army?’

‘Laura, do be quiet. You look very nice.’

I went as far as stamping a foot, but this won me nothing more than a hefty slap across the head. My ears rang with the pain while she repeated from behind gritted teeth, ‘You look very classy, so stop the nonsense.’

I looked stupid and felt stupid. The one benefit of the terrible hat lay in the fact that when sitting, standing or kneeling in a pew, I could not always see my mother praying earnestly by my side. Mother’s idea of earnestness was ludicrous. She screwed up her face and moved her lips, so I was minimally glad for the narrowing of peripheral vision while we were at service.

It was a solid, well-built chapel with good windows and polished pews. We lived in one of the ‘better’ areas that clung by the skin of its teeth to the rim of affluence. Had we been truly rich at that time, we would have entered the hallowed acres of Heaton, would have settled ourselves further along Chorley New Road. But we were still up-and-coming, would arrive elsewhere in a year or so.

The preacher was a noisy zealot with a handsome face, a dowdy wife and a terrible fixation about hell and all its horrors. His three children sat in a front seat with their mother, whose nondescript looks they had inherited. They never flinched when their dad roared, never showed the slightest response to his ravings. I wondered occasionally how they reacted at home when he asked for the salt to be passed along the table. Did he yell, promise everlasting banishment to those who did not hand the condiments to God’s messenger? In actuality, he advertised Satan far more vigorously than he commended God, and this implied that several among his congregation must have known little about the alternative to Hades.

Each Sunday, my mother would emerge from the chapel with a smile of such beatitude that the minister could not fail to notice how powerful his sermonizing had become. This meant that Mother and I received a lot of attention, and I was embarrassed as much by my mother’s sighs and flutterings as I was by the dreadful hat. He shook hands with everyone, made the odd comment to some people, peered down his long nose at others. Mother’s glowing face always made him stammer. When we came out through the door, I bowed my head and listened to the stammering. Then Mother would show me up, go on at length about how soul-cleansing he was, how gifted in the art of translating the will of God so that it might be understood by lesser beings. I kept my head so low that all I could see was the pavement and my shoes. If the ground had opened up, I would have jumped gladly into the hereafter in spite of the heat, the horns and the cloven hooves.

I got fed up with it. Getting fed up with chapel, saying that I was sick to death with it, was the first sign of my next attempt at rebellion. I had taken Mother to task before, but previous problems paled into insignificance in the face of the ranting pastor and when compared to that hat and coat. This time, I was determined to get my own way, was not prepared to negotiate a treaty, had no intention of giving one inch of ground to anyone. Even Mother. If she wanted to kill me, then she could just get it over and done with. I would leave a note for Dad, would let him know that I must not be buried in my ‘Sunday best’.

At first, in spite of firm resolve and several hours of rehearsal, I took the coward’s way out, a headache, stomach pain, an ankle twisted on uneven paving along Chorley Old Road. But I ran out of lies, ran out of my father’s remedies for illnesses and injuries that I’d made up in the first place. After depleting my store of excuses and imagination, after emptying my father’s store of medicaments, I simply said no.

Mother was never a woman to take no for an answer. It was as if the word ‘no’ should not exist in my vocabulary. ‘You will do as you are told this instant, Laura McNally. Put on that lovely coat immediately. It cost three pounds, and I am not leaving it to hang with the mothballs.’

‘I’m not going.’

‘Oh yes, you are.’

If she was dug in, then I was even further entrenched, sinking lower by the minute into the sea of mud that was my own determination. ‘I’m not wearing that stupid coat again as long as I live. And I’m not wearing that stupid hat, either.’

We were in the dining-room ‘enjoying’ our Sunday breakfast. My father, vague as usual until my voice was raised, put down his newspaper and stared mildly at his belligerent daughter. ‘What is the matter, Laurie-child?’

‘Laura,’ snapped my mother. ‘She’s a big girl, and it’s time you dropped that baby name, John.’

He ignored her. ‘Laurie?’

I was suddenly inspired. ‘Well, he frightens me. That Mr Openshaw has a terrible loud voice and he screams all the time and goes on about the day of judgement and burning in the flames of hell.’ I glanced at my mother as she pushed the orange end of a Craven A into her mouth. ‘Drinking is a sin and so is smoking. Mother will go to hell because of smoking and you will go too Dad, because you have a glass of whisky at night. It’s best not to be a Methodist if you drink and smoke.’ The ensuing pregnant pause aborted itself as Mother coughed against the day’s first dose of nicotine. ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘it’s all a terrible waste of time when I could be getting on with homework and things.’

He folded the paper and placed it next to his napkin on the table. Dad and I didn’t approve of napkins, so we avoided using them whenever possible. I followed suit with my own napkin, crushed it into a ball and set it in the centre of my plate where the egg had congealed. Mother’s fried eggs were always burnt or still clear and runny where they should have been white. This had been one of her runnier days.

Dad cleared his throat. ‘You should try to go for your mother’s sake, dear. There’s no need to take the man too seriously. Close your ears when he shouts about hell.’

‘He’s like thunder,’ I insisted. ‘He’s the sort of thing you’d hear even with cotton wool in your ears.’

‘Try,’ he repeated gently.

I had expected support, was floored for the moment. Dad kept giving in to Mother, kept opting for the line of least resistance. I was annoyed with him and there was a lump in my chest, a knot that I recognized as real anger. Life was beoming a permanent lump in my chest and it wasn’t fair, I was always in trouble. Mrs Morris hadn’t shouted at me – she’d been quite nice till I kicked her. Mrs Morris hadn’t meant for me to go to chapel twice a week in a funny hat. Although the connection was not completely clear, I felt that the fat woman was the cause of my mother’s interest in Christianity. ‘Well, I’m not going.’ I often began rebellions with a ‘well’. ‘I will not go. If you make me go, I shall scream all over the place, and I’ll shout louder than Mr Openshaw does. And I’ll be sick. Mary Ashurst at school showed me how to be sick when I want to stay in at playtime. You just stick a finger down your throat and wiggle it about …’ My finger was in my mouth and I managed a retching sound. ‘Like that,’ I concluded.

Mother rose. She never stood up, she rose like a swan preparing for flight, all long neck and smooth plumage. ‘You are a terrible disappointment to me, Laura. I expected you to be refined after a few years at St Mary’s. After all, those nuns are paid to teach you manners. Unfortunately, you are still a difficult child. You will go to your room and you will stay there until four o’clock.’

‘Why?’ Only one word, but enough to start a war. Though she wouldn’t hit me, not with Dad in the room.

‘Go upstairs,’ she said, her tone cool but dangerous. You could always hear the threat, even when she didn’t actually promise a beating. ‘Go now.’

‘No.’

Her eyes were narrowed, seemed to spit out little sparks of kindling as she heated up her temper. She spread one of her hands on the table, leaned forward, curled the fingers into talons that scratched the white linen. ‘Sometimes, I don’t know what will become of you, girl. This defiant attitude is too much. John – deal with her.’ She marched out of the room and slammed all the doors between ground and first floors, started stamping about in her dressing room. Even from the back of the house, we could hear the heavy footfalls.

Dad looked at me for a long time. ‘You are your own worst enemy, Laurie.’

‘She’d have hit me except for you being here. She’s always hitting me. Remember when she cut my face with her ring and I had to stay at home till it healed? Well—’

‘Laurie, she’s an impatient woman and you must try not to anger her. She’s your mother. My mother and father were not always easy people, but I respected them, tried to please them. You must make an effort.’

‘She’s never pleased. I keep winning prizes for my stories, but she takes no notice. And when I make her a cup of tea, it’s too strong or too weak or too hot. How can I please her?’

He dropped his head. ‘It’s not easy. Just do as she asks, go to your room and sit quietly.’

Sometimes, I couldn’t seem to get through to anyone. I had the feeling that he understood, that he loved me and wanted me happy, yet communicating with him wasn’t easy. I walked out of the room and up the stairs, threw myself on the bed like a ham actress in a poor melodrama. Dad loved me and was too busy; Mother didn’t love me or anyone else. The person she really cared about lived in a mirror and I was terribly lonely, mistreated, underprivileged and sick to the back teeth of everything.

I heard him walking up the stairs, listened as the bedroom door clicked, crept out to the landing in the hope that I might hear something to my advantage.

‘Don’t push Methodism down her gullet,’ he said. ‘If you do, it will make her as sick as any finger down her throat. Methodism’s all well and good for some, but it can be a bit grim, and grim isn’t everybody’s cup of tea.’

‘Would you prefer Catholicism?’ She said the last word in a silly voice, as if trying to convey her continuing contempt for the Church of Rome.

‘No. I don’t want any religion forced on her. She’s just a child, and children don’t need to sit and hear about hell and damnation. It’s obscene, making her stay there while the man roars about doom. Leave Laurie out of it.’

‘Laura,’ she said automatically. A chair scraped, then there was silence.

Back in my room, I lay on the bed and counted books on the shelf. I had twenty-seven complete books, two torn ones and about ten copies of the Beano. The Beanos were hidden under two shoeboxes in my wardrobe, as Mother did not approve of modern comics. Modern comics, she often said, corrupted young minds. Yet she bought the News of the World in spite of my father’s misgivings. In Catholic homes, the News of the World was only seen second-hand, covered in grease and vinegar.

My father used to read to me sometimes, but now I was left to my own devices, was old enough to read by myself. No-one cared, no-one worried about my terrible loneliness. If Anne had lived a few streets away, I might have seen her at the weekends, but sneaking next door was difficult. Mother had a habit of turning up at the oddest times, had even been known to come out of chapel before the service ended. This was because she had discovered a new illness called migraine. Migraine meant four Aspros, a darkened room and a wet flannel over her eyes.

It was boring in the bedroom, because I had not chosen to be there. On many occasions, I spent a whole afternoon in my room, crayoning, reading, writing bits of stories. But being forcibly constrained was a different matter altogether. I heard Mother slamming out to go to service, then I walked to my window, watched Dad pottering half-heartedly about the garden. He didn’t care. So I pulled on my older blazer, emptied my piggy bank, left the house. No-one would miss me.

Running away is all well and good in the heat of the moment, but the details tend to crowd into your mind after a half-mile walk. Like not having enough money, being without company, clean knickers, food. Names of places jump into your mind, London, Blackpool, Manchester, but there is no way of working out how to reach any of those destinations. And I worried a bit about somewhere to sleep, though the day was only ten hours old.

Bolton is a big place, particularly huge for a child who has not been allowed to wander. I saw many liberated children who had been permitted to discover their own town. Some were free enough to wear clogs on a Sunday, one or two sported nit-caps under which they would be shaven, possibly still bald. They played rough games, threw each other against walls, spat on pavements, made sparks with iron-shod soles. Oh, they sounded so happy, so free. They looked down on me, saw me as a lesser being. In my blue gingham print dress, navy blazer, hair ribbons, shiny leather shoes, I must have looked like something from a different world.

I passed the fire station, turned left into Deansgate, found an alley. It had rained during the night, so getting dirty was not difficult. I smeared blazer and dress with mud, rubbed grey water on my face, on my shoes, dried my fingers on socks that had recently been snowy white. When I emerged, I peeped in a shop window just past the post office. My hair was too tidy. The ribbons went into a pocket and I left the braids to untangle themselves. Now, I might begin to belong.

‘She’s mad,’ announced someone behind me.

I spun round, held my breath for a moment.

‘What the bloody ’ell are you doin’?’

It was the group of children I had seen earlier near the entrance to Queens Park. ‘Nothing,’ I replied.

‘Daft,’ said one.

‘Double daft,’ giggled another.

They spread themselves out, surrounded me in a semicircle from which there was no escape, as there was a wall to my rear. For a few seconds, a shaft of pure panic darted through my breast, but then I comforted myself with the knowledge that these were children. It had been my experience thus far that while the ones to watch had two legs and no feathers, they were usually fully grown when they became dangerous.

‘Is that an ’Oly Mary blazer?’ asked the nearest girl.

‘Yes, it’s a St Mary’s blazer.’

A boy laughed, doubled himself in two with the pain of his merriment. ‘’Ey, listen to ’er. Dun’t she talk posh, eh?’

They all agreed, including the pair of girls with nit-caps. They were twins, carbon copies of each other. ‘Can me an’ our Enid ’ave yer ribbons?’ asked one of them.

A large and noisy boy, obviously the leader of this motley crew, guffawed crudely, displaying an array of teeth that were greenish and broken. ‘What d’ yer want ribbons fer, Irene? Are yer goin’ t’ fasten ’em round t’ cat’s neck? Yer’ve no ’air.’

The two girls went pink. Each put a hand to her head, then a finger on the lower lip. It was as if some choreographer had trained them in the art of synchronized movement, though they seemed to need no prompt, no glances from one to another to assess the state of play. Feeling sorry for them, feeling anxious to belong, I gave them the lengths of blue satin. ‘They’re a bit creased,’ I said timidly. ‘But they’ll be all right ironed. And your hair will grow back again, Enid.’

‘I’m Irene, she’s Enid.’ They each stuffed one of my best ribbons up a knicker leg. ‘’Ave yer got owt else?’

I lifted my chin, worked hard to dredge up a bit of courage. ‘Yes, I’ve got some money, but if you want it, then you’ll have to do something for me.’

The boss stepped forward, spoke through the chewed mush of a mouthful of liquorice root. ‘I’m in charge ’ere, Miss Muffet. What dust tha want?’

My imagination shot into top gear. Running away did not seem to be a wonderful idea. I would have to go home at some stage, because people like these could scarcely care for themselves, let alone for someone who had hardly stepped out of the house on her own. But there was time for an adventure. There’d be trouble at home no matter what time I returned, so I might as well take the chance for a bit of excitement. ‘Take me to a Catholic church,’ I ordered. ‘That stone one near Trinity Street Bridge.’ My father was a Catholic, used to be a Catholic. I’d been forced to attend Mother’s stupid services, so I would take a look at Dad’s religion.

‘Are you a bloody baby?’ This tall, ungainly boy had carrotty hair and some gaps in rotted teeth, was old enough for the adult incisors to have been knocked out of him. ‘What’s t’ matter? Can’t yer find yer own road round t’ corner?’

Three or four non-speaking extras drifted away, one of them finding his tongue to mutter briefly that he wasn’t going near any churches as he intended to play ‘footie’ in the park. So now there were the four of us, Enid and Irene, the Boss and myself. I fixed narrowed eyes on him. ‘Listen, you,’ I said carefully. ‘I can’t help it if I’ve never been allowed out of the house.’ My inventiveness was working overtime. I dropped my voice, glanced left and right. ‘I’m in trouble,’ I said, amazing myself with the sense of mystery I was managing to inject.

His green eyes flickered with interest, though he was fighting to suppress it. ‘Oh aye? Go on, then. Tell us all about it.’

My hands folded themselves, were still not as dirty as his in spite of my encounter with the mud. My companions’ dirt was very professional, had eaten into their skins, was an inherent part of their construction. They had probably been born dirty, and might well remain in that state for the rest of their natural lives. They were alive, exciting, so much more vibrant than I would ever be. So I needed to make it all up, needed to become vaguely interesting at the very least. ‘I was stolen as a baby,’ I announced in a whisper. ‘And you mustn’t tell anyone, ever. My parents were Catholics, that’s all I know, and they went to St Patrick’s, near the station. They lock me in my room, the people who stole me. And I climbed out this morning, came down a drainpipe.’

‘Must ’ave bin a bloody clean drainpipe,’ remarked Ginger acidly.

‘Everything is clean where I come from. They make me eat with a napkin and wash my hands seventeen times a day.’

‘Bloody ’ell,’ he said. ‘An’ there’s me wi’ no bath fer more than a fortnit.’

The twins, slower than Ginger, but endowed with female intuition, looked at me with suspicion. ‘They must let yer out fer school. ‘Ow d’ yer get ter school if yer locked in all t’ time? Down t’ drainpipes?’

A pertinent question, I thought. ‘They guard me. Somebody watches outside the school gate.’

The red-headed chairman of this bedraggled committee took up the debate. ‘An’ wot yer doin’ at a Catholic school? Is them wot pinched yer Catholics an’ all?’

‘No.’ I used the necessary pause to step closer to Number One, pushing my brain into a canter as I crept towards him. He smelled. Of things I had no way of identifying, but the odour was warm, though unclean. ‘It was all in my grandfather’s will with the money. I had to go to St Mary’s, it was written down on rolled-up paper in front of a judge. The paper’s in their wardrobe at home, tied up with ribbon at the bottom of a box. With the jewels and the money.’

I could see that this was getting a bit complicated for the gang of four. They were four again, because a thin boy had crept back and listened to my last statement. ‘No footie,’ he said sadly. ‘No ball. Bloody park keeper took t’ ball again. ’Im an’ them rotten flowerth.’

The leader awarded the new arrival a glance of sympathy. ‘We could sue ’im fer all t’ balls ’e’s took. I might get me dad fer t’ drop in on ’im, give ’im a good ’idin’. Anyroad, we’ve got fer t’ ’elp this ’ere ’Oly Mary. ’Er dun’t know where t’ look for ’er real mam an’ dad.’

The second boy, whose most noticeable feature was protruding teeth, said nothing at all at this point. The twins were round-eyed with amazement. Somewhere in the deep recesses of their poverty-sharpened wits, they must have seen the holes in my story, yet they had not the vocabulary to express their doubts. ‘I’ve got one and eightpence,’ I said. ‘Take me to the church so that I can look for my true mother.’ I would have to be careful. Although Anne was the dramatic one, I was overacting and might spoil the fun if I went too far with this off-the-cuff drama. ‘You can get ice-creams with it.’ Their stomachs were probably their first concern. ‘With raspberry on from Manfredi’s cart.’

For a sum of 1s 8d, they would have flown me to the moon and back. But when we reached St Patrick’s, my new-found protagonists would not abandon me, even after I had handed over the money. The gang leader had decided to become concerned about me, and kept expressing the intention to ‘do right by ’er’. Really, he wanted to be important, the hero of the piece, the magician who would create a happy ending to my transparent tale of woe. Or perhaps he just wanted the last laugh, the chance to call my bluff.

We went in. There was a man at the back with a collection plate. His jaw dropped when the five of us trailed in, but he managed, only just, to save the dish from clattering to the floor. The big lad bobbed down and up again before entering the pew, so the rest of us imitated him. The buck-toothed boy made a disastrous stab at this, ended up prone in the aisle till one of the twins clouted him and heaved him onto the bench.

After about three or four minutes, other occupants of our section began to move, slowly and decorously, out of our line of fire. The smell of my companions was strong, yet it comforted me, and I felt a degree of indignation when members of the congregation edged away from us. They were soft. This was the aroma of life – nothing to be ashamed of. To my untrained nose, the gang’s odour was fascinating. I did not know that my friends teemed with life of the lowest order, that their garments and hair were sublet to tenants whose stay would be indefinite.

There was another man at the front, a priest. He stood at the top of some steps and wore a long frock with a green sleeveless cape over it. The language he spoke was not English, and I suspected that this was the Latin in the missals at school. Four boys were with him, and they wore long black frocks and white shirts with lace borders. These boys did all the answers in Latin. Everybody sounded bored with the whole thing, especially the priest.

Ginger-head dug me in the ribs. ‘That’s Tommo – ’e goes to my school.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

Ginger sighed. ‘Th’ altar boy – yon lad givin’ stuff ter t’ priest. That’s Tommo in our class. ’Appen ’e knows yer mam.’

Two people in front ‘shushed’ and we went through the rest of the service in silence. It was weird. They rang tinkly little bells and bobbed about a lot, but at least nobody screamed about hell. Every time one of the altar boys went past the middle of the elevated table, he knelt on one knee, bowed his head, then got up and walked the rest of the way. If he wanted to come back from where he’d just been, he had to do the same thing all over again.

The plate was passed along our row beneath the eagle stare of the collection man. I had no money, Enid and Irene had none, and Buck Teeth put a brass button in the dish. The button clanked about and sounded nothing like money. Ginger saved our bacon, flourished a threepenny bit, whispered to the man, ‘That’s fer all of us, me mam said’, before clattering the coin in amongst the others. There followed an embarrassing episode while Buck Teeth retrieved his button, then we settled back for the rest of the mass.

Ginger had been up for some bread, had shown us the white disc melting on his tongue. He carried his Catholicism with a strange mixture of pride and contempt, bowing his head some of the time, breaking loud wind during moments that were particularly tedious. Irene or Enid looked adoringly at their leader, then whispered to me, ‘’E can blow off any time ’e wants. Sometimes, ’e even does a tune.’

This statement prompted me to double over with unseemly mirth. Really, I was terrified of what I was doing in the house of God, yet the fear served only to increase my hysteria. It was a truly terrible thing, but I could not control myself. The thought of Ginger and his built-in set of bagpipes provided me with some imaginings that were not appropriate in a Catholic church. In the end, they dragged me outside and propped me against the wall. Ginger looked at me with affected disdain. “Ave yer got no self-control?’

This made me worse. His self-control was masterful – he could even get his body to make noises, could explode to order and, furthermore, he managed an air of total nonchalance every time he broke wind. ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled. ‘It was so funny.’

Buck Teeth chose this moment to give voice to his views on the matter. ‘It’th not funny, thomebody fartin’. It’th thometimeth theriouth, ith bad wind in the gut. Me granny were a martyr to wind, me mam thayth. Me granny thuffered all ’er life an’ at the finish, they ‘ad to thtick a tube up ’er arthe to let it out. The ‘ole thtreet were nearly gathed with it. It’th not a laughing matter.’

The lad’s explanation nearly killed me. I wondered if it might be possible to die laughing, because the pain in my belly was acute and my lungs were starved of oxygen to the point where one of the twins said, ‘’Asn’t ’er gone a funny colour?’ That poor, unfortunate buck-toothed boy had a lisp that tickled not just my ears, but my eyes too had been suffering from hysteria. Every time he attempted an S, his tongue poked past the terrible tombstones that pretended to be teeth, and I could scarcely bear to look at him for another second. My sides ached with cruel stitches and the tears poured down my cheeks. I had never laughed like this before. It was a wonderful way of releasing tension, yet I still pitied that ugly little boy.

‘It’s a shame,’ said Irene or Enid (whose complete twin-ness was causing me even more uncomfortable glee). ‘’Er wants ’er muther. An’ we was just sat there in t’ church doin’ nowt.’

The other twin compounded the felony. ‘Ginger were doin’ summat. I’ve smelt sweeter pongs round t’ back end o’ t’ muck cart on a Friday.’

Ginger, wearing an expression of mild hurt on his battle-scarred face, came to stand next to me. Fortunately, he seemed to have suspended his musical interlude for the moment. ‘We’ll wait fer Tommo,’ he announced. ‘Tommo’ll know what’s best fer t’ do. ’E’s bin an altar boy three month.’

The church door opened, and members of the congregation hurried past, gave us an unnecessarily wide berth, I thought. Then after a few more minutes, a smaller back door shot open and four boys were propelled, by an unseen hand, onto the pavement. While they sorted out their tangled limbs, a disembodied voice found them. ‘If I catch you lot smoking again, I’ll cane your backsides.’ It was the priest, I suddenly realized. His bobbing and scraping altar boys were being threatened with actual bodily harm. Mind, they looked a rough lot without their white blouses. Three of them clattered off in iron-soled clogs, while the fourth, a boy with impressive pinkish hair, sauntered towards us.

The priest poked his head into the street. ‘Bernard Thompson?’

‘Yes?’ The pink head did not turn towards the priest, as its owner was coming towards me.

‘Have you stuck this chewing gum on the Immaculate Conception?’

‘No, Father.’

‘Then who did?’

The boy’s shoulders shrugged and he made no reply.

Within ten seconds, the man of God was upon us. ‘Did you hear me, boy?’

‘Yes.’ After a short pause, ‘Father,’ was appended to the curt answer.

‘Look.’ The priest was white with anger, looked strange in his proper clothes, black trousers, a black top with no sleeves and hardly any back, just strings fastening the cloth to his chest. The back-to-front collar wasn’t anchored down, so it hung like a hoop that had been thrown at a prize on a fair stall. ‘There’s boot polish all over the chair in the vestry. You are a wicked boy, Bernard. What would your father say if I told him? And there’s two more bottles of unconsecrated communion wine missing from the cupboard.’

At last, Tommo rewarded the priest with his full attention, the main part of which was a winning smile that displayed perfect teeth. ‘Father, there’s mischief afoot. The choir was out of tune during Benediction last Sunday. Perhaps some of them had been drinking?’ He talked nicely, wore decent clothes.

The priest was still fuming. ‘Listen, Thompson. It took my cleaning ladies two hours to get the candle wax off the Sacred Heart the other day. Since you started serving, St Patrick’s has gone to the dogs.’

Tommo shook his head slowly, sadly. ‘In that case, Father, I shall remove myself from your church and I shall not darken your door again.’

A twin nudged me. ‘’E reads books,’ she whispered. ‘Proper books with ’ard backs, not like wot you buy at t’ paper shop. ’E can do right big words, Tommo.’

The reverend father clouted Tommo round the ear. ‘You are a menace, boy. I have always believed, or have tried to believe, that a human being is not born bad. In your case, however, I have to admit that you may be the exception which proves the rule. In time, you will no doubt go to prison.’ He cast an eye over the rest of us. ‘As for you, stay away from this boy. Unless you want to spend your days in trouble, of course.’ He marched off, stopped when his collar dropped off, bent to retrieve it.

Tommo rubbed his ear. ‘I should sue him,’ he grumbled. ‘He always goes for an ear. I could finish up deaf or brain damaged.’ He moved his eyes over me. ‘New girl?’

‘Yes.’ I felt shy, embarrassed.

Ginger pushed himself forward. ‘This ’ere girl got stole when she were a babby.’ A filthy thumb jerked itself in my direction. ‘’Er’s bin brung up wi’ folk wot keeps ’er locked up. In t’ will, ’er grandad said about ’er ’avin’ fer t’ go an’ be an ’Oly Mary. So we’re lookin’ fer ’er mam.’

Tommo walked round me, bored into my spine with his gaze. ‘That, in my opinion, is a load of my eye and Betty Martin. This young lady is having you on.’

‘Don’t ’e talk luvely?’ asked a twin. No-one bothered to reply.

Ginger confronted me. ‘Is ’e reet? Is Tommo reet? ’Ave yer bin pullin’ our legs?’

Something about Tommo made me straighten my skirt and push the hair from my face. ‘Of course,’ I answered sweetly. ‘It was a joke.’

Several emotions did a procession across Ginger’s face, then he grinned hugely. ‘That were a good un,’ he yelled. ‘D’ yer want fer t’ be one o’ t’ gang? There’s me an’ Art,’ he pointed to the buck-toothed boy, ‘an’ t’ twins an’ Tommo. We’ve a few more, but they jus’ cum part time, like. Are you in wi’ us?’

In? I would have donated an arm and a leg just to hover on the edge of it all! ‘Yes, please.’

‘What’s yer name?’ asked a twin.

‘Laura.’

‘We’ll call ’er Lo,’ pronounced Ginger.

‘I shall call her Laura,’ said Tommo. ‘It suits her.’ He raked his eyes over the church. ‘He can’t be allowed to get away with that. The bloody priests have no right to hit us and knock us about.’

Art grabbed Tommo’s sleeve. ‘What yer goin’ fer t’ do, Tommo? Thmash a winder?’

Tommo grinned, but his face was cold. ‘No. I shall just leave my mark.’ From his pocket, he took a crumb of chalk. Then he strode to the large double doors of the church and wrote, THE PRIEST HERE IS A BIG F. A hand shot out of the porch and dragged Tommo inside. There followed several moments of silent tension, the twins clinging together in mortal fear, Ginger chewing his lip, Art doing his best to hide behind a street lamp.

Tommo emerged, his face red, the lower lip bleeding. With amazing coolness, he finished off his written message, then joined us on the corner.

‘Yer mouth’s bleedin’,’ cried a twin.

Tommo leered at her. ‘He’s in a worse state than I am, Enid. He’ll be afraid to put his face out of the presbytery for weeks.’

‘Why?’ Ginger’s eyes were saucers. ‘Whar ’ave yer dun?’

Tommo whistled under his breath. ‘Remember that vicar up Chorley way – it was in the paper last year? He liked little boys, didn’t he? Liked them a bit too much?’

Everyone looked as puzzled as I felt, but Tommo continued unabashed. ‘Father Sullivan will have to watch his step. I told him I’d go to the police and accuse him of interfering.’

‘Oh.’ Art seemed satisfied with this, nodded a few times, kept saying ‘Oh.’ ‘They alwayth interfere, grown-upth. ’Appen he’ll thtop interferin’ now, Tommo.’

The worldly wise boy hooted and shook his pink curls. ‘Where shall we go now?’ he asked.

Ginger grabbed my arm and dragged me off, beckoned to the rest of the group. ‘Cum on, we’ve a bob an’ fivepence.’

It was the first happy day of my life. No matter what happened from now on, I would have the gang. No-one would take my special new friends away from me. And the most special of them all was the boy called Tommo. He had hair of a gentler shade than Ginger’s, a colour that I would learn to call strawberry blond. His real name was Bernard Thompson. Bernard Thompson was to have an effect on me that would last for ever. But on that day, he was Tommo, just another ally.


Chapter Seven

Tommy-gun left our school soon after my first encounter with Tommo and the gang. It was strange that I should lose one person and gain another with a similar name. Sister Maria Goretti could see that I was pretending not to be upset after the farewell assembly. She cornered me under St Francis of Assisi, who seemed a nice chap, because he actually smiled and was surrounded by animals. ‘Laura, she’s getting on in years and she needs to retire.’

‘I know.’

The young nun took my hand when all the other girls had disappeared. ‘Look, she’s away back to Ireland in a day or so. She’s very fond of you. Would you like to come into the convent and say a private goodbye?’

The emotion of it all would have been too much for me. Since meeting the gang, I was tense, excitable. Saying goodbye to Tommy-gun could well turn out to be the last straw, and I didn’t want to show myself up by weeping and gnashing my teeth. ‘No, Sister. I’ve got to finish my story.’

‘Ah.’ The other hand went up to touch the pin on top of her head. For a nun, Confetti was a rather harum-scarum type, with a veil that was often off-centre and a black skirt that always looked as if it needed ironing. ‘You’ll win.’

I shrugged. ‘I won the school prize, but there’s only two classes in our year. In the whole of Bolton, there’ll be hundreds of kids entering.’

‘But you’re talented.’

No-one at home had ever said that I was talented or clever. Auntie Maisie had always loved me, Uncle Freddie had often said that I was a nice good girl, but even Anne treated me as a very ordinary soul. If I turned out extraordinary, then I would be the most surprised of all. ‘I just like stories,’ I said.

Confetti put her head on one side and the top pin tumbled to the floor. I retrieved it, tried not to flinch as she skewered the headgear to her skull. ‘Does your mammy read your stories when you carry them home from school?’

‘No.’

‘And your father?’

I shrugged. ‘He’s busy inventing things.’

‘So they don’t know that a budding author resides in their midst?’

‘No.’ I tended to ignore Confetti’s enthusiasms. She reckoned that Norma Wallace was the next Madame Curie, that Lizzie Boardman would be the greatest nurse since Nightingale, and that I might well finish up in libraries like Shakespeare and some fellow called Dickens for whom she carried the brightest of her many torches. ‘I’m just Laura to them,’ I said. ‘Not a budding author or anything much. Well, Dad calls me Laurie-child, and that annoys my mother.’

She nodded, looked pensive for a moment or two. ‘Are you … are you unhappy at home?’

‘No.’

She coughed. ‘Happy, then?’

‘No. I’m just all right.’

‘Do you get punished often?’

The third degree did not please me. ‘Sometimes I get smacked. Not as often as I used to.’ My first outing with the gang had been expensive. It had cost me 1s 8d and a battering from Mother, but it had been worth every penny, every blow. And I wasn’t getting too many hidings lately, because Mother was out a lot, doing good deeds with Mr Openshaw from the chapel, taking food parcels to the poor and helping out with big families. This new behaviour of Mother’s had opened my eyes slightly, had made me look at her differently. Perhaps she had found her good side, perhaps she liked some people and I wasn’t one of the people she liked. ‘I go out more now, Sister. I’ve got friends.’

‘Ah. And which school do your friends attend?’

Again, I lifted a shoulder. ‘Different ones. Some go to Peter and Paul’s, some go to Derby Street.’ I didn’t tell Sister Maria Goretti that I’d met these friends while I was trying to find sufficient courage to run away from home.

‘What do you do with these friends?’

Sometimes, people were very nosy. ‘We write stories. We sit in Enid and Irene’s parlour and do poems and things.’ Enid and Irene probably had no parlour. ‘And we go to church at St Patrick’s.’ Well, we’d been once.

She wore an expression of disbelief in her eyes. ‘I suppose I’ll get silly answers if I ask silly questions?’

‘Yes.’ At last, we understood one another.

‘Laura. Be careful. You’ve brains and a tremendous energy that could be easily misdirected.’

I wondered if she’d heard anything. There’d been several scrapes, and one head-on encounter with police after some apples got pinched from the market. ‘I’ll be careful,’ I said. And I would indeed take care, especially when speaking to an adult. Yet I didn’t want to alienate her, needed her on my side. And I hated the idea of being without old Tommy-gun. She had what Auntie Maisie would call ‘a face like a clog back’, but I’d seen the other side of Sister St Thomas. She had been good to me, and now she was going away. It seemed that I kept on losing people who liked me. Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie lived just feet away from me, yet I had lost them. Would Confetti go next? Or Tommo? My heart missed a beat when I thought about life without Bernard Thompson.

‘Go back now to class and finish your story. We have to send it in today for the judges. Good luck, Laura.’

I walked away from my friend and wrote one of my better stories. It was about Mr Evans, who had called himself ‘Good Evans’ and who had looked after cats and helped to win a war. And it was about the sovereign he bequeathed to me, even though I’d stolen flowers from his garden. Love, I suppose, was the theme of my scribbling. Those who read it must have recognized a lonely child who sought affection, but I simply scribbled down what came into my heart as a tribute to a wonderful old man.

My name was placed on the short-list together with many others from schools throughout the town. There was to be a function at the Victoria Hall, some singing by choirs from various schools, a few tunes from discordant youth orchestras. We received an invitation with a crinkly edge and curly writing. It popped through the letterbox a day or so before the event, and Dad stood it on the mantelpiece next to the clock. ‘We’ll be proud of you, Laurie-child, whether you win or not.’

On the evening of the presentations, I went back to school and climbed into a cramped charabanc with the choir, the orchestra, three nuns and a thin woman called Miss Bridges. Miss Bridges taught music, so she was a vague and wispy person with vague and wispy hair. Norma Wallace always said that Ida Bridges was a genius and that geniuses did not make good teachers. There was a lot of messing about during music lessons, whispering and giggling and throwing of bits of blotting paper dipped in watery ink. Geniuses appear not to notice much.

I slipped into a vacant seat next to some very small violins and a box of recorders. So the evening promised to be hilarious then. The St Mary’s orchestra was like cats on the tiles, just a lot of wailing and screeching. Confetti leaned over me. ‘Are you all right there, Laura?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

She lowered her tone. ‘They’re going to play in public. And the choir’s going to sing.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t know what to say.

She pulled a wad of cotton wool from her pocket. ‘May God preserve us,’ she muttered. ‘Do you want some of this?’

‘No, Sister. I’m used to the noise.’

Miss Bridges was standing in the centre aisle, her hair messier than ever. ‘Where is she? We shall have no first violin if Mary doesn’t come. Audrey? Look outside and see if she’s there. Who has the sheet music? Has anyone seen my baton? Please give it to me, Susan. No, it is not a fencing sword, this is my conductor’s baton. There’s a music case somewhere, and my handbag. Ah no, I remember that I didn’t bring my handbag. Mary – come along, stop dawdling. No, your mummy must take the tram or the bus to town, as we have no room on the coach. Who threw that?’ Toffee papers were flying round the bus like a plague of cabbage white butterflies. ‘Really, girls, I do wish you would settle down and behave like young ladies.’

They quickly became young ladies when Sister Agatha appeared, her voluminous skirts spread as wide as any crinoline. She climbed into the vehicle, stared straight ahead, simply waited for silence. Sister Agatha would have been very useful during the war, because even the Germans would have fled from an expression as sour as hers.

We trundled off to town, unloaded ourselves outside the Market Hall and marched across the road in an untidy crocodile. Sister Maria Goretti stood in the middle of the traffic waving her arms as if bringing in an aeroplane. Some loving parents accosted their daughters, straightened ties and collars, pulled up wrinkled stockings, brandished combs and brushes. No-one waited for me. Dad would no doubt be inside. I wondered whether Mother would turn up, but she’d probably gone out again to save some family from starvation and fleas.

The music was unbelievably bad. Even the Mayor of Bolton squirmed in his seat, while I wished with all my heart that I’d taken the cotton wool from Confetti. The best performers were from Peter and Paul’s, a group of little girls in their best white communion frocks. They sang about a gypsy woman called Meg and made a good job of it. Everyone else’s renditions were murderous, though nothing was quite as wonderfully appalling as the St Mary’s Strings. The St Mary’s Strings were accompanied by Miss Bridges on the piano. She played all the right notes, probably in the right order, but my colleagues were, as ever, a law unto themselves. When those tortured miniature violins were finally put out of their misery, a collective sigh of relief hovered in the air above the audience. But I looked at Sister Agatha in that moment and saw something on her face. It wasn’t pride, but it was certainly love. Seeing that made me special again, because I was close to these holy women. They knew me and some of them allowed me to know them. They were full of charity, those brides of Christ, but they made sure that few of us discovered their inner gentleness.

The Chief Education Officer stood on the platform and peered through glasses that were just halves of circles. He seemed a jolly man, especially when he made jokes about his own schooldays. He talked about three classes in one big room, three teachers at the front teaching three different subjects. The pupils on the ends of benches listened to two lessons simultaneously and either learned too much or nothing at all. ‘We all kept hutching up,’ he said, ‘pushing one another along the forms till the end one fell off. That was our entertainment.’ Then he told us how lucky we were to have powder paint and books and paper and bright classrooms.

The first prizes were for art, then we went through music (St Mary’s won nothing in that category) and mathematics. Norma Wallace came out top, beat every child in Bolton, even those from the private establishments that crammed for Bolton School itself. I knew now that my story about Mr Evans had been silly and ordinary. None of these posh folk would be interested in an old man who grew flowers and made a fuss of cats.

The Chief Education Officer announced that he would now give out the essay prizes. Sister Maria Goretti turned in her seat and winked at me. I learned two things in those few seconds – a composition was an essay and a nun can wink. I felt terrible about letting Confetti down. She set a lot of store by me, would be disappointed when I didn’t win. My father would be sad too. He must have been at the back of the hall, because I hadn’t seen him yet.

Third prize went to a boy from Castle Hill, then the second was collected by a very beautiful girl from the Bolton Preparatory. The Chief Education Officer stood centre-stage and waved a paper. ‘The first prize goes to someone whose story is very real and moving. Will you come up and read your essay, Laura McNally?’

I was stuck to the chair. My legs were of no earthly use to me and cold sweat ran down my neck, tickling as it travelled along the bumps of my spine. Sister Agatha got out of her seat and came for me. ‘Come along, child.’ Her eyes were wet and bright. ‘I am so proud of you.’

I did it. To this day, I don’t know how I managed not to faint, but I got on to that platform and read my sad little piece about an unsung hero. Applause is addictive. When they clapped and stamped their feet, I wanted more and more of it. Some of them even stood up and turned to one another, and I knew that they were talking about me.

I needed just one face in that audience, needed to see Dad, wanted him to share my moment of glory. My eyes raked back and forth along the rows and did not discover him. It was like the evening in the park all over again, because I was learning anew to be there for myself, to be my own guardian.

I was given a lovely leather-bound book full of Shakespeare, another item that I would keep till my dying day. The nuns clustered round me, their skirts spreading like a dark womb in which I could stay and be myself. They were my mothers, would continue forever to be my supporters, my guides. Norma Wallace gave me a germ-ridden kiss, then snerched in my ear. We were told to sit down, to remain in our seats until the schools nearer the door had left the hall.

Confetti knew. The pain in her lovely face was horrible, while her eyes kept darting all over the place as she searched for some member of my family who would come forward and be proud. When hopelessness filled my heart, Uncle Freddie hobbled in. I learned that he had heard my composition, had gone outside for a breath of fresh air. But whatever emotion he had taken out with him was still working on his face. ‘Eeh, lass,’ he said, picking me up and holding me to his chest. ‘I don’t know what to say to you. I went back out in case … Well … Liza might have been … We love you, Laura. Always remember that, sweetheart.’

Confetti beamed like a lighthouse, pleased to see that someone had cared enough to come. ‘This is my uncle,’ I told her. ‘He’s called Freddie and he lives next door.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she answered. ‘Mr Turnbull and I have met before.’

‘Sister Maria Goretti sent me an invitation,’ he said, placing me back on my feet. ‘Maisie’s got a bad cold, so I’ve left our Anne to see to her. I wouldn’t have missed this for the world. You’re a great kid, Laura. Sister here has told me how well she thinks of you. And she’s not wrong.’ He beamed broadly at Confetti.

The thing about nuns is that they find out everything. In that one small sense, they are not unlike my mother. Even if you pretend that life at home is all right, they ask questions, make sure that they know your business. It hurt. Realizing that Confetti and old Tommy-gun and our headmistress (whom we called Aggie) knew all about my parents was not comfortable. It was as if my skin had been made of glass, as if they could look through me and see all the details of my inner workings.

Confetti was still grinning from ear to ear, while her affection for me shone wetly in her eyes. My indignation evaporated within a moment, because Confetti was a precious soul, had picked me from the crowd and watched over me ever since the death of Mr Evans. Even Aggie was my friend. After our headmistress had made a fuss of the other winners, she came and put a hand on my head. ‘That was a wonderful piece of work, Laura McNally. In time, we shall expect great things of you.’

On an impulse that was undeniable, I spread my arms wide and hugged the unhuggable, pressed my face into the celluloid wimple of an immovable woman. And she laughed at me, laughed hard and tugged at my hair. ‘She’ll have the heart out of you, Goretti,’ she said. ‘For the child is a character and no mistake.’

Oh, it was so good to be a character and no mistake, to be noticed and valued, to be appreciated, touched, applauded. I turned to Uncle Freddie. ‘Where’s my dad?’

He stroked his moustache. ‘The thing about your dad is that he’s a genius. Geniuses do not make good timekeepers.’

‘Or good teachers.’ I saw that Sister Agatha had turned away. Her back was shaking, so I knew that I had said something amusing. ‘One of our teachers is a genius. But Dad promised that he’d come. I read my story and didn’t make any mistakes and—’

‘He’ll have forgotten, lass. He’s a busy man.’

It was hard to accept that a person who loved me could forget an occasion such as this one. If Dad loved me, then why had he not been here on my special night? ‘He should have come,’ I said softly. ‘It was my story that won and he should have come.’

Confetti mouthed at Uncle Freddie, something about my mother, I thought.

‘Out, I think,’ he answered curtly. ‘Charity work, which should start at home.’

‘Exactly.’ Confetti’s mouth was suddenly so tight that it looked mean. ‘Some people don’t appreciate God’s gifts, Mr Turnbull. And gifts need nurturing.’

‘I’ll speak to John,’ he said. ‘This just isn’t good enough.’

We filed out to the charabanc. I clutched my Shakespeare and my certificate of merit, curled my fingers round a florin from Uncle Freddie. Then I saw him. He was leaning against the wall, his face turned away from me, but I knew that hair. Tommo. Tommo had come, had heard my story. When he swivelled round, I smiled at him.

‘I stood in the porch,’ he said. ‘I heard you.’

He cared. Well, life wasn’t too bad after all. Confetti and Aggie liked me, Uncle Freddie loved me, so did Auntie Maisie. If she hadn’t been ill, she would have come, would have brought my cousin too. And Tommo … Tommo must have cared. Otherwise, he would not have bestirred himself to come and hear my story.

Tommo didn’t say any more, but I could feel his gaze following me into the vehicle. As we drove away, he was still standing there, still staring at me. We turned into St George’s Road, and I saw a man running down the slope towards the Victoria Hall. My father had come too late for me. But Tommo had been on time.

Life with the gang was hilarious, invigorating, extremely dangerous. For a while, I convinced Mother that I was taking extra music classes after school, but she was disabused of this concept when she met my piano teacher.

‘Where is the extra money I gave you for the lessons?’ asked Mother.

I placed the money on the mantelpiece, had not dared to spend the pound note on myself, hadn’t dared to tell the gang of its existence. I prepared myself for the showdown, expected and got the usual stuff, furniture between us, a lot of hand-wringing and smoking on her part.

But I had changed, had toughened considerably. People like Enid, whose hair and dignity had been removed by high authority, whose mother collected rags and fleas in more or less equal quantities, were beyond caring, and they had dragged me into a state of near-nonchalance. The twins beat me, I clouted them back – it was all a part of the ethos. Tommo stayed aloof and superior, while Ginger worshipped me, stole things for me, put his freedom on the line many a time. Art worshipped me too, but he was just a little brother, a sad waif with strange teeth and a lisp. He was a friend, though, was a part of the gang. I needed them all, was getting used to people taking notice of me, felt encouraged by their interest. Mother was suddenly less significant than before.

‘Where have you been going?’ my mother asked shrilly.

‘Out.’ I was alone, yet not alone. In the slums of Deane and Daubhill, my mates were behind me. They might not have been visible at this particular juncture, but they held me up, supported the grim campaign I waged against my mother.

She stubbed out another Craven A. It had taken the length of a whole cigarette for her to persuade me to open my mouth in the first place. ‘I am asking you where you go, Laura. Smart answers that tell me nothing are useless.’

I shrugged. Although I had not yet reached double figures in the age stakes, I was righteous about my rebellion. The righteousness sprang from the knowledge that while I was not necessarily right all the time, Liza McNally was definitely wrong on most occasions.

‘Will you say something?’

I eyed her with what probably was dumb insolence. I had learned, from Ginger and under the watchful gaze of Tommo, how and when to kick back, when to speak up, when to be silent. Art was a big help too – when he did bestir himself to speak. According to him, if you said nowt, ‘they’ could do nowt to you. He’d probably gleaned that from films about courtrooms and from life experience. My mother was a member of the ‘they’ who could do nowt. ‘I’ve got friends,’ I said eventually. My tone was dark and sinister.

‘Their names?’ She arched the perfect eyebrows, leaned an elbow on the mantelpiece, looked like Bette Davis in one of her many dramatic roles. ‘I wish to know the names and addresses of all your friends.’

‘Why? Why do you need to know?’ I was finding that if I stared straight at her, if I made my face cold and hard, she glanced away. ‘I don’t know the names of the people you go out with,’ I said, believing this to be a seed of reasonable debate.

I had struck a nerve. She blinked, seemed vague for a second, propped herself more firmly against the dark wood shelf. ‘I am not a child. When I was a little girl, I told my mother everything. My parents always knew where I was.’

I sat down on a dining chair, ignored the look of surprise that had invaded her face when I dared to sit without waiting for the order. During my lectures, I was expected to remain erect and alert unless otherwise advised by present company, present company always being Mrs Liza McNally. ‘How could your mother know where you were all the time? What about when she was out scrubbing the Town Hall steps?’

She swallowed, pushed a lock of hair from her cheek. ‘Who told you about that?’

‘Auntie Maisie.’

‘I ordered you not to go—’

‘Ages ago. She told me a long time ago. Before you … before you upset Uncle Freddie.’

I had overstepped the mark by miles. Her hand was sharp and dry as it whipped across my face, but I managed to remain upright in the chair, did not cower. The skin of my cheek glowed with pain – I could almost feel it swelling, as if it had been stung by a wasp.

Mother stared hard at me, raised a hand, saw that I did not flinch. My stomach was fluttering and threatening to heave as she spoke. ‘Don’t talk about my parents,’ she whispered as her hand dropped. ‘My parents were decent people who worked very hard. It wasn’t their fault that they got no education. My father might have been a great man if he’d been given a chance. Anyway, I listened to them, obeyed them.’ She swallowed again, gulped down her shame. I thought that she was ashamed of being ashamed of her beginnings, but perhaps I was being too generous. Liza McNally was never eager to talk about her poor home background.

My breathing was hurting as it rushed past a constricted throat. She might kill me. She might just do it this time. Yet I sensed some kind of watershed, as if I had to push for a conclusion, a solution to my problem with her. ‘Auntie Maisie said you were …’ I searched for the word, dug my teeth into it, ‘humiliated by where you lived and that you pretended not to live there. I don’t know why you should worry about things like that. Auntie Maisie said that nothing is good enough for you. So you read a lot of books and followed my dad till you caught him.’ Auntie Maisie had said none of this to me, but had been overheard by Anne, then Anne had furnished me with this delicious ammunition. Sometimes, I was not a nice child. Although rather young to organize my revolution properly, I fired some more bullets anyway. ‘You didn’t do as you were told all the time. You were naughty sometimes, Auntie Maisie said.’

‘Auntie Maisie, Auntie Maisie,’ she mimicked spitefully. ‘Stop wandering away from the point. Where have you been when you ought to have been taking your music classes?’

‘Out.’ And thus we returned to square one. Inside, I was scared, but I laughed secretly at her discomfiture, tried to smother my frail misgivings. Yet my own discomfiture was still there, because although I never loved my mother, I was destined to remain uneasy with my feelings towards her.

She lit yet another cigarette.

‘I wish you wouldn’t do that.’

The hand which held the lighted match paused, froze in mid-air. ‘What did you say?’ She yelped as the flame matured and licked a heated tongue against her fingers, then she flung the match away. ‘What did you just say to me?’

I made my eyes cold and hard again. It was easy to do – I just blinked as infrequently as I could manage. ‘Every day – well, nearly every day – I come in here and you tell me how bad I am. That’s all right, but I wish you wouldn’t smoke, because I find it hard to breathe when you are smoking all the time.’ It was as if I wanted to be slapped, as if I deliberately courted her anger just to see how far she would go.

She darted round the chair and grabbed my hair, forced my head back until I thought my spine would snap. The noise that escaped from her throat was guttural and nasty. ‘Don’t you dare criticize me, girl. I smoke when I am nervous, and your behaviour makes me nervous. This is all for your own good. If you are running about the streets and misbehaving yourself, then you will only bring dishonour to this family.’

It’s hard to know where the strength came from, difficult to work out where I got the courage and the inspiration, but I said, very softly, ‘I don’t bring great fat women knocking on our door.’

She was still tugging at my hair, and her eyes had become frantic, were darting about in her head as if seeking somewhere to hide. The lids dropped for a moment, hid her panic. Mother was afraid because I appeared not to fear her. Had she heard the clamour of my heart, she would have known the terror.

I was tossed aside like a rag doll, came to rest against the door. The brass knob crashed into my temple, filled the room with flashes of colourful light. But I would not fall, would not allow myself to sag.

The silence almost defied description. There was a small fire that crackled and spat, making the smoky atmosphere even more electric and frightening. My mother seemed to petrify, the cigarette halfway to her mouth, her lips parted and slackened by something that looked like a blood brother to astonishment. When she finally moved, it was towards me, the free hand lifted to strike anew.

At times like this, I had always cowered low down to make myself small, to reduce the visibility of target areas like head and neck. Until this day, my hands had covered my face and as much of my skull as they could encompass, so Mother had been very sure of her power, even if her dominance over me had been merely physical. But on this occasion, I did not move, did not even blink.

Her progress slowed itself, and she looked silly with her hand raised above her head. ‘You are … not natural,’ she whispered. ‘You are not my child. I have often said that they must have given me the wrong one.’

My knees threatened to buckle as I steadied myself, but I managed to stand fairly still. ‘I’m Daddy’s,’ I said, the tears dangerously close.

‘Are you? Did he come to your precious presentation? Oh, I heard you telling him off. Let you down, did he?’ As she spoke, she lowered her arm and took a pace back.

‘I am the right one,’ I screamed. ‘It’s you who are wrong, you, you, YOU! Uncle Freddie says that Dad ought to leave you and find a proper life with somebody nice, but Dad won’t leave me. He stays with me. So … so just be very glad that I’m here, that’s all. Because if I wasn’t here, he’d go off and live all by himself in the rooms above the shop.’ My temper slipped into neutral, coasted along with no brake to hinder it. ‘He might even find a nice lady with no cigarettes or red lipstick, somebody who can cook.’

She walked out of the room. Had she stayed, she would probably have battered me to death. The whole of my back had weakened to pulp, then my limbs became affected, started jerking and trembling like saplings in a skittish wind. Breathing was not easy. I had to open my mouth wide, found myself gulping down air that was heavy with smoke. There was no strength in me, so I could not cough. I simply heaved, waited for my legs to return to me, rested until the flashing lights had settled, then I crept out of the house and fled down towards the town.

They were waiting for me on the open-air market. Tommo, careless as ever, had struck a pose on an empty stall, his expression aloof and magnificent. He was the real boss of the gang, the brains behind all our wickedness, though Ginger provided weight, voice and muscle. Tommo rarely addressed the group, preferring to brief Ginger privately before each assembly. But it was strange how we all came together as if responding to some magnetic force. Nobody seemed to state properly where we should be, when we ought to arrive at a certain place, yet we would turn up as if driven by an unseen hand, would simply arrive, nod at each other and meld together into a single unit of mischievous humanity. Though Tommo remained detached for most of the time, seemed to be amused by half the things we did.

‘Yer on a job, Lo,’ announced Ginger without preamble. ‘Down near t’ station.’

I gulped, swallowed a mouthful of air. This was to be my proper initiation, then. I had not been ‘on a job’ yet, a job of my own. I had served my apprenticeship as a mere labourer by helping to carry stuff from one disused air-raid shelter to another, from Ginger’s back yard to Art’s coalshed. ‘What are we doing?’ I asked.

Tommo nodded, gave Ginger the awaited permission. ‘Yer’ve got fer t’ stand on Trinity Street,’ said Ginger.

‘Why?’

Enid simpered, cast a veiled glance in the direction of her hero, Ginger Nelson. ‘’Cos yer’ve lost yer busfare ’ome.’ The twins fluttered quite frequently, were both in hot pursuit of Ginger’s affections. But Ginger’s heart was mine. Enid and Irene knew it, I knew it, while Ginger remained blissfully uncomfortable in my presence. If Tommo was aware of any of this, he kept it where he kept most things, in a place that never showed in his eyes.

‘Can yer cry?’ This came from Irene, the other twin. I could tell the difference now, because their shorn heads had reseeded themselves, and the vegetation was dark brown on Irene, a lighter brown on Enid.

‘I can cry.’ Well, I supposed that I could. And I had to look right, had to do the right thing in front of Tommo. He seemed to be a very judgemental person, very quick with a sniff and a raised eyebrow when one of us failed to meet standards that he had never bothered to lay down in the first place. ‘I can pretend to cry,’ I added lamely.

He sniffed now, jumped down from his throne of weather-beaten and splintered wood. ‘You’ll cry,’ he said coldly. ‘I’ll guarantee it.’ His English was quite good, though he seldom used it. Tommo’s father had been an altar boy, had even been a candidate for the priesthood till Tommo’s mother got the better of him. According to Ginger, there were books in Tommo’s home. Not magazines, not romances like my mother’s collection, but proper books with a lot of pages and leather covers. Also according to Ginger, Tommo was a ‘jeenyus’.

Tommo made me cry. On the railway bridge, he thumped me on the chest, pinched the backs of my hands till they glowed with pain, hit me across the mouth with an oustretched palm. While he did these things, he smiled. The smile was almost gentle, almost kind. He even remarked on a handprint left by Mother, asked if I had been a naughty girl at home. If only I had remembered the expression on Tommo’s face, the serenity, the calm, then my life would have been so different … But I had something to prove, so I did not flinch, though my tears ensured that the evening was a success.

I worked the 45, 46 and 47 buses, the ones that stopped outside the ladies’ toilet on Trinity Street before driving off up the moor to decent houses. After an hour and a half, I had collected 3s 7½d, because I was quite good at being a little girl who had lost her fare. Back on the bridge, Ginger was sulking. I felt sure that he had tackled Tommo about the beating, and I felt sorry for my staunch red-haired friend. I gave him the money, but it was grabbed quickly by Tommo.

‘Divide it,’ I said. I felt stubborn and strong, because I had defeated my mother, had refused to let Tommo break my spirit, had collected the day’s booty. Although Tommo fascinated me, I knew that he needed fetching down a peg or two.

Tommo looked at me, swept his arrogant eyes the length of my body. He smiled again, then gave the five of us sixpence each. It was not good enough. I walked to the edge of the bridge and tossed my handful of coppers through the iron trellis. Everyone except Tommo screamed at me, berated me for throwing money onto the rails. Tommo remained as still as a statue. He knew why I had committed the foolish deed, but he simply smirked and walked away.

‘I hate him,’ I said softly.

Ginger heard me, blushed to the roots of his colourful hair, bent his head and stared at his boots. They were ugly things, brown and scuffed and lacking laces. Occasionally, he stepped out of them when running, had to dash back and retrieve one or both. These had been his brother’s boots, and his brother was four years older, four years bigger. ‘Tommo’s all right,’ he muttered. ‘Yer’ve just got ter get used ter ’im, that’s all.’

Enid shook my arm. ‘Th’ art a reet ’Oly Mary. Yer could ’ave give us t’ money if yer di’n’t want it.’

I was suddenly tired of the whole thing, fed up with waiting while they pinched empties from the back yards of shops, while they tied people’s door knockers to lamp posts. It was boring. ‘I’m going home,’ I said.

Ginger grabbed me. ‘Are yer finished wi’ us?’

‘Yes,’ I replied smartly. ‘The people on the station gave me money because of a lie. It’s not right – they’ve worked for that bus fare. I’m not doing it any more.’

As I trudged off the bridge, I heard Irene saying, ‘See? She is an ’Oly Mary.’ It might have been Enid who said that. But I couldn’t see their new batch of hair and I wasn’t going to turn round. I had left them behind me and I was the loneliest girl in all the world.


Chapter Eight

Life alone was not exactly thrilling. Several times, I almost gave in to the urge, almost ran all the way from our house up to Deane, but I managed to stay away from the gang. Had I returned to Ginger and the rest, I would probably have become inured to bad ways, might even have slid into the habit of juvenile crime. It was time to put a stop to my sinful behaviour, because my father was an honourable man. Although he had let me down in my brief moment of triumph, he had done nothing to deserve a delinquent daughter.

Gang or no gang, trouble followed me wherever I went. Even when a day started out bright and normal, something unforeseen would crop up – a pile of spelling mistakes, a blotted sum book, an unlearned poem. I was a lively child, and I always seemed to meet misfortune halfway, had a habit of sticking out chest and tongue, a tendency to over-defend myself.

But I was not ready for Norma Wallace. We had got on quite well for a while, would have shared Mr Nathaniel ‘Good’ Evans had he lived, but Norma turned on me. And I retaliated. She cornered me one morning during our enforced absence from a lesson about Gifts of the Holy Ghost. I felt quite smug about the missed class, as I’d almost learned the list from a girl in Standard Four – something about wisdom, understanding and fear of the Lord with a few other bits in between that I was trying to discover in the recesses of my cluttered mind. One was fortitude. I liked the word, wrote it down in my rough book.

She snerched extra loudly. Norma had developed a variety of snerches, or perhaps I had learned to interpret their hidden meanings. There were the necessary snerches – those she employed to keep her face clean – and the intentional ones. The latter usually preceded an announcement of great moment, so I looked up from my ‘fortitude’ and waited for her statement.

She pushed the stringy hair from her face, fixed a red-rimmed eye on me. (She hadn’t been crying. Her eyelids were constantly red owing to her everlasting cold.) ‘It’s your mother’s fault,’ she snapped. ‘Mr Openshaw’s had to leave.’

My mouth hung open for a moment, then I snapped it shut as soon as my wits began to return. ‘I beg your pardon? What are you talking about?’ I sounded like a child who was pretending to be grown-up all of a sudden.

‘He was a good preacher. Mummy says he’s the best we’ve ever had.’

It was a pity that Mummy didn’t supply snot-rags, I thought. Then a dim light began to break amongst the clouds of my fuddled thinking. Openshaw. She was talking about that terrible man who ranted and raved at the Methodist chapel. ‘You mean the minister? The one who shouts about hell?’

She heaved another strangled breath up the clogged nostrils. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know him, Laura McNally. I used to see you at the morning services.’

I hadn’t been able to see anyone who had sat outside the eight or so inches of vision allowed by that stupid bonnet. ‘I never noticed you.’ This was the truth.

‘She went after him, followed him all over the place,’ said Norma. ‘She chased him till he had to run away to another chapel in a town near London. My mother says that your mother is very cheap. And I heard my dad saying that Liza McNally is a Jezebel.’

Norma Wallace had annoyed me – albeit off and on – for some years. I hated and pitied her for her appearance, disliked the filthy habits, the bitten nails, the way she courted the nuns and did all her work efficiently, proudly. Had someone pleasant spoken ill of my mother, I might not have minded. But to have this prudish, judgemental and ugly girl saying anything at all about my private life – well – it made me angry beyond endurance. I belted her full in the face with my atlas, a solid weapon with a hard blue cover.

The scene became extremely colourful when a mixture of red and yellowish-green poured from her ruptured nose. Mother Hyacinth, a high-grade non-teaching nun who was visiting the school, rushed to the scene, mopped the mess from Norma’s face, fetched the cane, gave me six stinging strokes on each hand. Mother Hyacinth spoke to me after the caning, seemed rather shaken by the whole thing. Perhaps she was not qualified to issue corporal punishment, as she worked in an administrative capacity at both school and convent. ‘It is a shame that you lost your temper. Norma was wrong to bait you, but you really must pray for self-control.’

‘Yes, Mother.’ I was beyond caring. And the easiest way with nuns was to agree completely, especially when they were in the wrong. They were educated women, but their life experience was narrowed to the point where they saw little, because their vision was as narrowed by their vows as mine had been by the silly hat.

I stood outside Sister Agatha’s office, listened while Confetti pleaded my case. It didn’t matter. I would be leaving St Mary’s eventually, would have a fresh start at another school where no-one would know about my mother. Or so I hoped. ‘She’s a good girl,’ said Confetti. Then I heard a few splinters of conversation like ‘her mother’ and ‘Methodist chapel’ and ‘didn’t deserve to be caned’. And it still didn’t matter, except that I wanted Norma’s nose to be a proper shape when it settled down.

When I arrived home that afternoon, I entered the front room on a voluntary basis, looked at my mother with an expression that was meant to echo her own.

‘What’s the matter?’ She was plainly uncomfortable.

‘What’s a Jezebel?’ I asked.

Several emotions did a procession across her face. She knew what I meant, knew that I had heard all or some of the story. ‘I’m not sure,’ she answered, her voice crippled and low.

I nodded. ‘Neither am I. But Norma Wallace from the Methodist chapel understands it. And so does Mr Openshaw. He’s had to move to London because of a Jezebel.’

I walked upstairs, threw myself on the bed, tossed my homework into a corner. Life without my friends was boring, but at least I could relieve myself of learning.

Things started to happen after a short while, events that served to take my mind off the isolation I had imposed on myself. Men arrived from London, Birmingham, Coventry, big men in bulky black suits and bulky black cars. I looked at them and thought of funerals, then I sat back to watch.

My father had no proper office yet, so he was forced to bring home these people after showing them round his almost ready factory. Mother was coy, discreetly made-up, secretly overwhelmed. I knew about the secret overwhelming, because I’d seen her practising in front of mirrors. ‘How do you do, Mr Simpson, Mr Lewis, Mr Charnock?’ She always put her head on one side when she greeted them, whether she was in the mirror or face to face with flesh and blood reality. She was a Jezebel who was preparing to go up in the world; she was uncertain, afraid of letting herself down among all the business folk who were invading our home. Her unease communicated itself to me, and I began to fret slightly about developments, about major changes. Mother was worried even though she was grown up, so how would I cope with my father’s promising future?

Dad wore an air of great seriousness, explained to me that some of the visitors wanted to buy him out before production had even begun. But he had registered McNally’s Cooling Tea with the patents office, was determined to go it alone if no-one would back him with cash. I wore a blue dress and a winning smile, was declared ‘sweet’ by the funereal financiers as I passed out biscuits and tiny sandwiches. In the end, several of the bankers lent money, so Dad was able to set his empire in motion.

There were ten muslin bags to each box, and my father’s mother’s coat of arms was emblazoned on the packaging, a pig’s head with a shield surrounding it. I studied the first real packet, yet another item that I would preserve for ever. ‘Nice except for the pig,’ I judged.

‘Never dismiss the pig, Laurie-child,’ he answered. ‘My forefathers made a living out of pigs. A porker is an animal of great wisdom and intelligence, and it makes a good parent.’ Mother came in, stood with a foolish smile on her face while Dad concluded, ‘And don’t forget the swine’s sheer stubbornness.’

My dad’s signature was on the side of the box under some words about the product’s efficacy. The legend PATENT PENDING sat on the lid to warn others not to copy the recipe. In reality, no-one could have managed it, because the secret was guarded for years like the crown jewels. ‘Very nice, John,’ said Mother.

He did not look at her. She was just beginning to realize that her husband was not a fool, and was trying, against all odds, to revitalize a marriage whose soul had passed on for all eternity.

‘You’ll be a great success,’ she added quietly.

He nodded, looked at his watch. ‘Not with Fennings and Beechams so well established. Haven’t you always said that?’

‘Well … perhaps I was wrong.’

At last he awarded her a cursory glance. ‘We were both wrong.’ He was not talking about the kind of chemistry that comes in liquid or powder form. ‘But then we all make mistakes, don’t we?’ He walked out, leaving her with a silly expression on her face, as if she had just been clouted with a wet dishcloth. She would never be close to my father again, would never be a wife to him.

There followed a difficult time, the duration of which I have never managed to assess accurately. There was less coal to burn and the meals were smaller, a blessing for which I was thankful, as my mother never learned to cook properly. She became thinner, keener, watched me like a hawk, pinned me to the table and stood over me as I laboured with history, geography, sums. She was going up in the world, so I must not disgrace her on the academic front. My father stopped coming home regularly, sometimes labouring for two whole days at a stretch without a break. He was an honourable man, and honourable men do not play the fool with investors’ money.

Then suddenly, it was all over and Dad came home with a baby doll in a large cardboard and cellophane box, a full quarter of Keiller’s butterscotch all for me and, in a long brown envelope, a description of the house in which we were going to live. It was an old farmhouse with barns and stables, but Dad had already converted the outbuildings into factory sheds. The doll stayed in its packaging, but I made much of the sweets, as Mother’s stews were becoming totally indigestible.

He spread our future on the table, some drawings of a kitchen, living room, laundry, bedrooms. His face glowed with pleasure as he outlined his plans, while he ignored Mother, who sat motionless in a chair pulled out slightly from the table. To me, her separateness was total. She was an alien being, had no part to play in my father’s great step forward. But I wished that she were different, someone who could sit with us and share the excitement. ‘The barn conversions are almost completed,’ he said proudly. ‘Electric power is going in as we speak. I shall be able to fall out of bed and straight into work each morning.’ He paused, loosened his tie, as if success seemed so unbelievable that it threatened to choke him. ‘Anne will be moving to the village of Barr Bridge with Maisie and Freddie. Our house is just outside Barr Bridge, a few hundred yards up the moor.’

I could feel her eyes boring into my spine. I shivered, found something to say. ‘Will I still go to St Mary’s?’

He shook his head. ‘Too far away, I’m afraid. You’ll have to make do with the village school for a year or two.’

My heart leapt at the thought of school with Anne, then sank like a lead weight at the thought of school without Confetti. I hadn’t realized how much I cared for my surrogate mother until separation was threatened. And would Mother accept this? Would she allow her daughter to associate with ‘common people’? I was old enough now to understand that my mother was seriously odd, if not deranged. She acted common, ran round with men, expected me not to show her up. It was hilarious and horrible.

She continued to say nothing. It had been my experience thus far that Liza McNally was at her most dangerous when keeping quiet. It was like the calm before a storm. Mother often exploded after a long, quiet sulk. But that happened with the weather too, I thought irrelevantly. There was usually a dark grey lull before thunder, but at least the hall barometer told us what to expect. Life would have been a lot easier for me and my dad if Mother could have been fitted with a barometer.

She struck a match. I froze as she scraped the box, waited until she breathed her first sigh of smoke. ‘Shopping,’ she said, leaving a meaningful pause behind the word, ‘will be very difficult.’ She extinguished the flame with a small puff of air from between pursed lips.

My father kept his tone light. ‘If you feel that the country will not suit you, then you can stay in town. Freddie and I will be selling the two semis, but I could have the rooms over the shop made into a decent flat. I’ve taken on a young dispenser, but he’s a married man with his own house, so he won’t be needing the upper floor.’

She inhaled deeply. ‘If I remain in Bolton, then Laura must stay with me and continue with her schooling.’

‘No.’ His voice was even, emotionless. ‘Laurie comes with me.’

My cheeks burned in anticipation of a long argument, though none was forthcoming. As the heavy, smoke-laden seconds ticked by, I began to feel the edge of my father’s power. He was a polite man, a correct one. But he had brains, the sort of inventive cleverness that breeds a non-aggressive success. She knew it. In later years, I looked back and understood a little of the young woman who was my mother. He would become rich and she needed his money, craved the kudos that went with money. I was the weapon she used to stay with him, as I was the one person in the world he really cared about. Father’s capacity for human love was not immense. He liked rhyme, reason, a formula. In people, he found no strict pattern, nothing to analyse. But he allowed Liza to come along for the ride because she was the one who gave birth to his daughter.

Busy days followed this one, hours of packing and cleaning and casting out of the rubbish that accumulates in an established family. For the first time in years, I was given permission to go next door. In fact, I was asked to go. She was casual about it, so deliberately nonchalant that I knew straight away that my errand had been planned. ‘Ask Maisie if she needs any more packing cases. And see if they’ve a pat of butter to spare.’

When my bated breath became easier, I ran to the adjoining house and almost wept when the door was opened to me. Auntie Maisie cried for both of us, hugged me tightly against her ample chest, called me a dear girl and a poppet, sat me down, made me eat three lemon curd tarts. The house was so much brighter than ours, with bordered patterns on the walls and a yellow-painted ceiling. Uncle Freddie came in from the garden where he was trying to grow potatoes. He threw some sad-looking specimens onto the table, swung me up in his arms, staggered beneath my weight. ‘By Christ,’ he muttered. ‘Have you been eating lead piping? She’s solid, Maisie, is our Laura.’ And Anne just stood still with her heart in her eyes. I could feel Anne’s relief and happiness, needed no words.

‘The country,’ I said to Uncle Freddie. ‘We’ll be all grass and stuff.’

He laughed. ‘Aye, we’ll be bumpkins inside a fortnight, wearing our nightshirts while we drive the cows home. We’re having a cottage in Barr Bridge, a little stone place with climbing roses in the back yard. And Maisie’s planning on getting a suntan.’

Auntie Maisie giggled and flicked him with the ever-present tea towel. I’d forgotten how she always wore one on her left shoulder. She mopped her face with the same cloth, found me a glass of dandelion and burdock, cut the butter in half and wrapped my portion in greaseproof paper. ‘Take this to our Liza, lass. And tell her we’ll be round when we’re nearly packed, see then if we want any more boxes.’ The rift was not mended, but a bridge had been built. Auntie Maisie’s relationship with my mother would never be an easy one, and my heart went out to her. All her life, she had made room for her sister. Now, it was my turn to make room for Liza. We understood and pitied one another, though nothing was said.

Anne took me to the door. ‘I’m glad things are right, Laura.’

Things would never be right. ‘So am I.’

She closed the living room door. ‘Hey,’ she whispered. ‘There’s been a lad looking for you. He keeps hanging about and asking everybody have they seen you.’

‘Oh?’ This came out squeaky. ‘I don’t know any boys.’

‘Well, he knows you. Another lad with red hair hangs around with him.’

The lad with red hair would be Ginger. Was little Art pining for me, standing at the end of a cul-de-sac and lisping his way nearer to my house? ‘Take no notice,’ I advised. ‘We’ll be gone in a few weeks.’

‘Tommo, he’s called,’ she said.

‘Well?’ I was hot, unaccountably so. The butter would be dripping out of my hands in a minute. ‘Well?’ Anne was still infuriatingly slow to part with a secret.

‘He says he’s got his eye on you. He means he likes you, wants to know if you’ve got any other boyfriends.’

The sweat dripped down my spine. ‘It’s Ginger who likes me,’ I mumbled. ‘Ginger, not Tommo.’ When you are nine, underfleshed, big-boned and a coward, it’s nice to know that a boy is interested in spite of your shortcomings. ‘I don’t like red hair much,’ I said smartly.

‘Not him,’ she said. ‘It’s the other one who likes you, the one with the funny colour of hair. It’s not red, more sort of pinkish, I’d say.’

‘Strawberry blond,’ I remarked, smart again. ‘I saw it in a magazine of mother’s. That’s what they call that colour of hair. Strawberry blond,’ I repeated, aware of Anne’s fierce scrutiny.

‘You like him.’ The tone was accusatory. ‘Didn’t we say we’d never—’

‘Shut up. I don’t know him, not properly. I’ve seen him a few times and—’

‘And you know the colour of his hair. Well, I’d never have believed it.’ She looked and sounded just like Auntie Maisie. ‘Laura with a boyfriend.’

‘He’s not my boyfriend.’ I transferred the butter to my left hand, hoped that it would keep in spite of the heated conversation. ‘I can’t help it if he’s following me.’

She softened, looked sorry for me. ‘Well, he says he’ll follow you wherever you go.’

I did not understand this at all. As a thief, I’d been useless, as a beggar, I’d been a terrified amateur. And Tommo had never even spoken to me, not properly, except when we’d walked on the station bridge that evening. Even then, he had hit me and commanded me to be a beggar. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t the other one, the boy with the carroty red hair?’

Anne shook her head. ‘No, it was Pink-Head,’ she whispered, shielding her words from any adult with acute hearing. ‘I think he loves you. The one called Ginger says Tommo’s smitten. When Ginger found out that I’m your cousin, he came to see me on his own. “He’ll never let go now,” he said. “Tommo always gets what he wants, so tell her to be careful.” Is he dangerous, this Tommo boy?’

I tried to look dignified. ‘How should I know? He’s not somebody I’ve seen more than once.’

She stood her ground. ‘He loves you and he’ll not let go.’

This was getting really stupid. Grown-ups were the ones who loved and refused to let go. ‘Rubbish,’ I announced. I stalked off with the watery butter, stopped on our doorstep to try shaping the oozing grease into something resembling a newly-patted quarter. The smile on my face was probably idiotic, very broad and stupid. He loved me. The selfish, strong and silent Tommo was my very own boyfriend. And soon, he would have to walk a terribly long way to find me if he wanted his sweetheart. Well, if he really liked me, he would do just that.

‘Laura, I am so sorry to be losing you.’ She was losing her veil too, had been hasty when dressing. ‘It’s such a shame, because you’re doing well. Your English homework got top marks again. Is there no way that you can carry on at St Mary’s?’

‘I’m not old enough for the bus, Sister. Dad says you’ve given me a good grounding, so I should be all right at the village school. It won’t be for long. Once I’m eleven, I’ll have to come to one of the big schools in Bolton.’

She poked a pin into her head, flinched slightly as it caught her scalp. ‘I’m always attacking myself with these pins,’ she said, as if talking to herself.

‘You shouldn’t have been a nun.’ I bit my tongue, marvelled yet again at my own audacity. Perhaps I was brave because I was leaving the school.

‘Why?’

‘Well,’ I shifted in the chair, groped for a reasonable explanation. ‘You wouldn’t have needed pins if you’d just been a woman.’

‘I’m still a woman.’

‘Yes, but you’re a nun with pins. A lot of the little girls think you don’t even have legs. When I came to St Mary’s, I was sure you all went back to heaven every night to play your harps. A few of us were scared of you because of the black clothes. But now I know you’re just like everybody else underneath.’

She grinned. ‘My mammy said I’d never make a nun. I was always in trouble, you see. I mind the time we all went strawberry-picking over to Father Martin’s place. He was a wealthy priest who’d given up a large house as part of a seminary for young boys who were called to the priesthood. But he still owned the garden, and he grew fruits and vegetables for the market, then he used the money for his church. Well, I was in the most awful state, Laura, for I’d eaten more than I’d collected in the punnets. And didn’t we find out that I’m allergic to strawberries? So off we went to hospital, me and Mammy and Father Martin and him so grim-faced you’d have thought the world was at its end. God’s punishment, he called it.’

I stared at her. ‘So you’ve done ordinary bad things like ordinary people do?’

‘Well of course. Did you think we were all born clutching a rose and with a halo like the Little Flower?’

‘I never thought about it.’

‘You surely did think, for you said just now that we all played our harps after sunset. Nuns are not perfect, Laura. We still go to confession and tell all the sins we’ve committed. Don’t let the habit fool you, for we’re as mortal as the rest of humanity.’

I swallowed, bit back the tears. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘Ah, so you’ll miss old Confetti, will you? Would you write to me, Laura?’

‘Yes.’ I was not going to cry.

‘Every week?’

I nodded. I was definitely not going to cry.

‘Until one of us dies?’

I was going to cry. ‘Don’t die.’ The world would be a dark place without people like Confetti. ‘Please don’t die.’

‘Well, I’ll do me best to carry on alive. Is that you weeping, Laura McNally?’

‘I’ve got something in my eye.’

She hovered over me, poked around with a corner of a handkerchief, made me blink against her clumsy attempts to remove the non-existent foreign body. Confetti had a gentle soul and a heart full of love, but she was all fingers and thumbs. ‘There’s nothing there at all, child. So you’re crying.’

I flung my arms round her and buried my face in the rough cloth of her uniform. ‘I want a mother like you,’ I mumbled.

She was shaking. ‘Laura, I can adopt you in my heart. It’s a tiny sin, because I should have no favourite, but I feel your need for a good friend. When you write, tell me everything, even if it’s bad. It will go no further.’

‘Like confession?’

‘Exactly like that.’

‘And you’ll write back?’

‘Even if they send me to Africa with three priests and a brass band playing. Even if they send me to the Eskimos and make me skate five miles across frozen water to the post office. Even if I get caught by cannibals and stewed in a pot with praties and onion, so help me, Laura McNally, I shall still write to you.’

I stood back and fought for my dignity, dashed the drops of wetness from my face and forced a smile to appear on lips that were stiff with grief. It was like giving up my family. I knew now what these nuns had. They’d found sisterhood and God. While God was an important being, fellowship with other people was the first step towards Him. More than ever, I wanted to wear that veil, but with pins that wouldn’t fall out. ‘I’ll be a nun,’ I said. ‘I’ll come back and be a teaching nun like you.’ Perhaps safety pins would suffice. Though being a nun and a pharmacist might prove difficult, and I’d already promised Dad that I would work with him one day.

‘We’ll see.’ She sounded just like any other grown-up who pretended to believe what a child was saying. That disappointed me, because Maria Goretti had always taken me seriously. ‘You don’t think I’ll do it,’ I said.

‘You’ll go with God, my child. Listen to Him and hold His hand. If He wants you to join the order, then He’ll tell you. If He wants you to marry and have babies, then He’ll find a way of letting you know.’

‘I’ll miss you, Sister. I really, really will miss you.’

She grinned and her face shone, but it was like a rainbow after a storm, because the tears made her eyes brighter. ‘Call me Confetti. And when you write to me, put “Confetti” on the envelope, because the sisters think it’s hilarious. Mind, it’s not as funny as the other name I’m called. Is it?’

‘You mean Spaghetti?’

She started to giggle. ‘Very Italian, isn’t it? Still, perhaps it’s apt – after all, Rome is the seat of the Church. And the real Maria Goretti – God rest her gentle soul – was from Italy. She’s to be a saint soon, you know.’ She bent down and delivered a peck to my left cheek, then to the right. ‘Au revoir, Laura. Come and see me.’

I walked out of that school and did not turn my head. I had not left her behind. Confetti was a part of me, because she had done more for me than anyone else except old Tommy-gun, and poor Tommy had retired now on health grounds, something to do with rheumatics and poor circulation. But I carried Confetti home with me, prayed fiercely that her goodness would shape my thinking, make me generous, kind, more tolerant of my mother.

She was waiting for me. ‘Laura, your room was in total chaos. Didn’t I tell you that the Pearsons are coming to measure for curtains? This is not really our house any more. I’ve scrubbed and scrubbed at that desk of yours. And why do you leave a coat hanger on the floor almost every day? I could have broken my neck …’

On and on she went. There was no charity in me, because I was tempted to imagine how much better life could be if she had broken her neck. If she went and broke her neck, she’d be in a wheelchair and I would leave her in a place far away from me, in a room at the other end of the farmhouse. Then I could do as I pleased and there’d be no more speeches and—

‘Are you listening to me? He knocked at the door as bold as brass and asked for you. Now, he was a well-spoken boy in decent clothes, but I do not know him. Where has he come from? Laura, why is this boy coming here and asking for you?’

‘I don’t know.’

She took a deep breath and prepared to pick up the threads. ‘He says that you know him as Tommo, which sounds very common in my opinion. His real name is Bernard Thompson, and he wanted to know our new address. Well, I am not going to stand all day on the doorstep telling my address to every Tom, Dick and Harry—’

‘Tommo, Dick and Harry.’ Here came Clever-Clogs again, little Miss Brains with the untamable tongue.

Her expression was vague. ‘What did you say?’

‘Nothing. I coughed.’ There’d be no place for me in a convent. Strawberries were one thing, lying to your mother was another matter entirely.

‘So I sent him away. But he’s been hovering about at the end of the avenue. He can be seen from a mile away with that odd hair. Go and send him away—’

‘He’s not there.’

‘Oh yes, he is.’

‘I’ve just come up from the road and he wasn’t there.’

Mother stepped to the window and peered through the curtains, careful not to twitch the cloth in case the neighbours thought she was interfering again, watching their every move. ‘He’s there now. Go and send him away.’

Bernard. That was a Catholic name. One of the priests who visited the convent was called Father Bernard. Of course, Tommo was a Catholic – I’d seen him serving at the altar in St Patrick’s church. Well, if I wasn’t going to be a nun, I’d marry a Catholic boy and have Catholic children. Which would make Mother furious and might turn out to be a wonderful way of paying her back for all her cruelty. Not that she hit me much these days. I was getting too big for her to batter now, too solid to be dragged about by the hair, too strong and wilful to cower in a corner with my hands over my head and—

‘Why are you standing there? Go and send him away at once. When you come back, you must peel some potatoes, since I’ve had no time at all to prepare a meal. The hairdresser’s was crowded out and smelled awful, because some stupid woman was having a hot perm. She’ll come out like a French poodle … And don’t slam the door.’

I didn’t slam it, but I closed it noisily, just to let her know that I didn’t care, wasn’t afraid. We lived in a quiet street where nobody shouted or banged doors, so my naughtiness was probably noticed by at least a dozen eyes and ears. But I didn’t care, because I was important. Tommo had come for me, so I was very, very important.

‘What do you want?’

He turned slowly and examined me, his expression calm and cold. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Here.’ I waved a hand across the house-fronts. ‘This is where I live.’

‘I know that. Where have you been when you weren’t here?’ His eyes were warming up, as if the kindling had caught beneath a coal fire. ‘We’ve seen nothing of you for months.’

‘Well.’ I thought of saying something interesting, but all my interesting statements tended to be lies. ‘I’ve been at school and doing homework and getting ready to move. My dad’s starting his own factory in Barr Bridge.’

He handed me a mint, one of those clear, glassy ones in clear, glassy paper. ‘Eat it.’

‘I’m saving it.’

‘Please yourself.’ He strutted to the edge of the pavement, looked down Chorley New Road, looked up Chorley New Road. ‘When are you moving?’

‘Next week.’

He stalked back to me. ‘I’ll be coming up to see you. Your mother doesn’t like me, so you’d be best not telling her. I’ll come Saturday or Sunday afternoons, depending on what I’m doing, and I’ll wait in the bushes at the far side of the bridge, away from the houses.’

‘Why?’

His cheeks reddened. ‘’Cos I want to come, that’s why. Are you as daft as that mother of yours? “Where do you live, young man, who are your parents?” Anyway, there’s no need to ask me why. I do as I please, always have and always will.’

There is something completely fascinating about a truly selfish person. I found myself drawn to him as a moth is attracted to a fatal flame, wanted to climb inside his head so that I might truly know him. Tommo loved himself completely, was a clever boy who was not easily satisfied, who did not tolerate fools. So he must have been an interesting person, or he would not have found himself so totally absorbing. While I processed these confused and confusing thoughts, I found my voice again. ‘I meant why do we have to meet in the bushes?’

‘Because your mother won’t like us seeing one another. I’ve met her sort before. She thinks she’s the bee’s knees, doesn’t she?’

I shrugged, didn’t want to speak for or against the motion.

‘Well, she’ll only make a fuss. So we’ll meet in the bushes – right?’

I didn’t know. ‘I don’t know,’ I said.

He fixed his gaze on a point somewhere behind my head. ‘You like me, don’t you?’

‘Well … yes.’

‘So you’ll want to see me.’

It was nice to have a boy wanting to see me. My world thus far had been populated by females, the biggest of which would now be twitching her curtains in spite of what the neighbours might say. Dad loved me, but he had no time for anyone. It might be fun to have a friend all to myself, someone who wasn’t a girl. ‘Will you bring Ginger?’

The fire in his eyes roared with life, seeming to send out sparks as he glared at me. ‘Why? Do you want him for your boyfriend?’

‘No, I—’

‘Well, he won’t be coming with me.’

I swallowed, began to worry about Mother’s reaction if I didn’t go back soon. ‘What about Art and Enid and Irene?’

‘I’ll fetch nobody.’

‘Oh.’ My lips were dry, so I ran my tongue over them, but the dryness had gone right through me, into my mouth and right through to my soul. He frightened me, but I liked him. I liked him a lot. ‘Well, they’re all in the gang,’ I said.

‘There’s no gang.’ He rattled some things in his pockets, marbles or ballbearings, though Tommo seemed too mature for normal games. ‘If there is to be a gang, it’ll be the two of us. Just you and me, Laura. Just you and me.’

I felt weak as I stood and watched him walk away. It was as if I had just been bought and paid for, as if the boy had actually begun to own me. Yet the positive side still appealed, the idea that I might be wanted just for myself.

When my legs found strength, I walked back to the house and peeled the potatoes. Mother continued to rant and rave, carried on fretting about the packing, the cancelling of the milk, the number of people who needed notification of our new address.

I poked out the eye of a potato and smiled to myself. Tommo loved me. And no-one in the whole wide world knew about it.


Chapter Nine

Living in the country was, at first, a bit of a bore. The local children were quieter than my contemporaries in town – even the St Mary’s girls had been rumbustious when compared to the simple souls who inhabited the village of Barr Bridge. At least, that was the impression I got early on in my career as a Barr Bridgeite. But country folk were deep, as my mother found out after a month or so.

‘She says these are the only potatoes she has.’ Three sad and greenish tubers lolled in the centre of our kitchen table. ‘We are surrounded by fields and farmers, but that dreadful woman has no decent produce on sale.’

On later shopping expeditions, Mother was refused candles, semi-sweet biscuits, ready-chopped firewood and Craven A cigarettes. The cigarettes were the last straw. The war was over, the fug of Turkish tobacco had cleared, and my mother wanted her rights. ‘Go to that shop,’ she snapped at me. ‘And get whatever the woman will sell you.’ I managed, after very little effort on my part, to come home with candles, a bundle of firewood, half a pound of Marie biscuits and twenty Craven A.

This meant war of another kind. Although I was not present during the battle, I understood that my mother had taken the shopkeeper to task. The village was agog with it all. It seemed that Liza McNally had taken no pains to hide the fact that she was too good for country life. She had never before cooked at a range that was both cast iron and geriatric, had never been forced to live with stone floors, had never patronized a shop as filthy and ill-kempt as Mrs Miles’s General Store. Mrs Miles had heard these vicious criticisms as they passed from one customer to another, and she chose to deal with the situation in her own way. So Mother got the treatment she deserved.

‘I asked for plums. I could see the plums in a basket by the door. But she would not sell them to me. They were spoken for, she said. John? Are you listening to me?’

‘Hmmph,’ grunted Dad from behind the Bolton Evening News. Now that he was ‘a success’, Mother often punctuated her lectures with a request for his opinion, and he was not best pleased by the intrusions.

‘So I asked her straight out, demanded to know why she treats me so badly. And the woman had the effrontery to say that she saves the better stuff for her regulars. So I told her that I might well become a regular, and she simply turned away and said something about not wanting regulars like me.’

Dad had no comment to make, and I dipped a Marie into my tea.

‘Laura, don’t do that. Well, I don’t know how I’m going to manage, really. There’s no electricity – when are you bringing it into the house, John?’

‘Soon.’ His head was buried in the radio listings. He stood up, switched on the wireless, fiddled with a connection. ‘Didn’t you get the charged one brought back?’ He waved the paper at the battery, a huge square thing that was almost as big as the radio it served, twice as heavy as the dresser. ‘Didn’t the man deliver and collect today?’ Dad loved his radio.

She threw up her hands in despair. ‘For goodness sake, I’ve had a boy here all afternoon trying to get a goat out of the coal shed. This is no laughing matter, Laura. And those hens from down the lane came strolling up here again, five of them dripping loose feathers all over the kitchen. That goat was black when it finally ran out to the yard. And it wrapped itself up in my sheets, so I had to start again. Have you any idea how long that copper takes to heat enough water for the dolly tub? And when the electricity comes, I’ll have one of those washing machines with automatic wringers. That Victorian thing is ruining my nails.’

He looked at her, raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ve oiled the wringer,’ he said.

‘Oh, I know you’ve oiled it, because most of the oil is on my best pillow slips. Laura, stop dipping those biscuits in your tea. I can’t carry on here, I really can’t.’

He lowered himself into his favourite chair, an old wooden rocker that had been left behind by the previous householder. ‘Well, you can always go back to town, I suppose.’

She stormed out in a huff. I watched him for a while as he reached across and fiddled with the wireless knobs, listened to his tut-tuts when he failed to get anything except the noise of half-hearted and power-starved static. Then I wandered outside and looked at my new stamping ground.

The land that used to belong to Ravenscroft Farm had been split up and sold to neighbouring farmers. We still had a large lawn at the front, a piece of rough land at the side, and a vegetable garden at the back of the house. To the right of the house, alongside the patch of weed and thistle, were a few sheds and a greenhouse with broken windows. A path led away from this side piece to the barns where Dad was making his Cooling Tea. Most of the workers came from Bolton, were brought up each morning by coach, then taken back in the evening.

Mother had made much of the workers’ travelling arrangements. ‘Laura could travel down on the coach in the morning when it goes back empty, then the driver could bring her home each afternoon.’ But Dad refused to allow this, as I would have been early for school and late home every day. He was beginning to put his foot down, though they seldom argued. There was no fire in the marriage, so quarrelling was not necessary.

During my first few days at Ravenscroft, I wandered about and studied things, because I’d never seen so much green stuff except in the Bolton parks, and even there the green was contained behind railings and gates. Here, it seemed to go on for ever, dipping and rising eastward into the mists that formed over foothills of the Pennine Chain. ‘That is the backbone of England,’ my father said to me on our first day. ‘In more ways than one, it’s the spine. We’re a fierce lot, Lancastrians and Yorkshiremen, built to last like the mountains that divide us. We fought one another for a long time, you know. There’s a white rose and a red rose, and we are the reds. That war never really ended. Somebody married somebody, then everybody pretended to be satisfied. But never cross a Yorkie and never expect him to pay his way. A Yorkie’s like a Scot with his pockets sewn up.’

‘Are they selfish, then, the people from over the mountains?’

He smiled at me and placed a hand on my head. It always felt good, having his hand on my head, as if things were safer and surer while he touched me. ‘It’s a myth. Some Yorkshiremen are tight with their money and some aren’t. But the fact remains that we’re made of good stuff up here, so never regret your roots. There’s money down south, money and not much more. The Government keeps the south safe and out of trouble, because trouble down there would be trouble in Parliament’s back yard. So all the fretting and fuming goes on up here. We don’t know the difference between a depression and a boom, because ordinary folk here are usually poor no matter what the state of the country. But it’ll not last for ever. One day, the southerners will need us and we’ll be too busy feeding ourselves to worry over them and their fancy houses.’

I felt so grown-up when he talked to me like this, when he told me about politics and money and people. ‘You don’t like them from London, then?’

He chuckled. ‘I use them, Laurie. I use their money and their big ideas, pay them back a bit for their trouble. But on the whole, they’re nowt a pound.’

This was really funny, because Dad hadn’t much of an accent and wasn’t given to the use of colloquial speech. I thought it was a shame that he had no respect for the people from the cities – the funeral men, as I called them. Like many from the north, he was proud and angry, had clear memories of poverty, filth, dying children and men who marched on the capital with empty bellies and no boots on their feet. Although I was sad about his anger, it was good to know that he felt strongly about something.

He wasn’t around very often, so I explored the countryside with Anne. There were all kinds of creatures, slugs and frogs and creepy-crawlies, rabbits, hares, farm animals, dogs and cats. Solomon was still living with Anne, though she always called him ‘Laura’s cat’, so I still had no real pet of my own. Instead, I adopted everything I met, had a special affection for Monty, a billy goat from up the road. He used to live on our farm in one of the sheds, and he returned to base with a frequency that was monotonous and infuriating for my mother. She hated and feared him, but I fed him on vegetables from our garden and steered clear of his horns.

Our house was wonderful. There was a huge kitchen with flag floors and a black-leaded range. This room stretched all the way across the back of the house, and we lived in it for much of the time. Mother made a few quips about our rustic existence, but she set about the business of cleaning up, scrubbed out an aged dresser, balanced some plates on a rack above the fire, scraped the dirt off a massive table with bulbous legs and drawers at each side for cutlery.

When the kitchen was clean enough for her, she tackled the two front rooms, made one into a parlour and the other into a kind of study. Sometimes, Dad worked at a desk in the study, and Mother used the same room for her sewing, though never when Dad was working on account books. The sewing was not sensible stuff, as Mother’s seams were about as straight as a dog’s back leg, but she amused herself for a while with tapestry work, cross-stitched pictures of flowers and country cottages. I watched and waited, knew that the novelty would wear off eventually, wondered where she would go for some adventure.

The upstairs of our house was in the roof, which made the bedrooms odd and exciting. There were two staircases, both of them narrow and tortuous. One led to my bedroom, and the other went up to a pair of interconnecting bedrooms where my parents slept. They no longer pretended to have a marriage, so Dad slept at the back of the house while Mother used the front room.

I loved my bedroom. It had lots of odd little corners, big beams, a shiny wooden floor and two windows, one at the front and the other at the back of the farmhouse. I used to stand in the dormer and stare at the mountains, spent hours wondering about fierce Yorkshire folk with sewn-up pockets and white roses in their buttonholes.

The bathroom was a nightmare. It housed a terrible bath with brown stains all over it and a single cold tap suspended from a bent lead pipe under the window. Above the bath sat a gas heater with a bad temper and an explosive cough. The farmer had been very proud of this acquisition, had demonstrated it to my father some months earlier while the sale was being negotiated. ‘He lit it,’ Dad said, ‘and it sent forth a long blue flame and a shower of sparks. The farmer’s face was black and his eyes looked terrified. I couldn’t remember whether he’d started out with eyebrows, but he had none after his adventure with the dragon. I think we’d better use a tin bath for now.’

The tin bath was where Mother drew the line. Once a week, she travelled on a rickety bus to Bolton and went to the slipper baths. I am sure that she must have gone to the public bath house in disguise, probably with a scarf on her head and dark glasses covering her eyes. When she returned, she was happier for a while, could even be heard humming under her breath. There was no doubt in my mind that Mother had found some entertainment in town, though her temper was always back to normal within twenty-four hours. ‘Laura, get some coal for this fire. Laura, go to that awful shop for your father’s Bolton Evening News, and don’t dawdle on the way. Laura, lay the table, sweep the floor, peel these carrots, find me a tablet for this dreadful headache.’ She clouted me a few times, but the blows were almost half-hearted. I no longer crouched and cowered, refused to hide in the house when the marks of her blows shone bright on my face. As her power diminished, I relaxed, enjoyed my freedom.

Every weekend, I waited at the bridge, looked for Tommo, felt disappointment when he didn’t arrive. Anne came with me, wondered why I lingered for so long in the same spot. I distracted her, played games, fell into the water, cut my head and got stitched up by the local doctor. And he still didn’t come.

There seemed to be no poverty in the country. Everyone was robust and rosy-cheeked, no-one wore nit-caps, no-one sported heavy clogs with irons on the soles. There was no knock-a-door-and-run, no swinging from lamp posts, no fun. When I thought about it, there’d been no fun of that sort since I’d left the gang. And even snerchy Norma began to look vaguely interesting when viewed retrospectively. But gradually I grew used to the pace, slowed myself down, looked around until I found something to attract my butterfly attention. And I had Anne. Anne was the balm for any wounds I might have sustained during the lifting of roots. There were other compensations too, like a sky that was prettier, cleaner and bluer away from all the dust and smoke of a cotton town.

We had no proper pavements near the farm, just muddy dirt tracks and clinkered lanes that seemed to wander in circles that had lost any sense of direction they might once have had. The village street was cobbled, while the narrow pavements consisted of very uneven flags with steps here and there when the single thoroughfare dipped too deeply for paving stones.

There was just one shop, the place where Mother was not welcome, and it seemed to sell everything from postage stamps to lamp oil. The keeper, Mrs Miles, wore fingerless gloves all the year round and sported a long black skirt that swept the floor as she walked. The shop was so dirty that Anne and I decided that Mrs Miles’s skirt served two purposes – one to cover her thin, bent frame, the other to gather the worst of the mess from her filthy floors.

This remarkable lady was a relic from bygone days, the sort of figure that was usually seen only in books about the Victorian era. Her hair was scraped back so tightly that it stretched the skin of her forehead, made it almost smooth, though the flattened wrinkles still showed and looked as if they had been drawn with a greyish pencil. She would have been tall except for the stoop, and the rounded shoulders were always covered by a fringed shawl that dangled in butter, sugar and any other commodity that required weighing and bagging. Anne and I liked her because she was weird – her individuality appealed to our romantic souls.

After a very short time, Mother refused outright to be insulted by the keeper of the village store, so she travelled to Bolton more frequently. The Bolton coach ran twice a week on market days, and my mother sat in its ramshackle front seat as it bounced to and from the metropolis on Tuesdays and Saturdays.

Auntie Maisie, a gregarious soul, was quite content to do her buying in Barr Bridge. The village took to her, and she was quickly on nodding terms with most of the inhabitants, on cup-of-sugar terms with her immediate neighbours in the row of cottages that climbed up the hill towards our house. As Auntie Maisie’s cottage was fastened to Mrs Miles’s shop, she never wanted for anything, even when the store was closed. So sunny was my aunt’s nature, that she soon melted old Ma Miles’s frost, became the aged crone’s nearest and dearest within a fortnight. ‘She’s mortallious troubled with her back, poor soul,’ said Auntie Maisie a few days after our arrival in the district. ‘So I’ve got her some of John’s liniment.’ Auntie Maisie would have fitted in anywhere with the possible exception of hell, as she was a good Christian woman.

Of course, we had to go to school. Until now, education had been one of the elements in the tragedy we called life, a necessary poison that could not have been sweetened with a thousand sugar canes. I’d made friends among the holy women at St Mary’s, but the endless lists of places and battles and French verbs had been too much for a mind already saturated by images found in Heidi and Little Women. Because of my grounding in a ‘crammer’ school, the Barr Bridge centre of education made easy going for me. I became lazy and complacent, concentrated on the social aspect of school, learned little or nothing in my short time at St Mark’s.

Our school was attached to St Mark’s C of E church, and St Mark’s was also connected to the vicarage. The vicar was a round fat man with a round fat wife. Their plump children had married and wandered off, but photographs of the offspring sat in lines of military precision on a desk in the vestry. Apart from this small symptom of organization, our vicar was a hale-fellow-well-met sort of chap who blundered through life like a drone bee, dependent on others for some pattern to his existence.

Anne and I were summoned to the Reverend Conley’s presence early on in our career at St Mark’s. Reverend Conley was a favourite with all children. For a man of God, he was unusual, because he was not judgemental by nature. This lovely and loving man was a source of great comfort, because he gave tea parties to boys and girls in the vicarage and encouraged them to talk about anything at all. Troubles, however difficult to talk about, were blown away in an instant by the vicar, and no sin existed that he could not forgive and understand. He was a man of vision who recognized that children are people in the making, and he was there to listen to our opinions in a serious and sensible way.

He gave us an Uncle Joe’s apiece, a stick of barely sugar between us, and some advice on how to settle to country living. ‘Cows,’ he said seriously, ‘are the ones with milk-bags hanging underneath. Bulls don’t have that particular equipment, but they can be savage, girls. The farmer across the road from you breeds cattle, Laura. Keep your gate closed and your eyes open. Don’t sit in nettles, don’t jump in the crop fields. Clean up after a picnic, say your prayers morning and night, and keep away from the Black Horse on Friday evenings. Labourers are paid on Fridays, and their language can get a bit dreadful after a pint or two of ale.’ He was not a solemn man by nature, so he twinkled at us then. ‘How are you getting along with Miss Armitage?’

One thing I knew by the age of ten was that I got on better with some grown-ups than I did with most children. They had to be fairly sensible adults, though, and I hadn’t met many of those. In fact, I could count them on my fingers with a few digits to spare for any future encounters that might be lucky. So far, I had collected Uncle Freddie and Auntie Maisie, who were warm and loving, and my father, who was vague, but charming. Then there was Sister Maria Goretti with whom I corresponded on a weekly basis, and Sister St Thomas who was in Ireland with bad rheumatics. I hadn’t forgotten the park keeper who had told me to look after myself, and I had recently met the vicar and our teacher, Miss Armitage. Miss Armitage promised to be secretive and of a romantic nature, so she was interesting. Nathaniel ‘Good’ Evans was dead, but he still counted as dead people didn’t really die … I was running out of fingers. Perhaps I was a lucky girl after all.

I was thinking about my mother, who was not charming, not sensible, not really an adult, when Anne kicked me on the shin. ‘Mr Conley wants to know how we are getting along with Miss Armitage.’

I pulled myself together and gave my full attention to the round-faced vicar. ‘Has she been crossed in love?’ I asked sweetly. Anyone could have asked this good man anything at all.

Anne awarded me another kick and I glared at her. The blow was so hard that it might have propelled me to the other side of the vestry had I not hung on to my chair. To thank her for this favour, I narrowed my eyes, treated her to one of my hard looks.

The vicar folded his hands across a belly that was pleasantly rounded and comfortable. ‘Funny you should ask that,’ he muttered, as if talking to himself. After a small cough, he raised head and voice. ‘Why do you ask, Laura?’

‘It’s the way she dresses, Mr Conley. Frilly bits round the tops of her blouses and lipstick sometimes too. Not on her blouse, on her mouth – a nice, soft pink. She seems … very sad. As if she ought to give up waiting, but she still waits.’ Like I did. On a rusty bridge. For a boy called Tommo with peculiar hair.

Mr Conley twinkled again. When he smiled, his whole face lit up until the brightness spilled from him into the room. ‘You have an active imagination,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you will write stories when you grow up.’ He was so sweet, a real father to the whole village. He turned his attention to Anne, ‘And what will you be, dear?’

‘Rich,’ she said. One of the things I loved about Anne was the fact that she never pulled a punch.

His laugh was deep and booming. For some unfathomable reason, his chuckle reminded me of dark fruit cake, the sort you get at Christmas with almond paste and white icing. I had to laugh too, because I realized that Anne also had fallen under the spell of this magical man.

‘How will you get rich?’ he asked.

‘By marriage.’ She had been reading again, I guessed. Something Victorian, probably about a beautiful girl who pined for a poor young man, waited for him to return from a war or something. And when he came back, he was rich after all, so everything ended well. ‘It’s the only way for a girl,’ she continued. ‘If I’d been a boy, I might have become a solicitor.’

Mr Conley pushed himself away from his desk and leaned back in the chair. ‘You can be a lawyer, Anne. Get your scholarship, go to a good school, work hard. The universities are for women too. Of course, you’ll have to prove yourself once you get a job, but there’s no reason why you shouldn’t succeed in time.’

‘Oh.’ Anne’s mouth remained round long after the quiet word had been breathed. She studied him closely to assess his seriousness. ‘Is that really true?’ she asked eventually.

‘I am a man of God. Would I lie?’

‘He wouldn’t lie,’ I said to Anne solemnly. ‘Because if he did, he’d go straight to hell for all eternity in sackcloth and ashes.’ For a child of supposed intelligence, I showed a marked tendency towards confusion. ‘Isn’t that right, Mr Conley?’

His fat fingers looked like a row of pork sausages looking for a pan, all stretched skin and pink blotches. ‘You’ve been to a Catholic school, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, God is more forgiving than you think, my dear. But mendacity is not in my nature, so I do tend to speak the truth. You may look up “mendacity” in the dictionary later.’ He looked at Anne again. ‘Unfortunately, you will have to travel to school next year, when you leave St Mark’s. There’s a secondary school two miles away, but for a grammar education, you will need to go back to Bolton.’

Anne sucked noisily on her Uncle Joe’s. ‘There’s no bus, no tram.’

The vicar heaved himself up from the chair, easing the arms away from his heavy body. ‘If I grow any fatter, I shall need a sofa to sit on and a crane to pick me up.’ He walked to the door. ‘Pass your scholarships first, worry about buses when the time comes.’

We came out into the school yard just as the home bell sounded. In the cloakroom, Anne was pensive as she buckled the belt of her navy raincoat. ‘Your dad is going to have to buy a car,’ she said. ‘Or a van or something.’

‘Why?’ My buttons were hanging off again. I would need to remember to sew them back on again after tea, because my mother’s relationship with needle and thread was not an easy one. ‘Why shall we need to have a car?’

Anne picked up her half of the barley sugar. ‘To get on in life,’ she said loftily. ‘To get to where we are going.’

Sometimes, my cousin Anne really annoyed me. I was the one who had received the so-called education, yet she was becoming brighter, quicker by far than I was. ‘You can do as you please with your cars and vans,’ I snapped. ‘I’m going to the secondary.’

She grinned at me. ‘Well, you’d better go in a hearse. Your mother won’t allow you to mix with common people.’

I smiled back. ‘I’m mixing with you, aren’t I?’

The other annoying thing about Anne was that she was bigger and stronger than most ten-year-olds. The satchel swiped across my head, leaving me with ringing ears and teeth that felt slightly deciduous. ‘It’ll all even out, Laura McNally. We’ll both go to university and we’ll both get good jobs.’

We wandered down to the bridge from which the little village had taken its name. As we dangled over the bars, Anne asked me, ‘What’s university?’

I wasn’t sure, but I held my ground in more ways than one, made sure that my feet were on terra firma and that my brain was in gear before I answered. ‘Just goes to show how stupid you really are, Anne Turnbull. University’s like a big castle with towers and a lot of rooms and important people and books. It’s where you go to get really clever.’ This was, I thought, the best response I could dredge up at such short notice. Then I remembered something else. ‘And you wear a daft hat, like a flat thing with a curtain tassel hanging from it.’ I’d seen that on a photograph in the corridor at St Mary’s, some ex-pupil with a grim smile in a gilded frame with curly bits on the corners. ‘And you carry rolls of paper with ribbons tied round them.’

She stared at me for a moment. ‘He was watching you last Saturday.’

‘Eh?’

‘What would Auntie Liza say if she heard you saying “eh”?’

‘Who was watching me?’ She was at it again, savouring a secret.

‘That boy with pink hair. He was hiding in the bushes and you were standing on the bridge for hours.’

‘I wasn’t.’

‘You were. Anyway, he seemed pleased that you were standing there, because he smiled before walking away.’

So. Tommo had been hiding and watching me waiting for him. I would never wait again. Why had he come all the way from Bolton without speaking to me?

‘University sounds a bit daft to me,’ pronounced Anne. ‘And that Tommo’s daft too. Come on, I’ll race you home.’ And she did, of course.

I was the ink monitor, while Anne was in charge of milk. Ink was all very well as long as you didn’t spill it, but milk was another matter altogether. The real problem was the milk mats, woven circles of raffia with bacteria and matured cheese threaded into every frayed strand. As newcomers, we were the victims of Miss Armitage’s kindness, so we got these awful jobs as perks. Miss Armitage laboured under the delusion that children like to be helpful, and she beamed on us most magnificently when we agreed, albeit reluctantly, to accept the dubious honour that was monitordom.

On Mondays and Thursdays, I arrived ten minutes early to do battle with a cardboard carton of navy-blue powder, a chipped enamel jug and water from a tap of uncertain temperament. This monstrous outlet either dripped slowly like Chinese torture, or erupted in a fashion violent enough to warrant the building of a second ark. I learned to equip myself with sou’wester, Wellingtons and raincoat when mixing ink for our class.

When powder and water were united in relative harmony, I transferred the resulting potion into brown bakelite inkwells that sat in holes on each age-wearied desk. The writing in our classroom depended on the mood of the tap and the extent of my patience, a virtue I did not possess in abundance at the age of ten. Sometimes, our work was runny and covered in blots. On other days, the ink would be so glutinous that a trowel would have served better than a pen, and we would need to reduce the glue in our wells by topping them up from the ever-present enamel water jug.

Anne got fed up with the milk mats. One Thursday morning, she arrived extra early, accompanied by me, a large apron, a scrubbing brush, a wedge of carbolic and a very determined expression. ‘I’m going to wash them,’ she announced. I stood back and watched as she wound her mother’s pinny twice round herself. ‘Don’t laugh,’ she warned me before fixing a peg to her nose. ‘Your job’s easy cobpared to bilk. Dothig is as bad as bilk.’ The ms and ns had been squashed out of her vocabulary by the dolly peg that pinched her nose flat. The tap splashed angrily, was in volcanic mood. Water bounced from the shallow slopstone and drenched her within half a second.

My recipe sat to one side, a newly mixed batch of reasonably malleable ink. The smell of stale milk was overpowering as she lowered mats into the metal washbowl. She scrubbed energetically for ten minutes or so, her face rosy from exertion and lack of oxygen. ‘I could do with breathig through by dose,’ she gasped. ‘But I cad’t stad the sbell.’ Even at that age, I was given to levity when a situation became grave. As the milk mats disintegrated and floated to the surface, I indulged in a bout of giggles that bordered on hysteria. ‘They’re ruined,’ I offered at last. ‘Miss Armitage will have a pink fit, she’ll probably faint and need a doctor.’ We imagined that Miss Armitage was of a delicate disposition on account of all that waiting for love.

Completely unfussed, Anne tossed the soggy mess into a waste basket, then removed the peg from her nose. ‘I shall be back in half an hour,’ she pronounced with rather too much dignity for a girl with white marks where the clothes peg had pinched. ‘Tell Miss that I have gone on important business.’ On her way to the ‘important business’, she tripped over the hem of Auntie Maisie’s voluminous apron and knocked all my new ink down the drain. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘That’ll give you something to do when you’ve stopped laughing.’

I think that was the day when I realized that my cousin Anne was a rather fine character. Where she acquired such presence of mind, I shall never know. But she returned halfway through long division, her father limping behind her. Uncle Freddie, rather rosy in the face from exertion and because we were all staring at him, placed a large box on the floor next to Miss Armitage’s desk. ‘Quarry tiles, Miss,’ he said, removing the tweed cap from his dripping brow. ‘They’re heavy in a lump, but all right a few at a time. They’ll be more hygienic as milk mats, because all the spills can be wiped away.’

‘Very kind,’ simpered Miss Armitage, who always simpered when a man came in, even when the vicar arrived to tell us one of his Jesus stories.

‘We’ve done the workshop floors with them,’ he explained. ‘And our Anne thought they’d be just the job, these spare ones.’

Anne was rewarded with a huge smile from the teacher and a knowing nudge from me as she took her place by my side.

Miss Armitage looked fondly at her two ‘town girls’. ‘Very thoughtful,’ she said. ‘And so clever. You may arrange the flowers in the church this Friday, Anne. Laura, will you give out some more squared paper? After sums, I shall continue with our story.’

Storytime was always a real treat. Miss Armitage should have been on the stage or in films, because she made us laugh, cry and live every line of ‘The Little White Horse’. But first, we had to make our solitary journeys through the maze that was long division, a skill I would never master in a month of Sundays.

I reached the back row with my bundle of squared paper, froze as my eye was caught by something across the road. It wasn’t Uncle Freddie, though I could see him limping his way back towards our farmhouse. Again, I saw a flash of colour, stood still for a second until I was sure. He was there. It wasn’t Saturday, wasn’t Sunday, but Tommo was near the bridge.

When I sat down to do my sums, Anne nudged me. ‘You’ve gone all red,’ she whispered.

‘Shut up.’

‘Have you seen him?’

‘Have I seen who?’

‘The boy with pink hair. He’s outside.’

I took a deep breath. ‘Sometimes, you are very silly, Anne Turnbull.’

But I was the one with the glowing face, the one whose heart was hammering in uncertain rhythm. Why? Why was he out there when he ought to have been at school? He was old enough for senior school, old enough to know better. And why did he keep coming and staring without ever speaking, without ever coming near me?

Well, I was a girl who had been forced to make the ink twice, a girl who was useless at long division. But outside, a boy looked for me, stood for endless hours until he caught sight of me. Perhaps long division didn’t matter, because I had an admirer, someone who travelled miles, probably on foot, just to catch a glimpse of his princess.

‘Laura?’

‘Yes, Miss Armitage?’

‘Are you ill? Your face is rather flushed.’

Anne kicked me. ‘She’s not ill, Miss. She’s just excited about having ten whole long divisions to do. Laura loves doing long division.’

Miss Armitage, who was nobody’s fool, nodded wisely. ‘Then perhaps you might get one or two of the sums right this time, Laura. I shall take a special interest in your efforts afterwards, when I mark the work.’

I bent my head, kicked my poor cousin again, got on with my work. Life was waiting for me outside. As I struggled with a seven fours are twenty-eight and carry one from the other column, I wondered whether he would always be there on that bridge. Encouraged by such perfect devotion, I went on to get nine out of ten sums right. Anne took top marks, but I still felt superior. My knight in shining armour had arrived at last.


Chapter Ten

It was like an extraordinary meeting of some governing body, perhaps a ministry of defence that was about to turn itself into a war office. And I had caused it, was standing near the door in our kitchen while everybody’s eyes bored into what was left of my soul. Of course, there wasn’t much soul left, because I had done the unforgivable. I had deliberately and with malice aforethought failed my scholarship examination. In fact, I had failed both parts, plus the common entrance paper. I knew as I stood there that I was the only person in the world to have committed such a pernicious crime.

‘Laura.’ Mr Conley’s face was at its gentlest, no blame, no accusation, just sympathy trimmed with deep concern. ‘You are one of the cleverest girls we have ever had at St Mark’s. What went wrong, dear?’

I shrugged my shoulders and wished that Tommo could have been here. He had the right attitude and the bravery to back up his opinions. Education was all right in the long run, especially for boys, but grammar school meant more years at my books, an endless stretch before getting away from home, away from the woman who was wringing her hands and crying softly and prettily into a scrap of lace-edged cotton with roses embroidered on a corner.

I counted the beats of time as they passed, watched her movements, knew exactly when she would speak, how her voice would sound. She would perform the ‘good mother’ act any second now, would sound so ill-treated and sad. Ah, she was beginning. ‘She doesn’t care. She doesn’t care about me or her father, never considers our feelings. We just wanted the best for our daughter, Miss Armitage.’

Miss Armitage was the one who looked truly grim, and I had never seen her so discomfited before. The battle was already lost as far as she was concerned. ‘You had the ability and you were not ill when you took these examinations. There can be only one answer, Laura, and that is that you do not choose to attend a grammar school. In time, you will regret this more than you know.’ She shook her head and narrowed her lips until she looked old and weary. ‘Unfortunately, you are too young to understand the gravity of your mistake. By the time you do understand, it may well be too late for the matter to be put right. You need an education. You deserve an education, but you have closed the door in your own face. Before our time, ordinary people fought for the right to learn. And you have thrown away the opportunity that was gained for you.’

Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie, who had been summoned by my father to this summit conference, stared miserably at me. It had all been planned. Anne and I were supposed to start at the County Grammar in a few months’ time. It had been expected that we would travel together, learn together, do homework together. After five years, we would gain our School Certificates, then aim for further education and successful careers. The world had widened its arms so that a few women could be embraced as doctors, lawyers, lecturers. Those women had to be special just to survive in the world of work, and everybody knew that we were special, Anne and I.

‘It’s that damned boy!’ Mother checked herself, nodded an apology at the vicar who smiled his forgiveness. After all, wasn’t the poor woman at the end of her tether? ‘He comes every weekend, has been coming for as long as we’ve lived here.’ Liza McNally dabbed at her wet cheeks, looked every inch the Hollywood queen of melodrama. ‘She goes into the woods with him. My eleven-year-old daughter has been playing about like an infant, running around and looking for wild animals when she ought to have been—’

‘We were trying to find an ant colony,’ I interrupted. ‘Ants are fascinating creatures.’

My dad sighed and glanced at the clock. He was. working on a new flavour for his Cooling Tea, didn’t want to be away from the laboratory for too long. ‘She will go to a private school,’ he said. ‘We can afford it now.’

No-one cared about what I wanted, or so it seemed. My chief desire was to be with Tommo. In four years, I would be able to escape from the school system, could get a job in a shop or in an office, might start saving so that Tommo and I could find a place, get married, get away from this awful woman whose mascara was running down her face.

Uncle Freddie cleared his throat. ‘The nuns will take you back, Laura. I had a word with Sister Maria Goretti, and she knows that you would pass the entrance examination. So if John and Liza can pay the fees, then everything will be fine.’

They’d all been talking behind my back, they’d been arranging my life, deciding what I would be, where I should go, how long I’d stay wherever they chose to put me. That temper of mine simmered, bubbled and popped open. ‘I’m not going.’

‘You see?’ screamed Mother, all attempts at ladyhood finally abandoned. ‘She won’t listen. She writes every week to that nun, tells her all the secrets, never talks to me. I have done my best, but this wilful child is determined to ruin her own life. That terrible boy is at the back of this. Until he started coming regularly, Laura worked hard at school.’

Miss Armitage sighed. ‘Laura has never worked hard. She has relied solely on her wits. If she had tried her very best, she would have left the rest of the scholarship year standing. But she never tried. Isn’t that right, Laura?’

Tommo had told me never to listen. They would run my existence for me, he always said. He had very special eyes, the sort of eyes that say things. He loved me. After a few years, once we became grown-ups, Tommo would tell me in words about his love, then he would take me away to a magic place and we would have children and cats and a dog and—

‘Laura!’ My father did not often raise his voice. ‘Look at me. The nuns at St Mary’s have taken a house on Chorley New Road. It is for girls who live out of town, girls whose parents work away or abroad. You will live in that house as a weekly boarder. I shall drive you to school each Monday morning, then I shall fetch you home on Fridays.’

I could not believe my ears. He was sending me away. The man who had loved me, who had bought me sweets and dolls that I’d kept in their wrappings, who had provided me with books and a shoulder to cry on … that same man was sending me away to live with a lot of other unwanted girls. ‘I’m not going there, either. If you don’t want me, I’ll go to Tommo’s, see if his mother and father will let me live with them till I’m old enough for work.’

He stared at me and there was nothing in his expression, no hatred, no anger and no love. ‘I will not have you wasting yourself on that boy. You are young and impressionable, and you might drift into an unsuitable relationship when you are older. He is a bad lot, Laura. Because of him, you have failed to get a free place at the County Grammar. But you will go to school and you will behave yourself. In years to come, you will realize that we made the best decision here today.’

I swallowed the tears, almost choked on my fury. ‘That’s the first time you’ve ever agreed with her,’ I yelled, waving a hand in the direction of my mother. ‘You’ve always been on my side, always, always. She used to hit me and you were nice to me when you came in from the shop. She hurt me, threw me about and banged my head on the wall. Even since we’ve lived here, she’s gone for me a few times. Miss Armitage came to see her about my slapped face, didn’t you, Miss? And then—’

‘Laura!’ Now my father was really shouting. ‘There is no need for all this.’ He turned to the vicar, then cast an eye over Miss Armitage’s unhappy face. ‘Laura’s imagination never deserts her.’

Yet he had deserted me. After a while, I would begin to understand my father’s reason for such behaviour, his fear of being shamed before the representatives of such a small community. As the owner of the McNally works, he dared not allow his wife’s misdeeds to be widely broadcast. In time, I would know him, but on that evening in 1951, I simply felt betrayed.

When Tommo came the following weekend, we ran far from the village across farm and moorland until I had put enough space between my parents and myself. ‘I’m to go as a weekly boarder to the nuns,’ I gasped breathlessly. ‘Confetti’s all right, but she teaches the juniors, so I’ll never see her. It’ll be all Latin and stuff and I’ll be living with the awfullest nuns, the ones who don’t teach. They just pray all the time and scrub floors. It’ll be best if I run away and never come back.’

He lay on the grass and closed his eyes. ‘Where will you go?’

‘To your house.’

He laughed mirthlessly. ‘Mater and Pater wouldn’t allow it.’ He’d been calling his parents Mater and Pater since starting at Bolton School. ‘And you’ll be near me if you go to the nuns. My school’s a stone’s throw from the girls’ boarding house. I’ll come and throw stones at your window.’

I dropped down beside him. ‘This was all your idea, you know. You said you wouldn’t pass your scholarship, but you went and passed it. Then you said you wouldn’t work at school, promised you’d be a duffer and leave at fifteen so that we could run away to a circus or something. And you keep coming top of the class.’

He opened one eye. ‘Brains will out. I can’t help being brighter than most.’

He was so sure of himself, so wrapped up in his narcissism. But I adored him, could not see that I was being manipulated into a shape that suited him. ‘You’ll be at Bolton School till you’re eighteen, then you’ll buggar off to some university a million miles away. I did what you told me to do. I answered hardly any of the questions on the papers, and they were dead easy. But you’re breaking your promise to me.’

He opened the other eye. ‘Look, one of us will need a good job. That’ll be me. Women stop at home and look after the house. No point in both of us working too hard at school.’

I was content. The proposal had not been formal, there had been no bending of the knee, no bunch of red roses. But Tommo had plans and I was a part of his scheme. ‘Anyway, you’re always missing school, always coming up to Barr Bridge and waiting for me.’

A cold expression took up residence on his features, as if he had chosen this facial aspect to disguise or hide a weakness. If he had a weakness, it was his need for me, his need for me to be exactly the girl he wanted. ‘How did she take it?’ he asked. There was no necessity for him to nominate the ‘she’.

‘All hankies and runny make-up. She says she’s done her best and I’ve let her down.’

He sat up, tore a piece of grass out of the ground, chewed on the white root for a second or two. ‘She’s doing a favour for somebody at the moment, but not for you and your dad. In fact, I’d say she’s in trouble.’

‘Why? And how do you know?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ve legs and eyes, haven’t I? She’s been knocking about with a policeman from Tonge Moor, a man young enough to be her son. They go in that sports pavilion at the back of Castle Hill School – the one near the railway embankment. I’ve listened to them.’

I swallowed, was afraid to ask. But I had to ask, was forced by factors elemental to find out the worst about Mother. ‘What do they talk about?’

Tommo laughed, but there was no joy in the sound. ‘They don’t talk. What they get up to leaves no room for words.’

I understood some of what he meant, had seen enough of animals’ behaviour to realize that odd things happened in the world of nature, but the details were still vague. ‘Tommo?’

‘Yea?’

‘What do they do?’ I was blushing, didn’t want a reply, desperately needed an answer.

‘They do it. You know what “it” is, don’t you? He goes inside her and she lets him. In fact, I’d say she likes it, judging by how she carries on, all moaning and shouting. But there’s more to it than that, Laura.’ He smiled the smile of a man who knows all the answers. There was no embarrassment in his face as he told me the language and the mechanics of a sexual encounter. ‘Anyway,’ he said when the details had made my face hot. ‘She’s been hanging round Mary Dunbar’s house.’

I didn’t know who Mary Dunbar was, and I was too ashamed to ask. No way could I imagine my mother doing what Tommo had just described with frightening clarity. I wanted to run away from him, too, because he had managed to make himself a part of an unpalatable world.

‘She’s a midwife,’ he announced.

‘Oh.’ What would Mother want with a woman who delivered babies?

‘She brings them into the world, but she also makes sure they never arrive in the first place. It’s a sideline. She doesn’t always do a good job. They say she can get a bit slapdash about cleaning her instruments. Some women call Mary Dunbar’s kitchen the torture chamber, but they still visit her when they’re desperate. Men aren’t supposed to know about it, but Art heard his mother talking one night about their next door neighbour. Their neighbour died in hospital after one of Mary Dunbar’s mistakes, but nobody spoke up. They’re too scared of sending Mrs Dunbar to prison, because she’s the only one who knows how to do it.’

Confusion reigned in my overloaded mind. ‘Do what?’

‘Get rid of the baby.’

‘What baby?’

He shook his head with impatience. ‘And you think you could have passed the scholarship? The baby that gets made in pavilions behind schools, of course. Or any other baby that gets made in a bed or up against a back yard wall. That’s what happens when men and women get together. They make babies, and babies aren’t always wanted.’

I began to shake with a violence that affected my teeth to the point where my tongue tasted of blood. Mother having a baby? Mother trying to get rid of a little baby? What would Dad say if he knew? I voiced this last thought when the shaking slowed.

‘It’s not his,’ said Tommo bluntly. ‘They don’t sleep in the same room, so they don’t do it. Your mother’s been doing it with other men for years, so if she had a baby, it wouldn’t be your dad’s.’

I nodded as understanding finally penetrated the cotton wool in my head. ‘Because they never do together the thing that makes the baby. And if she had a baby, Dad would be angry because of the policeman in the pavilion.’

‘Ten out of ten.’ The sarcasm in his tone was heavy. ‘Never mind, Laura,’ he said. ‘You’ll learn about it all in good time.’

I heaved myself away from him and ran home almost as quickly as I had fled from it just a few minutes earlier. For most of that journey, I hated Tommo with a passion that defied reason. He was saying bad things about a bad woman, and those things were probably true. But he had hurt me, hadn’t even tried to offer comfort and understanding.

There was no time, no space in my heart for diplomacy. I simply burst into the kitchen and came to a dead stop near the table. Mother was smoking and drinking tea. ‘You look like a tramp,’ she snapped.

‘Who’s Mary Dunbar?’

The cup dropped like a stone from her hand, split the saucer into two neat half-circles. Hot liquid poured into her lap, but she was plainly visiting a place where physical sensation did not register. ‘What?’ she mouthed silently.

I was stammering, and the words came out disordered. ‘The policeman in the pavilion gave you a baby and Art’s neighbour died in Bolton Royal Infirmary after seeing Mrs Dunbar. She must have got the baby in the wrong place like you did and … I mean Art’s neighbour, not Mrs Dunbar got the wrong baby, and sometimes the instruments are dirty and you die in hospital when the baby’s already dead in the torture chamber.’

Her face was as white as one of Dad’s bleached work overalls. For several seconds, there was no movement in her, then she picked up her teaspoon and hurled it at my face, missed me by a mere half-inch. ‘Shut up,’ she hissed. Her mouth froze into a thin line, while the eyes grew huge, seemed to protrude from their sockets. ‘If I had the strength, I’d give you the hiding you’ve deserved for weeks,’ she muttered.

I backed away, afraid of her, almost afraid for her. Something was terribly wrong. Her face was paler than pale, was becoming the sort of white that I had seen emerging from a tub of Dolly Blue. All at once, she slumped forward into spilled tea and broken china, her hands dangling uselessly towards the floor.

It was difficult to know what to do. This was Saturday, and Dad always did his special work at the weekends, tended to get a bit experimental when the factory was empty. He would no doubt be in the laboratory with beakers and bunsens, would be weighing and measuring all those delicate herbs that went into his medicines. If I ran across and disturbed him just because Mother had fainted, then he might lose his place in the experiment, might be forced to start all over again. And I knew enough about human nature to understand that Dad didn’t care one jot about Mother.

In the end, the decision made itself. Beneath Mother’s chair there was a pool of liquid, a pale brown mess made by the spilled tea. But it continued to grow in volume and began to change in colour as bright red spots dripped from the seat of her chair. She was bleeding to death. I was standing by and watching and doing nothing while my mother bled to death. Galvanized by terror, I flew down to Auntie Maisie’s, then sat in a frightened heap next to Anne while all the female adults in Barr Bridge went about the business of saving Liza McNally’s life.

‘She’ll be all right,’ whispered Anne, trying to comfort me.

The worst part of all this was the fact that I didn’t really care, because I’d never had much of a mother and I was able to take care of myself now. I didn’t love her, didn’t worry about her being in pain. But the flame of guilt raged healthily and fiercely in that part of the mind that craves to save humanity in a state of bodily integrity. I didn’t want her crippled, didn’t want her dead. It was an instinct that flourishes in all of us, yet it served only to confuse me. ‘She’s killed a baby,’ I said to Anne. ‘And it’s not Dad’s baby. That’s a secret even from Uncle and Auntie. My mother’s a bad woman.’

Anne pulled me close. I hadn’t bothered much with her since I’d decided to be a duffer. Duffer was one of Tommo’s terms, something he’d picked up from a Biggles book. ‘Anne, there was blood everywhere. She’s been to the midwife to get the baby killed, and Art’s neighbour died in hospital after the same thing. It would be awful if she died, as if I’d wanted it to happen. And what about that poor little baby?’

Anne’s face was nearly as white as Mother’s had been. ‘What about Uncle John? Has anyone told him?’

I sat up straight and thought about this. If anyone told Dad that Mother had been doing those things with another man, then there might be trouble. No. I remembered. I remembered the fat woman and Norma Wallace. They had known about Mother’s goings-on, and Dad had been told about one or both of those situations. So now I knew exactly what my mother had been doing with the screaming preacher. When she was supposed to be giving out bits of charity, she was lying down somewhere, or standing up somewhere and … The pictures painted by Tommo were very clear. And Dad had known all along, had realized that his wife was performing these unspeakable acts with all sorts of men. No, this would not disturb him unduly. ‘He won’t care,’ I answered at last. ‘Because it’s not the first time, not the first man. She’s been doing things all over the place since you and I were little.’

‘Oh, Laura. How awful for you and Uncle John.’

I stared at my cousin as if seeing her for the first time. She was older, more adult than I had pictured her, even recently. ‘Do you know what men and women do?’

‘Yes.’

I shook my head. ‘Who told you?’

‘Mam and Dad. They told me about cows first, when I went up with Dad to watch a calf coming out of its mother. But with people, all those things happen in love. Mam says it’s only right for people if they’re married to one another.’

‘It’s a huge sin for Mother, then.’

‘Well … it’s wrong. But Mam says that their Liza can’t help it. She was a very pretty little girl with beautiful curls and a sweet smile. Everyone made a fuss of her and gave in to her. People like that grow up selfish, Mam says. It’s as if they want all the attention all the time, as if the world owes them things. Your mother takes from men, just as she took from the grown-ups when she was little.’ Anne swallowed. ‘Dad and Mam were talking the other night, and I heard Dad say that the only difference between Auntie Liza and a streetwoman is that Auntie Liza doesn’t get paid for each performance. She takes the men’s money in clothes and meals and drinks.’

I’d always known all of this, but hearing it organized into words, having those words spoken to me, was awful. I’d heard other things too, sayings such as ‘like mother, like daughter’ – would I be like Liza McNally? Would I lie down and lean on walls and let men do that terrible thing?

‘Don’t cry, Laura.’

‘Tommo knows. He followed her to the woman’s house, the woman who kills babies. My mother has killed …’ Sobs choked me, cut off the flow of words.

‘She’ll get well again, you’ll see.’

Even Anne didn’t understand completely, then. She had a good mother, a father who hadn’t dedicated all his life to his work, a father who was there when it mattered. It was plain that Anne believed in loving even a bad mother. ‘I don’t love her,’ I managed.

‘She’s your mother.’

‘She’s cruel. She used to hit me and hit me and hit me and she wouldn’t stop and I put my hands over my head so that she couldn’t give me a headache and you don’t understand what it was like till I learned to make my eyes hard and nobody knows what she’s really like because—’ A hand swiped itself across my face.

‘Sorry, lass.’ Mrs Miles stood over me, the musty smell of her clothes hitting me as hard as the calloused hand. ‘It were fer t’ best. I allers ’its somebody wi’ th’ ’ystericals. Yer’ll be reet in a minute, luv.’

I caught my breath. ‘Where is she?’ I asked after a second or two.

‘’Ospital. Yer dad’s gone down wi’ ’er. They’ll ’appen give ’er some new blood, top ’er up, like. ’Er’s lost more nor a couple o’ pints, I’d say.’

I rose, found my legs to be rubbery, leaned against Auntie Maisie’s table for support until the sobs died in my throat. The room was all yellow and white, gingham curtains and tablecloth, yellow flowers on the sills, deep gold rug, white wallpaper dotted with primroses. It was a happy room. ‘I’d best go home.’ Back to beige and brown and bottle green, back to misery.

‘That lad’s lookin’ fer you,’ said Mrs Miles.

I sat down again. A part of me blamed him, accused him of being the architect of the day’s disaster. But it wasn’t his fault. All he’d done was to colour in the gaps and make me face the whole truth. Yet he knew my mother’s shame, and I did not want to see him for a while. ‘Tell him to go home, Mrs Miles.’

Mrs Miles ambled out, leaving the room all the sweeter for her departure.

‘You should keep away from him,’ said Anne quietly.

‘Why?’

‘Because he’s distracting you, making you fail the exams.’

I shook my head. ‘No, that’s not true.’

But she persevered. ‘You’d have passed except for him. You always wanted to pass.’

I looked at her. Was she jealous of my friendship with Tommo? Was she upset because I wasn’t spending much time with her? ‘Anne, I like being with Tommo. If I go back to St Mary’s as a paying pupil, I’ll be near him. He’s a good friend, my best friend.’

She coloured slightly. ‘I used to be your best friend.’

Things were going to change anyway. Anne would be going off to the County Grammar where she would find new friends, new interests. It was time to leave behind childish things. At eleven, I was old and wise, and my destiny was planned. He understood. Tommo was the only one who could grasp my need to get away from Mother, to begin as soon as possible a life of my own. ‘You’ll always be my special cousin,’ I said.

‘I’m your only cousin.’

‘That’s why you’re special.’ I stood up and walked to the door. ‘I’d better be in when they get back from the hospital.’

‘That boy is bad.’ Her tone was soft, pleading.

‘You’re wrong,’ I said. ‘You don’t know him.’

Anne leaned back on the horsehair sofa. ‘Laura, I’ve seen his eyes. They are not the eyes of a kind person. Why does he come all this way to see you? Has he no pals down there in the town? It’s as if he wants … to buy you, like something in the window of a shop. He doesn’t like me. I can tell that he doesn’t like me. He wants everybody to stay away from you so that he can have you all to himself.’

Perhaps that was what I wanted. Perhaps his need for me fulfilled a need of my own. ‘He’s not bad,’ I said. ‘He just likes me a lot. Tommo comes from a nice family – they have books and things. And he goes to Bolton School and—’

‘That’s where you should be.’

I stood in the doorway and looked at her. ‘I don’t need Bolton School, or the County Grammar. Girls just have to look after a house and babies.’

‘Did he tell you that?’

My cheeks were heating up. And this didn’t feel right, standing here and talking about Tommo while my mother was bleeding to death. ‘Leave me alone, Anne.’

‘You’ll marry him.’ This was an accusation. ‘And you’ll be sorry for evermore.’

I tried to laugh, failed completely. ‘I’m only eleven. I’m not marrying anybody for years and years.’

I walked out of the house and up the street until the village was behind me. Halfway to the farm, I stopped and turned, looked back along the single street that was Barr Bridge. He was leaning on a gas lamp, ankles crossed, hands in pockets, the stance deliberately nonchalant. Tommo knew when to approach, when to keep his distance. He stayed, waited for me to continue. He did not follow me, but I knew that he would simply be there. Like the air I breathed, like the earth I walked upon, Tommo would be there for the rest of my life.

She lay in bed for almost three weeks after being discharged from the hospital. It was a strange time, because she was almost pleasant, but I realized as the days passed that she was simply healing herself. Later in life, I was to learn that people are typically calm and gentle after a brush with death, as if they are so grateful to be alive that they forget to be vicious.

‘I’m sorry,’ she kept saying when I took up a meal or a cup of tea. ‘I’m sorry if I seemed cruel to you.’

It was like dealing with a stranger – I didn’t know how to react. ‘It’s all right. Just eat this and drink this, then you’ll soon be better.’ I always escaped quickly, was reluctant to return when the next meal time arrived.

Auntie Maisie did a lot of our cooking, kept puffing her way up the hill with steak and kidney pie, Lancashire hotpot, pea and ham soup, apple dumplings with custard so thick and smooth that it was almost set. ‘Get this down her,’ she would say. ‘Line her ribs for the winter.’

One day, when Mother had been home for a month or so, Dad took some time off work and talked to me. ‘She’s been very ill,’ he said. ‘She’ll take a while to pick up. The … illness she had was very weakening, so she needs a nice long rest. Do you fancy a week or two in Blackpool?’

I thought about this. ‘Will you be going?’

‘Er … no. I’ve a lot on, because we’re trying a new mint flavouring that might be more palatable. And there’s that lung healer I told you about, the little pills for people with bronchitis. And …’ He faltered, knew that he wasn’t fooling me. ‘Laurie, your mother might not want me there.’

I picked up a tea towel and started to dry the dishes. ‘I want to stay here. When the summer’s over, I’ll be going to St Mary’s, so I’d like to spend the holidays at home.’

‘She needs someone with her.’

I dried a fork, placed it on the table. ‘I don’t want to go.’ If I went, I wouldn’t see Tommo, and Tommo was going to take me to the fair in town, had arranged a ride through a coal-bagger who delivered in the country. ‘Thank you, but I’d rather stay here.’

He sank into a chair. ‘She’s your mother, Laurie.’

She was his wife. ‘You’ll have to find somebody else,’ I said. ‘Auntie Maisie might like to go.’

‘No. Maisie and your mother don’t get on.’

I polished a fruit dish. ‘No-one gets on with my mother. If she goes to a boarding house, she’ll be moaning about the food and complaining about the beds. You know what she’s like.’

‘Don’t you think she’s changed just lately?’ There was little hope in his voice, as if, underneath it all, he recognized his own stupidity. ‘She seems quieter and calmer. Things happen, you know, things that alter people’s attitudes to life. She might carry on the way she is now.’

I stacked the plates in the dresser cupboard. ‘Auntie Maisie says that a leopard keeps its spots no matter what. She wasn’t talking about Mother – she was laughing at Uncle Freddie, saying that he’ll never grow up and behave himself if he lives to be ninety.’ I closed the dresser door and turned to look at my poor father, the man who had loved me until I began to fail. ‘I’m sorry about the exams, but I’ll go to St Mary’s if that’s what you want. Nobody ever does all the things that other people want. I can’t go away with her.’ I paused, looked for words, found none, fiddled about with the buckle on my belt. ‘I don’t love her, Dad. I don’t love my own mother and I feel … I feel ashamed because I can’t love her.’

‘Don’t worry, pet,’ he said. ‘Just try to keep your temper, be as good as you can be.’

I folded the tablecloth, smoothed out the green baize cover that always occupied the kitchen table, placed a bowl of rosebuds in the centre. ‘I’ll do my very best,’ I said. ‘But she’ll not improve.’ I must have sounded about fifty.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Why? Is it your fault?’

‘She’s my wife,’ he muttered, echoing my earlier thoughts. He dropped his head. ‘I’ve failed. I can’t manage her, never could manage her. And now I’m talking to a child whose life should be carefree. Oh God, what a failure I am.’

I stood still, wondered what to do or say. ‘Well, that makes two of us, Dad. Those exams – remember?’

He shrugged. ‘You’ll be better away from here, I suppose. I can’t be at home every evening, Laurie. There are men depending on my success, folk with families to feed. I look after them when I should be taking care of you.’

I smiled at him. Dad had been in the Evening News several times, because he employed a lot of crippled people, men who had lost limbs in the wars, women who arrived on the bus in wheelchairs and worked at benches that had been specially lowered for them. He was a good man with a breadth of vision that encompassed all mankind, yet he wore blinkers in his own house. This was his survival kit. If he had chosen to use his energies on the domestic front, then the marriage would have been over almost from its start. ‘I love you, Dad,’ I said softly. ‘And I’m sorry about the exams and about not going to Blackpool.’

A single tear made its way down his face. What sort of a life have I made for you, Laurie-child?’

‘You’re busy.’ My own water table was rising, and I bit down on my lip. ‘You have the factory.’

‘I have a daughter.’

‘I can look after myself.’

He dried his face. ‘You’ve always done that. You can cook and sew and keep house. But you shouldn’t be doing those things. You ought to be out enjoying life while you’re young enough.’

‘I like housework.’ This was true.

He opened his arms and I ran to him, inhaled deeply to trap my tears and to enjoy the smell of him, all those herbs and mints and aromatic lotions. ‘Oh Dad, I do love you, honest. And everybody else likes you too because you’re so kind. Don’t worry about me.’

‘Laura?’ She was in the doorway. ‘Aren’t you a little old for that?’ She was back to normal, then. Well, she was halfway back to her robust self, though the face was still pale, and the hand on the doorknob trembled slightly. ‘Make me some more tea. That last cup was cold.’

I pulled away from my father, went for the kettle, filled it at the sink. The silence behind me was deafening as I placed the kettle on our new gas cooker. She scraped a match, threw it into a metal ashtray. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’

He cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been talking to Laurie.’

‘Perhaps you’d better return,’ she said sarcastically. ‘After all, the place could well fall down if you’re away for more than a few minutes.’

I spooned tea from the caddy, placed three cups on the table, cast a glance in her direction. ‘Sugar?’ I asked with all the sweetness of tone I could muster.

She sniffed. ‘You know full well that I do not take sugar in my tea. Only the uneducated take sugar in tea.’

I nodded as if considering the depth of her statement. ‘Yes, but I wondered if you might need building up, Mother. I mean, you’ve been so ill and sugar’s for energy.’ When she shook her head, I turned to Dad. ‘Two sugars as usual?’ I asked. He was an educated man, and he loved sweet tea.

‘Thank you,’ he answered.

We drank our tea in silence, then Dad rose from the table. ‘There is no point in trying to keep anything from Laurie,’ he said to his wife. ‘She already knows things that should not reach the ears of so young a child. So what I have to say can be said in front of her. Liza, you may remain here in this house until you are well, then I shall rent a place for you in Bolton. There will be no divorce. I shall make it known that your health is uncertain and that you need to live close to a hospital. If you want to fight me, then I shall be forced to go to the courts and lay you bare in public.’ He placed a hand on my head. ‘I’ll look after you, Laurie-child. You’ll be fine with me and the good sisters.’

When he had left, my mother turned on me. ‘Don’t you dare to criticize me to your father. This is your fault, isn’t it? You’re the one who has begged him to be rid of me, and I will not have you standing in judgement. What I do is my own affair. And as for him …’ She waved a hand towards the back door. ‘He is useless. I’m going nowhere, because he’ll put me nowhere. No way will he go to court and tell lies about me. I shall stay put.’

I walked right up to her. ‘They aren’t lies. He knows what happened – I know too, because people followed you to that sports pavilion and to the midwife’s house. And that’s the truth.’

She raised her hand and swiped it across my cheek. Without hesitation, I grabbed her wrist and pinned it to the table. ‘I’m bigger now, Mother. You can’t drag me round by the hair and bang my head against the walls. You can’t hurt me any more.’

But she did. She never left the farm, never went to live in a rented house in town. And at every opportunity, she made my life a misery.


Part Three


Chapter One

‘I’m not going to Mary Dunbar’s. I don’t care what happens, but she’s not getting hold of me.’ There was no bulge yet, no outward sign of my sin, but my body clock had missed a beat, and there could be only one explanation for the failure of a metronome that had always been so steady.

He leaned against a dry stone wall, his hands plucking at the spiky petals of a dandelion. ‘She loves me,’ he said with near-sarcasm as he threw away the mutilated remains. ‘And I don’t mean Mary Dunbar. I can’t work out why you’re worrying. There’s no way I’m going back to Imperial College. My interest in organic chemistry petered out months ago. I’ll get a job and a day off to get married, so where’s the problem?’

I didn’t know why I was so worried. There would be the usual encounters, of course, a couple of showdowns with parents, my hasty exit from St Mary’s, a hurried wedding in a registry. But none of those things bothered me.

He grabbed my arm, squeezed it tight. He was always doing that, hurting me a little then stroking me better. That was how I’d managed to get pregnant, when the stroking better had gone too far. Even that thirty seconds of frantic activity had been rather painful. But he loved me, was looking at me with such naked devotion that I dispelled the misgivings from my mind.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow, we’ll tell Mater and Pater what’s going on. Take no notice of my mother – she tends to go on a bit, gets rather hysterical when threatened with change. Then we’ll tackle your parents in a day or two.’ His eyes gleamed, as if he were looking forward to these encounters. ‘You’ll soon be mine, Laura, all mine.’ He grinned, but there was no amusement in his expression.

I tried hard not to mind. Belonging completely to somebody might prove a little difficult, as I had not belonged to anyone before. I was blessed with a mother who, in defiance of her husband’s requests for her to leave, remained ensconced at Ravenscroft Farm. And my father was always up to his armpits in ingredients and recipes. Being owned did not promise to be easy. In fact, childhood for me had been rather pleasant, in spite of the absence of love and attention. Freedom was a privilege I had come to enjoy, and my sweet liberty was about to vanish into history.

We went first to Tommo’s house in John Street. It was in a large terrace with steps up to front doors and grilles under windows where the cellars were. I hadn’t been inside before, had never met Tommo’s parents. It was a pleasant house with bookshelves everywhere and a nice painting of the Town Hall over the fireplace. Tommo’s dad, who had painted the picture, was an avid reader. He was a balding man with coal-miner’s eyes screwed up against the light. As I walked in, he put on a pair of dark glasses and placed a book on the table. ‘Hello,’ he said pleasantly. ‘Are you the girl who’s being mercilessly chased by Bernard?’ Daytime brightness plainly bothered him, though he seemed able to read without spectacles.

I had to search for a sensible reply until I remembered Tommo’s real name. ‘Yes,’ I answered feebly. ‘I’m Laura McNally.’

‘Sit down, please.’ His hand waved towards a chair, and I noticed the blue-black marks of coal eaten into the skin. ‘Phoebe should be here in a minute. She … er … might enjoy a bit of female company, because we’ve just the two boys, you see.’ From his tone, I gathered that Mrs Thompson didn’t really want any company at all.

I hadn’t known that Tommo had a brother, and I shot a look of surprise in his direction. He was leaning casually against a dresser where some statues sat, the sort of statues that lined the corridors of St Mary’s school. This wasn’t going to be easy, then. A practising Catholic family would not welcome a non-believer into its midst, would not be pleased about a hasty wedding. I sat down, waited for Tommo to say his piece.

He didn’t even clear his throat. ‘We’re getting married,’ he announced. ‘And I’m not going back to college.’

Mr Thompson stared at his son, then glanced at me. ‘Pregnant?’ he asked.

Tommo nodded.

‘Well, that’s exactly what I might have expected from you, Bernard. Really, you were wasting everyone’s time at university, so I expected you to leave before completing the course. But there was no need for the drama. I was already concerned about the money that was being wasted on your education.’ He looked at me for a second or two. ‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’ My cheeks were burning like a foundry furnace, were warm enough to heat the whole room. ‘Seventeen and a bit.’

Mr Thompson took a step towards his son. ‘Go to Butterworth’s and fetch your mother. She’ll be gossiping in the queue.’

Tommo turned towards the door. ‘Coming, Laura?’ he asked.

‘She is staying here,’ stated Mr Thompson. ‘I want to have a word with her.’

Tommo slammed the door in his wake, then Mr Thompson drew back the curtain, as if making sure that his son was out of earshot. ‘Laura,’ he said, coming to sit in a green-covered armchair. ‘You must not make this dreadful mistake.’ He removed the dark spectacles and placed them on the table.

I searched his face for clues, found nothing but concern in the coal-stained features. ‘But I can’t kill a baby, Mr Thompson. My m— I know somebody who did that, and she finished up in hospital. Anyway, I think it’s wrong.’ I didn’t want the baby, didn’t want to murder it, didn’t want to die because of dirty instruments. ‘I’ll have to get married.’

He shook his head. ‘No. Someone who has no children will adopt your baby. I’ll talk to the priests and the nuns, because they always know how to place a child. Don’t think about ending your pregnancy except by giving birth. And don’t marry that boy.’

‘That boy’ was his son. He seemed a genuine sort of man, looked concerned for me. ‘I love him, Mr Thompson. We met ages ago when he was going round with Ginger and Art and the twins. Then when I moved out to Barr Bridge, he started to come up at weekends. It was funny at first, because he just watched me, took weeks to come and talk to me.’

‘Stalking his prey,’ said Mr Thompson. He dropped his head, moved his lips in what looked like prayer, pleaded with me again. ‘Just stay away from him, please. He isn’t right for marriage.’

‘Well, we’re both a bit young,’ I answered carefully, ‘but he’s the father and he wants to marry me. I know it won’t be easy. I’ll have to leave the convent and Tommo will need to get work and find somewhere for us to live.’

He sighed, rose from the chair, went to lean on the fireguard. ‘I’ll get you a rentbook if you really want one. There’s a house on the other side of John Street, one of the smaller ones without cellars. If you insist on going through with the marriage, I can at least make sure that you are near me.’

I studied my hands, kept folding and unfolding them in my lap. Mr Thompson was a nice man who seemed not to like his own son. Up to now, I had believed that my mother was the only person in the world who managed to dislike her own flesh and blood. But this man was sitting on something, was withholding some of the truth. Or perhaps he was simply trying to save his family from disgrace. He looked uncomfortable, preoccupied. ‘We’ll be all right, Mr Thompson,’ I said. ‘Tommo will do his best to look after me and the baby.’

He raised his head, and I saw a flicker of hope in the gentle eyes. ‘You may be right. My son has never been one to shoulder his responsibilities, you see. So he may well take to fatherhood and prove me wrong.’ He sighed. ‘I hope for your sake that I am completely mistaken.’

Phoebe Thompson rushed in and stopped abruptly when she saw me sitting by her fireside. It seemed that the top half of her body was still running, as if she had ground to a halt at the lower level while continuing to move above the waist. ‘You’re not getting your hands on my boy, you evil little minx,’ she snapped.

‘She spoils him, thinks he’s special,’ said Mr Thompson to no-one in particular. ‘He’s special all right, but not in the way she imagines.’

Mrs Thompson rounded on her husband. ‘Shut up, Colin. Can’t you see what’s happening here? This girl has trapped our son in the usual good old-fashioned way. She’s trying to take him away from me, from his home, from his studies—’

‘He’ll not study, Phoebe. You know damned well that he’s doing no good in London. He’d be better off at work.’

The tiny woman turned on me again. She was like a little doll with red cheeks and black hair painted on to its head, because she had scraped back every thread into a tight bun at the nape. ‘You’re not having him.’

Throughout all this, Tommo had been casting his eye over the Green Final, a sports edition of the Bolton Evening News that was issued each Saturday. ‘They’ll not get the cup again,’ he muttered. I assumed that he was referring to the local football team. ‘And don’t shout, Mater. I’ve made my mind up to marry Laura, so leave her alone.’

She dumped a basket on the table and stared hard at me. She had blackcurrant eyes that seemed to pierce my flesh so deeply that they might well have found my innermost core. ‘Well, you made sure you got first prize, eh? There’s many a girl would open her legs to catch a good man, but—’

‘Phoebe!’ roared her husband. ‘There’s no necessity for that sort of talk. You’ve ruined that lad all his life and now you’re reaping the benefit. It’s not a cat he’s fetched home this time, not a dumb creature that can’t defend itself against his wickedness. He’s caught a human being now, and my pity goes to Laura, not to this so-called good man you’ve reared.’

They were frightening me a bit. He clearly disliked Tommo, she obviously doted on him. How would I cope if I lived in this street? There would be Tommo’s parents across the cobbles, one of them cursing him and the other one praising him, damning me. The future seemed rather bleak.

Tommo tossed aside the newspaper and grabbed his mother’s arm. ‘This is what I want,’ he said between lips that had narrowed to a thin line. The words continued to force themselves out from behind clenched teeth. ‘You can have me and Laura, or you can have just our Frank. Laura and I are a team now, so if you want to keep me, you must take her on as well.’

Mr Thompson touched my arm. ‘Frank is Bernard’s older brother. He was born lame, so he is not considered by his mother to be a proper person. Bernard has been my wife’s whole life. She can take full credit for the man he is today.’

Although Mr Thompson’s voice was soft, a silence hung in the room at the end of his short speech. Tommo plucked a cherry from the table, tossed it into his mouth, tipped the stone into his hand after chewing the flesh. ‘I’m nineteen,’ he said. ‘So I don’t really need permission to marry. When the church hears about Laura’s condition, a way will be found so that we can marry. Laura needs permission, but with her expecting a baby, she’ll be allowed to get married just to give it a name. So it’s all as good as cut and dried.’ He stared hard at his own male parent. ‘You’ve no time for me, Pa, and that works both ways. As for Mater, she’ll come round in a while. Laura, let’s get you home in time for tea.’

Phoebe Thompson was taking my measure, running those dark, beady eyes over my body as if assessing a beast on its way to market. ‘Well.’ She slid the tip of an extremely red tongue along her lower lip. ‘Then I must welcome you to the family, I suppose.’

‘I’ll get them the empty house across the way,’ announced Mr Thompson. ‘So that we can keep an eye on them.’

The door opened and a beautiful young man hobbled into the room. Like Tommo, he had red-gold hair and grey eyes, but everything about him was softer, gentler. I glanced at the boys’ father, realized that he too had hair of this rare colour, but he had lost most of it, and the little that remained was weary and running to salt-and-pepper. Frank Thompson leaned against the mirrored dresser and awarded me a shy smile. One of his boots was built up in an effort to lengthen a shrivelled limb, yet he still depended heavily on the healthy leg. ‘I’m Frank.’ He blushed like a teenager, jangled some coppers in his jacket pocket.

‘This will be your brother-in-law,’ said Tommo. ‘Frank, this is Laura.’

He held out a hand and shook mine firmly. ‘Pleased to meet you, Laura.’

‘He’s a clerk with the corporation,’ sniffed Mrs Thompson. ‘He had to have a sitting down job because he’s a cripple.’

I wanted to hug Frank in that moment, wanted to shake him too. He needed telling that he was beautiful, because his mother was making him so small and useless. ‘For hair like yours, Frank, a woman might commit murder,’ I said.

Tommo stared at me. ‘His hair’s the same as mine.’

‘It’s a bit quieter,’ I said. ‘And his eyes are a warmer grey.’

Tommo laughed. ‘Our Frank’s a good chap.’ He clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder, causing a degree of unsteadiness that made Frank’s blush even deeper. ‘I’ll be trying to get a job alongside you, old boy. This university business isn’t up my street at all.’

Mr Thompson walked to Frank’s side. ‘College would have been just the ticket for you, Frank. All you needed was confidence and you’d have walked an honours.’

Mrs Thompson sidled towards the kitchen. ‘He can’t walk half a mile, never mind the honours. Will you be back for tea, Bernard?’

‘I don’t know.’ Tommo led me to the door. ‘I’ll see you when I see you.’

We walked down towards Deane Road, then ambled into town until we reached the bus station. ‘I’ll go on my own,’ I said.

He stared at me. ‘Oh no. I’ll be with you from now on. Wherever you go, I’ll be there.’

When he said that, I shivered as if cold steel had touched my spine. But I dismissed the sensation, took my lover’s hand and caught the bus to Barr Bridge. It was August, and no-one shivers in the summer time.

As far as I have been able to remember, John McNally only raised his voice once or twice during the length of my time in his house. But when I told him of my pregnancy, his behaviour disturbed me beyond measure. He did not scream and shout, did not scold me for my sins. No, his reaction was far worse than anything I might have imagined. My father simply sat down on a stool in his laboratory, laid his head in his hands and wept.

I didn’t know what to do, what to say. Tommo had chickened out at the last minute, had asked me to do the job by myself. ‘He’ll not want me there, Laura. This has got to be done by you alone.’ So much for his speech about us being together for all time, I thought. Still, I was glad that Tommo wasn’t standing here watching my father’s tears.

I hadn’t even considered talking to my mother. She would have made a feast of it, would have enjoyed telling me what a disgrace I was. Of course, I could have brought Mary Dunbar into it, could have ranted on about policemen and sports pavilions, but I wasn’t up to much. If this was pregnancy, then I wouldn’t be wanting more than one child.

‘Laurie. Oh my Laurie-child.’ He got down from the stool, mopped his cheeks and made for the door. ‘Back in a moment,’ he said. I guessed that he was going to the washroom where he might clear his head sufficiently to cope with this latest shock.

I walked to a door at the opposite end of the laboratory, looked through a pane of toughened glass, saw a part of my father’s kingdom. There were long benches where the workers sat during the day, some stretches made lower than others to accommodate the disabled. Overhead, small vats hung from an upper floor where the Cooling Teas were mixed, then pipes led down to the benches. Each pipe fed a measure into a circle of muslin, then the operators tied and boxed the bags for the warehouse. The place was empty now, gloomy in the parsimonious glimmer of a few dim lamps. I was seventeen, pregnant and alone, and my father was in the washroom, probably being sick.

I cast an eye over his bench, saw sheaves of notes piled high next to pipettes, beakers, boxes of herbs, bottles of essences. A gas burner sucked its nourishment from a tube of reddish-brown rubber, gave forth a long pale flame with a yellow core. He worked hard, my poor father, and I was killing him.

When he came back, I looked at him as if for the first time. He was a man of moderate height, but the feet and inches were variable in accordance with his mood. On this evening, he was shorter, as if his shoulders had been weighted by all the worries in the world. Of late, he had taken to wearing spectacles, because his startlingly blue eyes were feeling the strain of many hours spent hunched over notes and theories. He was old, older than his years.

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ I whimpered. Really, I was sorry for myself too, felt like a tragic princess whose fairy tale had not yet managed to come right. But I pushed away the pity I felt for my father, because the fear of my condition was greater than any other single thing. I had to get married quickly, and my father would be required to help me achieve my goal.

He walked up to me, lifted my chin with a finger. ‘I think you’re wrong,’ he said. ‘For some time, I have believed you to be anaemic, so your symptoms will be caused by a lack of iron. You are not pregnant, Laurie.’

Hope stirred in my breast, fluttered like a small caged bird that has heard a promise of freedom. I did not want to be married. I did not want to be married to Tommo, not yet. ‘How can you be so sure?’ I asked. ‘Don’t we need a doctor?’

Dad pursed his lips, shook his head slowly. ‘I think not, dear. I know that doctors are supposed to keep quiet, but Barr Bridge is such a small place and Dr Horrocks is an ageing man, too old, really. He’d be running about gossiping, telling everybody how John McNally let his daughter suffer from anaemia. Oh yes, he’d get some mileage out of that, Laurie. All you need is a few doses of ferrous sulphate. There’s no point in visiting a semi-retired doctor when your dad’s a chemist. I can treat you myself. It’s just a matter of a tonic, two or three doses, then some bed rest.’

‘But I feel pregnant.’

He swallowed, the Adam’s apple bobbing in his thinning throat. ‘And how does “pregnant” feel, Laurie?’

I thought for a moment. ‘Just different. A bit heavy, very tired. Everything seems to be dragging downward towards my feet, as if I’m made of lead.’

‘Anaemia,’ he said authoritatively. ‘You aren’t expecting a child. Please believe me. You must stay at home for a few days, allow me to treat this weakness. In a week or so, you will be back to your normal self.’

I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘What about Mother?’

‘Leave her to me also. I’ll tell her that you need a rest.’

I pondered again for a moment. ‘Well, why don’t I tell Dr Horrocks that we think I need iron? There’s no need for me to say I might be pregnant, I can just go in and—’

‘No.’ His voice, though soft, was forceful. ‘The man couldn’t treat a horse with bellyache. And as I said just now, he’d make me into a laughing stock. You don’t need a doctor, love. I’ll sort you out. Just leave the details to your old dad.’

He sorted me out, all right. When he had finished with me, I felt as if I had been through the Victorian wringer, that aged monument which had been relegated by Mother to the back garden since the advent of her washing machine. I bled copiously, suffered severe back pain, had cramps in my belly that precluded me from standing, even from sitting up in bed.

When the pain subsided, I sat in our new bath, stared ahead at the frosted window, paddled my hands idly in steaming water. The baby was gone. My father had killed the child. The anaemia had been a figment of my father’s educated imagination, had been dreamed up during his lonely sojourn in the washroom on the night of my confession.

I hadn’t wanted the baby any more than I had wanted any of the dolls in my bedroom. For years, those silly faces had sat behind their cellophane wrappings, the tiny clothes fading into rags, the rosebud lips still perfect, untouched, unkissed by a loving child-mother. Perhaps I was not normal. Anne had always loved her dolls, had wheeled them in a pram, had dressed them, given them tea-parties, had talked to them and cuddled them. ‘I’m not normal,’ I said aloud. ‘And my mother and my father are both murderers.’ Living on the fringe of Catholicism had given me a strong sense of guilt where birth control was concerned. Abortion was wrong. I wouldn’t go to hell, because I’d been taking a tonic for my blood, but Dad was condemned now to an eternity of heat and pain.

When I was dressed, I made my way downstairs, depending heavily for support on the iron handrail. Mother was smoking in the kitchen, and the smoke made me sicker than ever. I walked past her, went looking for air in the garden. But she stopped me before I got outside, stood by my side, raked my face with her eyes. ‘It’s all right for you, then, is it? All right for you to run around like a tramp with that horrible boy? Oh, I heard you moaning and rolling about. It hurts, doesn’t it?’

I didn’t look at her, didn’t want to see her face. She had heard me crying out in my agony and she had not come to me. ‘Go away,’ I said softly.

‘His precious daughter. Oh, he’d risk prison for you, but not for me.’

I held on to the door jamb, cursed the weakness in my knees. ‘Your baby wasn’t his.’

‘And yours wasn’t exactly a welcome guest, was it? Your baby wasn’t legitimate, Laura. At least I was old enough to know what I was doing.’ She sounded smug.

‘And still stupid enough to get into a mess,’ I said. ‘I betrayed no-one, Mother. I love Tommo and I’m going to marry him one day. There’ll be no running about with other men, because I’m not cheap.’

She stepped back a pace, took in a sharp breath of air. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’ve no idea what it is to live with a man who isn’t right, a man who’s hardly a man at all. I needed warmth, needed some love. All he wants is a science book and a silly box of medical tricks. Your father isn’t made of flesh and blood.’

I turned and gave her a quick glance, then fixed my eyes on the open door. ‘He’s a good man. The reason why he doesn’t bother with you is easy to work out. You’re an unpleasant person, Mother.’ The bitterness was rising in my gullet, and I was unable to hold it back this time. Something had happened to me, something that had left me unbalanced, out of control. ‘You don’t deserve him, and he deserves better than you. Why didn’t you go when he asked you to? Are you waiting for his fortune?’

‘How dare you speak to me like that?’

At last, I gave her my full attention. ‘I just open my mouth and let the words come out. It’s quite easy, really.’

I stumbled down the dirt track, stood still and looked at the sign over the big yard, RAVENSCROFT FARM, HOME OF McNALLY’S FEVER TEAS. An outer door stood open, and I could see him at his desk. He was alone. As if drawn by invisible factors, he lifted his head and looked at me. His face was lined with misery, and I wanted to run to him and offer comfort. But in my weakened state, I had to walk slowly. Dad didn’t rise to meet me, and I knew suddenly that he feared me, dreaded what I might say to him. I gathered around me the shattered remnants of self-control, kept my pace steady, walked into his workshop. ‘Dad?’

‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry, love.’

‘Why? Why did you do it, Dad?’

He gulped, but managed not to weep this time. ‘It was your baby, Laurie. I should have asked, should have cared about what you wanted. But I couldn’t sit by and watch your life ruined before it’s even started.’

‘It’s all right,’ I muttered at last.

‘No. No, it isn’t all right. What I did went against everything I believe in. I’ve lost my soul, Laurie. Whether what I did was right or wrong in earthly terms, I’ve broken my bond with God.’

He hated himself and it was all my fault. ‘I’ll take you to church,’ I said. ‘And you can tell a priest.’

He smiled, but there was no joy in his face. ‘Lady Macbeth knew all about God’s wrath, Laurie. Nothing could ever cleanse her heart, nothing in this world. It’s the same for me.’

I remembered something that Confetti had written in a letter. ‘The biggest sin is despair,’ I reminded him. ‘There is no sin that can’t be forgiven.’

He dropped his pen, closed the book of notes with a sharp snap. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

‘I am. So’s Confetti.’

He rose from his seat and walked towards me. ‘You must forgive me first. Without your absolution, there’s no point in seeking a priest’s blessing.’

So I opened my arms and my heart, drew my father close and forgave him. Forgiving him was an act of will, as I was very young, very confused about what had taken place. There had been a baby and I had not wanted it, and I had not wanted it killed. The decision had been made outside of me, but the ultimate responsibility had been mine. I should have gone to a doctor, should have guessed my father’s plan.

John McNally was received back into the church at the end of the same week. I sat in a pew and watched him going up for communion, saw the wetness in his eyes when he returned to my side. He had been lapsed for years, and that tiny unborn child had dragged John McNally back into Rome’s maternal arms. The priest had mediated between layman and God, had forgiven my father’s enormous sin. It was a great comfort to him and, from that day on, he kept Sundays and holy days right up to his death. So my poor little baby had had a purpose, even though it had not survived to enjoy the light in its newly devout grandfather’s eyes.

He was furious, kept pulling at the railings as if he wanted to bend them over. ‘How the hell did you come to lose it? Have you been messing about climbing trees?’

‘No. It just happened. One minute I was pregnant, and the next minute I wasn’t. It often happens like that the first time. I read about it in a magazine of my mother’s.’ I was emotional, still unwell, was hanging on to my temper with the skin of my teeth. Tommo could be annoying at times.

He kicked at a clump of grass, shook his head from side to side. ‘Well, we can still get married, can’t we?’

‘No.’

The grey eyes were suddenly hot with anger. ‘Why not? You’ve already decided not to go back to school. Aren’t you going to work with your dad, do his notes and his letters?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then why can’t we get married and have it over with?’ He sounded as if he were discussing some painful surgical procedure. ‘Why do we have to wait?’

‘Because I’m only seventeen and you’re only nineteen. We need to save up some money, buy things.’

‘What things?’ Now he was acting the part of a hurt child who is begging for a toy on display in some shop window. I was his favourite plaything, and he was being deprived of his pleasure. ‘What bloody things?’ he shouted.

I sighed. ‘Chairs, tables, knives and forks. Towels, plates, cups and saucers. Rugs and—’

‘Sod it.’ He thrust his hands deep into trouser pockets. ‘Well, we’ve done it once, so we can do it again. If it takes a baby, then we’ll just have to make another one.’

‘No.’ I took a step away from him. ‘I’m not going through that again. I don’t want a baby, Tommo, don’t want to have to get married. We’ll wait a few years, till I’m twenty-one, then we can do everything properly, have a party and somewhere decent to live.’

He grabbed my arm, squeezed the flesh between his fingers. ‘John Street not good enough for you? Am I not good enough? What the blazes do you want to go waiting for? Arma-bloody-geddon?’

‘Let me go.’

He strengthened his hold, and I knew that there would be bruises tomorrow. ‘I’ll not let you go,’ he said. ‘I’ll never let you go, because you’re mine, Laura. We should be getting married. We should leave home and start up by ourselves, get away from our moaning parents. She’s just got used to the idea. Mater’s not an easy woman, you know. Now I’ve got to go and tell her it’s all off, and she’s already found some curtains for the house across the street.’

My face was heating up as I finally threw caution and temper to the winds. ‘Leave go of my arm,’ I shouted. Several passers-by stopped and stared at us, while people in the park, on the other side of the railings, turned and looked before carrying on with their walks and games. ‘You’re always hurting me,’ I said, quieter now. ‘And telling me what to do. You treat me as if I’m stupid, and I’m not. I’ll get married when I’m ready, Tommo. And when I do, I’ll choose my own blinking curtains.’

He dropped his arm and stepped back, a look of amazement narrowing his eyes. ‘You don’t like my mother.’

‘No, I don’t like her at all. She’s a very nasty piece of work, and I won’t live near her.’ I’m sure that I was wearing the look of a person who is surprised by what she’s hearing, even though the words were coming from my own mouth. I had lost all self-control, was whizzing along in the jaws of a hormonal whirlwind.

He nodded. ‘So if I find another place, away from her, can we fix a date?’

‘No.’ He was upsetting me, making me experience all kinds of negative emotions. But Dad had told me that I would be unsteady for a while, something about too many shocks to my system, too many changes. ‘I want a couple of years first.’

‘Why?’

‘To grow up.’

He curled his hand into a fist, smashed it against the opposite palm. ‘Your dad’s done this, hasn’t he? He’s persuaded you to stop at home and be a daddy’s girl. Well, please yourself. I’m not hanging about waiting for you, Laura McNally. There are other girls who’ll take me on, especially now that I’ve got a job. I’m doing accountancy,’ he said proudly. ‘Starting next week. Just office duties at first, but I’ll pass the exams and get higher up the payroll. Some girl will be glad of a chap with prospects.’

I swivelled on my heel and stalked off towards the bus stop. Although my eyes were overflowing, I maintained a steady pace and did not look back. I heard him calling my name, heard him threatening not to see me again, yet I did not falter. He was the love of my young life and I left him there, outside Queens Park in the middle of Bolton.

Instinct in a woman should never be ignored. I was strong that day, determined that he would not get the better of me. Had I held on to that decision, my path would have been smoother. But Tommo was tough, and he had seen what he wanted. Unfortunately, I was the subject of his wildest dreams.

‘Go back.’ Anne leaned on the wall outside the Black Horse, arranged the skirt decorously round her knees. ‘School is the most important thing in your whole life. Go back and finish the sixth form. You’ve six good passes at ordinary level – why not go on and do the advanced? Then you’ll have more jobs to choose from.’

Everyone in my small world was getting on my nerves. Mother wore an everlasting secret smile, was enjoying the fact that I had been brought down from my ivory tower. Dad had tied himself in knots once more, was trying to invent a type of aspirin that would not irritate the digestive system. John McNally’s whole system was taking a battering, yet he did not have the sense to slow down. Bernard ‘Tommo’ Thompson had taken to staring at me again from a distance, Anne was being all holy about education, and Confetti’s letters were frantic. ‘It doesn’t matter now what you did with your boyfriend, because God is good. Laura, if there were no sinners, God would be out of a job, so get right back to school this minute.’ Et cetera.

‘Shut up, Anne,’ I said. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. In this world, there are readers and doers. I’d prefer to belong in the latter category.’

She stared at me. ‘Swallowed a dictionary? What’s all this “latter category” stuff? Just get off the high horse for a minute, Laura. You know I’m talking sense. If you’re ever alone, a widow or something, you’ll need some qualifications to fall back on. Just because that dozy chap has left university … Christ, if you listen to that lad, you’ll end up a pauper.’

‘I’ve finished with him,’ I snapped, careful to keep my voice down. The domino set was arriving at the pub, all flat caps and bow legs. ‘Hello, Mr Henderson,’ I called.

They smiled, tottered into the snug where the usual battle would commence after a pint or two. There were two religions in Barr Bridge – Church of England and dominoes. I wished with all my heart that my life could be so simple. Cut a bit of grass, sweep the path, pick up a pension, wage war over a cheat with a double six up his sleeve.

‘You might have finished with him, but he’s not started with you yet.’

My mind was still on the dominoes. ‘What?’

‘Tommo. He’s hanging round again.’

I shrugged. ‘So’s the smell from the cowsheds, but you get used to it after a while.’

She shook her mane of hair. ‘Don’t come over all clever with me, Laura McNally. That boy is trouble. You’re going to waste your life if you stick with him.’

‘I told you – we’re finished.’

‘Ha ha.’ There was a hollow sound to this pale imitation of amusement. ‘No way. He’ll get you back.’

I wondered briefly whether I should tell Anne the reason for my sudden maturation, but decided that she could make much of my short pregancy. If she knew about that, then Tommo’s name would be blackened for ever in my cousin’s book. ‘Anne, you are so good at minding my business. Have you none of your own?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, I’m going to do a history degree, then I’ll go into law. I’ve mapped it all out, Laura. It’s no use reaching your twenties without some idea of the future.’

I sniffed, got down from the wall, searched for a scathing answer. There was none, of course. Anne was going about her life properly, was steering in the direction of a career, a good job. And I was drifting on the tide of life like a piece of flotsam. I should have listened to her. I should have gone back to school, then college, should have broadened my horizons.

But I didn’t. And Tommo simply waited until he got his own way.


Chapter Two

He finally wore me down towards the end of 1960. After several bouts of painful activity, I became pregnant again and ran away from home so that my father might be prevented from performing a second act of kindness. I was also anxious to escape from Mother, whose temper had not improved with the years. She had stopped showing me off long ago, had given up on her early plan to make me into an ‘educated young lady’, but she continued to criticize my every move. So I upped and offed into territory that was no more welcoming than home and a great deal less attractive than our farmhouse on the outskirts of Barr Bridge.

At first, we lived in John Street with Tommo’s parents. As there were three bedrooms, I was allowed to sleep in the house as long as the usual proprieties were observed. Even though I was pregnant, Phoebe Thompson ruled that any contact between her son and me should be strictly verbal.

I hated Phoebe Thompson with an intensity that was both sinful and frightening. She constantly made remarks about my appearance – ‘You really should get that hair cut, because long hair drains a pregnant woman of her strength’ was one of her favourite statements. It was as if she were setting out to destroy me by picking at little bits of my anatomy – my hair, my hands, my complexion. Perhaps she hoped that I would disintegrate before her very eyes if she kept eroding my confidence.

Dad arrived, of course, visited me, tried to persuade me to return home. ‘And you could continue to work for me,’ he said. ‘Just till you get married.’ My job had been a good one, especially since my graduation from the secretarial college. I was a competent typist, could do shorthand, bookkeeping, filing and office management. Office management at McNally’s had been easy enough, as there had been just one person to manage – myself. Now Dad was taking on a proper staff, was expanding the business in Bolton, Leigh, Chorley and Preston.

I sat on a dining chair and studied my hands. According to Mrs Thompson, my hands were big and ugly, didn’t fit with the rest of me at all. ‘I’m not coming back. Anyway, the wedding’s going to be at Sts Peter and Paul, so I’m going there for instruction. Barr Bridge is too far away.’

‘Are you intending to convert?’

‘No.’ I had been considering becoming a Catholic, had decided to wait until a time when pregnancy had ceased to guide the hand of fate. ‘But I suppose any children will have to be Catholic,’ I added.

Phoebe came in then with a brown teapot and some mugs, eyed my father with the distrust she reserved for me, the dustbin men and strangers. ‘Will you have a flour cake with boiled ham?’ she asked, sounding as if she would prefer to feed both of us to the lions.

‘No, thank you.’ Dad wore the look of an injured man whose final breath might well be choked off by the smallest morsel. ‘I’ll have to be getting back to my work.’

‘Cooling Teas,’ mused Mrs Thompson. She had a habit of sucking her teeth while musing, and she sucked them now as she considered my father’s products. ‘I’ve tried them and they’re no good for fever.’ Before anyone could cut in, she asked, ‘Sugar, Mr McNally?’

‘Two, please.’

She doled out the sugar, stirred vigorously, plonked the mugs in front of us. ‘Fine kettle of fish when they’ve got to get married. Unheard of in my day, it was.’

Dad looked at her. ‘I thought it was rather commonplace, actually. Many of the people in our area had weddings that were somewhat hasty. And perhaps you might like to try our latest tea, Mrs Thompson. This is the adult version of a new recipe. There’s camomile in it, and most folk find it palatable and good for the lowering of temperature.’ He placed a muslin bag on the table. ‘I would be grateful for your opinion, Mrs Thompson. Market research, you see.’

Phoebe pushed out her non-existent chest. ‘Well, I’ve never been one to reserve my opinions. Speak as I find, I do. As soon as one of us is poorly, I’ll brew this up and see what it does for us. But I’ll say my piece, whichever road it turns out.’

Dad sipped his tea. ‘Yes, that’s the way to be. Though I’ve found that many of us who speak as we find don’t like others to do the same.’ He replaced his mug and sat back. ‘What brand was that?’ he asked pleasantly.

‘I think it was Horniman’s,’ she replied.

‘Not good,’ said Dad. ‘Strange, because it’s always been a top brand.’

She didn’t enjoy listening while Dad spoke his mind. After snatching up her free sample of McNally’s, she tripped out of the room and banged a few pans in the kitchen. Dad looked at me and grinned sheepishly. ‘I couldn’t help it,’ he whispered. ‘The woman’s a bully. You’re not going to carry on living here, are you?’

‘Not likely,’ I mouthed. Tommo was out looking for a house as we spoke – as we whispered – and I had ordered him to find something at least half a mile away.

He swallowed, pulled at the top button of his shirt. ‘No need to get married, love. I’ll not give you medicine like I did last time, but I’ll stand by you, whatever you do. Don’t go rushing in with this lad, Laurie. He’s been no more than a weekend visitor. You don’t know what he’s like. Come home and wait a while.’

I sipped my tea, replaced the mug on Phoebe Thompson’s best tablecloth. ‘Go home, Dad,’ I said quietly.

He inhaled deeply. ‘I’ve got no home. You are my home, love.’

I looked at my father, thought about his life. He had a factory and a grand big farmhouse with modern conveniences and green wallpaper. He had several bank accounts, a motor car, two vans and a workforce that adored him. He had a daughter who was getting married to a boy who was disliked by most people, and a wife who was hated by all who met her. He had tobacco smoke, silence and the Bolton Evening News. ‘Oh, Dad. I wish it could be different for you.’ If only Mother had carried on with her waywardness; if only she’d gone off with some rich man to America or Africa, or even to Manchester.

‘I’m not your responsibility,’ he said. ‘And I shouldn’t make you feel guilty. I’ve had my chance, and I’ve mucked some of it up, but I shouldn’t be holding you back.’ He looked at his watch, measured it against Phoebe’s mantel clock. ‘If you’re ever in bother, come to me.’

My dad was an old man, had been old for as long as I could remember. In 1960, he must have been about fifty-two, but as he walked out of Phoebe Thompson’s house that afternoon, I saw age in his walk, on his lined face, in his eyes. My heart was heavy and sad, because although my mother had been fashioning his coffin for years, I knew that I had just knocked in a nail or two.

Tommo found us a house to rent in Horsa Street on the other side of town, two long bus rides away from his clucky mother. With a cheque from my father, I bought furniture and utensils, and we moved into our new home on the day of our wedding. Dad gave me away, and Anne was my bridesmaid. Mother stayed at home with a chill on her kidneys, but Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie did me proud in their newest clothes and happiest smiles.

The best man was Frank, who had ordered a new pair of boots for this special occasion. It may have been my imagination, but he seemed to walk a little taller and straighter that day, as if making an effort to be whole under the critical gaze of his mother. Even so, she chided him outside the church, pushed and bullied him as we posed for the photographs.

After the strain of the wedding, I was tired to the point of pain. Pregnancy did not suit me, and I was glad to arrive in our pretty bedroom with its cream lace curtains and yellow bedspread. Tommo had been drinking, was listing somewhat to starboard as he entered the room. He stood at the foot of the bed and grinned at me, then launched an attack that left me bruised and sore. At the end of a few minutes, my wedding dress was in ribbons and the bridegroom was snoring in a heap on top of me. I looked at his handsome face, saw a twist in his lip, wondered whether he would always be so brutal in drink.

Downstairs, I brewed tea in a virgin pot, put balm from my father’s shop on the bruises, curled up on the couch and slept for a short time. When I woke with a jump, I knew with a blinding certainty that I had done the wrong thing. The realization came to me just like that, in a flash of burning light that seared my brain with its intensity. I had made a mistake. It wasn’t just the injuries, the torn dress, the lack of concern for my condition. No. It was a picture in my memory, an image of a man with red-gold hair and grey eyes. The man was not Tommo. It was his brother who sat in my head. Because I recognized the expression that had sat on Frank’s face when the service was partway through. It had been a look of pity.

Being married to a brute is completely demoralizing. From the very start, I felt stupid, was anxious to hide my inadequacies. My husband had little patience with me, and I was strongly convinced that everything was my own fault. I was even sure that Frank’s pity was born out of his knowledge that I was a poor creature. It never occurred to me that Tommo might be in the wrong, that his behaviour sprang from some sickness within him.

The knowledge that I was subnormal and unsuited to marriage made me determined to make a good stab at it, and my first efforts began in the kitchen. I made cakes and scones, pies and casseroles, spent the change from my father’s wedding gift on the best cuts of meat, the freshest vegetables.

Tommo came in from his day at the office, flung himself into a chair, ate the main course in silence, threw my rice pudding at the wall. ‘I don’t like skin,’ he said. I thought at the time that everybody liked skin. Whenever Auntie Maisie had sent up a pudding, Dad and I had always locked ourselves in hysterical combat about who should get the larger piece. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘Most people like to eat the skin.’

He jumped from the chair and pinned me against the wall. ‘I’m not most people,’ he snarled. ‘And look at you, just take a look in that mirror.’ He dragged me to the chimney, thrust me towards my own image. He was my mother all over again, but I could not fight because my husband was right. I looked forty, all limp hair and dark circles round the eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again.

This only served to infuriate him even further. ‘Years I followed you,’ he shouted. ‘I even gave up the chance of a degree to marry you. And what have I finished up with? A clerk’s job and a woman who looks like an unmade bed.’ He tossed me aside, stamped out of the room and plodded noisily up the stairs.

He was excited, would call for me shortly so that he could indulge that frantic need for physical contact with me. I was beginning to notice that Tommo always wanted sex after or during one of these one-sided arguments, that he was not interested in love-making when things were quiet between us. But I had no way of comparing him with anyone else, could remember nothing of my parents’ marriage, nothing that might guide and comfort me.

I lay under him yet again, saw the anger in his eyes, marked the instant when it changed to triumph as he dominated me, watched the upper lip curling in response to the premature end of his staying power. At least it was always quick. I had some vague idea that the process should last longer, should be accompanied by expressions of love and tenderness. I often felt that something important was missing, but since the act had never given me pleasure, I was uncertain of what this absent element was.

Until Frank. Frank was a complete accident and a shock to my system that would reverberate down many years to come. He was delivering some council papers to the Tonge Moor Branch Library, decided to pop in on his way back to town. As was the custom among families in those days, he let himself in at the back door, found me crying in a heap on the couch.

‘Laura?’ His voice did not match the uncertainty of his stance. ‘Laura?’ The second time, there was urgency in the tone.

‘Sorry.’ That was the word I used most in those days. I had almost forgotten its meaning, as it was so often on my lips.

He sat next to me, put an arm round my shoulders. The whole thing happened so quickly that I have never been able to recount it properly. I responded to him. At the time, I could only compare the situation to ice-cream, felt foolish about finding such a poor analogy. I touched that man and I could not stop touching him. My first encounter with a vanilla cornet had been like that, a veritable orgy of self-indulgence. Nothing much was said, but there was a lot of fast breathing as we stared into each other’s eyes. Very little happened for about ten minutes, but I could see that he, too, was feeling this unseen power that seemed to bear a close relationship to electricity. He moved away, I followed. I dropped my hand from his neck, he dragged it back. It was a dance, a sitting-down dance without music and without properly choreographed steps.

‘What is he doing to you? Come on, Laura, spit it out.’

I gulped, dried my face with his handkerchief. ‘I’m no good as a wife,’ I finally managed. ‘He doesn’t like my cooking and he gets really mad with me.’

He took the square of cotton and dabbed at my cheeks. ‘Is he hitting you?’

I shrugged. ‘Not hitting exactly. He … sort of throws things at me and pushes me.’

Frank nodded. ‘So that he has power over you. I’ve put up with that all my life, you know. When he pushes me, I fall over. Then he stands over me and curls his lip—’

‘Don’t!’ Tommo’s face hung in the air above me, was insinuating itself between me and this man who was trying to understand my shortcomings. ‘I can’t bear it,’ I said quietly. ‘It’s my fault, all of it. I’m pregnant and ugly and I’m no good at keeping the house clean.’ I pulled away from him, tried to place myself on the outside of this unwelcome spell, but the magnetism still encircled me.

He kissed me. He kissed me for an endless time, and I thought that the baby had quickened, though I soon realized that I was the one coming alive. Like a woman in a trance, I allowed myself to be led to the rug, then I stood aside in my mind and watched while he undressed me. His hands on the bulge of my belly were cool and kind. There was no pain, although the experience was shattering, unnerving. Even though I worried about disturbing the unborn child, I had no wish to stop Frank as he made slow and gentle love.

He cried with me afterwards. ‘Oh Laura,’ he said. ‘There’ve been a few women, but not like this. Nothing like this, ever.’ Then he stroked my trembling body until all our tears had run dry.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ I whispered, practical as ever now that the pleasure was over. ‘I don’t belong with Tommo, but he’s my husband.’

‘I love you.’ His voice was sweet, made even gentler by the strength of his emotions. ‘Loved you the first time I saw you, hated him for marrying you. No-one would have me, not with this game leg.’

‘I’d have you, Frank. You are just so … so lovely.’

Frank was one of those people who teach others not to be fooled by appearances. He had a shrivelled leg and a mind that might have extended itself endlessly with the help of education. He had a shrivelled leg and a body that was beautifully strong. After our second coupling, the bad leg was a thing that was just fastened to him, an item that made walking difficult, a nuisance. He took off all his clothes and he was still a fine figure with one unfortunate flaw that detracted not one bit from his overall appearance. Somebody with a bit of sense would snatch him up soon, would marry him and take him away from me.

‘Why are you smiling?’ he asked. ‘And why is the smile so sad, Mona Lisa?’

I laughed, was invigorated, no longer felt lumpy and unattractive. ‘I’m a married woman and I’m frightened of losing you. I can’t lose you, because I can’t have you.’

‘Yes, you can.’

‘No. I belong to him. I must try my best to make it work.’

He sat up, dragged on his trousers, fiddled with the clumsy surgical boot. ‘When did you realize your mistake?’

I frowned, thought about my wedding night. ‘Soon after we were married.’ Strangely, I still had a lot of loyalty, still wanted to protect Tommo.

‘He’s brutal,’ announced Frank clearly. ‘He used to do things to animals, torture them, kill them. And I was a sitting target, of course, was there just for his amusement. He was always hiding the calliper I wore when I was young. Even lately, he has burned my boots so that I couldn’t go out.’

I sat up, covered myself with a cushion. ‘Why?’

‘Sadism.’ He fastened the lace, leaned across me to reach his shirt. ‘You are beautiful,’ he whispered hoarsely.

‘Don’t start again, Frank. You’ll be missed at work and Tommo will be here in an hour or so.’

He smiled, showed off those perfect white teeth. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but even I am out of steam now.’ He began to fasten the shirt buttons. ‘Bernard isn’t exactly a good lover, is he?’

I frowned, wondered what to say, decided on silence.

‘He used the twins to practise on – that pair called Irene and Enid. They’re nice girls, a bit free with their favours. They told me about him, about his problem. People talk to me, you see, because they think their confidences will go no further. I’m just about half a person, so my opinion of their morals is not important. He was having sex with both of them.’

‘Oh.’ This was the only syllable I could lay my tongue on. What I felt for Frank was not pity. It was empathy, because he had not been loved. I had thought I knew all about not being loved, yet I was still learning. Nor could I put a finger on my attitude to Tommo. We had been married for just a few weeks, yet I didn’t mind hearing about his other dalliances. There was no anger, just numbness. Also, I glimpsed the edge of pity for the brother who was truly crippled. Tommo was the one with the disability, I thought as Frank carried on talking.

‘Cruel, the twins said. Apparently, he enjoyed watching them suffer, got a kick out of giving them pain. He has to be angry to get … to be in a state where he can do anything. And no marathons for our Bernard, or so I’m told. That makes him even angrier. It’s a vicious circle, very vicious.’ He knotted his tie, picked up the jacket which had lain in a crumpled heap for the past hour. ‘More of a downward spiral than a circle, I suppose. He had to be sure of a virgin bride, had to get somebody who didn’t know the score. If you’d been with anybody else, you would have known the difference between Bernard and normality.’

‘I wasn’t a virgin.’

‘But there’s been just him?’

I nodded.

‘And now, I’ve shown you what you’re missing.’ There was no false pride in his tone, no hint of sarcasm. He struggled to his feet, gazed down at me. ‘In a way, I’m sorry about that. Perhaps if I hadn’t come, you might never have known about real loving.’ He grinned broadly, yet there was nothing lewd in his expression. ‘I shall come again, Laura. I’ve been offered a post as assistant librarian at Tonge Moor, so I’ll get along to see you quite often.’ He paused. ‘Do you want that? Do you want me?’

I wanted him. I wanted him to come back that night, to take his brother’s place. What I felt for Frank was not love, not yet, but my body screamed for more of his attention and affection. ‘I’ll have to think about it. If he ever found out …’

‘He’d kill me. And what happened here today is worth dying for, Laura. It was wonderful.’

My teacher walked out of the house after giving me a last kiss. I stood at the back window, watched as he limped out of the yard. He had shown me the possibilities, had steered me right into the eye of my own sexuality. For a moment or two, I even understood my mother. For a chance of repeating the day’s pleasure, I might well have laid my marriage on the line. My body glowed, was alive, aware. But I was still married to Tommo. And Tommo, as he often reminded me, was not like other people.

My head hit the edge of the open cupboard door, then I felt no more. When I came to my senses, I was naked from the waist down and the pain in my legs was intense. He must have flung himself on to my inert body, probably neglected to arrange my limbs into a natural position. I knew that one leg was broken. When I attempted to move, fire shot into my groin and I feared yet again for the innocent unborn baby who had shared the battering.

I summoned the tattered remnants of strength and yelled for him. ‘Tommo! Come down, I can’t walk.’ The sky outside was darkening, and I did not want to sit all night with my back propped against the kitchen cupboard, with my leg broken beneath me. The house carried the sort of echo that advertises emptiness. He was out. He would be drinking in the Starkie, would be back to make another attempt to prove his flagging manhood.

I reached for the pan rack, grabbed a saucepan, banged on the wall. After ten or fifteen minutes, a woman threw open my back door. She took in my appearance, ran her eyes over my effort to cover myself. ‘At it again, love?’ she asked. ‘I’ve heard him many a time. Can’t he get it up proper?’

I blushed, wiped some beads of sweat from my brow. ‘I’ve broken the long bone,’ I said. Even talking rattled the wound, made me cringe. ‘Get the ambulance, I need to go to hospital. And if you’d be so kind as to go upstairs for my dressing gown. It’s hanging on the bedroom door, pink candlewick.’

She poked her head into the yard. ‘Ernie? Run up yonder and do us a nine-nine-nine, ambulance. She should be getting the bloody cops to him, but we’ll save that for when she’s mended. He’s broke her leg, Ernie.’

She dragged her upper half back into the room. ‘That was Ernie,’ she said unnecessarily. ‘And I’m Ida Bowen. I only wish we could have met under better circs, if you get my drift. Now, I’ll fetch a pair of knickers and all. If you’ll point me to the scissors, I’ll fathom a road of making you decent. You can’t go riding in an ambulance with your ha’penny on show, can you?’ She went off to sort out my wardrobe while I continued to pour with pain-induced sweat. He had done this. He had done this to me and to my passenger, who was his son or daughter. And now I knew about lovemaking, knew full well that my husband was not a normal man. Was my dad normal? I wondered, probably in an effort to take my mind off my own tragedy. He would be, I felt sure. Perhaps Mother was one of those nymphomaniac people, then.

Ida Bowen came back, knelt beside me, cursed as she hacked at my underwear and pushed my arms into the dressing gown sleeves. ‘I’ll safety-pin you into these knickers, love.’ She puffed, panted, did her best to give me some dignity. ‘You want to report him, get him stopped. We’ve been worried ever since you moved in, lass. Thompson, isn’t it?’ She ignored my nod, went on chattering. ‘He wants to have a couple of years in jail, that thing you’ve married. They’d soon sort him out, the thieves and robbers in there. Decent folk, some of them, can’t be doing with a man who hits women. They’d separate him from his jukebox, they would. Aye, he’d soon be two balls short of a bowling match, yon feller. Is that all right?’

‘Yes. Thank you.’

She sat back on her haunches and wielded the scissors before my eyes. ‘You want to do it yourself, wait till he’s asleep and then cut off his privileges.’

Ernie dashed in. He was as thin as his wife was fat, as short as she was tall. ‘All right, lass?’ he asked of both of us.

‘You’d never hit me, would you, Ernie?’ asked Ida.

Ernie shook his head. If I hadn’t been in pain, I might have laughed at the concept of this tiny man taking on his gargantuan wife. ‘What’s up with your hair?’ he asked.

I lifted a hand, felt the blood. ‘I fell against the kitchenette door. It was open.’ The kitchenette was the article of furniture on which I was leaning, a green-and-cream affair with many compartments and drawers.

‘Were you knocked out?’ asked Mr Bowen.

‘I can’t remember.’ Talking was exhausting, and I didn’t really know what to say anyway.

Ida struggled to her feet and they stared at one another above my throbbing head. ‘He’s done it to her while she was unconscious,’ announced the furious woman. ‘That’s the truth, isn’t it, love?’

I wiped the blood on to my torn skirt. ‘I can’t remember,’ I repeated in a monotone that sounded nothing like me. Not being able to remember had been useful in infancy, but it seemed to cause more trouble here.

‘See?’ screamed my next-door neighbour. ‘He’s bloody well raped her while she was spark out on the floor. He wants his membership withdrawn, he does. You’ll have to deal with him, Ernie.’

Ernie looked too weak to deal with the peeling of an orange. ‘Right, sweetheart,’ he said.

‘Sweetheart’ adjusted the turban that failed to cover a headful of curlers, orange and blue with little spikes sticking out of their surfaces. ‘Ernie’ll see to him, just you mark my words.’

The ambulance and Tommo arrived simultaneously, the former announcing its presence with clanging bells, the latter standing with his mouth open and gazing down on his prostrate wife. ‘What happened?’ He had the face of an angel and hair like gold, was the devil in a Saturday night suit.

Ernie squared up to Tommo, who was at least four inches taller than the little man. ‘You’ve forced yourself on an unconscious woman,’ he snapped. ‘And that’s bad news for any right-minded bloke. A bloody disgrace, you are, putting her through this. She must have been knocked out, else she’d have screamed blue murder when you broke her leg and we’d have heard her, me and Ida. We’ve heard her many a time before now. Well? Anything to say for yourself, you rotten young sod?’

‘No.’ Tommo shook his head, tried to look innocent. ‘I didn’t do that, I didn’t hurt her.’

Ida Bowen wanted a few lines in the script. ‘Listen, toe-rag. We’ve heard you. These walls are like paper, you know. What sort of a man are you? Why do you keep making her cry? Does she have to be knocked senseless to put up with you? Well, she’ll have to go in hospital now. I hope you’re proud of yourself, you blinking evil bully.’

Tommo raised a fist, seemed intent on hitting Mrs Bowen, but her husband intervened, made a strange sound in his throat, then smashed the outer edge of his hand into Tommo’s neck. Tommo gagged, made a choking sound, then fled out to the yard just as the ambulance crew came in.

‘See?’ Ida looked thoroughly satisfied with everything. ‘I told you that there judo stuff would come in useful.’ She turned to me. ‘He’s what they call a master or a dan or summat. Shall we fetch your mam?’

‘No.’ Good heavens – Mother on top of all this?

‘Right.’ She stood back while the ambulance men placed me on the stretcher. The pain seared my flesh, but I still managed to mouth my thanks at the Bowens. ‘Nay,’ she said. ‘You just knock on this wall, love. And get bloody shut of him, he’s no use at all to man nor beast.’

She was right. All the way to the infirmary, I knew that she was right. But there was no way out of the situation. I was married with a baby on the way and a leg that wanted attention. Fortunately, it was a bad break, and I stayed in hospital until my pregnancy reached its end. Perhaps fatherhood would change him. Perhaps …

The pain was terrible. I’d just recovered from traction after my leg had healed, was reasonably sure that my lower limbs would be a matching pair, and now I was back where I had started, filled to the brain with an agony that was next to unbearable.

A blue-clad sister messed about with the blood-pressure gauge, gave me a friendly if somewhat professional smile, patted my hand. ‘Very nice, dear. Coming on a treat, you are.’

Tommo had gone out, was sitting somewhere along the corridor reading Titbits or Reveille or Woman’s Weekly. He seemed capable of getting away with everything, had clearly been put in this world to cause me as much trouble as possible. There had been no repercussions, as I had felt too shaky to send for the police. And what could they have done? Even in the 1960s, it was difficult for a woman to sue the man to whom she was married. I was his property, just another piece of furniture for his home.

Mother and Dad had been, had been coming for months to visit a daughter whose bones, though young, seemed to be on strike, refused to heal within a decent time scale. Today, I had sent them away, could not bear to have anyone near me. Even Frank, who had been arriving at my bedside several times a week, would have received no smile of welcome at this juncture. There was just me and the pain, and one of us had to win.

A doctor came in, one I hadn’t seen before. He talked to me about distress, something to do with the baby’s heartbeat. He intended to allow me just a few more minutes, after which I would be down in theatre for an emergency Caesarean. With that awesome possibility in mind, I went to work, co-operated with the contractions, produced a healthy boy whose lungs might have put a cathedral organ to shame.

Tommo stood by the bed, his face wreathed in a wistful smile that might have touched my heartstrings in days gone by. He ran a finger over his son’s head, caught my cheek with a fingernail, flinched when he saw the cold stillness in my face. ‘He’s grand,’ he said at last.

‘Yes.’

‘Can we call him Gerald?’

‘Yes.’ I really didn’t care.

‘After my grandfather. My mother’s father.’

I shrugged. ‘Whatever you like.’

‘Gerald John?’ His eyebrows were arched as he quizzed me. ‘The John after your dad?’

‘Gerald John sounds stupid,’ I said. ‘Gerald Thompson will do.’

Tommo edged away from the bed, though his eyes never left my face. ‘I’ll be different,’ he muttered. ‘Now that I’m a dad, things will get a lot easier.’

‘Yes.’ Even that didn’t matter. It wasn’t tiredness or depression that was causing my lethargy – I really and truly didn’t give a damn about anything. Tommo, the baby, Frank, my father – as far as I was concerned, I wouldn’t have cared if everyone and everything had just disappeared in a puff of smoke. I included myself when I didn’t bother to count my blessings. We could all have faded away, then I might have enjoyed just being nothing and nobody for all time.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you want me to bring anything in for you or for Gerald?’

‘Ask the nurses.’

He took a tiny step towards me. ‘Some more fruit? Some of Mam’s cake?’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘Laura?’ There was a sharp edge to his voice, though he was plainly fighting for self-control. ‘I’m sorry. What more can I say? I didn’t know you were unconscious. I didn’t know that your leg was broken.’ He breathed in a bit more courage. ‘Even when you are awake, it’s like being with a corpse. How was I to know the difference?’

I stared at him, wondered what he was talking about. Was love-making the subject of his meandering? Should I tell him about his brother, his delicious brother who knew how to pleasure a woman, how to bring her to the brink of an experience that felt like a mixture of disaster and screaming joy? Ah, I was feeling something at last, was beginning to remember, beginning to care. Should I say it? No, it wasn’t worth it, wasn’t worth upsetting an applecart that had no value anyway.

‘Does your dad know what happened that night?’ He was worried, then.

‘Not unless he’s talked to the Bowens. And I don’t think he has.’ I paused, fiddled with the baby’s blanket. ‘No, he doesn’t know about your problem, Tommo.’

‘What?’

I looked up at him. Since coming into hospital, I had learned a lot from my stays on several women’s wards. Women in a group without men could be lewd, coarse and very funny. But underneath their banter ran a strong thread of disdain for men, for their inadequacies, their infantile minds, their stupidity. ‘Premature ejaculation,’ I said with the air of one who is learned about such matters. ‘It’s what’s wrong with you, why you can’t do things properly.’

He staggered back as if I had hit him with a brick. ‘I’ve been coming here for bloody months visiting you,’ he spat. ‘I even offered to stay with you during the birth.’

‘Big of you.’ Yet again, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, even though the words were coming from me. It was probably hormones, I thought wearily. My mouth seemed to be developing a habit of going into freefall whenever I suffered a hormonal upset. ‘I don’t want to live with you any more.’

His face coloured until it matched the rim of a picture on the wall, a pale watercolour of a mother and baby that was trimmed with burgundy. ‘You’ll do yourself a mischief if you’re not careful, Tommo,’ I said. ‘There’s temper in your face. You’d better watch out for strokes and heart attacks in a few years.’

‘You can’t leave me.’

‘Can’t I?’

He pulled at the collar of his shirt as if it choked him. ‘Where would you go?’

Away with your brother, I answered internally. ‘To a place where I won’t be raped. Somewhere quiet and peaceful where my bones won’t get broken.’

‘I’ve promised, haven’t I?’

‘Oh, yes, you’ve promised all right. But it makes no difference. I’m going away. You won’t find me, so don’t try. And I promise you that I’ll name this baby after your grandfather. When he’s older, I’ll make sure that you see him from time to time. One of the many differences between us is that I am capable of keeping my promises.’

He darted across the room and grabbed my wrist. ‘You’ll not get away from me, Laura. I’ll make damned sure of that.’

‘Let go of my arm.’ I pressed the button by my side, heard the bell screaming somewhere down the corridor. ‘They’ll be here in a minute. Get out.’

He ran from the room and I suddenly realized that I was shaking, that I had probably been shaking throughout the whole ten or so minutes. But Tommo had gone. I was rid of the monster.


Chapter Three

We sat on Darwen Road in Dad’s parked van. I was in the passenger seat next to my father, while poor Frank squatted in the body of the vehicle with his hands on a small wicker cradle that contained my son. Dad screwed his head round and looked at the man behind him. ‘What have you done to your hair?’

Frank grinned wryly. ‘It’s a noticeable shade if left to itself, Mr McNally. I’ve got the sort of crowning glory that can be relied upon to be visible in a crowded room. I bought the dye from your shop on Blackburn Road. Does it not suit me?’

Dad chose not to answer the unanswerable, turned his attention to me. ‘Look, Laurie, this is taking things a bit too far. I mean, how do you expect to get away with it? Running off with the man’s brother, leaving all your possessions behind, carrying a new-born child into God alone knows what.’

I closed my eyes and dropped my head, longed to be somewhere peaceful, some place where nobody asked questions. ‘I love Frank.’

‘It’s not five minutes since you loved Tommo.’

‘That was a mistake, Dad.’

Dad tapped an impatient rhythm on the van’s steering wheel, nodded his head jerkily in time with the beat. – ‘You’ve forbidden me to tell your mother, and she’s asking all sorts of difficult questions. You know what Liza’s like with scandal – unless she’s at the centre of it, of course. Come to think, you’re acting rather like she used to behave, completely amorally.’

Frank touched my dad’s shoulder. ‘You don’t know what Laura’s been through, sir. None of us knows – even I’m not sure of the details. But I can tell you what my brother is. He’s a curse, a blind boil on the face of humanity. Ever seen a cat with its neck broken? That was just to prove that a cat’s neck could be broken, because he’d read somewhere that a cat can jump from the highest window without severing its spinal column. Mind you, the book said nothing about hitting an animal with a brick.’ He paused, swallowed, clearly had difficulty in admitting kinship to such a bestial man. ‘Shall I go on? Small dogs, rabbits, birds?’

Dad shook his head, eyed me seriously. ‘Were you just another of his little animals, Laurie?’

I tried to sound brave and practical, didn’t want to think, needed not to remember. Forgetting was impossible, but actively remembering was not something in which I intended to involve myself. ‘There’s a baby now, Dad. A small animal, I suppose. Because we are just animals, aren’t we? He might hurt Gerald. In drink, he’s capable of anything—’

‘And sober, he’s positively dangerous,’ Frank muttered.

My father swivelled in his seat again, fixed his eyes on my brother-in-law. ‘Why have you got yourself involved in this, Frank? And what are your parents thinking of? Don’t they know what he is?’

Frank shook his dyed brown hair. ‘Dad knows. Dad tried to warn Laura, then started hoping that marriage would work a miracle on Bernard. As for Mam – well – she’s said all along that her Bernard is playful, that he has an inquisitive mind. She can’t accept my brother’s sadism any more than she can embrace my bad leg. Her eyes are closed, Mr McNally. But what she says and what she thinks could well be two different things.’

The baby whimpered. Frank lifted him out of his basket and passed him to me. Under a thick white shawl, I fed my child, the child for whom I had no feeling. Because of my lack of love, I determinedly did everything right, breast instead of bottle, followed the feeding-on-demand school of thought, talked endlessly to the poor little thing.

‘Where have you been staying?’ Dad asked me.

‘In a bed and breakfast on Bromwich Street. Frank bought some things for the baby, and I emptied my account for my own clothes and food. Now, I’m destitute. And Frank’s left home too.’ I waved a hand towards the suitcases at the back of the van. ‘It won’t take Tommo long to put two and two together. He knows I get on well with Frank, so he’ll be looking for both of us any minute now. Which is how Frank came to make such an awful mess of his hair. It’s supposed to be black, but it’s actually greenish in some lights, especially when the sun shines. A bit like Anne Shirley’s in the Green Gables book.’

Neither of them smiled at my attempt to lighten this dynamite situation. Dad was still tapping, this time on the dashboard. ‘You’ll have lost your job at the library, of course,’ he said to Frank.

‘Daren’t go back.’ Frank looked sad, because he had loved his work. ‘So I’ll get no reference. But I’ve no address either, you see. Even if and when we do get an address, I won’t be able to give it out. Bernard will be at the library as soon as it opens. As my brother, he can soon persuade them to help in the search for me.’

Dad stopped tapping, had plainly started thinking. ‘Can you drive, Frank?’

‘Never had the chance. But the bad side of me could use a car clutch, I’d say.’

‘Then we’ll get you driving and you can work for me.’

Frank’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, then darkened just as quickly. ‘I can’t come near Barr Bridge, Mr McNally. I really do appreciate your offer, but it’s out of the question. He’d find me. When he finds me, he finds Laura. I’d starve before I’d let him near her again.’

My father’s face softened. ‘You want to protect this daughter of mine, don’t you?’

The pale cheeks showed twin spots of colour as he said, ‘He’ll not break her leg again, sir. I’ll break his bloody back first.’

Dad smiled. ‘Have you never heard of a telephone, lad? You’ll be a traveller, you’ll be drumming up more outlets for McNally’s products. You see, there are a lot of smaller shops that still don’t stock the teas and the other bits and pieces. You’ll have a map and a car, and you’ll travel.’

Frank glanced at me. ‘She’ll be on her own. I don’t fancy leaving her alone, not after what she’s been through.’

My father touched my cheek. ‘Would you feel safe with forty-odd miles between you and Bolton?’

Tommo would be no respecter of distance. I would never feel safe anywhere on the planet as long as Tommo lived. It was going to be just a matter of time, wherever Frank and I went. ‘I’ll feel safe enough,’ I lied. ‘Just get us out of Bolton.’

We spent the following week or two at an inn near Ramsbottom, emerging from our hide only to seek fresh air for the baby. Our names remained unchanged, as Thompson was not uncommon, and we continued to call ourselves Mr and Mrs. Although both titles were technically correct, I felt as if everyone knew the truth. This was my husband’s brother, and I was the most awful sinner.

The Sister House,

Chorley New Road,

Bolton.

3 September 1961

Dear Laura,

I am sending this via your father’s factory, as I understand your need for secrecy at such a difficult time. My poor girl, how can you carry on being so hard on yourself? I know that what you have done is unusual, but you really could not have carried on with that terrible fellow. And him a Catholic too! Laura, the main thing for you is to be safe and to keep Gerald safe also. Please do not worry about your lack of maternal affection. You will learn to love that little boy – I know you will. After such brutal treatment, you cannot expect life to turn instantly into a bowl of cherries. I am praying constantly for you and Frank. God is good, and He will surely understand your love for that kind man. Old Tommy-gun over in Mayo is praying like billy-o as well – I bet she has worn out a whole rosary these past weeks.

Well, I’m still getting into trouble for what the Revd Mother calls my unconventional views on topics like birth control and the ecumenical movement. I suppose I just feel that all Christians should bury hatchets – not in each other’s brains, though. Sometimes, I get as confused as you are, my dear girl. Life’s not simple. The commandments make it seem clear enough, but living’s an art form and getting it right seems to be a matter of luck (God forgive me for such blasphemy). But factors outside of us often affect and guide our instincts, and instinct affects our interpretation of God’s laws. I had better start praying for myself, too. You are not the only sinner in this world, Laura.

Please write to me soon.

God bless you,

Confetti.

I smiled at Confetti’s words of encouragement, then passed the letter to Frank. ‘Do you think I’ve got this post-natal depression thing?’

His eyes sparkled. ‘No sign of that last night, old girl. I think you’re just having a bit of trouble getting used to motherhood, that’s all.’

My feelings for Gerald were similar to those I’d had for dolls. I didn’t want to play with him, wasn’t struck on showing him off in his pram, didn’t enjoy dressing him up and going for walks with him. I did all these things, but they required a great deal of energy and were founded not in what I recognized as love, but in willpower. I made an act of will each morning, then every day I worked hard at being a good parent.

‘He should have stayed in the cardboard box. I wouldn’t have minded looking at him through cellophane. Oh, Frank, I feel so bloody awful. This poor little lad. Just look at him, will you? All that lovely blond hair turning brown, those beautiful eyes staring at me all the time. Does he know, Frank? Does he know how I feel about his dad?’

‘Stop it, Laura.’ He took a step towards me, folded his arms around my neck, dropped his chin and smiled at me. ‘It will come. Your love for this baby is just buried under a few other things.’

Like rape and a broken leg, I thought. Like rice pudding and a broken heart. Thick pudding dripping down the wall and a man shouting for me, ordering me to lie beneath him so that he could hate me properly, fully. ‘I’m not normal,’ I insisted. ‘I don’t like myself. Someone else should be Gerald’s mother, someone kind and loving.’

‘Stop it, sweetheart.’ His hair looked really peculiar, was starting to grow. Although he kept it short, the roots looked bright pink compared to the lifeless greeny-brown that was cropped close, too close for the fashion of the day. ‘Keep your hat on,’ I advised yet again.

He laughed. ‘When I take it off, I tell any onlookers that I used to be an actor and that my latest bit part required a cripple with brown hair. They are all waiting for the film to come out, but they’re in for a very long wait. I’ve called this non-existent epic The Luck of the Devil. I hope there isn’t one coming out with that title.’ He stepped away, pulled on the old-fashioned trilby, tipped it over one eye. ‘I can always look sad and say that the brown-haired cripple is on a cutting-room floor.’

I didn’t think of him as a cripple. He was the kindest person I had encountered for ages – with the possible exception of my pen-pal, Confetti – and I loved him with a passion I had not expected to discover in someone of my nature. I was a cool person, humorous but detached, a watcher rather than a doer. I remembered telling my cousin Anne that I wanted to be a doer, but things hadn’t turned out that way for me. I was a collector, a gatherer of people. Often, I wrote people in a little book, wondered vaguely whether I would ever find the energy to write novels or short stories.

‘What are you thinking about?’ asked the man in my life.

‘Becoming a writer.’

He didn’t laugh. Frank never laughed at people’s hopes and dreams. ‘Yes. I can see you scribbling at a desk in some quiet attic. Try it.’ He gathered up his briefcase and kissed the top of my head, tickled Gerald under the chin. ‘See you later.’

I watched as he drove away in his brand-new Ford, waved until he disappeared round the corner. Gerald, whose bloom of health was even rosier this morning, was sitting propped up by cushions in his pram. He stared at me solemnly. This was a serious baby who took in everything that went on around him. He frightened me, because I guessed that he felt my lack of love. ‘Smile,’ I said to him. ‘Come on, give Mummy a smile.’

He had lovely eyes of a soft grey-blue, and hair whose colour was either dark blond or light brown. His crowning glory was shiny and thick, had begun to thicken shortly after birth. At almost four months of age, he was solid, crammed with nourishment, deprived of real love. He continued to stare at me until I walked away.

We were living in a village just outside St Helens, a tiny place that nestled amid some of Lord Derby’s rich crop fields. It was safe enough, I mused as I washed the breakfast dishes. We were surrounded by emptiness, attached to half a dozen cottages that housed labourers from tenant farms. No-one ever came here. He would not find me, I insisted while drying the cups and saucers.

The telephone screamed at me. It was an angry-looking red thing, was attached to a wall in the kitchen. I lifted the receiver, inhaled deeply to prevent my heart from forcing its noisy way up my throat. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s only me.’

‘Dad.’ I felt the tension running out of me, almost heard the stiffness cracking as it melted in my shoulders. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’ He paused. I knew that he had covered the handset, could hear muffled words as he talked to someone else. ‘Laurie?’

‘Yes?’

‘Is Frank there?’

‘No, he went to work a few minutes ago.’

Dad left me hanging on again, this time failing to cover the phone. ‘Look, Freddie, just go out and buy another bloody gallon of it.’ To swear, John McNally needed to be at the end of his tether. ‘And tell them out there that I’ll be cutting their wages if they spill any more. That stuff’s four pounds a quart.’

‘Dad?’ By this time, my nerves were on edge again. ‘Is it Tommo? Has he been up to see you?’ Tommo had threatened my parents with everything from a law-suit to physical pain, was causing not a little gossip in my father’s village.

He cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, love. It’s a bit hectic here today. I wanted to talk to Frank. Have you any idea where he is?’

I flicked through the schedule on the cork notice-board next to the phone. ‘Formby, Ainsdale, Southport.’

‘Right. I’ll try one of the shops on his route, get him to call me back.’

‘Why?’ I shouted. ‘Is it business or is it Tommo?’

‘Both,’ he answered softly. ‘But there’s nothing to worry about. Really, Laurie, don’t start getting yourself upset.’

‘He’s been round again, hasn’t he?’ Gerald was grizzling and I needed to go to him. As a dutiful mother, I did not leave my infant to cry on his own. Most of the time, I cried with him, was uneasy when Frank was out, couldn’t cope by myself. I was not a coper. I was useless, no good—

‘Laurie?’

‘I’m still here.’

‘Look, I’ll get away tonight when it’s dark. Fix up the bed in the spare room and get a nice meal together. Do you need anything?’ He often did our shopping, filled up freezer and cupboards at least twice a month. ‘I can get off early and pick up some things in St Helens.’

‘No, Dad. You do too much already.’

‘Only for you, Laurie-child. Oh and Liza’s moaning again about never seeing her grandson.’

‘Don’t bring her,’ I yelled. ‘Please don’t bring her.’

He laughed, though the sound contained little humour. ‘That’s my other ear-drum punctured,’ he said. ‘Your mother’s done my left in, and now you’ve completed the set. See you later.’

I rang off, spread the tea-towel to dry, gazed through the window at the endless flatness of the fields. It was a boring place. I hadn’t thought about it before, but now I missed my own undulating countryside. Perhaps movement in the land made for interesting people, because this lot round here were surely the dullest crowd I had never met. They hadn’t even bothered to introduce themselves after we had moved into the house at the end of the terrace. Flat land, flat folk. I closed the window, went back to my son in the living room.

He had slipped sideways, so that his little head was resting on the side of the pram. I walked round to him, reached out to lift him into a more comfortable position. My hands froze in mid-air. Gerald’s skin was a pale blue-white, and there was no movement in him. My baby was dead. My baby had died from lack of love. I backed away from the tiny embodiment of my mortal sin, crouched down in a corner of the room, screamed and yelled for help until the house threatened to burst open.

It did burst open. The woman in the doorway was short and fat, with red hands and a pale face, but her face wasn’t as pale as Gerald’s. Needing my neighbours was becoming a habit. I should not have called the people hereabouts flat and dull, because there was nothing placid about this rounded lady. And I shouldn’t be thinking about neighbours, shouldn’t be cataloguing folk for my collection when my baby had just breathed his last. The newcomer’s work-scalded hands plucked my child from his pram and turned him upside down. ‘Water,’ she snapped at me as she pummelled the little body. ‘Hot and cold, sink and bowl.’

I ran out, chanted in my head, ‘hot and cold, sink and bowl’, filled the sink, filled the bowl, called to the woman, ‘I’ve done it, I’ve got the water.’

She rushed into the kitchen, dunked Gerald in the bowl, clouted him, immersed him in the sink. ‘He’s right now,’ she said. ‘Must have got a bit of a temperature, love. It doesn’t mean he’ll always have fits, but you’d best see a doctor all the same.’ She unveiled my son, pulled the towel from his face. And he smiled at me. The cheeky little rascal grinned so widely that his face was almost in two halves.

‘I’m Hetty Hawkesworth,’ she stated defiantly. ‘No jokes, please. They call me Hetty the Hawk because I miss nowt.’ She thrust the wriggling bundle that was Gerald into my arms. ‘Get out of me road,’ she ordered, launching herself at the telephone. Within ten seconds, a taxi was on its way. ‘I’ll not mither the ambulance, because this is no more than an infantile convulsion. Don’t look at me as if I’m daft, I’ve done more than enough auxiliary nursing in my time.’

‘Thank you.’ He was beautiful. He was beautiful and he was smiling and I had nearly lost him and I didn’t love him.

Hetty the Hawk dragged some clothes from a pile in the corner. ‘Give him here. Now get shaping, go and make yourself ready. Take him to the Provvy, tell the sisters that I sent you.’ Although she was plump, Hetty deserved to be likened to a bird of prey, because her nose was definitely hooked.

I stood in the doorway and tried not to look at the predatory nose. ‘The Provvy?’

‘Providence Hospital, love. Nuns run it. If you’d rather, you can take him to Whiston – or all the way to Alder Hey Children’s. The Provvy’s the nearest.’

Nuns. I liked the sound of that, trusted it. I realized that day that I would always run to the sisterhood when I was troubled. There was Confetti in the post and there was a convent in St Helens. They would find me wherever I went, the sisters.

Gerald was weighed and measured, played with and cosseted, fussed over by half a dozen women in hospital white and the usual veils. The doctor was a layman, of course, and he expressed the opinion that this had been a one-off, a sudden rise in temperature, probably caused by a passing virus, and that Gerald had shaken off his fever in the age-old way, by having a short fit. ‘There’ll probably be no more,’ said the doctor. ‘A fine boy, a credit to you.’

The nuns walked me to the door, asked after Hetty, told me to keep an eye on her. ‘She’s had a bad bout of illness, can’t work any more. Tell her we’re thinking of her.’

I waved from the taxi, blinked against my filling eyes, remembered the charabanc with the awful orchestra and the puny choir, saw Sister Agatha’s face when ‘her girls’ assassinated a perfectly innocent piece of music. Love. It was all about love.

He was clutching my finger all the way home, holding on to me, willing me to look at him and be his mother. At some traffic lights, the driver turned and stared at me, took in the sight of my tears dripping down onto my son’s head. ‘Eeh, that’s a picture,’ he said contentedly. ‘There’s no mistaking a mother’s love, is there?’

So this was mother-love, was it? This feeling of relief that had replaced my terror? Was this it? Or had my anguish sprung from guilt, was it the same emotion I would have experienced had a dog almost died of my neglect?

‘Da,’ said Gerald.

I dashed a palm across my moist face. ‘You’re too young to talk, Gerald Thompson. People do not talk until they have teeth and a proper backbone and no holes in the middle of their skull.’

‘Da,’ he said.

I touched the spot where the four sections met, where Mother Nature had left room for my child’s brain to grow before closing its container. He was going to be clever. That was why he stared all the time. Like me, Gerald would be a collector, an assessor of things or of people. ‘Silly,’ I said aloud. ‘How on earth can I tell what you’re going to be? As long as …’I paused, because the thought was frightening. ‘As long as you don’t turn out like your dad.’

He grinned wetly, toothlessly, the bright red gums seeming sore and swollen. ‘Da.’

And I hugged him all the way home.

By the time my father was due to arrive, my toothless son had four thin wafers of bone in his mouth, two in the upper storey, two in what Frank called the balcony seats. ‘Teething,’ said Frank. ‘It can drive them nuts, give them all kinds of peculiar symptoms.’

‘Not fits.’ I clutched the baby to my bosom, refused to leave him out of my sight even for a second.

‘You can’t keep taking him to the bathroom with you,’ said Frank. ‘Come on, Laura, this has got to stop.’

Dad entered by the front door, was immediately accosted by me. I told him about the fit, the neighbour, the hospital. Dad wasn’t unduly impressed or worried. ‘Those things happen. Get him off to bed, Laurie. He’ll be exhausted after producing four incisors in one fell swoop.’

I obeyed reluctantly. As I placed him in his cot, Gerald ‘Da-ed’ again, chuckled loudly when I tickled his ribs. ‘Listen, you little monkey,’ I said. ‘There’ll be no more of this caper, right? If you want a bit of attention, just yell “Da”.’

‘Da,’ he repeated.

I crouched down and looked at him through the wooden bars. ‘Why didn’t you say something about those nasty teeth, kid? How the hell am I supposed to read your mind? Couldn’t you just have stuck your fingers in your gob? I mean, you don’t even give clues, do you?’

He laughed again, obviously found me amusing. He was so alive, so pretty, that I forgot all about meals waiting downstairs, cleared my mind of threats that had been issued by the so-called natural father of my son. Gerald and I got through The Three Bears, Rumpelstiltskin and Little Miss Muffet before I remembered that there were other people in the house. But it was a good feeling, a positive change for the better. I had just learned how to be a reasonable, if not an excellent parent.

My meal awaited me. I sat down in the kitchen, picked up my fork, tackled the chicken casserole that Frank had served on my plate.

‘Is he settling?’ asked Dad.

I nodded, swallowed some food. ‘He’ll be OK.’

My father looked at Frank, at me, at Frank again. ‘Tommo’s in trouble,’ he said carefully. ‘He’s … been charged with rape.’

The fork hung in mid-air for a split second, then clattered onto my plate. Some other poor woman, some other poor girl … ‘How old was she?’ It was important that his victim should be mature, capable of understanding what had happened to her, capable of anger. Though, whatever her age, any woman would be shattered by such an experience.

‘No name has been issued, but the folk around Deane think they know the girl. She’s eighteen. Laura, you may be called upon to answer questions.’ He held up a hand to still my clear apprehension. ‘It’s more than likely that the questions will come from a doctor. You won’t be required to give evidence in court against your husband. But the rumour is that Tommo’s … out of control.’

‘Insane.’ I did not lift up the second syllable, did not need to frame questions about Tommo’s state of health. I knew now. Since Frank, I knew about my husband’s sickness. ‘Is she … is the girl all right?’ Damned silly thing to ask, but I was so concerned for her.

‘Well, she’s in hospital,’ answered Dad. ‘He knocked her about a bit, cracked a couple of ribs. Rumour also has it that Tommo’s insisting that the girl consented, that all the injuries were accidental. It’s going to be his word against hers.’ He paused, sipped at his glass of water. ‘That’s if the girl decides to testify at all. Raped women do tend to get a raw deal sometimes. He may even get off scot-free. Unless you tell this doctor that Tommo needs some kind of treatment for his problems.’

I realized that I was shaking like a leaf. Frank came to my side, knelt on the floor, held my hands until the ague passed from me to him. Our eyes locked until he had absorbed my terror. ‘Laura, you don’t need to do anything unless you want to.’

‘He’ll find me. If I talk, he’ll find me.’

Dad pretended to busy himself by cleaning his glasses on a paper napkin. Obtusely, I thought of Mother, wondered how she would react if she learned that her daughter used paper serviettes. ‘Any answers or opinions given to a doctor will be kept secret,’ he said. ‘Tommo won’t know anything about it. But the medical folk in Bolton were not fooled by your story, Laura. Didn’t you insist that you had fallen down the stairs?’

I nodded mutely.

‘But …’ My father paused, dreaded the pain he would suffer if I spoke the whole truth about my leg. He placed his spectacles on the table, steadied himself, cleared his throat. ‘But he hurt you.’ He jumped up from his chair and paced about. ‘Sometimes, people can be really stupid. When you had the broken femur, I wondered, I worried. But I wanted so badly to believe your version … I believed what suited me, Laurie. Because I couldn’t have coped with the truth.’

I watched him as he travelled back and forth across my kitchen. ‘It’s over now,’ I said. ‘And I would like to help that girl. But I don’t want to think about him, don’t want to talk about what he did to me. I’m sorry.’

Frank shook his head. ‘Talking might help you, love.’

‘No. I’m not ready.’

My father came back to the table. Frank went off to make coffee, kept one eye on me as I talked to Dad. ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘Perhaps I’ll be able to talk about it one day. But not yet.’ I swallowed, felt dry and sore in my gullet. ‘I can’t always remember all of it. But he’s not right, Dad. I might manage to tell the doctors that he’s not right, but I can’t discuss what he did.’

He patted my hand. ‘All right, sweetheart. Whatever you decide will be all right.’

I couldn’t eat any more, couldn’t even drink Frank’s coffee. The enormity of it all sat on my shoulders until I felt like Atlas, as if the future welfare of the globe rested on my shoulders. If I talked to a psychiatrist, a doctor who would, no doubt, be working for the prosecution side of the case, then the whole sordid mess would be brought to the front of my consciousness. The possibility of nervous illness did not appeal to me any more than it might have appealed to any person. But if I refused to help the doctors, then Tommo might run free to rape again. A crowd of anonymous girls squatted in my head, every one of them weeping and bleeding.

‘Laura?’ There was concern in Frank’s tone, and not a little love. ‘What are you thinking about?’ This wonderful man always tried to share my troubles.

‘I’ll have to do it,’ I said. ‘But nothing I say can be used in court. There are things known only to me – I haven’t even told you what really happened during my marriage, Frank. If those facts are used against Tommo, he will know who has given the ammunition to the prosecution.’ I swallowed. ‘It’s Gerald. He’s too little to take care of himself. We have to mind him, you and I – you too, Dad. We can’t take chances with the baby. But at the same time, if Tommo carries on doing these things, then I’ll share his guilt. We have to do all we can to get him stopped.’

‘Brave girl,’ said Dad.

Frank said nothing, needed to say nothing, because he and I had quickly reached the stage where words were not always required.

I gulped against the rising panic, sat perfectly still with my hands on the table, angled my thoughts away from the evening’s main topic. ‘Dad, send some flowers to Ida Bowen – the woman who lived next door to me and … Tommo. She found me when I was hurt and she helped me. I’m beginning to realize how important neighbours are. I’ll get something in St Helens for Hetty the Hawk.’

Two pairs of male eyebrows were raised. ‘Hetty who?’ asked Dad.

‘Hetty lives here.’ I pointed to the next house. ‘She saved my baby’s life. And would you make a donation to the sisters at the hospital, Dad? They were lovely.’

Dad relaxed a little. ‘She’s always had a soft spot for nuns,’ he told Frank. ‘At one point, she even considered joining their ranks.’

After Frank’s hollow laughter had died, I said, ‘It was only to get away from my mother. And a convent’s not for runaways, it’s for people who really want to be in the sisterhood. It’s a job like any other, except that there’s only one boss and no unions. And anyway, I’m just not good enough.’

Dad wasn’t smiling. ‘I tried to get Liza to leave. If I’d persuaded her to go, you’d never have needed to run away. But getting rid of a person is not easy. Perhaps I ought to have insisted, then your childhood would have been a little rosier.’ He coughed, wiped his face. ‘My fault, Laurie. It was all my fault.’

When I lay in my bed with Frank that night, I wondered about people and happiness, people and disappointment, people and guilt. Dad felt responsible for the actions of his wife, just as I must now admit my own part in Tommo’s wickedness. Had I stayed, I might have been his only victim. Had Dad got rid of Mother, then I might not have been her only victim. But really, all my father could have achieved was the thinner spreading of Liza McNally’s malevolence. As for Tommo, I simply could not have borne any more of his cruelty, especially now, with a baby in the family. So I had left him and he now chose to prey on others.

My relationship with Gerald was an odd one, because I did not yet know how to love him properly. I mused on, thought again about the dolls in their boxes, the toy pram which had been used just to contain my collection of caterpillars, beetles, stones. In the drawers of my tallboy, I had kept piles of baby-doll clothes, lemon matinée jackets, rose-printed frocks, little bootees, tiny underclothes. I remembered giving them all to Anne, recalled the unspoken questions as they sat on her face all those years ago. I was not a mother. I would never be a mother. The mere act of giving birth could not make me into a maternal woman.

But the more I lay and thought, the more determined I became to make a decent stab at life. I liked my baby now, and surely I could build on that, could use it as a foundation for the future? I loved Frank, but that was different, easy. Frank looked after me, made a fuss of me, courted my favours. Frank pleased me. The baby in the next room was a burden, I supposed, someone who would depend on me until he became old enough to make his own way. If I treated him badly, or even coldly, then he might turn out to be another lost soul.

I watched the sky as dawn began to stain it pink, heard the birds twittering outside, listened to Hetty the Hawk as she stirred the fire and made breakfast for her husband. Days in the country started early, finished early. We always kept the volume low in our house after ten o’clock in the evening, as those next door were often in bed by nine.

Life was about catering for others, then. All I could hope for was the chance to do my best, especially for Gerald. I tried hard not to blame my mother, but the fact remained that there was no pattern for me to follow, no outline that I could colour in. A bad parent breeds another, but I would break the chain now.

I stood over his cot, waited until those huge eyes opened. ‘Hello, you,’ I said. ‘This is the first day. From now on, we shall get on a treat.’

He yawned, blinked, didn’t smile. Gerald was weighing me up, was making the first collection of his life. At last, he could start compiling his list. At last, he had a mother.


Chapter Four

We led a simple life. The winters were cold and crisp, as the pancake-flat fields offered no shelter from the sea. Although we were some miles inland, the winds whipped off the Mersey, through the suburbs of Liverpool and straight into our small world. Summer days could be merciless unless we found shade under our old apple tree, so my favourite times were spring and autumn, as I was never fond of extremes of temperature.

Frank travelled, expanded my father’s business, never left me overnight. I grew stronger, more cheerful, while Gerald blossomed into a sturdy youngster with limbs that were brown, eyes that were bright with intelligence. Even though there was a darkness at the back of my mind, I seldom allowed the fear to have a front seat. We painted walls, dug the garden, made silly meals from foreign recipes, enjoyed ourselves.

No-one ever came to ask me about Tommo. As the months went by, I got snippets of information from my father, items of gossip that he had gleaned from the floor of his factory. Owing to some weird technicality, Tommo was out on bail, then he was dragged in for questioning again, then he was home. For a long time, I feared that his victim was having second thoughts.

Finally, the girl and her family left Bolton and the matter was at an end. I understood that young woman, felt for her, empathized completely with a decision that might have seemed rash on the surface. She couldn’t face it. She couldn’t talk about what had been done to her, balked at the concept of reliving the ordeal in a courtroom full of men. When I heard about her flight, I cried. He was free now, at liberty to search for more prey. He reminded me of a cowboy with notches on his gun, or of an Indian with scalps hanging from a rawhide belt. My flesh crawled for a while, but I settled determinedly to my new way of life, found comfort in my lover, in my son who was growing at an alarming rate. I never stopped waiting for Tommo, but I did not always actively expect him. He would come one day, and I hoped that I would be strong enough, well enough protected to survive the showdown.

Mother sent letters via Dad, pulled him to pieces on paper for his refusal to tell her of my whereabouts. ‘I have a grandson, but I am not allowed to see him. Life is boring here and I would like to visit you occasionally. John stays with you sometimes, I am sure of that. These pharmaceutical meetings are just a figment of an imagination I never knew he had. That Tommo has been lurking about again. I hear that he lost his job when he was arrested, but he seems well-to-do, is always extremely well dressed …’ She had decided to be an invalid, was always asking Dad for medicines. I could not manage to worry about her, scarcely gave her a thought unless she wrote to me. I never replied, never bothered to put pen to paper. My coldness towards her still bothered me, but I was busy with my son, very busy with my neighbour.

Hetty Hawkesworth had taken over my life, had shown me how to make what she called ‘bother-money’. I asked her what it meant, and she tapped the side of that little hooked nose. ‘It’s for getting you out of trouble, girl. Or into it. Whichever road, bother’s easier when there’s a bob or two in your pocket.’

Hetty and I baked three times a week, and the Chapman’s Country Fayre van picked up our offerings on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. We made scones, date loaves, pies, tarts, angel cakes, devil cakes and any other kind of cake that showed its face in the women’s magazines. These were sold to various shops in the region, then the Chapman’s Country Fayre man paid us a commission once a month. We did not invite the taxman to join our party, so we made a tidy profit, even when the ingredients were expensive.

Gerald was an easy child, would sit happily for hours with a rolling pin and a bit of grey pastry, always enjoyed licking out our mixing bowls. He walked early, talked early, but reserved his speech for special occasions. When he was almost two, he made his first jam tarts and Hetty made him a junior partner. Gerald was happy. I felt his happiness even when he was serious, knew that I had passed my test as a mother.

After six months or so of baking, we were rich women. Hetty had a new three-piece suite and a perm, while I had £417 in the bank. We sat in her garden drinking tea and making plans. ‘I’m going in for pots,’ she declared. ‘Nice pots, Doulton and the like. I’ve never had a set that matched. Mind, I’d have to stop chucking stuff at him.’ ‘Him’ was her husband, and she ruled him with a rod of steel. ‘I’ll pick a pattern from the catalogue.’ She cast an eye over me. ‘And what will you do with your money?’

‘Save it.’ I watched Gerald as he chased a butterfly. His little brother or sister was a cluster of cells in my womb. How would I cope with two? Would the second one be easier? Oh no, there was no better-behaved boy than my little Gerald – angelic, he was. I smiled, knew that I was becoming a mother in spite of myself.

‘Laura? Have you got cloth ears?’

‘Sorry.’

‘I asked you why you don’t treat yourself.’

‘Well, you never know what’s going to crop up, do you?’

Hetty shrugged. ‘That man of yours is on good money. You should use what you earn to buy some pleasure, a holiday or something.’

The problem was that I could never relax completely. I had a good man, a sweet little son, a pretty house that was rented by my father for me, decent clothes, television, fresh air and sunshine. Letters from Anne, who was studying in London, and weekly missives from Confetti kept me smiling, wiped out the anxiety that my mother’s messages brought. Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie phoned once a week, passed on some of the Barr Bridge gossip. In spite of some tension, I was quite content, fairly happy with my lot. But it might all disappear. If he found us, if he came …

‘What’s up, lass? You shivered then as if somebody had stood on your grave. Is there trouble?’

I trusted Hetty, could have depended on her for my life. But I couldn’t talk. Not about that, anyway, not about Tommo. ‘I’m pregnant,’ I said. ‘So the money will do for the baby.’

She grinned, displaying a beautiful array of teeth whose architect had no doubt been commissioned by the National Health Service. The top set slipped, and she clicked the plate back into position with the tip of her tongue. ‘Well, I’m glad about that, love. He could do with company, could Gerald.’

Hetty was a caution. She had a bad heart, arthritis and a thyroid condition, but she moved as fast as anyone I had ever known. She was one of those people who seem to do everything at running pace, so I asked her about this terrible need for speed. ‘Why are you in such a rush, Hetty?’

She poured more tea, gave Gerald a cup of orange, swept the crumbs off the ricketty-legged card table that doubled as an al fresco dining piece. ‘Well, I’m fifty-five and it’s catching up with me,’ she said. ‘See, we always have a past, even when we’re only two minutes old. It kicks off like a little pebble, but it picks up all sorts and gathers weight and speed as we get older. Gerald! Come away from that cat, it scratches.’

Gerald looked at her, ignored the order, carried on tormenting her cat. ‘He’ll learn the hard way,’ I said. ‘Go on, Hetty.’

‘I’m running away from my avalanche,’ she said. ‘That snowball has grown bigger while it’s rolled down the hill. When it catches me, I’ll be dead, because it’ll crush me. So I just keep on the bloody move all the while.’

It was a strange philosophy, yet it was right for her. She would be running the day she died, would fight till her eyes closed. ‘We all run from the past, I suppose.’ Was my snowball gathering weight and speed, would it crash through my door and pin me against a wall? My snowball had strawberry blond hair and a cruel upper lip and I wasn’t running, I was sitting in a back garden waiting for the landslide to happen …

She glanced at me sideways. ‘What about your past? Why doesn’t your mam come to see you? You’ve mentioned her in passing, so I know she’s not dead.’

‘She’s ill,’ I answered. Well, she was practising to be ill.

‘Then why don’t you go and see her?’

‘I can’t stand her.’

Hetty nodded. ‘Aye, well that’s as good a reason as any. My kids were glad enough to see the back of me and all. Mind, they come at Christmas and other holidays, but it’s lovely when they’ve gone. Peaceful, like. What’s she done?’

‘Who?’

‘Your mam.’

I ran to rescue Gerald from the claws of Hetty’s furious feline. ‘Leave her,’ I said. ‘Stop poking sticks at her.’

‘Bad cat,’ he muttered. Then he forgot the whole incident, went off to dig for worms. He loved worms, was always bringing them into the house, especially at meal times.

I went back to Hetty, drank my tea. ‘Mother’s not a nice woman,’ I told her. ‘She’s very selfish, very demanding. And she used to play the field, liked the men.’

Hetty grinned. ‘Men? I’d sooner play bingo any time. Are you sure you won’t come with me one night? They have a big payout every so often, you know. Mrs Millichamp takes us down in her Mini, but I’m sure we could squeeze you in.’ It was just like Hetty to change the subject in this way. Because she realized that I didn’t want to talk about Mother, she skipped easily onto safer ground. ‘Will you come to bingo, Laura?’

‘No, thanks.’ I never went out without Frank. We had started to use the car more often, sometimes driving to Liverpool or Southport, but I didn’t dare to go out alone. Sometimes, I was scared at home, spent minutes at a time staring through various windows, scanning the fields as if I expected Tommo to materialize. Perhaps he would forget me. Perhaps I would be able to go home one day. No. He would never forget that I had left him, would never forgive Frank for winning me and taking me away.

‘You should get out more. You worry too much.’

Sometimes, I felt that I didn’t worry enough. I gathered up my son, said cheerio to my chatty neighbour, went home to cook a meal for my husband. Because he was my husband, except for a little scrap of meaningless jargon with a rubber stamp mark.

He came home early, threw down his old canvas satchel – Frank never went a bundle on briefcases – and ordered me to pack. ‘We’re moving,’ he announced. Those spots of colour were on his face again, twin roses that sat on his cheeks whenever he was disturbed.

‘Why?’ My jaw hung. I felt stupid, shouldn’t have asked, knew the answer. ‘Tommo?’

He nodded, scooped up Gerald, held him tight. ‘He’s mobile and he’s following me. I don’t know how long he’s been doing it, can’t work out how much information he has, whether he knows about this place and so on. I’ve rung John and I’ll not be working for him for a while. We’re going to Manchester.’

‘Manchester’s near Bolton,’ I said.

‘It’s a city. It’s either Manchester or Liverpool. We’re sitting ducks here if he gets the address. It seems that somebody told him about me being employed as a traveller for McNally’s. So he’s got himself a job with Rumworth’s, the toffee people. Puts you off Rumworth’s famous rum truffles, doesn’t it?’

The advertisement ran across the front of my brain, the Rumworth’s Rummy cartoon that was on telly almost every day. ‘I’ll phone Rumworth’s,’ I decided. ‘I’ll tell them what he’s doing.’

Frank frowned. ‘He’s doing nothing, love. Mr Walker in Ormskirk just mentioned that a man called Bernard Thompson had been in to sell him some sweets.’

‘And Bernard Thomson enquired about his long-lost brother, I take it?’.

Frank smiled grimly. ‘He did better than that, Laura. He’s looking for his nasty older brother who ran off with you. So folk will start to look at me sideways, I’m afraid. Even so, Bernard’s doing nothing wrong. He’s just telling enough of the truth to make himself look like the injured party. And there’s no point in getting involved with details, because the whole truth isn’t particularly believable.’

‘Stranger than fiction.’ I touched his face, stroked Gerald’s thick brown hair. ‘Where to, then? Which bit of Manchester?’

‘Sale. It’s Cheshire, really, but it’s densely populated, a Manchester suburb. Your father knows some influential people, so we’re to be allowed a new house for a while. Only one pair of semis is finished, and we’ll occupy one of the two. It seems that I’ll be there as a nominal night-watchman just to look after the building materials when the men are off site. Strange job, but I think your dad’s had it tailor-made for us.’

‘Hetty will miss me,’ I said. ‘She’s going to be doing all the baking herself.’

Frank lowered Gerald to the floor and put an arm across my shoulders. ‘You can’t tell Hetty anything. If Tommo gets to her, she might give him our address.’

‘I can’t lie to her.’

Frank shrugged, then straightened his shoulders. ‘There is an alternative, love. We can just stay put and face him. But he won’t fight fair. The difference between fighting with my brother and with an ordinary human will be as big as the gap between warfare and terrorism. He’ll not stand up to be shot at. He’ll come carefully. I think we’d best just do a bunk when Hetty’s at one of her afternoon bingo sessions.’

‘I know you’re right, I do know.’

‘So?’ His eyebrows were raised. ‘It’s up to you, Laura. I can’t carry on in the job, because he’s going to blacken the name of McNally in every shop while I’m involved with the firm. But I can always find another job in St Helens or Liverpool—’

‘No, we’ll go to Sale.’

We moved while Hetty the Hawk was out for a few hours. One day, when I could talk, I would tell her why. And she would understand.

Edward Thompson was born in 1963. He had sandy hair, deep grey eyes and a fine set of lungs. He screamed as soon as his head was born, and he continued in the same vein for several months. Gerald did not like his little brother, thought that the new arrival was a pest. ‘He’s a pest,’ he said daily.

Daily, I agreed with him. ‘He’ll grow up, Gerald. He won’t always cry.’ We kept the radio on all day, had the volume turned as high as we could bear. When Dad brought us a Hoover, I used it more often than was really necessary, because even the drone of the machine was preferable to Edward’s screaming.

The small estate on which we were living was almost completed when I came home from hospital, so we faced another packing session when Edward was just a few weeks old. This time, my father had found accommodation for us in a Liverpool suburb called Woolton, and we were expecting to move to our new home by the end of August.

Sale had been OK, but we hadn’t been able to settle. Frank became restless there, grew tired of having no proper job. So the idea of moving on appealed to us, as Frank was confident about getting work in Liverpool on the strength of my father’s reference. But I had grown fond of the house, which was not much more than a modern box, all open-plan and pale cream walls. There was a school at the back, and I often watched the children playing on the field. The shopkeepers in Sale were friendly without being inquisitive, which taught me that a larger community, especially a middle-class one, was probably the safest place in which to hide. Everyone was too wrapped up in his or her own ambition to take an interest in us.

We were due to move on the Friday. By Wednesday, our bags and boxes were packed and the house was being subjected to my final clean-up. I was sweeping the bare boards in an unoccupied bedroom when the phone rang. Frank answered it – I heard his soft, deep voice as he talked into the instrument.

‘Laura?’ There was a lift in the word, a sound that was not a stranger to panic. ‘Laura?’

I stood at the top of the stairs, the broom still clutched in my hand. ‘What is it?’

‘Come down, love.’

I went slowly, strongly aware that I was walking towards something unpalatable. As soon as I reached the bottom of the flight, he grabbed me, held me tightly. ‘Darling, your dad has had a stroke.’

This couldn’t be right. I knew that the whole thing had to be a mistake, because my father was going to live for ever. ‘No,’ I said. My voice was even, as I was quite sure of my ground.

‘Yes, Laura.’

‘No, he can’t do that. My father can’t do that, Frank. It’s not true.’

He was shaking. The dear man was trembling like a leaf in the wind, all because someone had played this terrible trick on us. It would be Tommo, of course. Tommo had got someone to phone us with this disgusting lie. I held Frank close, listened to the pounding of his heart. ‘Who was on the phone, Frank?’

‘Maisie,’ he said.

‘My Auntie Maisie? Why would she ring and tell us such a pack of lies? Are you sure it was Auntie Maisie?’

‘Yes.’

I pulled away from him, held him at arm’s length. ‘A stroke? A brain thing?’

He nodded, his eyes bright with water. ‘Laura, he’s very sick. We must go to him. Maisie and Freddie will mind the boys while we get to the hospital. We have to go right away, love.’

‘No, no, NO!’ Someone was screaming and it wasn’t Edward. There were words in the scream, horrible words full of hatred and pain. The screamer was me. When Frank’s hand swept across my face, I dissolved into tears, ran away from him and crouched in a corner, my hands over my head. I was a child again and Mother was standing over me. In a moment, she would pull my hair and lift me up, then she would swing her palm against my face. No. I was with Frank. If I allowed myself to go back into my history, I would surely court insanity.

‘Sorry,’ he was saying.

I rose, patted his arm, told him not to worry, not to cry. When the children were bundled into the car, I sat in the front passenger seat and saw nothing. There was nothing left, nothing to see, nothing worth looking at.

I have no memory of that journey. As we entered Barr Bridge, I stirred myself to life, climbed out of the car, handed my children to my aunt and uncle. ‘We’ve been longing to see them,’ said Maisie. ‘But not like this, Laura. Not for a reason like this.’ She looked old. Uncle Freddie had a marked stoop, and his eyes were red with weeping. My father was not going to make it. He would leave the hospital in a box, and I had to get to him, wanted to say goodbye, thank you, I love you, wanted to say so much to him.

Dad was in a side ward. He was a mass of tubes and wires, was connected to things that buzzed and bleeped. Mother sat by his side, her make-up perfect for the outing, her nails polished and filed to smooth, rounded shapes. It was strange, because now I took in all the details, anything that would distract my eye from the figure on the bed. She had black patent shoes and a matching bag. The handkerchief bunched in her hand was dry. It was a prop, something she needed for when the audience arrived. And we were the audience.

‘Laura. So you deigned to come, then.’ She sniffed, dabbed her nose with the square of cotton and lace. ‘He worked too hard, poor man. This was inevitable.’

I stared at her. ‘He’s still alive, Mother.’

She fixed her gimlet eyes on Frank. ‘So you are my daughter’s husband’s brother.’ The tone was accusatory.

‘Frank is my husband,’ I said. ‘And you will treat him as such.’

‘Pardon me, I’m sure.’ She took a mint from her bag, pushed it into her mouth. Deprived of nicotine, she needed a substitute.

I walked to the window, gazed out at the grounds. ‘Will you leave me alone with Dad?’ I asked. ‘Just for a few minutes.’

The clasp of her bag snapped. ‘This is my legal husband.’ She underlined the adjective, savoured it. ‘I have a right to be here.’

I swivelled, kept my eyes away from my father. ‘Go, please,’ I said.

Frank held out his hand, guided my mother out of the chair and towards the door. Before going into the corridor, she threw a handful of words over her shoulder. ‘Tommo’s mother is here,’ she said, and I could hear the venom beneath this statement. She would never change, would never learn love and tolerance.

It meant nothing. I didn’t care who was here, who was not, who was hanging washing out to dry. At last, I looked at him. He was grey and small, with blue veins on his eyelids and snaking up his forehead. His chest moved slightly with each breath, but apart from this small sign of life, he was as still as stone. I sat by him, picked up a hand. His flesh was smooth, clammy, cold. ‘Dad?’

Nothing. He was a shell, a piece of housing that had held my father’s soul.

‘Dad, I love you. You are such a good man, so kind. Thank you for all you’ve done for me and Frank. Thank you for keeping us safe.’ Who would care for us now? I chided myself, repeated inwardly the words I had said to my mother. The man was still alive. ‘I love you, Dad.’

He didn’t move at all, didn’t respond, gave no clues about his senses. Had he heard me? Did it matter?

A nurse rushed in, shouted the word ‘crash’, pushed me towards the door. I was met by three or four other people, all of them pushing to enter the room. Frank was in the corridor with my mother and Mrs Thompson. ‘Is he dead?’ asked Mother. She tried to enter my father’s room, was placed gently in a chair by a youngish nurse.

‘He’s gone,’ I told Frank. ‘I’ve just remembered how it sounded, though I didn’t seem to hear it at the time. There was a bleep, a very long bleep. My dad’s dead.’

Frank’s mother approached me. ‘I’ve been wanting to catch up with you for some time,’ she said. ‘A woman in our street told me about Mr McNally’s stroke. He was experimenting at the time, fell down at his bench. It’s been a terrible strain for all of us, wondering where you were—’ She silenced herself as the door opened. ‘I’m sorry,’ said a doctor to my mother. ‘There was nothing more we could do.’

My mother did a fair imitation of grief, patted her face with the handkerchief, tried a few sobs, sank back against the wall. Frank kept his eyes on me, was waiting for my reaction. But I felt nothing. Perhaps this was a dream. I wondered if I would waken shortly to find the sun streaming through the curtains.

‘Well, I can’t say I’m surprised.’ Mrs Thompson still had that painted-doll look, every hair scraped to the back of her small head. ‘Frank, you’ve a lot to answer for. Running off with that poor man’s daughter, making fools of all of us.’

I turned slowly and gave her my full attention. ‘Shut up,’ I said softly. ‘No-one here is interested in your opinion. Just go home.’

She bristled, sucked in her cheeks, looked as if she might explode at any moment. ‘I’ll have my day with you, lady.’ She awarded her son a look of fury. ‘And with you, Frank. He’s heartbroken, is our Bernard—’

‘He can’t be,’ I said. ‘He has no heart to break.’ My father was dead, was lying a few feet away from me, and I was arguing with this nasty creature. ‘Frank’s a good man,’ I added. ‘And your other son’s a monster.’

‘How dare you—’

‘I dare because he broke my leg. I dare because of what he did to that girl, the one who ran from Bolton to be away from him.’ My voice was still quiet. ‘Please go. This is not the place—’

‘And where’s your place?’ she hissed. ‘In bed with our Frank while our Bernard’s grieving? Years he’s searched for you, years and years.’

Frank stepped between us. ‘Then I hope he never finds us. If he does, I’ll kill him.’ He pulled me into his arms. ‘Come on, love. Let’s go and say goodbye to John.’

I clung to Frank as his mother walked away. In that moment, I felt closer to him than ever, because we shared the same problem. Mothers. Frank’s mother was a nightmare, and mine was another. When we stood round my father’s broken body, the tears welled up and drowned me, but I felt comforted by Frank’s arms. Mother simply stared at me, a new light flickering in her bright eyes. I recognized this as a glint of victory, and I feared anew for my future.

‘Come outside, Laura.’ Anne reached out a hand as if to guide me through the door. She was beautiful now, had matured into a stunning woman with the figure of a model and the face of an angel. But Anne was no angel. Anne was practising law, was a new force to be reckoned with when it came to litigation. ‘Come on, we’ll talk about divorce,’ she urged.

‘No, I don’t want to go outside.’

She clicked her tongue, reminded me of Confetti.

‘The nuns used to tut like that, Anne. Don’t tut at me.’

‘Sorry.’ She brushed a speck of invisible dust from the white blouse. ‘Just a short walk. We could take the little ones—’

‘I’m not going out. And the children can’t go out either.’

‘Why not?’

‘He might be there. Frank’s gone to pick up the rest of our stuff from Sale and I want to be here when he gets back. It’s bad enough knowing that we’ll be staying in Barr Bridge for a while, but I refuse to tempt fate. Tommo will be out there waiting. When he finds me, he’ll kill me.’

‘Nonsense.’

I looked hard at her, felt the anger colouring my cheeks. I couldn’t talk about it, would never be able to talk, yet I exploded now. ‘Don’t you dare to minimize my situation, Anne. I will not be treated like a neurotic. There is no drama in what I’m saying, no exaggeration at all. The fact is that Tommo will kill me one day if he gets a chance, or even half a chance. Don’t dare to belittle what you don’t bloody well understand.’

She reached out again, placed a hand on my shoulder. ‘Laura, how can I understand when you won’t talk? What did he do to you? Why are you and Frank running all the time? This is why I want you to get a divorce, then you’ll be rid of him for ever.’

I sighed. ‘Look, it took the Great Fire to rid London of the plague. I daresay we’ll need another act of arson to clear him out. It’s him or me. Don’t ask for details, because I’ve no wish to dwell on the past.’

She leaned on Auntie Maisie’s table. ‘I’ve got a junior partnership in Bolton. Divorce isn’t as messy as it used to be. Look, let me talk to Tommo. After all this time, and now that you’ve had Frank’s child, he might be wanting his freedom. He’s probably over you now.’

It was hopeless. She kept talking about Tommo as if he were normal, as if he might just carry on like an ordinary, everyday type of person. ‘He’s obsessive,’ I said softly. ‘His behaviour follows no pattern that you or I could understand. Tommo is sick in his head, and I have no intention of discussing the subject.’

Anne poured two glasses of fresh lemon. Auntie Maisie always made this in the summer, and now that the twentieth century had reached middle age, there were ice-cubes floating amid pieces of tangy lemon peel. She had a fridge, a freezer and a shop to run, because she had taken over Mrs Miles’s General Store after the old lady’s death.

She came in now with Edward in her arms. He never cried when Auntie Maisie held him, seemed to recognize a born mother. ‘I’m opening up again, Laura. Gerald can stay with me – he enjoys playing shop. But this little fellow needs his nap. Laura? Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’

The kind and gentle woman approached me. ‘Stop here, lovey. Stop here with me and Uncle Freddie. We can soon have a toilet put in above the shop, then that back room will make a kitchen. It’ll mean having a bed in the front room, like a bed-sitting room, but there’s loads of room for two cots in that store place. You can have a bath at our house, can’t you? See, with living next to the shop, we can use our Anne’s old room for storage.’

Anne nodded. ‘OK by me. I’ve a car and a flat in town, so there’ll be no problem as far as I’m concerned.’

‘I don’t want to live round here.’ I must have sounded ungrateful and churlish. ‘We can’t stay,’ I said firmly.

Maisie looked puzzled. ‘Then where will you go? I know John was finding somewhere, but … but he can’t do it now.’

‘I know, Auntie Maisie.’

‘Then—’

‘He may have provided for me.’ The funeral was due to take place the following day, then the reading of the will was to be held at the solicitor’s office in Mealhouse Lane. ‘Wait until the funeral’s over.’

‘He’d have wanted you to be with us.’ There was a stubborn set to Auntie Maisie’s jaw. ‘He’d have wanted you to be with family.’

I sighed, wished that everyone would go away and let me grieve selfishly for a while. ‘Mother’s my family. Dad wouldn’t want me anywhere near her. And he kept moving us on for a very good reason. That wasn’t a game we were playing, Frank, Dad and I. The need to be at a safe distance from … the past has not disappeared just because my dad’s dead.’

Anne looked at her mother. ‘Laura’s still afraid of Tommo. From what she says – or rather from what she can’t make herself say – she is probably right to be careful. So we’ll wait and see what Uncle John wanted for her.’

Dad’s funeral service was held at the church of St Patrick where Tommo had served at the altar so long ago. I passed the very pew where Ginger had played his foul-smelling tunes, remembered little Art spread-eagled in the aisle, wondered what had happened to Enid and Irene. There were five of us in the front pew – Mother, myself, Anne, Maisie and Freddie. Frank had stayed at home to mind the babies, was suddenly aware of his lack of proper status in my life. I missed him, missed his smile, his shoulder, his support and love.

The coffin was too small to contain my father, I thought. The requiem mass, which was solemn and long, had a calming effect on me. The priest was a tender man who seemed to care genuinely for the deceased man. He spoke of my father’s generosity to his workers, of his dedication to the employment and rehabilitation of the physically handicapped. I knew that this priest had loved my father, that most people who had known my dad had probably been fond of him. John McNally suddenly belonged to the whole world, not just to his selfish daughter.

Mother sniffed a lot, rubbed at her nose, played with a slight crack in a rose-tinted thumbnail. She was dressed in lavish black, had no doubt spent a fortune on the new role she was playing. The hat had a veil, a short curtain of netting that was decorated with black polka dots. I would have expected such a pattern to cause nausea, but she seemed unruffled.

Dad was carried out to the hearse, then we all followed at a sober pace until we reached Heaton Cemetery. My tears came when I cast soil and a rose onto the coffin, when I heard the clatter of earth on the box. I would never see him again, would never hear his voice. It seemed to me in that moment that life was just a series of losses, that the older we grew, the bigger the emptiness became. In our own death, we would finally have nothing, would be nothing. Until our own death, we practised for nothingness by losing everything we cared about. On the day of my father’s burial, I could see no positive reason for staying alive.

Mother appeared anxious to be on her way, was edging towards the path. ‘Come along,’ she chided. ‘Lingering here won’t bring him back.’ She didn’t want him back. I could tell from her jaunty walk that she was looking forward to widowhood.

‘She’s picked up,’ I heard Auntie Maisie say. ‘Last week, she’d a bad stomach, a bad back, pains in her legs. Soon got over it, eh, Freddie?’

‘Shush, Maisie,’ he whispered.

Out of the corner of an eye, I saw a black shape, knew that my good friend Confetti had come to pay her respects to my father. There were no words in me, so I did not bother to greet her. But at the gate there stood a man I knew well, a man whose face, even when just imagined, usually sent shivers the length of my spine. Today, his presence did not signify. As I walked past him, I heard him say, ‘Sorry, Laura,’ but that was of no importance.

He chased after me, grabbed my arm. ‘Give me another chance, Laura,’ he pleaded, though the voice was hard and cold.

‘No.’

He swung me round, held both my forearms. ‘I’ve changed,’ he said. ‘I still love you.’

There was no fear in me, no feeling of any kind. ‘Take your hands off me.’ I waited until he released his hold. ‘Tommo,’ I said softly, ‘Please understand me. Please, please try to listen. I don’t want to see you ever again. You and I were a mistake.’

‘My own brother,’ he spat.

‘He’s a good man,’ I replied. I was tired, weary, too exhausted for this.

‘He’s a cripple,’ said Tommo.

I nodded. ‘Oh yes, he has a terrible leg, but he’s a wonderful person. Forget me. You must do us all a great favour by wiping me out of your thoughts.’

He took a step back. A bright blush stained his cheeks, clashed with the pinkish-blond hair. Frank’s hair was golder, softer, I thought. ‘I’ve learned … things,’ he mumbled.

‘Really? What things?’

He swallowed. ‘How to treat a woman, how to go about living without losing my temper. I’m better now, honest.’ He was almost grovelling, and this was not in his nature. The anger would be enormous once he realized that the ploy had not worked.

I glanced back at my father’s grave where the men with shovels were waiting for us to leave. What would Dad have me say, here and now, while I stood by his open grave? Would he want me to be respectful, or would he rather have me honest? The latter, I supposed. I stared at the man who was still my husband on paper. ‘You’ll never change, not really,’ I told him. ‘Chalk could not become cheese, or vice versa. But if you have managed to find another way of living, be happy away from me.’

‘No,’ he hissed. ‘Never, never.’

As I watched the fury working in his face, I thought about the girl who had fled, that other young woman who was now scarred, possibly for life, by the man who stood just inches away from me. He had used her, had thrown her away when she got broken – just as he’d cast me aside that night when my leg snapped beneath the weight of his anger. For Bernard Thompson, women were toys, optional accessories that could be picked up, smashed, discarded at will. Though he had no intention of consigning me to the rubbish bin …

He seemed to read the words in my head, appeared to sense my deep hurt and dismay. After staggering back a few more paces, he sagged against a bench at the edge of the path, lowered himself slowly into a sitting position. He shook, trembled like an old man. ‘Bloody bitch,’ he snarled. ‘You won’t even give me a hearing, will you?’

‘No.’ I forced myself to meet his wicked gaze. ‘No, Tommo. It’s over.’

He looked like a man with asthma, was gasping for oxygen. But I knew only too well that his difficulty had arisen out of temper and sheer malevolence. The look in his eyes would have scared me, but I had just lost my father, so I was untouchable just then. I climbed into the big, black car, sat next to the woman who had given me life.

‘He wants you back,’ she said as she breathed out a long plume of smoke.

I wafted away the fug, pressed my lips together, opened the window and stared not at Tommo, but at the diggers who were filling the hole.

‘What will you do now?’ asked Liza McNally.

‘I don’t know.’

She giggled, hid the sound behind a manufactured cough. ‘Well, there’s no daddy to protect you.’

‘I’ve got Frank.’

‘And that’s all you’ll get,’ she said.


Chapter Five

The will was almost as old as I was. There was only one codicil, a small addition that had been ordered just a few months earlier. Maisie and Freddie Turnbull were to be given deeds to the house and the shop in Barr Bridge. My father had lent the purchase price of both to Uncle Freddie, but the debt died with the lender.

For me, there was nothing. This very old will of my father’s had been witnessed in 1944 when Dad had owned nothing except a small business and a pair of semi-detached houses. Everything went to Mother. She sat in a tall chair at the end of a long table, the silly polka-dot veil hiding her triumph.

The solicitor asked me to stay behind after the reading. He ushered out Mother, my aunt and uncle, then he perched on the edge of the table and peered at me over the rim of his spectacles. ‘I just wanted to talk to you for a moment, Mrs Thompson. You must be in no two minds about the facts, and the facts are that your father was in the process of drawing up a new will and that he was afraid that your legal husband might get his hands on the business.’ He paused, placed a yellowing hand on mine. ‘We were trying to work out a way of getting you divorced without … without unduly annoying Mr Thompson. Your father’s biggest concern was for your welfare and that of your two children.’

‘I know.’ I pulled back my hand, extracted it from beneath the dry, papery skin of his palm. The man reminded me of sepia parchment, looked as if he had been locked away with old documents and scrolls, possibly the Dead Sea variety. ‘Please don’t worry about me,’ I said.

‘He was just days away from resolving his problem. In a new will, the house and a small annual income would have gone to your mother, then the bulk was to come to you. The one provision was to be your divorce. Even without a divorce, you would have received an annuity for yourself and the children.’

‘My father was a fair man, but a sensible one.’

‘Quite. Of course, when the will I read today was drawn up, you were a child and there was little property to dispose of. Had John died then, while you were in infancy, then your mother would have needed the money to rear you. It is a shame that he died so suddenly. It’s a great pity that the new will was not ready.’

I looked into the cold green eyes. ‘It’s a shame that he died at all, Mr Brownlow.’

‘Yes. Yes, of course.’ He did not blush, though the skin on his cheeks was stained now to a colour that approached brown. ‘I trust that you will manage in spite of this unfortunate occurrence. Of course, when your mother dies, you will inherit whatever she leaves.’

‘Will I?’

He put his head on one side, shoved the glasses further along the bridge of his narrow nose. ‘Of course. Why do you doubt that?’

I shrugged. ‘My mother would give to the cats’ home before she’d give to me. And she hates cats.’

He wandered away from me and thrust his hands into the open drawer of a greyish-green cabinet, brought out a slim folder that was tied with navy ribbon. ‘Mrs Thompson, I have letters here, copies of correspondence between myself and your mother’s solicitors. As your father was a Catholic, divorce was out of the question. But he spent many years trying to obtain a legal separation. There was a great deal of acrimony between your parents.’

‘Yes, I know all about that.’ And for some unfathomable reason, I didn’t like this yellow man knowing about my family’s problems. He was a leech, a thing that feasted on the lives of others, yet my father had trusted him, so I tried, pushed myself to have faith. ‘Where is all this leading, Mr Brownlow?’

‘To a contest. We can fight this will, Mrs Thompson. I have letters here from your father, letters which state clearly that he wanted rid of his wife, that he wished her to have no share in McNally’s Cooling Teas. I can try to remove the business from her. That is not to say that we would win, but—’

‘Whatever, she wins.’

He put down the folder. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Whether I won or lost, my mother would be the true winner. If I took the business from her, she would enjoy playing the part of a wronged mother. If she held on to the business in spite of the contest, then she would be doubly victorious. ‘I don’t want to fight the will.’

He coughed, and his throat grated dryly. ‘May I ask why?’

‘You may ask, but I am not bound to answer.’

‘Quite.’

‘It’s difficult, Mr Brownlow.’ I began to waver, felt a bit sorry for him. He probably led a normal life in a normal family, might have difficulty in understanding my reasons for accepting the unacceptable.

‘Mrs Thompson, I do have insight into your predicament. The reason why your father employed me was simple. I do not express opinion. I am here simply as a tool for my clients. I am, if you like, an encyclopedia of the law, something to which one might refer for information. This is not to say that I am without feelings. Your father was a likeable man with whom I used to share a whisky and a joke.’ The whisky could have explained his colour, yet I could not stretch my imagination to a point where this man might ever commit a joke. He went on, ‘My concern is for you, because you were John’s chief concern. He is dead, but I am still representing him.’ His eyes were no longer cold. He was pleading with me, begging me to fight for money, for security.

I decided to come clean. ‘I’ve never liked my mother. She was always unpleasant and she shows no sign of mellowing. But I can’t fight her, Mr Brownlow. I can’t stand up in court and say that my father hated her and—’

‘There would be no need for that. The letters explain it all. The letters are newer than the will, so I would stand a chance of winning, of pleasing John. If we believe in an afterlife, then we must believe in those who have gone on before us. His spirit is asking you to go for a contest. Will you think about it?’

‘No.’ I did not hesitate, even for a second. ‘I can’t.’

Once again, he wore his professional face. ‘Then I shall comply with your wishes. If you ever need help or guidance, contact me. Perhaps we should go ahead with your divorce.’

‘No. Not just now.’

He sat down, looked at his watch. ‘There would be no question of payment. It would be a service for John, who paid me well and promptly throughout our time as client and lawyer.’

I picked up my bag, pulled on the black gloves. ‘It’s not the money. I just have to wait a while.’

‘Until your fear of the man has gone?’

He was a human being after all. How many more times must I tell myself not to judge on appearances? ‘Thank you, Mr Brownlow. I shall bear in mind all you’ve said.’

They were waiting in the porch. Mother had pushed back her veil, was standing in the doorway with a glow on her cheeks and a cigarette in her hand. ‘Well?’ she asked, an eyebrow lifted slightly.

‘Nothing. He knew Dad, just wanted to talk about him.’

‘I see.’ She puffed away to the last quarter-inch, ground paper and tobacco into the polished floor of the vestibule. ‘Then perhaps he ought to have talked to me. After all, I did live with him for a year or two.’

I said nothing. She had occupied the same house as my father for ever, had driven him to an early grave. But she had never lived with him, not really. John McNally was fifty-five years and four months old when he died. And now, Liza had everything.’

Auntie Maisie touched my arm. ‘What’ll you do now, lass? Are you stopping with us in Barr Bridge?’

The look in my mother’s eyes was like a knife that had been honed to pierce her sister’s heart. ‘She will not be living with you, Maisie. No daughter of mine is going to spend her life above a shop. She will live with me. I am no longer well, no longer able to take care of myself.’

I stared at her. She was fifty-three years old and she looked about thirty, all bright eyes and clear skin, a picture fit enough for Vogue. Women who smoked were supposed to go dry-skinned and hollow-faced in middle life, but she was as fresh as a daisy. I would not live with her. If necessary, I would go to the town and beg for corporation living quarters, but I would not stay in the same house as this awful woman.

‘Laura?’ Uncle Freddie, still bent beneath the weight of bereavement, looked tired enough to be another corpse for burying. ‘Are you coming back with us now? In the firm’s van?’ It went without saying that my mother would never travel in a blue van with McNALLY’S printed on its side.

I took his arm, clung to him. He needed support, needed to be helped through the next few months. After working so closely with my father, who had been his best friend, Freddie Turnbull would be lonely during every hour at the factory.

Mother peeped out, searched for the taxi. ‘Time you retired, Freddie,’ she said from a corner of her mouth. ‘After all, you are sixty-eight now. John kept you on out of friendship, I think. I shall be recruiting someone younger.’

I felt his arm stiffen, knew that he had just been given the worst news possible. ‘You can help in the shop – can’t he, Auntie Maisie?’ I asked. ‘We’ll be quite a big family, what with the two of you and the four of us. All hands on deck, eh?’ In spite of Tommo, in spite of Mother (not in order to spite her, surely?) I would stay for a while in Barr Bridge, would make sure that Uncle Freddie was settled and occupied. ‘We’ll be all right, you’ll see,’ I told him.

Liza McNally turned very slowly until she was facing the three of us. ‘You will be living with me, Laura. At least, you and the children will live in my house. I cannot give room to your fancy man, I’m afraid. He must make his own arrangements. But you must move in with me.’ She shook out the tiny veil, pulled it over her face, hid the workings of her wicked mouth. ‘I cannot be expected to run that factory single-handed. We shall hire a nanny for the children, then you will be free to go out to work. There is money to be made in the mechanization of all the processes at McNally’s. But I cannot undertake such demanding work alone. Of course, it will be in your own interests to come home, Laura. If you don’t, then I shall possibly sell the works and live on the proceeds. Your children’s legacy might be gone if I live a long life.’

A place as public as a lawyer’s porch would not have been my choice of venue for such negotiations, but since she had thrown down the gauntlet, I did not hesitate to pick it up. ‘Do as you like,’ I said, my voice carefully controlled. ‘I shall be staying with Frank.’

‘But he’s not your husband!’

I smiled, yet I knew that my eyes were cold. ‘Don’t try to lecture me, Mother. I’m a grown woman now with children of my own. The money is yours, so do as you please with it. Frank and I shall manage.’

Aunt Maisie gasped and pulled me backwards just as Mother raised a hand and slapped the air near my face. ‘Hateful girl,’ snarled the mean red mouth.

Uncle Freddie wrenched his arm from my grip, grabbed his sister-in-law’s wrist, stayed its course. ‘Too late for all that now, Liza,’ he said gruffly. ‘She’s getting on the big side for a clouting, a bit too old for you to go tormenting. We listened all those years, Maisie and I. We heard you and we hoped that our Laura took no notice of you. What you put her through was nothing short of cruel and—’

‘Shut up, you old fool,’ yelled Mother, every inch the fishwife in spite of expensive clothes and sweet perfumes.

Uncle Freddie cocked his head to one side. ‘Aye, I’ll keep me gob shut,’ he whispered. ‘’Cos I’m ashamed. We’re both ashamed, me and Maisie, we should have done something about you years back, when the lass was a babby. We kept our tongues still for the sake of John and for our little niece. But she’s an adult now, and he’s gone where your tongue can’t reach him. God love him, he should have tossed you in the ashpit when he saw the welts on his daughter’s face. But we’ll not talk, ’cos we failed John and Laura, so we’ve nowt to brag about. As for the job, I’d not work under you for a million quid a year.’

The teeth below the black netting were bared as Liza turned her venom on me once more. ‘Freddie Turnbull is beneath contempt,’ she sneered, ‘so I’ll not bother to answer him. But you, lady, will starve. Don’t come to me with your hand out, Laura McNally. I shall make that factory valuable without you. The chances we gave you! When I think of how I sent you to a decent school—’

‘An uncommon one, at least,’ I said. ‘We were never to be common,’ I told my sad companions.

‘And you married a failure, then ran off with his brother. Well, staggered off with a cripple. And remember, you’ve an illegitimate son to whom I am quite prepared to give a home—’

‘I’ll remind him of your generosity,’ I said.

‘And you throw the lot back in my face.’

I shook off Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie, stepped so close to my mother that I could smell her tainted breath. ‘Just stop all this, stop it now. My dad has just died, and you’ve no respect for the man he was and no remorse about him dying so young. There’s no love in you, no charity at all.’

‘You’re a cunning little bitch, aren’t you?’ she snarled. ‘Acting nice as pie, carrying on as if you’re perfect. If only the world knew what a nasty piece of work you are …’

I nodded. ‘Don’t worry about the world, Mother. I’m sure you’ll manage to broadcast my sins – try the Home Service or the news on TV.’

She made a noise, something that sounded like a cross between a sob and a cough. ‘I told him where you were, you nasty little bugger. I told that Tommo creature how to find you, how to get hold of that cripple you ran off with. Oh yes, I put him in the picture.’

I could have killed her then, could have slaughtered her on the spot for causing so much pain to my father, to Frank, to me, my aunt, my uncle. The pressure on Dad to move us on yet again might just have been the final straw, the one that broke John McNally’s heart and stopped his brain … She had put that pressure there, had passed on the information that had caused everybody’s stress. I needed to get away. If I stayed, I would surely drown her with the venom of my words.

Uncle Freddie must have seen something in my stance, in my face, because he pushed past us, hailed a taxi and held the vehicle’s door wide until my mother had stepped inside.

I stayed with Auntie Maisie until the taxi had left the scene. ‘I’ll kill her,’ I said softly. ‘One day, I’ll really lose my rag and push her down the nearest flight of stairs.’

‘There, there.’ Auntie Maisie patted my shoulder. ‘Don’t be getting yourself into a fret. Feelings run high at times like these.’

‘She told Tommo where I was. I can’t believe that any mother would draw a map for a monster. She put a freak on the trail of her own child, her grandchildren.’

Maisie nodded pensively. ‘But you never told us, Laura. We had our own ideas, our suspicions, but we didn’t know for sure that Tommo was really bad. Perhaps she didn’t realize what she was doing. You don’t talk about him, so how could she have known that you had left him for ever?’

I leaned against the wall. ‘A real mother would know, Auntie. If it had been Anne, you would have known.’

She sighed. ‘Aye, I reckon I would, love.’

We walked to the van, squeezed ourselves into a narrow seat, drove through town and out towards the rolling moors. Frank would be waiting for me. I didn’t know what our future would be, where we would live, how we would cope. But he was there just for me and the children. Perhaps I could stop running now. Perhaps Tommo would not loom so large in the corridors of my mind. The shortage of money was a small thing, a minor irritation. For peace of mind, for a world without Tommo and Mother, I was prepared to deny myself indefinitely.

I was exhausted for weeks after the funeral, too weary to plan a life. So we stayed put simply because neither of us had the energy for organization. Frank was quiet, withdrawn, watchful. He was probably waiting for Tommo; he was also waiting for me to buck up sufficiently for yet another change of location. About one aspect of life I was content. Uncle Freddie had accepted the enforced retirement, was making a good stab at shopkeeping.

Few alterations were done to the property in Barr Bridge, because Frank and I had no intention of remaining in the village. The local builder made a connecting door between the two houses’ upper floors, so that we could share facilities, but beyond that, we could not commit ourselves to expenditure that might be wasted. I, in particular, would eventually need to get as far away as possible from the area, from the gap left by my father. Mother had taken very well to widowhood, was shouting the odds all over the place. The factory was invaded by engineers, electricians, chemists, specialists in time and motion. When new machinery moved in, the buses became emptier, and rumour had it that many disabled people had been given their cards. Mother was on the up, so the rest of us could go down without wrinkling the surface of her gilt-edged pond.

Anne was the one who came up with an answer. She relayed her suggestion through Frank, who had taken a job at a stationer’s in Bolton. He came in one evening, joined me in a room above Auntie Maisie’s shop, played with Gerald, put both boys to bed. Sometimes, he was so good that I almost wept with gratitude. He spent all day on his feet, often finishing up with dreadful pain in the bad leg, then he would come home and take over the children. ‘You’re too good to be true,’ I whispered in his ear. ‘Shall I go through and run a bath for you next door?’

‘No.’ He kissed me, pushed the fall of heavy hair from my face. ‘I saw Anne today. She thinks it’s time we stopped running.’

‘Oh yes? And who are we running from? Or should I say from whom are we running? God, there are bloody two of them, Frank. There’s Mother sacking the infirm and replacing them with automation, then there’s our darling husband stroke brother. Where the hell is he these days?’

Frank smiled at me. Whenever he smiled, it was like the sun peeping over cloud, bright and cheerful after the most dreadful of storms. He was a handsome man, quite broad and firm about the chest, solid except for the one wasted limb. His eyes always wrinkled at the corners, while the whole face seemed to reflect any merriment that happened to be taking place. ‘I love you, Laura,’ he whispered. ‘And I’m so happy to see you livening up again. Anyway, enough of frivolity. She came in for envelopes, paper clips and stuff.’

‘Who did?’

‘Anne did.’

‘Ah.’ I began to count the freckles on his arm, used a Biro to draw a line after fifty. This was a game we often played, as Frank’s freckles were profuse and impossible to number. It was the impossibility that had created the game. ‘Is this two or one?’ I asked as I started on the second fifty.

‘Siamese twins,’ he replied, rubbing at a freckle shaped like a number eight. ‘Or an amoeba caught in the act of simple fission. She’s found us a flat.’

I thought about amoebae in flagrante delicto, wondered how they might feel about being caught in the act. Then I drew a heart just below his elbow, put our initials in it, a fancy L entwined with a curly F. ‘In Bolton?’

‘Yes. Laura, we can’t keep skipping about. I like working with old Mr Saunders. He’s talking about retirement, so he might just be looking for a manager in a year or two. I’ll never get a decent job with a decent wage if we carry on hopping all over the place. And we must consider the children. They’re young, I know, but they need some security of tenure. They don’t want to be waking up in a different house every six months.’

Frank was always sensible. ‘You’re always sensible,’ I said. ‘Without ever managing to be boring. Yes, we need our own place. I’ve not had my back scrubbed since we left Sale – imagine how dirty I must be.’ We needed privacy, the chance to be together properly, to live our life without even kindly spectators. I sighed, nodded, agreed with him. ‘It’s time to move on, darling, but I am so scared of him. It’s probably safe-ish here, simply because of the shop and all the comings and goings. But I don’t think I should be near Mother. I anger her, I’ve got on her nerves since the day I was born. The factory folk might be better off once I’m out of the way. She’s sacking everybody just to hurt me.’

He yanked off his tie, threw it on the floor, heaved at the left leg till it rested on a footstool. ‘Remember Cunningham’s furniture?’

‘Bradshawgate?’

‘That’s the one. Well, it’s closed down. The chap who’s taken over is opening several lock-up businesses on the ground floor. Anne’s flat is above what was the main showroom – it’s a newsagent’s now – and there’s another flat available. The beauty of it is that although it’s upstairs, the old lift is still there, the one that used to bring the furniture down to earth. You could use that when you’re fetching the pram into the street.’

I bit hard on my lip, begged the panic to go away. ‘But it’s still Bolton, Frank.’

‘Yes. If he wants to find us, he’ll find us in Cornwall or Australia. This flat is a town dwelling, Laura. Bolton’s just about the biggest town in England, full of bustle and noise. We both felt like sitting ducks in the country, didn’t we? Well, didn’t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘So it has to be a town. Look, there’ll be Anne in the next flat. Even when she’s at work, she’s only a spit away from Bradshawgate. I’ll be working almost next door to the police station and you’ll have a phone.’ He massaged my shoulder, tried to squash out the tension. ‘You can’t live on the edge all the time, love. Sooner or later, you’ve simply got to relax or …’

‘Or what?’

‘Or be ill.’

I turned and looked at him solemnly. ‘You mean daft-ill, don’t you? You mean that I’m still letting Tommo get to me, even though I don’t see him every day. He’s still winning.’

‘They’re both losers, Laura. Bernard and your mother are miserable people who’ve tried to drag you down with them.’

I snorted. ‘Down? Mother’s never been so up!’

‘Only on the outside.’

‘She’s crowing, Frank.’

He dropped his chin and stared up at me, the grey eyes misted with concern. ‘It’s all a game. She’s like a child with the longest skipping-rope, the brightest colours on her spinning top. Inside, she’s sad, lonely because no-one wants to play with her.’

‘And Tommo?’

‘The same.’ He dropped the leg, stood up, smiled at me. ‘Except that he is really sick. He’s daft-sick, as you so aptly put it. Only there’s nothing amusing about my brother’s brand of insanity. Forget both of them, please. Let’s go out there and find some sort of a life.’

I reached out for him, careful to account for most of my own weight as he lifted me out of the seat. He was a strong man with two weaknesses – one in his leg, the other in his heart. I thanked God that this lovely man had chosen me to occupy that gentle, caring heart. ‘OK, Buster. We’ll move. What about furniture?’

He grinned knowingly. ‘Cunningham’s left some bits and pieces, all a bit scarred and utility-ish. We’ll manage. We’ll always manage.’

As he led me to the bedroom, I held those words in my mind, clutched at them as if they were a life-raft. Frank was my saviour, and I lay down with him gladly. But there was no gratitude in my love-making. In that, there was only love.

Auntie Maisie had packed as if we were going off on a picnic that would last about a fortnight. We had tins of corned beef, soup, fruit and Spam. Four two-pound bags of sugar were wedged next to grease-proofed packages containing bacon, ham and cheese. She had even made curtains for our flat, and two lace-trimmed table cloths as covers for a barley-sugar-legged table that was scarred beyond repair, an item that had plainly been used when the Cunningham’s sales force had been brewing tea.

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ she kept saying as we forced all the gifts into Frank’s car.

‘Of course,’ I replied for the umpteenth time. Sometimes, Maisie was more like a mother to me than she was to her own daughter. ‘You never fussed like this over Anne,’ I reminded her.

‘Anne hasn’t got two babies to care for.’

Uncle Freddie, who had taken to wearing a brown overall coat while working in the shop, passed me a small sack of potatoes. ‘We’ll not get in the car,’ I told him.

He pulled a wry face. ‘Then stop here, lass.’

I threw my arms about the dear man’s neck. ‘You’ve always been so good to me, both of you. When I was little …’ I swallowed a self-pitying sob, stamped on it, continued determinedly with what I wanted to say. ‘You were always there for me.’

Uncle Freddie’s eyes were old and sunken, with white rings around the irises, the rims that come with advancing years. ‘We love you,’ he said gruffly. ‘As much as we love yon lass of our own.’

Maisie agreed with him. ‘We’ve had two good daughters, me and Freddie. But don’t tell your mam we said so.’

‘Of course not.’ They knew her, all right. They knew that although she hadn’t wanted me, she had never liked the idea of me receiving love and attention elsewhere. ‘It’ll be a long time before I talk to Mother.’

‘Nay.’ Maisie mopped her face with a large white handkerchief. ‘She is your mam. Never forget that she’s your mother, Laura. Happen she can’t help the road she is after getting spoilt as a young one. Life’s about forgiving folk and that includes ourselves. Don’t put the blame on any one pair of shoulders.’

I climbed into the car, reached for Edward, took him from Auntie Maisie’s gentle arms, closed the door. Judging by the crackling of paper, Gerald, in the back seat, was making inroads into Auntie’s carefully wrapped parcels. But I did not check him, because my eyes were fixed on the figure approaching us along the uneven village street. ‘Oh God,’ I breathed from the corner of my mouth. ‘Get going, Frank.’

He had not seen her. ‘Why the sudden hurry?’ he asked.

‘Mother is upon us,’ I said, trying to keep my lips as still as possible.

‘Ah.’ He rolled down his window, greeted my mother. ‘Hello, Mrs McNally.’

My mother, resplendent in a burgundy suit, chose to ignore Frank. She stepped off the pavement, walked in front of the car and stood motionless until I opened my window. ‘Yes?’ I asked, sounding like a shopkeeper who waits for an order.

‘That is a company car, I think,’ she said.

I looked hard at her, breathed in the disparate odours of Worth and Park Drive, studied her expensive clothes. There was no doubt in my mind that the suit and blouse had been made for her, because the fit was perfect. I decided that she had visited a city dressmaker, had probably ordered a dozen exclusive outfits. The shoes were suede, as was the handbag, a large affair that was rather like a briefcase. Here was the businesswoman, then. So the play had progressed into yet another act, with one of the scenes to be played here and now with the world passing by. ‘My father gave it to Frank,’ I answered eventually.

‘It was for company business,’ she snapped.

I glanced up the street, decided that this little bit of the world was a poor audience for Mother, too small to concern me. After all, the locals knew Liza, had enjoyed her variable temper over the years. And as far as I was concerned, there was nothing to lose.

I thrust my baby into his father’s arms, got out of the car, squared up to the woman on the cobbles. As far as height was concerned, I held the advantage, but because of the heels on her court shoes, we were more or less on the same level. However, my footing was steadier than hers, and I tried not to smirk when she stumbled slightly between two age-worn stones. ‘Do you want the car now, Mother?’ I asked, my tone trimmed with saccharine.

‘Where are you going?’ she demanded.

I leaned a casual elbow on the car’s roof. ‘Why do you need to know? And what difference will our destination make? Oh and if we keep answering questions with questions, we shall be staying exactly where we are for the foreseeable future.’

She curled that top lip in her good old-fashioned way. ‘Don’t be impudent.’

‘I am too old to be impudent. Just one more question, though. Why do we keep having these show-downs in public? Don’t you think we should use a telephone or the Royal Mail? Or pigeons?’

She gritted her teeth, almost looked her age for a moment. ‘You will not take that car out of Bolton. It is mine, it is company property.’

I leaned down, spoke to Frank. ‘Put the children inside the shop, love. And then you can help me to unload all the luggage. Mummy wants her motor.’

‘Don’t call me Mummy. I’ve told you before—’

‘I’ll call you exactly what I choose to call you. And some of the names will probably be short and rather rude. Come on, Frank, she wants her precious car back.’

Frank climbed out, gave Edward to Auntie Maisie, lifted out Gerald, who had become firmly attached to a packet of biscuits. As he was a well-brought-up child, he offered the soggy contents to my uncle and to Frank, then to a few other people who happened to be passing.

At last, there remained just Mother, Frank and myself. I walked to the boot, threw it open, scattered our cases on to the pavement. My temper was rising – I could feel the heat on my face.

Frank spoke to Mother. ‘We’re not leaving Bolton, Mrs McNally. And the car is so useful to us because of the children.’

She ignored him, but used the information he had imparted. ‘Laura, if you are staying in town, you may continue to borrow the car.’

I glared at her, deposited a pile of nappies on a suitcase. ‘I want nothing of yours.’ I paused for a second, had a think. ‘Frank, give me a hand. We’ll keep the bloody car and pay her for it.’

When the boot was filled once more, we collected our boys and began the process all over again, Gerald in the back, Edward with me, biscuit crumbs everywhere. Mother stood on the pavement, her body turned slightly away from her sister and brother-in-law. I didn’t smile, because my temper was still simmering, but I felt as if I had won a small battle. Even so, defeating my own mother did not give me any true joy. And, as Frank had so rightly predicted on many such occasions, there were tears before bedtime.

I wept not just for myself, but for the man whose arms contained me. She would not even deign to recognize him. ‘I’ll get the money tomorrow,’ I said between sobs. ‘And I hope it chokes her.’

He patted my back, comforted me as if I were a baby with colic. ‘You should just keep the car and the money, darling. She doesn’t need either of them, she’s only trying to—’

‘I want nothing of hers,’ I cried. ‘Nothing. I’m an orphan.’

He bathed my face, brushed my hair, tucked me into our new and rather lumpy bed. ‘From this day, I shall call you Orphan Annie,’ he declared soberly. ‘I hope Anne won’t mind me borrowing her name.’

The trouble with Frank was that he never let anybody grieve for long. He lay down beside me and started making up names for everyone we knew. When he had finished reducing the good people of Bolton to characters from Comic Capers, he began on the famous, rhyming names that sounded too terrible for me to resist. ‘If Bette Davis had been Mavis Davis and if Doris Day had chosen May Day—’

I cut him off with a sharp elbow. ‘Shut up, Frank.’

He had no remorse in him, no mercy. ‘Your life could have been a lot worse if you’d been called Sally McNally. And if Clark Gable had a sister called Mabel, and if John Wayne had a sister called—’

‘Jane!’ I shouted. ‘Honestly, there’s nothing worse than a man who makes you laugh in bed.’

He turned on the bedside lamp, a hideous thing from the thirties with a naked women stretching upward towards the shade. ‘What about Myrna’s brother, Roy Loy? Are you giggling? Are you?’

‘No.’

The light went out. ‘You’re no fun,’ he grumbled.

‘You’ve missed the best ones anyway,’ I said.

He let out an exaggerated sigh. ‘Go on, then.’

‘Well, if Clara Bow hadn’t been called Clara …’

‘Right, I’m listening.’

‘If she’d been called Florence and she’d shorted it to—’

‘Flo?’ he interrupted. ‘Flo Bow? Not bad for a beginner.’

I felt damned by this faint praise. ‘Right. Which president of the United States had a facial tic? Go on, Clever-clogs, work that one out.’

He pretended to think for a moment, was probably miles ahead of me. ‘I give in,’ he said.

‘Blinkin’ Lincoln. Now go to sleep.’ Frank was the best man in the whole world, because he loved me, looked after me and made me laugh in bed. But I wasn’t going to tell him what he already knew.


Chapter Six

It was a large and airy flat with tall windows, two living rooms, kitchen, bathroom and two bedrooms. I liked living there, was comforted by the comings and goings in the street below. After a while, I gained enough confidence to put the babies in their Silver Cross, Edward at the sleeping end, Gerald seated opposite, then we would saunter forth into the town. The old-fashioned lift was a bonus, as we would never have got out during weekdays while Edward was so young. As time passed, I ventured further afield, to the Town Hall Square, to the open-air market and even along Deansgate to Queens Park.

We heard nothing of Tommo, nothing of Mother, as we both maintained a careful distance from family. Frank was fond of his father, met him sometimes for a drink in the Pack Horse, but Mr Thompson chose not to mention his other son. Occasionally, they would come to the flat after a couple of pints, and Mr Thompson would peep at his sleeping grandchildren before sitting silently in front of our rented television set. I tried to draw him out. ‘How are you today, Mr Thompson?’

‘All right, thanks.’

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

‘Not just now, thank you.’

‘Are you still at the same pit?’

‘Yes.’

It was hopeless. Time after time, I tried to be a friend to my lover’s father, but I failed miserably on every occasion. When I asked Frank about it, he rambled on about his dad being ashamed of Tommo, about me reminding Mr Thompson of his son’s misdeeds.

Then the evening came when I didn’t have to try. Frank was preparing to meet his father in the pub while I bathed the boys and tucked them into bed. Our doorbell rang, so I ran to the window and stared into the street. Although I seldom voiced my fears, I still expected to see Tommo standing at the front door. ‘It’s your dad,’ I called. ‘I’ll just let him in.’

Colin Thompson followed me up the brown-painted stairs, stood in our living room, the tweed cap twisting in his hands. ‘Where’s Frank?’

‘In the bathroom having a shave. Shall I put the kettle on?’

‘No, love.’ Mr Thompson was not one to call a person ‘love’ or ‘dear’. ‘I’ll just sit down a bit.’ He dropped into the sagging sofa.

I stood near the fireplace, fiddled with a china shepherdess whose nose had gone missing during one of Gerald’s games. ‘Gerald broke it,’ I said, feeling gauche and stupid.

‘Yes, little ones do break ornaments, don’t they?’ He cleared his coal-damaged throat. ‘Is he a good lad?’

‘Well … yes, he is. A bit quiet, gets into cupboards and drawers. But he’s a nice little boy.’

‘He doesn’t smash things deliberately?’

I shivered. Was this poor man looking into the adage ‘like father, like son’? ‘There’s no harm in him, Mr Thompson. He just gets into places when I’m not looking and breaks bits and pieces by accident.’

He nodded. ‘Fair enough.’

Frank came in, continued to run a comb through his hair. ‘What’s the matter, Dad?’

Mr Thompson fixed his eyes on me. ‘He’s not given up, Laura.’

‘Oh.’ The syllable was more of a sigh than a word.

Colin Thompson drew something from an inside pocket, placed it on the melamine coffee table, another ugly piece of furniture that had been among the pile of Cunningham’s rejects.

Frank bent down and picked up the envelope, opened it, drew out some stiff paper and riffled through five or six items. ‘Bloody hell,’ he said softly. ‘I thought it was all over, hoped he’d come to his senses at last.’

The man on the sofa ran a hand over his balding head. ‘He’s got no senses. Not human ones. I thought you should both be warned.’

Without another word, I took the cards from Frank, turned them over, saw myself sitting on a bench, my hand resting on the handle of the pram, saw myself again, this time squatting on the grass near a duckpond. There were photographs of me, of me and Gerald, of me and Edward. But my younger baby’s face had been mutilated by layers of ink that had poured from an angry pen. Tommo had crossed out Edward. My legs would not bear my weight, so I sank to the rust-coloured rug, allowed the photographs to scatter around me. I was everywhere and so was Tommo.

Frank dropped down beside me, placed an arm across my shoulders. ‘Come on, girl.’

‘He’s wiped out our baby,’ I said. ‘And a baby’s not much bigger than a pet rabbit. Remember what he did to all those poor animals. We have to move on, Frank. We’ve got to go somewhere, anywhere. But he’s all over the place. Wherever we go, he’ll find us and he’ll kill Edward and—’

He shook me, guided my chin until I faced him. ‘Laura, he’s not chasing us again. He can’t chase people who refuse to run. We are not going to keep on the move for ever, darling.’ He cast a glance over the widespread photographs. ‘I’d say he was drunk when he did this to Edward’s picture.’ He directed a question at his father. ‘Hasn’t he found another woman yet?’

‘No. Thank God.’ The man reached out and touched my arm. ‘I don’t mean anything by that, Laura. I know it’s a mess when you seem to be his only target. But I couldn’t bear it if I’d another young woman to worry about.’ He screwed up his face, looked as if he were about to cry, but he held on. ‘He wants locking up. I’m not just saying that, Frank. If I had my way, he’d be having his head tested. But your mam’s dug her heels in, swears there’s nothing wrong with him. Even when I’ve come home and found her battered and bruised, she’s always had a fall. The only benefit of having him back home is that I can keep an eye on him.’

I stared at the visitor. ‘He hits his mother?’

‘Yes. And I’m no match for him. Even if I could manage him, Phoebe wouldn’t let me raise a finger. It was the same when they were kiddies – nothing was good enough for her Bernard.’

Frank picked up all the snaps and tore them into tiny pieces. ‘These are going in the bin. And Dad and I are going nowhere tonight, Laura. We shall all stay in and watch a bit of telly, give you a hand if the boys wake.’

As if on cue, Edward, who was making much of his sore mouth, let out one of his roars. ‘Teeth,’ I explained to Grandad. ‘He never does anything quietly, I’m afraid.’

A chill swept over me as I walked to the bedroom. Had the badness missed Gerald, even though he was Tommo’s real son? Was it going to emerge in my husband’s nephew, was there a miniature Tommo waiting for me to pick him up and rub Bonjella on his reddened gums?

Edward stopped crying as soon as I reached the cot. His cheeks were scarlet and the little chest continued to heave with the rhythm of recent sobs. Mothering still didn’t come easily. I loved my children, but mostly with my head. Yet how sick I had been moments earlier when I’d seen this tiny chap’s face rubbed out with what looked like Indian ink. ‘No-one will get you,’ I told him. ‘By Christ, I’ll kill him first, Teddy.’

Gerald eyed me from the bed. He was almost three years old, master of all he surveyed, very quietly superior to his little brother. ‘He’s a pest,’ he announced for the umpteenth time. ‘He’s getting pesterer all the time.’ Gerald’s acquaintance with adjectives was short, but he insisted on using ‘gooder’ and ‘badder’ with great relish, usually when describing Edward. ‘He keeps me waker,’ he grumbled. ‘Screaming louderer.’ Ah, the courtship with adverbs was beginning. Tommo’s son bore all the hallmarks of cleverness, and I hoped that he would direct himself into something useful. Tommo was bright. Bright and twisted and evil. God forbid that my child should … I shivered again. ‘Go to sleep.’

Frank came in. ‘Is this little devil disturbing you, Gerald?’ The amazing man never showed any favouritism, treated both boys as his own sons. ‘I’ll take him away for a while.’

When Gerald and I were alone, I tucked him up and sang to him, pushed the shock of hair from his eyes, watched him watching me. ‘Will you sleep now?’

‘Yes.’

‘We’ll keep Teddy till he drops off. OK?’

‘I like him really,’ said the sleepy child. ‘He’s my brovver.’

There were times when I knew I was a mother, times when one of my children wore a certain expression, occasions when Gerald’s diction was quaint and heart-rendingly infantile. Whenever he said ‘tewevision’ or ‘bweakfast’, something stuck in my windpipe and threatened to cut off my breath. This was a skill that could be learned, an art my mother had failed to master. Small people were lovable once the fear of them had passed.

In the sitting room, Frank was cradling his son and rubbing balm on the fiery gums. But my eyes were fixed on the senior Mr Thompson, because his face was twisting again as he watched his favourite son playing the part of a father. As I understood him and felt his pain, I sat next to him on the sofa and held his hand. It was dry and calloused, seemed to have healed itself after a dozen pit injuries. This was a good man, another like Frank. ‘Where did he come from, Mr Thompson? How did you manage to have two sons so different from each other? What happened to make Tommo act the way he does?’

‘I’ve asked myself that for donkey’s years, Laura. It was Phoebe’s fault, I suppose. She favoured Bernard over Frank.’

I patted his hand, felt like a nurse looking after a patient. ‘Are we all our mothers’ faults?’

He smiled weakly. ‘I reckon so. It might start coming right once enough men decide to take more of an interest in their children. But there wasn’t a lot I could do from a seam half a mile underground. She spoiled him, made him too free. He’s been a wrong ’un all his life, ever since he could walk.’

‘I’m scared.’ I tried to swallow the fear, but it bubbled in my throat, made me cough. ‘I’m frightened to death of him, Mr Thompson.’

He shook his head, looked tired, ill and old. ‘So are we all, lovey. And that includes his mother, though she’ll never admit it. Time and again I’d have left home, but I’ve needed to keep an eye on his doings. She just says he’s clever and has to have his head. I reckon he’d have battered our Frank to pulp if I’d scarpered when they were still at school. And now, it’s too late for me to have a fresh start. I’m old, set in my ways.’

How well I understood. ‘It’s too late for my dad, Mr Thompson, but not for you. Get away from him.’

‘And who’ll watch him? Who’ll find the photos with the kiddy’s face blacked out?’ He grabbed my hand tightly. ‘I’m sorry about your father. Don’t think I’m not sorry. Frank says that your parents didn’t rub along too well. And yes, it is too late for your dad. I must sound selfish, moaning on because I’ve never had the courage to walk out. Marriage becomes a habit, you see. It’s all to do with home and a certain chair or a pattern on a rug. We get used to the worst places simply because we’ve not the courage to try again.’

Frank placed the sleeping infant in his day-crib, a larger version of the Moses basket. ‘We’ll leave him there till Gerald’s settled, otherwise we might get stuck with the pair of them.’ He sat in the armchair, part of which was threatening to explode at any minute, as the moquette had worn thin against too much stuffing. ‘Laura, I’m sure we’ve got to hang on. I’ve got a job I can cope with, a car that you’ve paid for, a decent flat—’

‘She sent the car money back,’ I said. ‘A bundle of cash in a registered envelope. It went against the grain, but I forced myself to keep it.’ I shrugged. ‘Perhaps there’s hope for her yet.’

Frank’s jaw slackened. ‘She what?’

‘I put it in the bank. She sent a little note about her grandsons needing the best clothes, the best food, about her grandsons being special because their grandmother is special. So we’ve still got four hundred pounds.’

‘Bingo,’ grinned Frank. ‘Let’s buy some grapes and have an orgy.’ He blushed, remembering his father’s presence.

Mr Thompson smiled fully for the first time since arriving. ‘You two are made for one another,’ he said. ‘Can’t you have an orgy without grapes?’

Frank’s tongue stumbled slightly as he answered, ‘No, not a Roman one. Mind, a Lancashire orgy’s different.’ He grinned at the expectant looks on our faces. ‘For a Lancashire orgy, you need cow heels, tripe and black puds.’

His father lost the smile, adopted an expression of great seriousness. ‘Oh heck, I’ll go to the back of our coalshed,’ he muttered.

‘What’s up, Mr Thompson?’ I asked.

‘Well, all these years, I’ve seen myself as a right Lothario. I thought it took just two bags of chips and a couple of cod. No wonder I’ve no luck with women.’

Frank nodded, continued the game. ‘Depends on the kind of vinegar, Dad. You’ve to make sure it’s brown.’

They were two of a kind, a matching pair. Mr Thompson was clearly a man of great intelligence, one of the many who had been deprived of chances. If I closed my eyes and cut out the blue lines of coal-dust in his complexion, he might have been a teacher or a doctor, because folk these days were hanging on to their roots, refusing to ‘talk proper’ just for the sake of protocol. The sixties crashed through all kinds of barriers, brought much of the Establishment tumbling down. It was the debs who were mocked now, the social climbers, the folk with cut-glass BBC gobful-of-plums accents.

They were both staring at me. ‘Sorry, I’ve been thinking again,’ I explained for the benefit of our visitor. ‘I’ve the sort of brain that can only deal with one thing at a time. Have you asked me a question?’

Frank looked serious, had worry-lines on his forehead. ‘He’s working nights at Yates’s Wine Lodge.’

I held my breath. The wine lodge was just a hundred yards from our flat. ‘Every night?’ I asked. I didn’t need any clarification about the ‘he’.

‘No,’ answered Mr Thompson. ‘Thursdays and Saturdays up to now. He’s still travelling in confectionery, but he says he needs extra cash. I don’t know what to think.’

‘I do.’ Frank’s cheeks glowed with colour. ‘He’s trying to get near Laura.’ He gave me his full attention. ‘Your mother told him once where we were, so she might just have done it again. Or he could have found out from another source, simply by keeping his eyes and ears open.’

I was sick of it, sick to death of wondering when he would turn up, what I would do if he did. And there was Frank to consider. He had a good job and a bad leg, had been dragged about enough. It was never my fault alone, because we shared the burden of Tommo, were both related to him. But I couldn’t make my lovely Frank carry on moving, changing jobs, searching for homes, just because I was afraid of one man. Then Edward’s face, most of it blacked out, came roaring into my mind … I breathed in, checked my terror. ‘We stay,’ I said.

Frank’s forehead flattened itself out instantly, looked as if it had been ironed. ‘It’s for the best, love,’ he said. ‘Because in the end, there’s no hiding place from a man like my brother.’

‘And my husband.’

Mr Thompson stood up, collected his cap, bent over the basket. ‘Nice-looking little thing,’ he said. ‘I wish … Well, wishes don’t count, do they?’ He strode to the doorway, turned and looked at us. ‘But dreams do count. Follow them and find them.’

‘Oh, what a smashing bloke,’ I said when the door was closed.

‘Of course. I mean, look at me.’

There was just one problem attached to living with a man like Frank. He wouldn’t let me fret, always made me laugh at the most unlikely times. There could be only one thing worse than being with Frank. I hugged him, buried my head in his shoulder. That one thing would be to live with a man who never made me laugh at all. A man who made me cry.

Anne looked all posh and fashion-platey in her tailor-mades, but she was still the same Anne Turnbull underneath all the worsted and silk. Well, she was almost the same … ‘They sort of stand there like this, with a hand on each side of the gown, running their thumbs over the material. There’s a bit of swaying back and forth as well, up on their toes, then down on their heels. They think it makes them look imposing, you see. It’s a good job they get wigs, because most of them are bald. “My learned friend”, they call each other, but you could cut the air with a blunt razor. Honestly, they’re giving each other such filthy looks – you wouldn’t be surprised if it was pistols at dawn. Half an hour later, there’s the whole shower of them in the Dog and Duck, you’d think they’d just got married to one another. It’s a bloody scream. So much for Her Majesty’s Crown Courts, eh?’

I sat on her off-white sofa with my feet on a thick cream rug. One of my eyes was on Gerald, who had both of his eyes fixed on a group of Spode figures just above his head. Edward gurgled, and I tried to keep my other eye on him, prayed that he wouldn’t be sick in the midst of all this opulence. For a junior solicitor, Anne was very well furnished. ‘How do you afford all this?’ I asked.

‘I don’t. The chairs are on the never-never and the carpets and stuff are courtesy of my bank manager. He’s fed up with his wife, so I treat him to a meal now and then.’

‘Just a meal?’

She arched a perfect eyebrow. ‘Of course. I’ve set my sights on a doctor, because that would balance things out. I could see to all the family’s legal problems while he attended to their physical well-being. But I am definitely off barristers. And I don’t want to marry a solicitor, because there’s no room in my life for a pair of briefs. Coffee?’ She lifted a fancy percolator and grimaced. ‘Catalogue,’ she said. ‘Three bob a week.’

I sipped politely from my Susie Cooper cup, gave Gerald a stern look as he weighed up the possibilities of a stool on which he might climb and reach the porcelain figurines.

‘So, you’re in purdah, I take it?’ She wasn’t quite laughing at me, but there was something in her tone that made me feel foolish for hiding away from Tommo all over again.

‘Yes.’ It was no use, she would never understand.

‘What the hell for? Why don’t you just off-load the bad bugger, cut him out of your life? I can do it for you if you like.’

‘Thanks.’ I planted the cup in its delicate saucer, noticed that my hostess had mixed up her fruits, as I had a grape pattern on one piece and a lemon on the other. They were beautiful things, lovely to hold and to behold. ‘I’ve already had the same offer from Dad’s lawyer. He wanted to contest the will, said he had some flimsy evidence of Dad’s change of heart.’

She sighed explosively. ‘Sometimes, Laura, you get right up my nose. Why don’t you do something?’

‘Such as?’

‘Anything. Just something. You let things happen to you, just sit there and wait for life to arrive. It’s not a bus you know, not something that runs to a timetable.’

‘I’ve never known a bus to be on time anyway,’ I quipped. I placed the baby on my shoulder, winded him, hoped that he hadn’t done one of his wet burps. ‘There are two children now, you know,’ I reminded her unnecessarily. Gerald had picked up a heavy crystal ashtray, was trying to balance it on his head. ‘Put it down,’ I said crossly.

‘Babies are happenings,’ she replied. ‘I’m talking about you and the rest of your life. What about it?’

‘I don’t know.’ My older son placed the ashtray on the floor and attempted to stand in it. At home, he had been as good as gold, but now, just a few yards from his own territory, he was behaving like a thorough brat. ‘Get out of that,’ I ordered stiffly.

‘Leave him alone,’ said Anne. ‘Everything’s insured.’

‘Even the stuff that’s not paid for?’

‘Especially the stuff that’s not paid for. Look. You’re twenty-three and you’ve a head on your shoulders. Why don’t you go to night school and pick up a few qualifications?’

She was annoying me, had plainly joined the up-and-coming brigade of women who considered motherhood and housekeeping to be a crime. ‘I’m happy,’ I said lamely.

She shook her head, but every hair remained fastened down, adhered strictly to the swept-back style that she had favoured of late. ‘You’re scared to death. Get out of that dreary flat, find an interest, forget Tommo.’

I dropped my chin, inhaled, raised my head and looked straight at her. ‘Stop being so damned superior, Anne. I never wanted an education, never needed to be anything except content. Motherhood’s no picnic, but it’s a challenging job.’

‘And not a permanent one. You’ll be redundant in fifteen years. What then?’

The rein on my patience snapped. ‘How the hell am I supposed to know what’ll happen in fifteen years? Do you think I’ve a crystal ball at the bottom of the nappy bucket? There’s no way that you can be sure of anything, either. Oh, you’re all talk now, ready to take on the world and all its rolled-up bits of legal documents. No-one questions you about the rightness of your decisions. But do you really want to spend the rest of your days up to the neck in mucky divorces, boundary fences and all kinds of broken promises?’

‘Touché.’ She crossed the small space between us, mopped some baby-sick from my shoulder, sat down again with all the grace of a dancer in Swan Lake. ‘I admit that I set great store by education and achievement in the workplace. It’s as if I’m watching you drift, though, and I do worry about you. So many women finish up alone these days, husbands dead or disappeared, no way of earning money in a dignified way and—’

‘What dignity?’ I demanded, my hackles rising. ‘How can anything be dignified when one person’s paying another to dance to a certain rhythm? I see no difference between the woman who scrubs steps and the woman who types letters. They both do a job, get paid, go home, spend the money.’

‘Yes, but one of them has clean hands,’ she replied quickly.

‘So what? She might have been typing dismissal notices or threatening letters from one mogul to another. There’s nothing clean about labour of any kind. You do the job and ignore the consequences if you want to stay sane.’

Anne’s nails were manicured and coated with a pearly-pink varnish. She tapped them on the arm of her white leather chair, glanced at Gerald who was trying to pluck strands from the sheepskin rug, finished her coffee. ‘You should join the Labour Party and go for a seat. A purist like you ought to be gracing the halls at Westminster.’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Then what are we going to do with you?’

I didn’t like the ‘we’. The nuns used to say ‘we’ when one of us had been naughty – ‘We aren’t doing our best today, are we?’ – and it made me feel like a child again. This was my cousin, a woman who was exactly the same age as I was, with the same background, the same colouring, mannerisms, build. ‘You sound like a bloody public-school prig?’ I reminded her, not for the first time. ‘And I am not the poor relation who gets visited by you on the odd occasions when you’re not changing the world. Anne, I love Frank. Just being with him is enough for me. I don’t want to plan a future without him. When the boys are older, I’ll get some work and contribute to the family income.’ I paused, timed the final barb. ‘You see, I shall work to live, whereas you live to work. There’s no-one special in your life, no-one who loves you the way Frank loves me. Don’t judge me by the false standards you acquired in the corridors of so-called learning.’

She plucked an invisible speck from the skirt of her suit. ‘As I said earlier, you’re an orator. Use your abilities and get out of that blinking flat. I just cannot understand why you shiver and shake in there just because Tommo’s in the vicinity.’

No-one except Frank would ever know how deep my fear was. And I didn’t want her pity, couldn’t just sit there and tell her that it had always been rape, that I hadn’t known the difference between rape and loving until Frank. If I’d talked about Tommo’s near-impotence, about his frustration and his cruelty, she would have taken up the cudgels there and then, would have found my husband and … Whatever, she could have achieved little. ‘You don’t know the half of it, Anne.’ Divorce papers? He would have set fire to them and posted them through our letter box.

‘Then tell me.’

‘No.’

She gazed at me as if she were trying to work out a difficult crossword puzzle. ‘Does Frank know all the details?’

‘Not all of it, no.’

‘So.’ She inhaled, sighed heavily. ‘Only you and Tommo know the score.’

I shrugged. ‘Only I know. Tommo … he doesn’t think about what he does, seems not to remember everything. Blind rage, it’s probably called. Anger that’s both shortsighted and amnesic.’ I had said enough, rose to leave, settled Edward in my arms.

‘He’s dangerous?’

‘Well, of course.’

She followed me, placed a flat palm on my back. ‘Anyway, I wish you would get it all off your chest. The police should know, the medical people—’

‘What for?’ I turned on my heel, faced her squarely. ‘The girl knows, remember? The girl he assaulted? She got hurt by him, she recognizes how disturbed he is. I can’t stand up against him, not alone. He’s charming, funny, attractive – he’d make me the laughing stock of Bolton.’

Her head shook slowly. ‘Not with the other case. People won’t have forgotten that he was charged with rape – they all seem to believe the theory about smoke and fire. There are two of you who have suffered through that man, even if the other one has fled. The police keep records, you know. We could have a quiet talk with a detective, make sure that the force is watching out for him.’

It was as if I had to go through it all again, because I had pondered such matters for a long time. ‘No use. If Tommo gets wind of anything, he’ll blow again, just go up like a time bomb. And the law won’t be interested in a tale that’s almost three years old. After all, I ran off with his brother, had another baby. No. I just can’t talk about it.’

She walked to the window and stood still, tall and willowy, so sure of herself. But the shoulders drooped slightly after a moment or two. ‘I’m sorry, Laura. Just then, for a couple of seconds, I tried to put myself in your shoes. You’re right. Tommo will have to offend again.’ She swung round, stared at me with eyes that were big and sad. ‘I just hope you’re not the next item on his agenda. Funny, it’s taken me all this time to realize what you were up against—’

‘But I’ve said nothing, explained nothing and—’

‘No need. I can feel your story, Laura. It’s standing right here in this room, but it’s not between us any more.’ She sniffed, walked towards me and took Gerald’s hand. ‘The other stuff – all that mithering about your own career – I’m sorry if it offends you, but I meant all that, you know. The boys are lovely and Frank’s great, but you are so important. You’ve skills and talents and they must be used. Of the two of us, you were always the cleverer.’

I grinned. ‘Then talent will out. Have you ever tasted my banoffee pie?’

‘Banoffee … ee,’ shouted Gerald happily.

‘I’ve a talent with bananas and boiled condensed milk. So I’m not completely wasted, am I?’

‘Banoffee!’ yelled Gerald.

She hugged me and I felt like a little girl again. We were standing next to a wall on Chorley New Road and my mother was at home waiting for me, waiting to curse me for meeting my cousin. ‘Thanks, Anne.’

‘What for?’

I detached myself, collected Gerald’s sticky hand, worried fleetingly about all the cream and white, all the dirty fingermarks. ‘For being there after school finished.’

She laughed. ‘I’ll always be here, kid.’

I made banoffee pie that week, despite the fact that it was a troublesome recipe. The two men in my life loved this pudding, though Gerald was wont to spread it all around a bit. The recipe involved boiling unopened tins of condensed milk, a dangerous process that required constant vigilance throughout 2½ hours. But at least I had to be there, at least I could pretend that I wasn’t skulking behind my own door like a scared rabbit.

Gerald and I baked the ‘blind’ case, sliced the bananas, waited for the alarm clock to sound. ‘When it rings,’ said Gerald, ‘we can have the banoffee … ee.’

I fed Teddy, changed him, tried yet again to make the flat look decent. The explosive chair and the sagging sofa never looked good, no matter how hard I brushed and pummelled. Gerald hung over the clock, willed it to mark the moment when the toffee would be ready. When it finally sounded, he capered about and jumped from foot to foot until the toffee was cool enough to handle.

There were not too many accidents with the whipped cream, although much of the border had been ‘Geralded’. We placed our accomplishment in the centre of the table, sat down and watched Jackanory.

‘Is Daddy coming?’ asked my son.

Sometimes, I felt like a terrible fraud. One day, this little lad would find out his true identity, but until that time arrived, I went along with the charade. ‘Soon.’

‘Banoffee … ee.’ he sang. ‘Toffee … ee, banoffee … ee.’

I looked at the clock. Frank had said that he would be early, because he was bringing some yellow fish from the market. It was to be an altogether yellow meal, what with the haddock and the banana pie.

The doorbell rang. ‘I can go,’ announced Gerald.

‘No. Stay here with Teddy. Watch the television and make sure that you don’t dip your fingers in anything. Especially anything in a round dish in the middle of the table.’

At the bottom of the stairs, I paused, remembered that I hadn’t looked through the window. ‘Hello?’ I called cautiously.

‘Mrs Thompson?’ It was a man’s voice, one I didn’t recognize.

‘Yes?’

‘Police.’

A lot of things can go through your mind in just a tiny fraction of time. My mother was dead, Anne was hurt, Uncle Freddie had keeled over, Frank had been in a car accident. I opened the door.

‘May we come in?’ There were two of them, and one was female.

I froze. The man had removed his helmet, and I knew that the police became extra-polite when delivering bad news. ‘Tell me,’ I said at last. ‘My little boy … he’s only two, but he … he understands things. Tell me here, downstairs. What’s happened?’

The woman touched my arm. She had a hooked nose that made her fierce, and soft brown eyes that made her gentle. ‘I’m afraid it’s your husband, Mrs Thompson.’

I swallowed. ‘Tommo? What … which one?’ I had two husbands and one of them was hurt or dead. I had two husbands and this policewoman’s face was swimming about in water and it wasn’t even raining. ‘Tell me!’

They stepped into the narrow hallway, and we were all squashed together like people in a lift. ‘He’s dead,’ said the man. He had a mole on the end of his nose. It had three bristly hairs growing out of its centre.

‘Who is dead?’ I heard myself ask.

‘Your husband,’ said the female. ‘Come on, let’s go up and look at your little boy.’ She sounded as if she were talking to a child. And her face was still misty round the edges.

‘Which husband?’

They glanced at one another. ‘Have you more than one husband, Mrs Thompson?’

I nodded. ‘Sort of. One’s a good man and the other’s not. If the bad one’s dead, then everything’s all right. But if it’s Frank, then I don’t know … I can’t be here without Frank. He knows that, so it’s not to be him. Do you hear me? It can’t be Frank.’

Between them, they led me up the stairs. When we reached the flat, the policeman took Gerald into the bedroom and closed the door. There was a dreadful finality in the click of that catch, as if my life had suddenly ended.

‘How?’ I asked.

She placed me at the kitchen table, then busied herself with the kettle. ‘It’s suspicious,’ she said. ‘We’re treating it as a suspicous death.’

‘Then it must be Frank,’ I announced clearly. ‘And the killer will be Tommo.’ The room had gone red, and there was no light at the windows. Everything moved, floated about, lost its proper place in time and space. Day was night, the cooker drifted in the twilight, threatened to touch the ceiling, except that the ceiling and the floor seemed to be changing places. I fell gratefully into the arms of this new darkness, gave myself up willingly.

When I woke, I was in a pale green room with painted walls and glass in the door. Someone sat next to me, a woman who was leafing through a magazine. On her head there was a white cap, very stiff and fastened with a sort of paperclip at the back. She was a nurse. Where were my children? What was I doing lying here like the Queen of Sheba when Gerald was longing for his banoffee pie?

‘Hello.’ She had dark hair and pale skin, was probably Irish, though the ‘hello’ had sounded Bolton-ish. ‘You’ve had a sedative. You were thrashing about a bit, so we had to quieten you. The doctor’s had a look at you while you were asleep, and he thinks you’ve a touch of anaemia.’

Something menacing lurked on the border of memory. ‘Where’s Frank?’

‘Er …’ She glanced at her upside-down watch. ‘I’ll just fetch the lady constable. I’m sure she’ll be able to tell you more than I can.’

The door opened to reveal my cousin Anne. She was dressed in denim jeans and an old sweater, both articles covered in spots of paint. Yes, Anne had said that she was going to paint her bedroom. Why was she here in the middle of painting? Why? ‘Laura,’ she said softly.

‘Where are the boys?’

‘In Barr Bridge with my mother and dad.’ She walked right up to the bed and clasped my hand. ‘Poor Frank,’ she whispered. ‘And my poor Laura.’


Chapter Seven

By 1965, Gerald was four and Edward was two. After Frank’s death, we had moved to a small terraced house in Maybank Street, Bolton. This purchase had taken up all my savings, plus £200 Anne had ‘lent’ me. Her chances of retrieving the investment were poor, though she eventually found me some work.

Every day, I baked. The cooker was a temperamental piece of electrical stupidity, a bulky thing with two rings at the back and a square hotplate at the front. This rectangle was really the lid of the grill, so it worked only when the grill decided to be co-operative.

The oven was OK once I had learned where to place things. It had cold spots, hot spots and a tendency to vary in temperature from cool to hellfire hot. But I tamed it sufficiently, managed to bake my pies, cakes and scones. These were collected by a Mr Tattersall, who sold them in his shop at Tonge Moor. The children and I ate a lot of failed cakes, and the rest of my income went into maintaining our cramped home.

Those two years had been strange, because they seemed to have changed me completely. Gone was the girl who had feared marked photographs and knocks at the door. My anger was so intense, so constant, that it burned out all the terror.

In the kitchen, I kept the cuttings from local and national papers. They were in a tin box at the bottom of a drawer, stashed away from the clutches of my older child, as his reading age was well in advance of his chronological status. Alongside them and in the same tin were the cheques from Mother. She never visited us and I never cashed her conscience payments, didn’t use a penny of the money.

Sometimes, when the children were asleep, I would spread the ‘mystery’ across the floor, placing the cuttings in order on the scarlet rug that fronted a two-bar electric fire. ‘LOCAL MAN FOUND IN RIVER’ said the first. Oh I remembered that day. Anne standing beside my hospital bed, her clothes shabby and paint-spattered. Two weeks I spent in there. They were talking about sending me to the psychiatric ward, but I thought of the boys and pulled out of my nosedive. Anne dragged me from the bed, forced me to dress, took me home, took time off work, fed me, dressed me.

‘WAS FRANK THOMPSON MURDERED?’ was another piece of journalism from the Bolton Evening News. Yes, he was murdered. And no, they never punished him. Him. I knew him well. Frank’s car had been parked next to the river, keys still in the ignition. A parcel of haddock was on the passenger seat, so he had bought our fish and was on his way home. This was all very understandable, all very plausible. Except for one tiny detail. He had been driving in the wrong direction.

I kept diaries now, noted down the dates and times when I had seen Tommo, when I’d thought I had seen him. The house was in the middle of the terrace, and was far from soundproof. The man on one side snored and kept me awake, while the woman at the opposite side had a consumptive-sounding cough that rattled every bedspring in the street. I was safe.

On a Saturday evening towards the end of June, Anne visited me. She brought two chops, some potatoes and a cabbage. Anne was the sort of person from whom I could accept charity. She got a bit high-horseish at times, but we had shared so much throughout our lives that I felt no shame in her presence. Had our positions been reversed, then she would have accepted help from me.

She threw herself into that old sagging sofa, wiped the sweat from her brow. ‘I’ve had to have the bloody thing towed away,’ she announced. Her relationship with her car was on a par with mine with the cooker. ‘Clutch went halfway up Derby Street. I’ve had it decoked, tuned, serviced three hundred times, but it still fizzles out on me. In fact, the mechanic suggested that the only cure was to jack up the number plate and slide a different car behind it.’ She looked at the cuttings on the rug. ‘Why?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know.’

She picked up a photograph of Frank. ‘This won’t bring him back, love.’

There were times when I just had to look at his face, when I had to read about that terrible day. He was slipping away from me, leaving me more alone with every passing moment. I needed him. If I couldn’t have him alive, then I would carry on searching my memory and using the printed word to help me feel close to him. ‘I just have to do it, that’s all.’

Anne’s face was a picture of misery. ‘Irene and Enid Corcoran,’ she muttered. ‘What a wonderful alibi.’

I stared into the distant past, remembered those little clones with the matching nit-caps. ‘They’d do anything for him when they were children. I suppose they’re afraid of him now. Playing card games? Whenever did he sit down and play whist?’

‘Well, they stuck to their story all right.’

I picked up a piece from the News of the World, ‘MAN CLEARED OF MURDERING HIS BROTHER’, and waved it under Anne’s nose. ‘Not guilty of murder, just as he was innocent that other time, when the girl was raped. There’s absolutely nothing we can do.’

‘Don’t cry,’ she said.

‘I’m not crying.’

‘Ah, so your eyes are just leaking, I take it?’

I rubbed my eyelids, mumbled that I probably needed a new washer fitted to my dripping tear duct. ‘One of the most awful things was when I got into trouble for harassment. Imagine those two girls taking out an injunction just because I’d asked a few questions.’ I chose not to dwell on the real facts, which were that I’d followed them mercilessly, had beaten their doors to sawdust at midnight, had written repeatedly to the twins.

Anne stretched out her legs. ‘At least you can talk about it at last. I’m sure that’s a healthy sign. Have you heard from Frank’s father at all?’

‘No.’ Poor Colin Thompson had disappeared after Frank’s funeral. Before leaving the town, he had visited me. ‘I can’t stay,’ he said that night. ‘There’s nothing here for me now. I know I’ve got the two grandchildren, but Frank was … important to me. All we can hope is that our Bernard gets his come-uppance in time.’

‘Shame,’ said Anne. ‘He was a good bloke.’

We put away my press cuttings, switched on the television, sat through a tedious comedy and a police series. ‘Are you staying?’ I asked her at about ten o’clock.

‘Well, I’m not walking to town and I don’t fancy waiting for the bus. Lend me a nightie and a toothbrush.’

I watched Anne as she prepared for bed. She was a true citizen of the world, never turned a hair when it came to outside lavatories and no bath or shower. She often kept me company at the weekends, and we always slept together in the double bed. On this occasion, we threw off most of the covers, as the night was hot.

Perhaps the heat affected me, or perhaps I was just overwrought, but the dreams that night were terrible. I was in a different bed, a high one with a metal frame and a white quilt. Someone held me down, prevented me from running outside. Through the window, I saw a coffin being carried by some men in black. One of the men turned and looked at me, smiled, made me shiver. The hatred bubbled up, made me fight the nurses, but I could not rise from that hard, plastic-covered mattress, could not run after the funeral and tell the mourners that my Frank was being carried to the grave by his murderer. The murderer was the one with the strawberry blond hair and the curled upper lip. As in reality, I never got to the funeral.

The scene changed. There was a nun behind a counter, a pretty nun with an Irish accent. That was all right, because I had no qualms about meeting Confetti. But she changed, her features melting then setting until they were hard, masculine, were the property of a worldly wise police sergeant. ‘Mrs Thompson, there is no proof. And you never reported him when he broke your leg, did you? Or on any of the other occasions when he supposedly assaulted you?’

‘No. I’ve been scared. But he hurt that girl, the one who ran away. It’s not just me! He’s killed his brother now.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, but there’s no evidence.’

‘Then I’ll tackle him myself. When you find my body, you’ll know who killed me, who killed Frank, who’s going to kill my … Teddy! If I’m not here, who’ll look after the babies? Auntie Maisie’s old and my mother hates children.’

He was dissolving, becoming someone else. ‘You’re getting exactly what you deserve, Laura McNally.’ My mother wore a police uniform and an air of sheer delight. ‘I told him where you were. I told him so that he would kill Frank and leave you on your own. That’s all my doing, all my own work.’

‘I hate you,’ I said.

‘Really?’ She was laughing. Smoke poured out of her mouth in a stream that promised to be endless. ‘You’ll be next. You and your children will be next.’ She reached over the counter and pushed me to the floor. I was small, wore white ankle socks and strappy brown sandals. And she hit me, beat me on the skull with her fist, crashed my head into the wall. I wondered why I had not lifted up my arms, but I realized that they were fastened down, pinned to the bed by two women in blue. ‘She’s crazy,’ said one.

‘Laura?’ It was Frank. ‘It’s all been a mistake. I’m not dead after all.’

‘Frank, stay this time.’ I’m dreaming, I told myself. I’ll wake up in a minute and Frank will be gone.

‘He kidnapped me,’ said Frank. ‘Bernard forced me to drive to the river. I told him about the fish from the market, but he didn’t care. And then he hit me on the head. That’s why the doctor said I hadn’t drowned.’ He turned, showed me the hole in his temple. Like Doubting Thomas, I reached out to touch the wound, and my lover disappeared. ‘Frank! Come back! You’re not dead, so come back. We can move back into the flat and you can work for Mr Saunders again.’

The only answer was a maniacal laugh. ‘I won’t hit you. Come here, you’re quite safe. I promise to be good.’

‘Go away, Tommo. You are sick in the head.’

The room was filled by grey people. This is a dream, I said firmly. Dreams are sometimes in black and white. Anne was there, but not in her official capacity. Papers were turning over and over on a desk, as if they were being worked by some mechanical contraption. The verdict came up on a screen, UNLAWFUL KILLING. This was followed by advertisements for Camay soap and Birds Eye peas. Someone spoke about a blunt object, perhaps a hammer. It had been wielded by person or persons unknown.

‘I know!’ I shouted.

‘She knows!’ chorused the court.

I woke, sweat pouring down my face. They had questioned him, held him overnight, released him. And he had talked to the press, had told them of his grief at the loss of a dear brother. No, he didn’t mind the fact that his wife had run off and set up home with Frank, didn’t mind at all about the second baby. He would take us back tomorrow, would rear both boys as his own.

‘Laura?’

‘What?’

‘Is every night like this?’

‘No.’ I swallowed and my throat was like sandpaper. ‘It’s just now and then, after I’ve been thinking about it.’

‘You were screaming for Frank.’

‘Yes.’

She held my hand tightly. ‘Shall I go and put the kettle on? A nice cup of tea and a bit of toast?’

‘All right.’

I lay as still as a stone, concentrated on relaxing. But every time I ironed out the tension, it simply moved to a different part of my body. Anne was clattering the kettle and I found the sound comforting. I heard the hinges on the tea caddy, a cup rattling in its saucer. The luminous green hands on my clock announced a quarter to twelve. The dream had lasted for ever, yet I had been asleep for less than an hour.

The back door opened. Anne was no doubt visiting the lavatory. No. No, she wasn’t. I sat up, pulled on my dressing gown, held on to the rail at the top of the steep stairs. There was a door at the bottom of the flight, and it led straight into the kitchen. I thought I could hear Anne breathing.

‘Who’s there?’ she called. The back door squealed – it wanted oil – and I heard her bare feet slapping the flags. ‘You bloody swine!’ Her voice was loud, powerful, was the voice of someone whose word was law. ‘How many times have you skulked round here? Did you think she was alone? Well, don’t be fooled just because my car isn’t outside. I often come without my car. In fact, I practically live here, so bugger off.’

‘I’ve every right to visit my son.’ It was Tommo.

‘At midnight?’ asked Anne. ‘He’s asleep, has been in bed for hours. Anyway, you’d better stay away from here. Laura won’t take kindly to your visit, I can tell you that for nothing.’

‘Really? Don’t solicitors always charge for advice?’

‘You thought she’d be by herself, didn’t you? Get away – go on, leave her in peace.’

I was down those stairs before I had thought about moving. The yard brush was next to a mop bucket under the kitchen window. I grabbed it, flew to the gate, pushed Anne to one side. He just stood there while I went for him, didn’t even try to defend himself. By the time Anne reached me, there was blood on his face. The light from the kitchen streamed out into the darkness, settled on the mess around his nose. ‘They can put you away for that,’ he said softly. ‘Crazy behaviour, this is. Ask your fancy lawyer cousin about assault, Laura.’

Rage pumped through my veins, fed adrenalin to my brain where it exploded and prepared to fuel my tongue. There was little or no fear, as it is difficult to be furious and afraid simultaneously. Anger as justifiable as mine left no space for timidity, allowed no quarter for caution. I wanted to kill him, needed to dance on his grave. Above all, I wanted to avenge Frank and keep my children safe.

‘Cage bars been rattled, Laura?’ he asked smoothly as the blood dripped from his nose.

‘Anne knows everything,’ I managed at last. ‘I’ve told her and she’s a lawyer and—’

‘Laura,’ said Anne. ‘Come on, now.’

I was going nowhere, listening to no-one. ‘Murder,’ I gasped. ‘You killed my Frank. You’re not a man, you’re something else, something that crawled from slime, cold-blooded, evil, nasty …’

‘Stop this, Laura.’ Anne took the brush away from me. ‘This will get us nowhere.’

‘He was a man. Your brother, the one you murdered. He was so different from you, so gentle and loving. Killer,’ I shouted. ‘Killer, killer, killer!’

He took a step towards us, wiping his face as he moved. ‘Being gentle and kind didn’t stop him taking my wife and my son, did it? He had no right to do that.’

‘He didn’t take me,’ I screamed. ‘I went. I went of my own free will, away from you and your rotten ways. No-one took me. I’d have gone to hell before going back to you.’

A few lights appeared in surrounding windows. ‘Come on out, all of you,’ I yelled. ‘Come and look at this murdering swine. He killed his own brother.’

‘Slander,’ he said. The lip curled. I wanted to smash that lip, but Anne hung on to the yard brush, wouldn’t let me take it. ‘I didn’t kill Frank,’ he said.

‘Oh, but you did.’ My quieter tone obviously alarmed him. He could cope with the shouting, but a normal voice seemed to unnerve him. ‘You did it. You sat in that car with a hammer, then you made him drive to the river. When he got out of the car, he couldn’t run. You knew about his leg, didn’t you? Oh yes, you plagued him all his life about that leg. When you caught Frank, you hit him on the head, bashed out his brain. You must have felt really proud about that, really powerful. I mean, it takes guts to kill, doesn’t it? When he was dead, you threw him in the river. Then you ran home across the fields.’

He stared at me as if I’d just arrived from another planet. I had re-enacted the whole scenario, was as near to the truth as anyone could possibly be without having witnessed his actions. ‘Clever, aren’t you?’ The words were not quite clear, and he stumbled slightly over the first syllable.

Anne squeezed my arm. ‘Dear God,’ she whispered. ‘It’s written all over his face.’

A sash window shot up, banged as it reached the top frame. ‘Can’t you lot take your bloody din in the house? I’m working tomorrow. We don’t all get Sundays off, you know.’

‘Sorry,’ called Anne. She took a small step towards the creature who was still my husband. ‘Had the divorce papers yet?’

He cleared his throat. ‘I’m contesting it. She’ll have to wait another two years if she wants rid of me.’

Anne shook her head pensively, as if considering a matter of great moment. ‘No. I think you’ll see sense, Tommo. After all, Laura won’t ever live with you again. And there are witnesses here who will testify to tonight’s little charade.’

‘What about my nose?’ he asked. ‘It’s probably broken.’

‘What about Enid and Irene Corcoran?’ Anne’s voice was smooth, like the silk caress of a venomous snake. ‘They might be persuaded to change their minds about that little whist drive. I’ve a few pounds in the bank that could very well make them see things differently.’

His Adam’s apple moved convulsively, seemed to travel up and down his neck three or four times. He swallowed audibly, wiped his bloody nose on the cuff of a sleeve. ‘They’ll not listen to you.’

‘Won’t they? Aren’t they married now and both living in Crumpsall Street? I’d bet a year’s wages that they’d be happy to go out and buy a bit of furniture or—’

‘I’ll tell the law you’ve bribed them.’ He was breathing very quickly, and his voice rasped, as if having to fight its way out of a narrowed passage. ‘The police would come down on you like a ton of bricks.’

Anne looked at me. ‘Laura, would I bribe anybody?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘See?’ She reached out her hands and lifted her shoulders in a gesture that might have suited Shakespeare’s Shylock – except that Shylock probably never had a yard brush attached to him. ‘No-one will ever believe that I could break the law.’ She placed the broom against the wall, folded her arms, put her head on one side. ‘The Corcoran twins will gladly speak up now, I’m sure. They’re no longer under your twisted spell. When I explain to them that their perjury will be treated lightly, that the court will accept that you had threatened them, I’m sure we’ll have you convicted of murder before you can say knife. Or, as in this filthy case, before you can cough up the words “blunt instrument”.’

He stood very still, like a rabbit caught in false light after sunset. The yellow glare from my kitchen illuminated his features, made the blood on his upper lip black and menacing. ‘I want my kid,’ he muttered through clenched teeth. ‘Gerald is my son.’

‘I’ll have to tell him that one day,’ I replied. ‘And I only hope that he will be strong enough to take the good news, because I’m sure you’ll be in prison before long.’ I lifted a hand, pointed at him. ‘There’ll be an injunction served this week. My neighbours will back me up. So get yourself out of my street.’

‘You’ll get no bloody divorce, though.’

‘Watch me,’ I said. ‘And watch the Corcoran girls.’

I took Anne’s arm and we walked into the house. When the door was closed, I sagged against it, allowed myself to slide down to the floor. ‘My legs have gone on strike,’ I said. ‘And thank God for that car of yours, Anne. If it hadn’t broken down, you would have been long gone by this time.’

She opened the stairway door, ran her eyes over the wall at the bottom of the flight. ‘It shouldn’t cost much,’ she remarked thoughtfully. ‘And I’ve a couple of grateful clients in the building trade.’

‘What?’

‘Well, we’ll have a door here, at the bottom of the stairs, then the lavatory can be moved into that lean-to. You can use the old lavatory building as a storage shed.’

‘You’re too good to me, Anne.’ My eyes were wet again.

‘It’s not a question of money,’ she said. ‘Safety first. That man’s as crazy as a monkey behind bars, and it’s bars he needs.’ She sat on the last stair, reached out and held my hand. ‘And to think that I used to shout at you for exaggerating. I never liked him, you know.’

‘I remember.’

‘Yet I thought you were being a bit dramatic at first. But just now, out there, I was standing within three feet of a psychopath. He’s obsessed with you. Dear God, I’m shivering like a half-set jelly.’ She struggled to her feet, picked up the kettle and warmed the pot with boiling water. ‘I’m going to get him.’ Her jaw was set. ‘Even if I can’t do it legally, I’ll make sure he’s finished.’ She brewed the tea, swished it about to thicken the mixture. ‘It would only cost about twenty-five quid to get him knee-capped. And I do work in the best circles, you know.’ She handed me a biscuit. ‘Eat, you need the sugar. He should try living life like Frank did, with a limp and a smile.’

‘No,’ I pleaded. ‘Don’t descend to his level, please don’t go breaking his legs.’

‘You know I won’t, Laura. But imagining him in pain is so delicious and it’s no crime. However, it would do no harm to have him followed now and then. I don’t like this, don’t want to think about what might have happened if I hadn’t been here.’

I accepted the tea, swallowed several scalding sips. ‘Don’t worry. These walls are thin and I’ve a good set of lungs. And we can try for an injunction on Monday.’

‘Hmm.’ She folded herself into a dining chair, placed her cup on the shabby formica table. ‘Pieces of paper won’t mean anything to him, you know.’

I did know, how well I knew.

‘He’ll still be hanging about like a bad smell.’

I got up off the floor, dusted down my dressing gown, sat opposite my cousin. ‘This time, it’s you worrying and me being complacent. Frank’s death sort of numbed me, but I’m so ill-tempered underneath. I can’t manage to fear him any more. It’s as if he’s done his worst.’

She dipped a bourbon into her tea, looked nothing like an up-and-coming young solicitor. ‘Don’t believe it, kid. Don’t ever believe that.’

The youngish woman stood outside my front door, a battered suitcase resting next to her feet. She wore a navy coat which hung open over a black skirt and a white blouse, yet even though the clothes were of good quality, she managed to look untidy. A bell rang faintly in the chambers of my memory, but I could not name this person. Her hair was short, brown and wavy, and the slender feet were encased in heavy brogues. ‘Help’, she said.

‘I beg your pardon?’ It was one of those moments in life when you look at someone or something, when you know that you’ve seen him or it before, and you can’t place the pieces of the jigsaw in a sensible sequence. It was a bit like déjà vu, only less weird. I dried my hands on the tea towel, pushed Gerald back into the house. I tried again. ‘I’m sorry, but …’

‘But what?’

‘Well, you asked for help. How can I help you?’

‘A cup of tea would go down great, Laura McNally.’

‘Holy cow.’ The words were out of my mouth before I could check them.

‘I’m neither holy nor a cow, miss. Now let me in and give some shelter to a failed nun before she keels over on your doorstep due to lack of sustenance and low blood sugar.’ She never paused for breath, didn’t smile. ‘My life’s a mess,’ she added. ‘And I’m out on the streets with no future and a bagful of clothes from the last century.’

‘Confetti?’ I leaned against the door jamb, needed its support. ‘Did they finally throw you out, then?’

She frowned. ‘The sisters do not throw anyone out. I walked. I did not need to be ejected. And my name is Goretti Hourigan. However, you may call me Confetti. Throughout my childhood, I was called Hooligan, but we shall draw a veil over that.’

‘But not a nun’s veil?’ I stepped aside, allowed her into the house. She picked up Gerald, sat him on the sofa, handed him some jumbo crayons. ‘Little boy, I stole these from school. Use them in good health.’ She turned to me. ‘Where’s the other one?’

‘Upstairs. He’s still young enough to need an afternoon nap. I’ll put the kettle on.’

While I made the tea, I listened as she educated my son. Within five minutes, he was reciting his two-times tables and had started to make inroads on the threes. ‘He’s bright,’ she shouted. ‘Like you used to be.’

I ignored the barb, picked up a tray, carried the tea into our tiny living room. ‘I made the cakes myself,’ I said. ‘Because I am still bright enough to follow a recipe.’

‘May all the saints be praised.’ She crammed half a buttered scone into her mouth, passed the remainder of it to Gerald. ‘Life is about sharing,’ she said. ‘And I shall share with you my store of learning.’

I sat down, picked up the teapot, poured.

‘Milk and no sugar.’ She winked at Gerald. ‘I shall have to watch my figure if I’m to find a husband.’

Sitting next to an ex-nun is not a comfortable experience. When she was a nun, I understood her, knew what she was, how she thought, how she expected me to think. But here she was, doing her best to be outrageous, pushing her way into a life that was already hard to manage. Did she intend to stay? Would I have to share my bed with a woman who used to teach me, who used to pray and go to mass when she wasn’t actually working?

‘I’ll be taking advantage of your hospitality while I think,’ she announced.

My heart sank. I loved the bones of the woman, but the woman whose bones I loved was a nun, not a … a woman who stole crayons and looked for a husband.

‘Till my dowry comes through,’ she said.

It has been my experience that most disturbing remarks are made when someone within earshot has a mouthful of liquid. When I had finished coughing, I echoed the word. ‘Dowry? Is your family paying some man to marry you?’

She eyed me disdainfully. ‘Well, of course they are. You don’t think any fellow worth his salt would take me just for myself, surely? My dowry is to be four Arab-Irish racehorses and a smallish herd of cattle. The livestock should arrive at the docks in Liverpool at any moment. In fact, as we speak, there could well be a lorry full of beef and very superior horseflesh on its way down the East Lancashire Road.’

I decided that silence would be the best tack.

‘Have you a small field?’ she asked.

‘No, just a back yard.’

‘A tape measure?’

I pointed to my sewing basket. ‘You can stop this fooling around, Confetti.’

She swung to face me, her eyes bright. ‘What? I’m here just now trying to place my animals. Would you kindly tell me how many cows can stay in your yard?’

‘None.’

The tape measure fell to the floor. ‘Never mind, we’ll just have to keep them in the street.’

‘Can I have a cow?’ Gerald, who usually found adults to be boring, was fascinated by the new arrival. ‘I like cows.’

‘Ah, I’m only kidding. But we’ll take a ride out on the bus and find some cows, eh?’ She glanced at me. ‘The dowry comes from the convent. It’s the money I brought in with me.’

‘I know.’

‘Then why didn’t you say so, you obdurate girl? Isn’t obdurate a lovely word?’

‘It was a favourite of Tommy-gun’s,’ I answered. ‘How is she?’

‘Crippled with pain and refusing to die. How many bedrooms here?’

‘Two.’ She was going to take over. She was going to walk into my existence, into my home, and treat it like her classroom. ‘Aren’t you going home?’

She shrugged the thin shoulders, ran a hand through Gerald’s hair. ‘They’ll not have me. My brother was almost a priest till he upped and married a girl called Siobhan O’Casey with a marvellous figure except for the bulge. The bulge became twins who had been conceived during one of Eugene’s breaks from the seminary.’

‘Ceme-tery,’ said Gerald.

‘Exactly. Anyway, my mother’s head was bowed in disgrace throughout the whole of Lent and right past Eastertide. No-one in our village ever mentions 1959. They say, “Well now, and didn’t the donkey die the year when Eugene Hourigan had to marry Siobhan O’Casey with the great belly on her?’ My mother can’t take such shocks. She has a delicate disposition and a temper that’s mortal cruel. So I’ll be staying in England.’

‘Oh.’

Confetti arranged the skirt about her knees, obviously missed the long folds of her habit. ‘Don’t you want me to stay? I’ll be company for you and I’m to be teaching soon at one of the local schools. I’ll go if I’m not wanted.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly. I just wasn’t expecting it and—’

‘You were expecting it, Laura McNally. Haven’t I been writing to you since the crack of creation, telling you about my unacceptable beliefs? They may well stop me teaching in a Catholic school, just because I agree with birth control. I’ve been on my way out since you were knee-high to an inkwell.’

She was so … enthusiastic. She bubbled with energy, brimmed over with excitement. And she had chosen me to be the witness to her own rebirth. I wished with every fibre of my being that I could feel flattered by her faith in me. ‘You’ll have to share my bed.’

‘That’s fine by me unless you snore. Do you snore?’

I sighed heavily. ‘I don’t know. I’m usually asleep when I’m asleep, so I’ve no way of telling.’

‘Did Frank complain ever?’

‘No.’

‘Right. That’s the interview over and you’ve got the job. I’ll pay you seven pounds a week and I’ll share the bills.’

So that was it. The good woman had come here as if demanding bed and board, was hiding her concern for me under a blanket of noise and fuss. ‘It’s not much of a house, a bit cramped,’ I ventured.

She clicked her tongue. ‘I’m used to a room with no space for a flea. We’ll be as snug as bugs here.’

‘Bug,’ said Gerald. ‘Bugger. Bugger, bugger, bugger.’

‘Exactly,’ agreed Confetti. ‘Now there’s paper in my case, so I’ll get some for you and you can draw me some cows and some bugs. Then your mammy and I will cook some food and we’ll have bedtime stories if you’re good.’

He ran his eyes over her. ‘I’m four,’ he said disdainfully. ‘So I’m always good. But Teddy is a pest. His real name’s Edward, but we call him Teddy.’

‘Is that so? What kind of a pest is this brother of yours?’

‘A bloody pest.’

She nodded. ‘Ah, that sort. Ah well, we’ll see if I can sort him out for you.’

It was as if she had always been there. Gerald took to her immediately, made me feel redundant. Even Edward fell under her spell, stopped moaning about Gerald pinching his toys, pinching his arms, ruining his tiny life. In a sense, I was rather jealous of Confetti, because she displayed all the hallmarks of a natural mother, whereas I had needed to train myself through books and by many bouts of trial and error, had learned mostly through my thousand mistakes.

When the boys were in bed, we sat together in front of the dreadful electric fire. The evening was warm, so we used no heat, but the fake coal glowed and flickered as a wheel of metal spun over a light bulb in the base of the fire.

‘Marvellous,’ she declared. ‘The things they’ve invented. We always burned peat over to home. And here you sit with a nice clean electric heater, no grate to scrub.’

‘I hate it.’ My tone was petulant.

‘Don’t hate anything or anyone, Laura.’

‘That’s difficult.’

She nodded. ‘I know. There’s your mammy and that pig of a husband. Is your divorce done? Are you free from him?’

‘Not yet. Anyway, you’re not supposed to believe in divorce.’

‘I’m a sinner, sure enough. I’ve even gone so far as to put down my name as a voluntary worker with the FPA. Family planning, that is. Of course, I’ll not be involved in the mechanical side of the process, but I can answer the phone and book people in for appointments.’

I stared at her. ‘Why? It’s one thing believing in birth control, but to go out and actually encourage it – what would the Pope say?’

She giggled. ‘Five Aves and a Pater Noster, I shouldn’t wonder.’ The smile wiped itself off her face. ‘No, this is a deep thing with me, Laura. It’s about women’s freedom. You see, that Pankhurst woman and all those others, they believed in us having our franchise, which was all very well and necessary in the broader scheme of things. They began the fight, but we mustn’t put down our weapons yet. We’re still victims, you see. Like the men are in charge all the while, and those of us who had not the benefit of being born male are just here for those who were. A woman’s life can be very small, my dear.’

‘I know.’ My life was the size of this house, stretched no further than the Co-op on Derby Street. ‘But how can you make a woman’s life more fulfilling?’

‘By giving her some control. By allowing her to choose motherhood or to reject it, by letting her decide when to allow her body to be hired out as an incubator. We should all be citizens with rights, equal rights and equal duties. For example, if you were to take the bread knife and stab your husband, what would you get? A life sentence?’

‘Probably.’

‘Yet he can interfere with you whenever he likes. He’ll come in from the pub with a bag of chips and a great drunken smile and he’ll expect his rights there and then. Well, once he’s eaten his chips. Can you prosecute him for his deafness when you say no? You are still his property, Laura. Until the day comes when you can sue your partner for rape – and you of all people should know about that – then we have no dignity at all.’

So I was living now with a missionary. The fire in her eyes burned far brighter than the 60 watt lamp in my two-bar heater. I could not understand how the convent had managed to contain her for so many years. Within the order, Confetti must have stuck out like a boil on the face of a saint. So she had let herself out, because a vocation as strong as hers needed freedom, not confinement. This woman must have suffered beyond measure, as she was a strong believer in God. Her arguments with Rome were fundamentally unacceptable. And I knew that she was terrified by what she was doing.

‘You’ll be all right,’ I said.

She stared into the poor imitation of fire, sighed from the depths of her soul. ‘I hope so, Laura. Oh, I hope so.’


Chapter Eight

We had a wonderful Christmas in 1965. Confetti organized me, pushed me into inviting Ida and Ernie Bowen who had lived next door to me during my time with Tommo. She also persuaded me to write to Hetty Hawkesworth, my good friend from the country. I received a note from her, read with delight her slanted hand. Hetty had won a national bingo prize, was going off on a cruise without ‘him’. It seemed that ‘he’ had been stepping out of line, but she intended to leave him a few bob before she sailed into the sunset, just enough for the odd pint and a fish supper on Fridays.

‘They’re all at it,’ beamed my house-guest. ‘Soon, we shall be recognized as true human beings.’

Confetti was completely unrecognizable, though she still looked just about human. She had taken to wearing the strangest clothes, great full-skirted dresses in Indian cotton, headbands, beads, shawls with fringes. On her feet, she usually sported clogs with leather uppers and wooden soles, and she clanked as she moved, because both wrists were a tangled mass of slender metal bangles. During these colder months, she was making few concessions to the weather, with the exception of one or two eccentric purchases. It was with great pride that she showed off her sheepskin coat, 15 shillings from a second-hand shop, and her fluffy boots, £1 from the same establishment. Her dowry had come through from the convent, but she had plans for it.

When our Christmas meal had been consumed and our guests had wobbled off beneath the weight of laden bellies, she tackled me again. ‘This coming week, you will visit your mother.’

For answer, I blew into what Gerald called a ‘ter-ter’, a whistle attached to a tube of paper with a feather stuck on the end. My breath expanded and unrolled the tube, sounded the whistle, caused the feather to collide with Confetti’s earnest face. ‘Get lost,’ I said politely.

‘Isn’t that just great?’ she asked.

‘Don’t be rhetorical, Goretti,’ I warned. ‘Or I shall become hysterical. You go and see my mother. Then, when you’ve seen the dragon, go and visit your own parents.’

‘They’ll not let me in.’

‘Quite. And my mother won’t put out the red carpet for me.’

She dragged some multi-coloured streamers from her hair, handed them to the children. ‘She sent you a card and a cheque. There’s about five hundred pounds worth of cheques in that drawer. At least she remembers you.’

I nodded. ‘Oh, she remembers me all right. In the same way as we all remember the war and toothache and smallpox. Anyway, stay out of my tin and mind your own business.’

I went, of course. Goretti Hourigan was, still is, a great manipulator. She works on the theory that a drip of water, however small, can wear away stone in time. She dripped. Into every conversation, she dragged the importance of family, the sadness of growing older without seeing one’s children, the futility of a life without love. The anecdotes came thick and fast as the days went by. ‘And of course when she got there, her mother had passed on and the wake was starting. Her mammy was all decked out in the coffin and Padraig Mulvanny was playing a sad song on his melodeon. The fiddler from the next town was so upset that he couldn’t tune up for weeping. His sadness came from the fact that the wilful daughter had neglected her mammy for so long.’

‘Shut up, I’m going.’

‘She went into a decline after that, hadn’t the strength to hold the rosary. Aye, she was a broken woman and all because she had left it all too late and—’

‘I’m bloody going!’

I scarcely recognized McNally’s. There were new buildings, low sheds prefabricated in concrete, embellished with dark wood and large windows. In the centre of all this magnificence a garden had appeared, a sweep of lawn with a fountain at its centre. A cherub in greyish marble balanced on a plinth, one foot stretched out as if ready to walk away. He carried a pitcher, and it was from this that the water poured. The base of the fountain had been inscribed, IN LOVING MEMORY OF JOHN McNALLY, FOUNDER OF THIS COMPANY. How thughtful of Mother. How difficult it must have been for her to find those few kind words for a man who had irritated her for so many years.

I was accosted at the door by a bulky man in a navy blue uniform. He tweaked the cuffs of a white shirt, made sure that they showed for an inch or so below the blazer sleeves. There were cufflinks too, spoked circles like a pair of wagon wheels. ‘Can I help you?’

‘No.’ I often judge people fairly quickly by listening to their first words, am sometimes right, frequently wrong. That ‘Can I help you?’ had been patronizing, even scornful. I glanced down at my shoes, shabby after two years’ wear, straightened my shoulders, looked him full in the face. ‘I’m just visiting, having a walk around.’

He coughed, placed a huge hand to his mouth, curled the fingers in a gesture that was too delicate for someone of his size. ‘I’m afraid that’s not allowed, miss.’

‘Madam.’

‘Ah.’ He turned round, gazed towards the nearest building. ‘This is the office complex. Do you have an appointment to see somebody, an interview for work, perhaps?’

‘No.’

‘Then I’m afraid I shall have to ask you to leave.’

‘Really?’ I perched on a low wall at the side of the path leading up to what was now the office complex. It used to be a cow-field, I thought. ‘And I shall have to refuse to leave.’

‘One moment, please.’ He walked away, swinging his arms like a corporal who is about to face a fierce sergeant. I became bored with watching him, stood up, sauntered across to the old section, the barns that had been used by my father. There were padlocks on the doors, bars at the windows. A man swept the ground with a stiff broom, and I asked him about the old part of McNally’s. These were the storage sheds now, he informed me. I stood and looked past the bars, remembered my father weeping at his bench. Mother had wiped him out completely, had built a new and clinically clean empire.

‘Laura?’

I swung round. ‘Mother.’ She was a true fashion-plate, a two-dimensional figure from some up-market magazine. Her face was thickly but expertly made up, and the jewels on her fingers were not paste. The suit was perfectly cut, a business outfit with a feminine finish in the finely tailored lines.

‘My dear, how are you?’ The accent had been worked on, was just about halfway between Mayfair and Manchester Piccadilly. ‘It’s been ages.’ She kissed the air at the side of my face, made little squeaking noises that were meant to illustrate her supposed joy. ‘Come. We’ll go inside and have some tea.’

So this was Mother’s latest role. Confetti would have been delighted to meet such a wonderful woman, a female who could build a business with one hand and apply face cream with the other. But Mother was not sufficiently emancipated to allow herself to be seen with a shabby daughter. We entered the office building by a side door, cut through a corridor before reaching Mother’s office. A plaque bore the legend, ELIZABETH McNALLY. CHIEF EXECUTIVE. I caught sight of a pale girl at a typewriter, glimpsed her worried face before Mother closed a second door. ‘My personal assistant,’ she said. ‘An absolute treasure.’ She pressed a button and a disembodied voice asked, ‘Yes, Mrs McNally?’

‘Tea for two, please.’

I slouched in the chair opposite Mother’s, noticed the despair on her face as she assessed my poor deportment. ‘So, I just came to see how you were,’ I said. ‘Since you never have the time to come and see how we are.’

‘I’m no worse than usual.’ She screwed a pink cigarette into a white holder, flicked a switch that turned on a window fan. ‘Extractors,’ she mouthed. ‘I know you don’t like tobacco smoke.’

‘Your grandchildren are very well, thank you for asking.’

‘Give me time.’

‘And Gerald will start school soon. He already reads, writes and counts.’

‘Good.’ She flicked ash into a hideous ashtray of dark onyx. ‘You obviously don’t need money. I notice that my cheques have not been cashed.’

‘Quite.’ I had done my duty, had obeyed Confetti’s instincts, was ready to leave at any moment. This was a farce, though Mother probably considered it to be a drama in which she played the chief role. As ever.

‘And you sent back the car. You could have kept it, you know.’

I hadn’t wanted it, hadn’t wanted to look at the vehicle that Frank had driven to his death. Most of all, I hadn’t wanted anything from this woman. ‘I can’t drive.’

‘But you must learn.’

‘Yes, I must.’

She tapped scarlet finger-nails on the huge desk. There was a lamp on its surface, one of those brass things that are often seen in American movies, a very important-looking item designed to shine its light only on the paperwork. Her eyes followed mine and she informed me, ‘It’s a reading lamp.’

‘Yes.’ We hadn’t seen one another for years, and we were talking about lamps and old cars. ‘Well, I’d better go.’ I stood up, smoothed my coat.

‘Can’t you buy yourself something a little more sensible, Laura? A nice camel-hair coat or something in tweed?’

‘No. I’ve children to feed.’

She opened a drawer, pulled out a tin, took a wad from it and threw it on her desk. ‘Is cash preferable to cheques?’

It was plain that she didn’t remember anything, that she had wiped the slate clean not only of my father, but also of me. Perhaps I was just a small and unsavoury problem that she recalled occasionally, like a troublesome molar or a bout of flu. ‘You are just like Tommo,’ I said. ‘You do things, say things, forget things. It’s all forgotten, isn’t it? The cruelty, the neglect, the nastiness?’

She sighed, put her head on one side. ‘You know, dear, most of that is in your own mind. I do worry so about you. Have you mentioned to your doctor that you have these strange dreams? Because that’s all they are, just nasty dreams. I never hit you, seldom shouted at you, gave you a very happy childhood.’ She rose, came round to my side of the desk and perched on its edge. ‘I’m a wealthy woman, Laura. Because I’ve a head for business, I finished what your father never had sufficient courage for. Oh, he had moved into other towns, but his thinking was too … too small. I expanded properly, went into mass production. But although I keep going on the surface, I am not a well woman. I need someone to live with me.’

I walked to the door. ‘Then get a man. Father’s dead now, so it will be legal this time. You’d enough of them while he was alive, so why are you alone now?’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Because there’s too much money at stake. I don’t want any man to hitch his wagon to my star.’

Someone knocked at the door through which we had entered. The second door opened, and a ghostly face peeped through a small gap. ‘Shall I get that, Mrs McNally?’ Mother’s personal assistant looked frightened to death and I empathized with her, remembered my own fears.

‘No, Susan.’ Susan disappeared. ‘Come in.’ This order was directed towards the corridor.

The burly guard stepped into the office, came to an abrupt halt when he saw me. ‘Oh,’ he said, his voice rather high-pitched. He cleared his throat, descended an octave or so. ‘I thought … I saw this young woman in the grounds and—’

‘No matter,’ she snapped. ‘Go back to your post.’

He marched out in double-quick time. I watched my mother as she took some pills from her bag, counted them into her hand before swallowing them with a sip of water. ‘I really do need you to come home.’

‘No.’

The tea arrived, but I did not stay. As the nylon-aproned woman placed the tray on a side table, I left the office and fled down the passage. I shouldn’t have come, would never come again. The woman who had birthed me had no concept of proper human behaviour. It was plain that she thought I’d come for cash, probably hush money. The sign on her face needed no neon lighting, no help to send its message. ‘I don’t know this shabby young woman,’ it had read, ‘But if she cleans up her act and comes to live with me as a servant, then she will be my daughter.’

I did not run far, just as far as the farmhouse. I stood on the front lawn, a stretch of perfect emerald grass where no weed would dare to show its face. The sheet of green was striped like a football pitch, had been carefully tended by another of her lackeys. Around its edges there were shrubs, dwarf conifers, rose-bushes that had been cut back for the winter.

But it was the house that held my attention. Gone were those lovely sash windows, gone were the cornerstones that had framed the delightfully flawed panes of glass. Mother had opted in a big way for light, had torn the once-proud house to shreds. Picture windows, six of them. They sat in the warm stone walls, huge blind eyes with lids that hung tired and expressionless, wood-framed transoms extended on metal catches to let in a little air, to let out a lot of smoke. She had murderded Ravenscroft, had done a face-lift in reverse, and the old house had not survived the anaesthetic.

Houses matter to me. That isn’t to say that I’m particular about where I live, but I think places have souls. There’s often one house in a terraced row, just a single dwelling where the architect’s original plan still shows. A good solid door with the panels intact, no sheet of hardboard covering the pattern. Window frames cared for, painted with love and a good brand of gloss. Intact, treasured, respected. This farmhouse had been extended, had lost its character. The main part of the building had been altered to tone in with the new, so the guts had been torn out and discarded like offal in an abattoir.

I walked down the hill towards Auntie Maisie’s shop, my insides twisting with an anger that went beyond mere rage. My mother had snuffed out my father’s life, had tried to diminish mine, was continuing to leave a trail of rubble in her wake. That poor house, that lovely, ruined place. And all those crippled, active people thrown out of work, probably because they didn’t fit in with the colour scheme.

‘You look a bit fetched-up,’ said my aunt after her usual fussy greeting. ‘A bit on the upset side. Have you been up yonder?’

I nodded.

‘She’s doing well, isn’t she? They’re saying she’ll be a millionaire come 1970. See, sit yourself down and I’ll make us a bite. Freddie?’

He appeared at the back window, his face wreathed in smiles as soon as he saw me. Once inside, he took off his thick gloves and warmed his hands on my face. ‘I’ve been tending my vegetables,’ he said.

‘Aye, well you can tend the shop for a bit, Freddie. I want to make Laura a cuppa.’

We settled at the big square table in the room behind the shop. They had given up the house next door, were letting it to a newly married couple. ‘We can manage this road while there’s only two of us. Right.’ She stirred the tea, banged the brown lid home, poured the liquid into a pair of china mugs. ‘What’s up with you? Did she come out of the wrong side of the bed again?’

‘There’s only one side to Mother, Auntie Maisie. You should know that after all these years.’

‘Aye, happen I should. Has she offered you no help?’

‘Just money.’

She poured the milk, took a tea towel off a plate of newly baked cakes. ‘Would you sooner have a butty, love?’

I shook my head, sipped the tea. ‘I couldn’t eat a thing.’

‘You should take the money. Your dad would have wanted you to be comfortable.’ She paused, waited for an answer, gave up after a few seconds. ‘I hear that nun’s finished up at your house. What’s it like living with her?’

‘Crazy.’ I forced a smile, didn’t want my aunt worried. ‘She’s gone all eccentric, looks like something from a desert island, flowery prints and wooden necklaces. To top the lot, she’s very big at the family planning clinic in town. She’s a feather in their caps, because she left the convent when the church found out about her faith in birth control. And she’s a noisy beggar. I think I’m getting the benefit of her being cooped up in a convent for so many years. She lets off steam and I get scalded.’

The warm-hearted woman reached out a work-reddened hand and placed it on top of mine. ‘Never think you’ve got nobody, lass. There’s me and our Anne and your Uncle Freddie. Then there’s your kiddies and Sister Wotsername-as-was and Miss Armitage – that old teacher of yours – she’s asking after you. Bit of a scandal there, something to do with a man, but I speak as I find, and she’s a good soul. Plenty of us care for you, Laura.’

‘Thank you.’

She patted my arm, picked up a cake, took a healthy bite and chattered on in spite of her full mouth. ‘She’ll be the loser at the finish, will our Liza. She’s turned that many folk away from her, she’ll be lonely at the end.’

I travelled home on the bus, a box of toffees and tinned food on my lap. Auntie Maisie was right. I was a rich woman, because so many folk cared about me, needed me. Most of all, I was wealthy after being loved by Frank. The love of a good man is beyond price. I smiled to myself, sucked a Nuttall’s Minto, looked forward to going home.

‘So I’ve to go home immediately if not sooner.’

I could not take my eyes off her. She was wearing a dirndl-type skirt that looked as if it might have started life as kitchen curtains, three rows of striped glass beads, some twenty-odd bracelets of metals so base that they left her wrists green, and a very strange coat that she’d probably pounced on at the nearly new shop. ‘Where did you get that coat? No, don’t tell me, Confetti-Goretti, it sticks out a mile. You got it as a bargain at that blinking second-hand shop. Well, you’ve surpassed yourself this time. That’s a loose woman’s coat.’

She glanced down at herself. ‘You see, I’ve never gone in for a tight fit, as I can’t seem to wear clothes tidily, so the more room the merrier and—’

‘The term “loose” is applicable to the wearer, not to the size of the garment.’

‘Oh.’ I could tell by her face that she was greatly disappointed. It was one of those dreadful garments with shaggy fur all round the edges, then braided fasteners that were supposed to attach themselves to fancy toggles. Except that Confetti wore the coat open, so the effect was not quite as cheap as usual. ‘Well, isn’t that a turn-up for the book now, Laura? Me in a streetwoman’s coat.’

‘You need high boots with it,’ I said. ‘In purple or burgundy, boots that cover your knees. Then a very short skirt that shows your knickers every time you bend over. For the skirt, you could try black leather or very open crochet.’

She tore off the coat and tossed it aside. ‘Then I’ll stick to the sheepskin, even though it is adrift on two seams.’ She dropped into a chair, kicked off the blue clogs. ‘Mammy has forgiven us all. She’s had a vision and we’re all summoned, have to get there immediately if not sooner.’

‘Really?’

She nodded mournfully. ‘She’s seen the light. And as she found the light very attractive, she’s decided to go into it rather earlier than originally planned.’

‘Light?’ I asked.

‘Heaven. She’s arranging her death.’

‘Oh.’ It was difficult to choose many words at this point.

‘This incandescent glow hung over the cowshed at midnight, she says. So she’s forgiven me for being a failed nun, and she’s even extended the hand of motherhood to Eugene, despite the fact that he had to get married after indulging in sex and unconsecrated communion wine.’ The bangles rattled as she smoothed down her fast-growing hair. ‘He probably drank the wine before enjoying the sex, but who’s to know the real truth of it? So I’m off in the morning.’

I thought about it, decided that I wasn’t pleased. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘I’ll be back. My mammy may have seen a vision over the cowshed, but it would be more to do with cough medicine than the hereafter.’

Confetti has never thought along the same lines as an ordinary person. In those days, the route she took was always tortuous, always exciting. If she had been a driver – and we must thank the Almighty for great mercies because she never touched a car – then Confetti would have chosen to drive on the B roads. Her arrival might have been tardy, but she would have seen some interesting sights along the way. Her head was positively bursting with information, and she would spill it out in great quantities, with the result that one needed to home in on a certain wavelength in order to extract the pertinent points. I was tuned in and I was going to miss her. ‘What has cough medicine got to do with lights over the shippon?’

‘She’s an addict. Mammy had a terrible cough for years, was thought to be consumptive. Then Fidelma O’Flaherty came across from her farm and gave my mother one of her brews. Now, it’s a well-known fact that Kevin and Fidelma O’Flaherty brewed all kinds of stuff that should never have seen the light of day and that—’

‘Or a light over a cowshed at midnight?’

‘Exactly. In fact, there’d been some terrible explosions over at O’Flaherty’s farm, and Kevin lost a pig and a finger, and that was a terrible shame and the cause of great concern all round. The finger wasn’t too important, as it was on his left hand and he is a right-handed person, but the pig was a creature of notable stock. Anyway, aside from all the aforementioned, we began to notice that Mammy had improved something wonderful when she started on this cough cure. She still had the cough, but she was beautifully happy until the bottle was empty. The upshot was that she bought a job lot of the stuff, so that’ll be the light over the shed.’

‘I see.’ She was better than radio, heaps better than television. My children would grieve for her, because she was the most motherly woman I had ever known. ‘You’ve got to come back.’

‘Oh yes. I’ve got to come back and put my dowry to good use.’

I gazed into the electric fire, watched the fan as it circled over imitation coals. It wasn’t going to be easy without Confetti. She was one of those people who bring joy and energy into the most mundane situation, and she had lightened my mood considerably over the past weeks. Strangely, there was still no fear in me. It had died with Frank, though the sadness remained alive and kicking.

‘Will he come for you?’ She often bit into my thoughts like that, frequently answered questions before I asked them.

‘He’s had a letter from Anne,’ I said. ‘She warned him that any further contact would merit prison because of the injunction.’ I chewed over the thought for a second. ‘I’ve not seen the last of him.’

‘Then what’ll you do while I’m away?’

‘Bake, look after the boys, watch the telly.’

‘But what if—?’

‘Don’t think about it. I’ve survived without you before, so I can do it again.’

She gathered up her new coat, made a bundle of it. ‘I’ll stick it in the yard afterwards. Will I make the cocoa?’

‘Please.’

It was the humming I would miss most, I thought as she banged about in the kitchen. She was always la-la-ing or whistling or tapping a rhythm with her feet. At this moment, she was ruining a bit of Bach as she slammed down the pan, upset a cup, sent the lid of the cocoa tin clattering across the stone floor. I would have bet a tidy sum that the convent was safer without her, that plates and statues lasted longer without Sister Maria Goretti. There would be peace, that was sure. And silence. An awful, boring silence.

He came about a week after Confetti had left, a crooked old man with a flat cap and a suit that had seen better days. The headgear was pulled so low that it almost met a striped scarf, leaving little of the face visible. I studied him, knew him, didn’t know him, remembered that this unrecognizable person was a good man long before he removed his packaging.

‘She’s gone?’ he asked.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The one who’s been staying with you.’

I poked my head into the street, looked left and right as if I expected to find the answer written on the cobbles. ‘Yes,’ I answered uncertainly.

‘Don’t you remember me?’

I hesitated, fished about at the back of my mind. ‘I’m sure I’ll … remember in a minute,’ I said lamely. ‘Would you like to come in?’

He removed the cap. ‘Laura?’

Immediately, I remembered the hair, or rather the lack of it. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Come in, Mr Thompson. Where’ve you been all this time? I never got to Frank’s funeral, you know. Well, of course you’ll know, because you would have noticed my absence.’ I was wittering and babbling like a nervous child who has just arrived at a new school.

He settled into the collapsing sofa, placed his cap on the melamine coffee table. ‘Are you managing for money?’

Yes, this was definitely my Frank’s father. ‘I bake. There’s a chap who comes and picks up the stuff, then it’s sold at Tattersall’s. Would you like some tea or coffee? Or shall we go upstairs and have a peep at the boys?’

The lines of tension in his face eased when I mentioned his grandchildren. ‘Does Phoebe visit them?’

‘Never.’

He nodded slowly, as if keeping time with a platoon that marched to the beat of funereal drums. ‘I’ll see them before I go. Do you get support money from our Bernard? No, don’t say anything, I know the answer. He’s an executive now, if you please. He’s gone into what they call marketing, all to do with targets and advertising campaigns and concentrating the sales force in certain areas. Big boy these days.’

‘Oh.’ He hadn’t answered about the tea, so I was unsure of my next move.

‘Sit down,’ he said.

I sat. ‘Where’ve you been?’ I asked again.

‘Here and there.’ He pulled a notebook from his pocket, waved it in the air. ‘Dates and times. He’s messing about with one or other of those twin girls, the pair who gave him the alibi. They look so alike that I can’t decide which one’s he’s favouring.’

I fixed my eyes on the book as he placed it next to his cap. The pages were dog-eared, looked as if they’d taken a hammering. ‘Irene and Enid are married,’ I ventured.

‘That’ll not stop him. There’s nothing will stop him having his own way, even if he has to wait longer these days. When he was a kid, his mother gave in to him every time. He’s shown Phoebe his appreciation by beggaring off and leaving her in a terrible state. With me gone and no money coming in, she’s had to take up cleaning. Still, a job of work might just improve her character. You’d fine mothers, both of you. Well, all three of you. Between that wife of mine and Liza McNally, the devil himself would have a job picking a deputy.’ He smiled, showed two rows of very white teeth. ‘But you belonged to Frank, Laura.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘I’m worried about you,’ he said.

I didn’t want him reviving my fear. Perhaps it was only slumbering. Whatever the truth of the matter, I had no intention of skulking in corners. ‘I’m safe. My cousin even had an inside toilet made so that I don’t have to go outside after dark. He’s done his worst, Mr Thompson. He killed his own brother. After that terrible crime, he’ll be afraid of me pursuing him. No, he’s leaving me alone.’

‘Aye, well we’ll have to see about that.’ He picked up the shabby book and flicked through a few pages. ‘Co-op on Derby Street last Thursday? You’d Edward in his reins and Gerald pushing that little cart with cereal packets in it. Am I right?’

I nodded.

‘Well, he was in the pie shop across the way, next to the newsagents where the woman’s got one eye.’

My gullet quivered, threatened to rise. ‘Blind Ivy,’ I muttered uselessly. ‘Go on.’

‘I was standing outside the school, wore an old trilby and a mac. As you’ve probably noticed, I disguise myself. Bernard bought his pies, got into his car, then sat eating his dinner till you turned up View Street. After that, he drove away.’ The book was tossed again onto the table. ‘He’s still following you.’

I told him again about the letters, about the injunction. ‘He daren’t come near me,’ I insisted.

‘You’d have a job proving that he’s bothering you. I reckon he’s making a timetable of your movements, trying to work out when you’re at the shops and so on. He’s followed you to playgrounds, to the parks and he’s waited outside the doctor’s.’

I felt poleaxed to the chair, fixed like a granite statue. ‘What the hell am I supposed to do?’ I asked. ‘I can’t stay in the house. We’ve got to get out. The boys need fresh air and exercise, then there’s food to buy, ingredients for the baking, clothes …’ I searched his face. ‘Anyway, how are you managing to watch him? What about your own job in the pit?’

‘I’ve left.’

‘Oh.’ I waited for some embroidery.

At last, he spoke. ‘I work for that cousin of yours. I run messages and do a bit of cleaning in the office, find out anything she might need to know. Being his dad, I can work out his movements some of the time. But there’s more cases than this one, you know. I go to the Town Hall for papers for property searches, talk to bailiffs, run back and forth between police station and the office, go to the bank sometimes. She’s a good woman, is Miss Turnbull. I get paid well and I work my own hours.’

‘So my cousin isn’t paying you just to watch Tommo?’

‘No.’ He pulled some more thin and tattered books from a capacious pocket. ‘I’ve a few jobs in hand, and it’s good to see daylight. This is a grand change from coalmining.’ He paused, ran a nervous tongue across his upper lip. ‘Laura, I know him. There is no-one better qualified than I am. And I’ve talked to your cousin, asked her what she thought about him shadowing you. So she sent me up here, wanted me to tell you, because I’m the one on the spot, the one who’s seen him hanging around when he should have been at work. I don’t want to frighten you, yet you must be made aware.’

The flesh between my shoulder blades began to crawl, then icy fingers touched the roots of my hair on the neckline. ‘He wouldn’t dare, Mr Thompson. Surely, he can’t risk prison?’

He sighed, shifted his legs, sagged back against the sofa. ‘There’s no law of man or God that will hold him back. Bernard is ill, love. He has a sickness in his head, something that recurs time after time. Occasionally, he loses control over himself, obeys some other voice.’

‘So … so he’s not to blame?’

‘I didn’t say that.’ He closed his eyes, shook his head from side to side. ‘That’s a clever boy, you know. When he was small, everybody remarked on how early he walked, how clearly he spoke.’ The eyes opened suddenly, seemed to burn with emotions that were deep but very mixed. ‘He’s my son. At times, it’s easier to hate those who are close, too close. I’ve tried to stand back, tried to believe that he would change, tried to give him a chance. But I have to tell you how I feel, how I feel inside.’ A closed fist crashed against his chest, then the Adam’s apple rose and dropped in his throat several times. ‘He can help himself. He does choose to be evil. You see, he fixes his attention on something or on someone, then homes in for the kill. I think he becomes obsessed, but he indulges himself. A doctor would have a hard time diagnosing insanity, since Bernard has a brain that covers for him, hides the craziness. In a way, this is a man who prefers to be unwell.’

My hands had folded themselves, the finger-nails biting through thick wool and into the flesh of my upper arms. I forced myself to relax. ‘What do you suggest, then?’

‘Don’t be alone. Get that woman back, or move into a house where there are other tenants. There’s a room available where I stay. Between us, we can keep ahead of him and—’

‘No. I’m not running.’

‘But you need someone with you—’

‘For how long?’ I jumped from the chair, stood with my hands spread wide. ‘For a year, ten years, for the rest of my life?’ I allowed my arms to drop, struggled for composure. ‘Part of me knows that Tommo isn’t done with me. In a way, I want him to strike, because his next crime will be his last. You know, I would love to be there when they send him down. Is that wicked?’

He dropped his chin. ‘If it is, then I’m another sinner, because I need to see him punished for Frank, for you, for that young girl who couldn’t face the pain. No, you’re just seeking an end to him, Laura. There’s nothing bad about caging a poisonous beast.’

We tucked up the boys, drank tea, watched the BBC news. It was the start of a new year, so we wished one another all the best as we said goodbye. I stood at the door for a long time, watched Mr Thompson getting smaller as he trudged down the hill towards Bolton. There walked a man who had had two sons, one now dead, the other a killer. Here stood a woman who had known both, who had borne a child to each of those two men. I almost quaked in the icy cold, yet I remained at my door until Colin Thompson’s figure had disappeared completely.

Inside once again, I flicked a switch to illuminate another bar of warmth, picked up Pride and Prejudice, a parting gift from Confetti, curled myself into a dip in the sofa. The wind howled in the chimney, sounded like a creature trapped and lonely. But I calmed myself, began to enjoy the work of a woman who had applied common sense to an era whose literature had been lurid and sensational. As the elements clashed, Austen and I kept our feet on the ground and our minds on the marrying-off of Mrs Bennett’s daughters.

When the bigger draught arrived, I had no time to assess its source. Before I could rise from my seat, he had brought into my house a sickly smell and a large pad of gauze. As he covered my mouth, I tried not to breathe, but in the end I was forced to enter a world of silence and darkness where no wind howled.


Chapter Nine

The roaring brought me back, that mournful sound of turbulent air trapped in the vertical tunnel of bricks that was my chimney. During those first moments, I felt little, saw nothing, just heard the futile screams that came from the place behind my electric fire. Opening my eyes took tremendous will-power, and I remained blind even when my lids were lifted. He had covered my upper face with a cloth of some kind, had turned me into a creature without identity.

‘I know you’re awake.’

My limbs began to tremble, not just from fear, but because all my clothing had been removed. He was king and I was nothing, was less than a person in the presence of his greatness. As the cold registered on my flesh, so did the pain. I had been raped again. A part of me started to wonder where my anger was, but a brain reduced by chloroform does not react quickly. I opted for silence, waited for his next move.

Something clinked – a spoon against a saucer? What kind of a man was this? He could break into a house and disable its occupant, he could beat and rape an unconscious woman, after which commonplace events he was capable of drinking tea and … yes … he was eating something crunchy, perhaps a ginger biscuit. My children – were they safe? Had he found them, hurt them, killed them? In such thoughts lay the route to insanity, so I forced myself to believe that Gerald and Edward were alive and asleep. If I kept very still, they would not be disturbed, would not shout for me, and he might forget them. Edward. Edward was Frank’s son. Frank’s son had been blotted out with Indian ink …

‘Cat got your tongue, Laura?’

I moved my legs away from the fire, imagined the red mottles that must have appeared along the calves. Electric heat was dry and unforgiving, tended to concentrate on the nearer objects, failed to warm most of the room. If I did not answer, he would attack me again, but my mouth was sore, tasted salty and unclean.

‘You are my wife. I’ve signed nothing, sent nothing back to that cousin of yours. You’ll get no divorce from me. You see … ah, you can’t see.’ He ripped the blindfold from my face, scowled down on me. ‘You see, I’m staying here now. The Irish witch is out of the picture, so I’ll be sharing your bed in the future.’

When my pupils had adjusted to the cruel invasion of light, I raised my head, saw blood on my chest, knew that it had dripped from my mouth. A front tooth was loose, seemed to hang by a thread next to its brothers. Something was alive in my head, a loud thing that clamoured like the wind in the chimney. Exhausted by the headache, I dropped back to the rug, flinched as the loosened tooth jarred against its own nerve.

‘I’ll give up the job. Hanging on to you will be a full-time caper, but I’ve saved money, so we’ll not go short.’

‘You can’t keep me here for ever.’ Speaking was intensely painful. I wondered whether he might have broken my jaw, because everything seemed to grate as soon as I tried to talk. As the fumes cleared, I was aware of more damage, knew that I would be black and blue within hours. He had acted completely in character, had needed me unconscious so that his near-impotence would not be noticed and mocked. All his rage was on my flesh, inside me, around me. And to survive, I would need strength and wit, qualities that had been denied to me by this grinning monster. ‘You can’t,’ I repeated.

‘Just watch me, lady. Years we were together, you and I. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Laura. You’re my whole life, have been my whole life ever since I first met you with Ginger and the others. All I ever wanted was to be with you. And you bloody well left me and ran off with my own brother. How do you think that made me feel? Everybody was laughing at me, calling me a fool.’

‘You killed him.’ Several loud beats of time crashed through my head after this careless statement had escaped.

But he laughed. ‘Prove it. Go on, get down to the police station and prove it.’

‘I know. Everybody knows, especially your father.’

‘Frank wasn’t a man. He was a pathetic cripple with no sense in his head. Nobody in their right mind could choose him over me. He always hated me because I was in one piece and because I could get the girls. So he tried to teach me a lesson by taking you away. He knew how I felt about you, so he stole the one thing I cared about.’

I swallowed. ‘I’m not a thing.’ The tooth was threatening to fall out at any moment. ‘I’m a human being and I need a dentist.’ It was becoming obvious that Tommo did regard other people as things, probably tools or toys to be used for his own gain or amusement. It was difficult to assess whether his depleted sexuality was the cause of his wickedness, or whether it was just another symptom of his disordered personality. Whatever, it deserved no attention at this particular juncture.

‘You don’t need anybody except me.’ These words were growled from a corner of his mouth. I did not look at him, but I knew that his lip was twisted.

With the tip of my tongue, I wiggled the tooth. ‘This will be out by tomorrow.’

‘Good.’ He threw himself into the sofa. ‘Then no other man will want you.’ There was greed on his face as he allowed the cold grey eyes to travel over my nakedness. ‘You belong to me, because I’ve got a certificate to prove it,’ he whispered.

What he needed was a different piece of paper, one signed by two doctors. My main feeling in that moment was panic. He was going to try again. I pulled at the rug, covered some of my nakedness. If he pounced now, I would not be able to stop my own screams. While I thought about screaming, I heard a shrill noise, thought for a moment that it had emerged from my own mouth. But no, it was the telephone.

‘Leave it,’ he snapped.

I inhaled deeply, winced as cool air cut damaged gum, tried to settle my shoulders in a position where the knots of muscle might relax slightly. Tension was my enemy. If I lost my cool, I might well lose my life. The phone persisted, sounded its cry twenty or thirty times. It was about nine o’clock. Those who knew me would be aware that I must be in at this time of night. Like the good cowboy in a Saturday matinée, I waited for the sheriff to arrive.

‘Who is it?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know.’ A piece of the tooth flew out of my mouth and landed on the rug. ‘I’ve no way of knowing unless I answer it.’

‘Will they come?’

I coughed, cleared my throat of blood. ‘Eventually. Today or tomorrow, somebody will come.’

‘Wrong answer, Laura. Get dressed, we’re leaving. And we take just one kid. That boy of Frank’s has no place near my son. Somebody’ll find him before too long, put him in the orphanage where he belongs.’ He kicked out at me, caught my shin with the toe of a shoe. ‘Get the clothes on. Now.’

I didn’t cry, didn’t make a sound, the dress was torn and bloodstained, but I managed to pull it over my head. There was no obedience in my fingers, no direct line from brain to hands. I shook, faltered, groped for underwear, dragged the garments onto my aching flesh. Buttons and zips were my enemies, especially when the phone sounded again.

‘Answer it. Get rid of whoever it is.’

I crawled across the floor, lifted the receiver. ‘Hello?’ A thickened tongue spoiled the word.

‘Laura? It’s Anne.’

‘Two dozen,’ I said after a short pause. ‘And I’ll do a batch of pasties.’

‘Are you all right?’

‘No, just the meat pasties. I’ll make some cheese and onion next week.’

Another pause. ‘He’s there, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, Mr Tattersall. I fell, you see, fell and banged my mouth against the door handle, so that’s why I sound different. No, I’ll be able to cook.’ He was moving towards me, probably preparing to listen to the conversation. ‘Thanks. Happy New Year to you, too.’ I threw the handset into its cradle. ‘Mr Tattersall,’ I said. ‘Wanted to know about the pies and things.’

Disbelief contorted his features. ‘What’s he doing on the phone at this time of night? Isn’t the shop shut?’

I gulped, searched for a lie. ‘He’s got a liquor licence. He wants extra pies to sell with the beer.’ Anne would need to be quick. ‘He says they drink more if they eat at the same time and he doesn’t want them going to the chip shop.’ There was still half a tooth in the front of my mouth and it felt reasonably firm. ‘So he’ll make on the beer and on the food.’ If I concentrated on the tooth, if I managed not to think about the children, then I might hang on to my reason. Just about.

His fingers curled themselves into angry fists. ‘If you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you.’

I stared at him levelly. ‘You’ll kill me anyway. All your life, you’ve killed things, starting with animals, finishing with your own brother. Or perhaps you haven’t finished? Is it my turn soon?’ I needed to keep him occupied, even if I had to stand on dangerous ground. By drawing his fire, I might save the boys. ‘It won’t work, Tommo. If you do it now, you’ll definitely be caught. If you take me away from here, you’ll never manage to keep me quiet until I’m six feet under. Whichever, you’ll be a long time in prison.’

His shoulders drooped suddenly, making him shorter, less menacing for the time being. But then he started to cry, great shining tears that chased each other down his face before disappearing into the front of the bloodied shirt. ‘I don’t know how to do it right, Laura. I want to do it right.’

In that moment, I truly knew his despair. He had beaten me, raped me, threatened my children, yet I almost pitied him. ‘Tommo, you need some help.’ I kept my voice quiet and even. ‘None of this is your fault. If you’ll go for help …’ I swallowed against the bitter taste of bile and untruth. ‘Get some help and I’ll stand by you.’

‘Honest?’

‘Honest.’ I had never been more dishonest in my life. The thoughts that sat on the rim of my mind were all connected with escape. We could go to America, Australia, Canada. I forced myself to touch his hand. ‘Please calm down. Don’t cry.’ There was a deep pain in my belly, an agony that marked what he had done to me in my state of unconsciousness. There was no cure. He deserved no pity, yet I stood on uncertain legs and nearly managed to worry for his future. ‘Please try to understand me. I’ve been afraid of you, so afraid that I had to run away. When you’re better, we can start again.’

The tears dried, evaporated in the reborn heat of his devilish eyes. ‘You think I’m bloody thick, don’t you? You’re making the mistake of classing me with our Frank. Now, he was stupid. Yes, he was daft enough to give me a lift that day, daft enough to stop when I asked him to. No, I didn’t kidnap him, Laura. I told him that I’d forgiven him, asked him to drive me out to Belmont. “Let’s look at the water,” I said to him. And he just stood there staring at the bloody river while I battered him.’ Hysteria lurked on the hem of his words. ‘He took you. He gave you a baby. There’s no way he could have been allowed to live.’

A car hurtled down the hill, squealed against the sudden application of brakes. Doors slammed, then my bell rang and a man shouted, ‘Mrs Thompson?’

He leapt like a panther, slammed a hand across my mouth, pulled me against his body. ‘Don’t move, bitch,’ he muttered.

‘Police, Mrs Thompson.’ A fist hammered on my front door. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Go away,’ yelled Tommo. ‘I’ve got her kids here. There’s nothing I can lose now, so I’ll kill them if I have to. The answer’s in your hands, just bugger off and leave us alone. We’re man and wife, in case you didn’t know.’

The silence outside was ominous. His hand covered my nose, too, so the oxygen was limited. I pretended to faint, went slack and heavy in his arms. He dragged me across the floor, pulled me onto the sofa, kept one hand across my mouth. Something new was troubling him, because he started to mumble, ‘That bloody door. I’ve got to cover … that door … a sheet of wood … that door …’

A crash from the kitchen was closely followed by Anne’s voice. ‘Laura?’

Before I could rise from the couch, he had grabbed a tiny but solid poker from the hearth. I jumped up just as the metal rod made contact with Anne’s head. She was in the kitchen doorway, and she fell like a stone after one blow. My brain was refusing to work properly. It wasn’t a real poker, so it shouldn’t have hurt her like that. This little ornament had never riddled ashes, had never met coal, so why had it killed my cousin?

The house was suddenly full of people. They poured in at the back door, strode over Anne’s body, took the weapons from Tommo and hurled him against a wall. He went down slowly, like a ham actor from some B-movie. Bells rang, lights flashed, someone opened the front door. My cousin was carried out on a stretcher while a policewoman wrapped me in a blanket. ‘Children,’ I said. ‘Take them to Auntie Maisie in Barr Bridge. The shop. Take them to the Turnbull shop.’

She patted my shoulder. ‘You’ll be all right, love. We’ve got him now, it’s all over.’

A man with three stripes on his sleeve stood in front of me. ‘Was there just him, Mrs Thompson?’

‘Oh yes. He can’t do it right, you see. He told me that he can’t do any of it right. I had to be asleep, so he put a rag on my face. It smelled so sweet. And it’s not a real poker, so she can’t be dead.’

There was pity in their eyes as I rambled on about Mr Tattersall and his pies, about my Frank and the river, about Gerald’s dislike for peas. ‘Tell them no peas, but he’ll eat a bit of cabbage.’ The strangest thing was that I knew that I was talking rubbish, yet I couldn’t lay my tongue across anything sensible.

They handcuffed him and dragged him out of my house. They were hitting him, and that was wrong. ‘They’re hitting him,’ I said.

The man with three stripes had tears in his eyes. ‘God love her, she’s in shock,’ he muttered.

I stayed in that odd state for several weeks. Everyone was kind, especially the young ones with yellow bands on their caps. A bespectacled man talked to me for hours on end, pulled the whole story from my cluttered mind. When he had separated the wheat from the chaff, I was sent to another place where crocuses and daffodils grew in sweet abundance. Life was easy, because I wasn’t myself. I walked in the grounds, ignored the high wall and the guarded gate, immersed myself in simple pleasures like pottering in the gardens and arranging flowers for the dining table.

Eventually, visitors came. Auntie Maisie and Uncle Freddie arrived without the children, told me that the boys were well and happy. While my aunt and uncle were there, Anne turned up with bath cubes and scented soap, hugged me and told me how well I looked. This was all very mysterious, because something had happened to Anne, and she should have been with Frank. Auntie Maisie made excuses for my mother, said that their Liza’s stomach was bad. I remembered my mother. She used to hit me and take me to chapel. My father, who was with Frank, had invented some kind of medicine in a barn.

When they had left, I started to look at other residents of the nursing home. Many were old and unloved, left in this place so that the lives of others might become tidier. The younger ones were examples of all levels of society, some from wealthy families, others with dowdy clothes and accents that had survived the onslaught of education. I agreed to go into group therapy, found myself listening to troubles that made me squirm. The victims of violence jogged my memory, forced me to face the man who had reduced me to a state that had stopped just short of catatonic.

At last, it all came out in sequence, was driven by my brain out into the open. This time, I needed no doctor’s help, because I was received with love and compassion, was physically pulled into the arms of those who truly understood my plight. The nightmares began in earnest, and I was kept in the home until the bespectacled doctor visited and pronounced me fit to return to the real world. He explained that the bad dreams would disappear in time, gave me some tablets, advised me to take things easy. ‘You know all about what’s happened to you,’ he explained gently. ‘When I first took your notes, I had to sift out the dross. But you’ve made it. We’re very pleased with you.’ He pushed the glasses along the bridge of his nose. ‘There’s still time,’ he said softly.

‘Time for what?’

He inhaled deeply, held onto the desk with the ends of his fingers, prayed, no doubt, that I would retain my fragile sanity through the next few seconds. ‘You could have the abortion. Given the circumstances, there should be few difficulties.’

I stared through him, past him, concentrated on the garden. ‘No, thank you.’ Somewhere inside, I had always known about this baby, had been aware right from the start, as soon as I awoke with the cloth on my eyes. ‘No abortion,’ I said. Three children, I would have, two of them born of rape.

‘Are you sure?’

I nodded. ‘It’s not the baby’s fault.’

‘But … he or she will perhaps remind you of—’

‘It’s nothing to do with the child.’ I placed a hand on my belly as if to reassure its sitting tenant. ‘Tommo’s in prison, isn’t he?’

The man nodded.

‘How long?’

‘Life.’ He cleared his throat. ‘They got him for his brother at the same time. It seems that your father-in-law had words with a young woman and the alibi was exposed as perjury.’

I thought about this. ‘Did she get into trouble?’

‘No. She insisted that your husband had some kind of hold over her – over both of those twins. They were put on probation, I think.’

‘Good.’ He had a kind face. ‘Tommo’s a frightening person, you see. He can make people do things and say things.’

‘So I gather.’

He stood up, came round the desk and shook my hand. ‘The breakdown’s over now, Mrs Thompson. It has been a bitter time for you, but you must regard this as a learning experience. That is not to say that you need to go through life in a state of fear. The fear of breaking down can be almost as bad as the real thing. But many who collapse under pressure early in life become strong. Learn your limits. Consider it this way.’ He walked to the window and pointed to a rain barrel. ‘Look at that container. It’s large, but when it’s full, it’s full. As the water reaches the brim, all those extra drops of rain overflow. We’re like that. People can take so much and no more. At least you have learned your own capacity.’

I rose and walked to the door. ‘Yes, I suppose I understand how much I can take, doctor. But how do I calculate for other people? How will I recognize another Tommo?’

He smiled. ‘Believe me, you will. If you meet his like, you’ll run like a deer until you’re out of his sights. Go on, now. Go home and start your life.’

I paused, a hand on the doorknob. ‘I want to get right away. There are three children – well – almost three. Two are his, one is illegitimate. My children are brothers and cousins, you see. The story of their beginnings will be widespread throughout Bolton, especially now that one of their fathers is a recognized criminal. There must be a completely fresh start.’

He followed me, placed a hand in the centre of my back. ‘It’s all been discussed, Mrs Thompson. The welfare people have intervened, and you will move to Liverpool very soon. Your home in Bolton will be sold, but as its value is low, you will be awarded a corporation house. In return, the Bolton authorities will accept a family from Liverpool.’

‘Displaced persons moving round in circles,’ I commented. ‘How sad.’

He patted me, made a tutting sound that was meant to be comforting. ‘Get out there and live. Take each day as it comes, remember my advice no matter how trite it sounds. There may be times when a day is too long, when you may have to get through the next few minutes, or the next couple of hours. You’re an attractive young woman with much to live for and—’

‘With a false tooth.’ I tried to make light of the situation.

‘A crown. And it matches in very well. Listen, when the adrenalin flows for no obvious reason, go into that panic happily, know that you are alive. You’ve been very insecure, but you do have insight into your own make-up, and that’s your strength. I can’t take you back in time. I can’t give you a loving mother and a father with a nine-to-five job. But I do hope I’ve managed to teach you how to believe in yourself.’

It was going to be a struggle. I had to pick up my boys, gather our belongings, go forward into a city I hardly knew, make a life for us and for a person who was not yet born. But I couldn’t stay, didn’t want to put my children through any pain. ‘His dad’s your dad’s brother and you’ve both got the same mother’, ‘Your dad’s in prison’, ‘Your dad got life for killing your brother’s dad’, and so on. They deserved better than that.

‘You’ll make it,’ he said softly.

‘I must. There’s no real choice, is there?’

I walked out of that home, stood at the gate until Anne came, listened to the world and knew how noisy it was, how peaceful life had been until this morning. Giving up could be easy, I thought. How simple life might have been had I stayed in the care of others. Meals prepared, dishes washed, clothes laid out each morning. For many weeks, I had made no decisions, taken no responsibility for my own existence.

Anne pulled up. ‘Climb in, you look lost.’ She bore his mark on her forehead, a thin line that was turning to silver.

I climbed in. ‘I am lost. And I’ll definitely be lost in Liverpool. They talk funny, you know. If I ask for directions, I’ll not understand the lingo. And my kids will grow up to be Scousers.’

She drove off, left tyre marks in her wake. ‘There’s nowt wrong wi’ Liverpool folk,’ she said mockingly. ‘It’s still a Lanky town, not foreign soil.’

‘They’ll call me a Woollyback,’ I said.

‘Sod them.’

‘They’re very quick-witted,’ I moaned.

‘Then give as good as you get, and give it before you get it.’

‘Eh?’

She turned slightly, allowing me another glimpse of the silver scar on her forehead. ‘You’re thick, Laura. You deserve to be called a Woollyback.’

I had thought that places such as this had been eradicated before the 1960s, yet I stood in a filthy room with boarded windows and ancient oilcloth sticking up in patches all over a stone floor. There was a living room and a kitchen at ground level and, so far, I hadn’t dared to look at the kitchen. I was trapped in a time warp, had somehow got stuck in the fourth dimension with gas mantles and a pulley line above a black iron range.

The kitchen – not much more than a scullery, really – was no better. A meatsafe hung open, its meshed door crippled due to a missing hinge. The unmistakeable perfume of boiled cabbage hung in the summer air, mingled listlessly with dust motes in shafts of light. Lead piping emerged from the outer wall, leaked where it joined a brass tap. Cold water only, it seemed. Beneath the tap sat a slopstone, just a shallow brown trough held up by two walls of pitted brick, no plug to the sink, no frills here. Oh heck. Was this to be the start of my new life, then?

Anne came in, muttered something about car springs and cobbles, froze like a statue when she saw the house. ‘Bloody hell’, she finally managed. ‘Well, you were only a stride from the pavement in Maybank Street, but at least there was electricity. What the hell do we do?’

I rolled up my sleeves, picked up mop and bucket. ‘Go and buy white paint and a small bag of coal. I’ll fill this copper and get moving. Have you any change for the meter?’

‘You’ll get moving?’ Her eyes were round as she stared at the ancient copper that perched to one side of the fireplace. ‘You’re not moving in here, Laura. Who the hell do they think we are?’ She marched into the kitchen, trotted back straight away, an expression of anger distorting her features. ‘Get back in the car. Do you realize that the only source of water is in that so-called kitchen? To make a bath, you’ll be carrying buckets through here, traipsing back and forth like a chain gang with only one member. You are not staying in a house without proper plumbing. Come on.’

‘No.’

‘Then I’ll go on my own.’

‘Where?’

She dragged a hand through her hair, dislodged most of the chic French plait. ‘To the housing, of course. They can’t put you here, not in a place like this. You’ve two children and another on the way. This is no place for a young family.’

I sat on an old orange box, folded my hands around my knees. ‘I never expected the Savoy, Anne. We’re here under sufferance, you know. Do you think that some displaced Liverpool family will be given a brand new council house in Breightmet, three bedrooms, bathroom, south-facing rear garden? Will they hell as like! Bolton Council has a list as long as the Nile, so whichever poor woman has gone to my town will be no better off than I am. We’re as good as homeless, Anne. I’m a misfit, a woman without a man, without a fixed abode and I’m a mother whose children have no father. This is the best I’ll get to begin with. After a while, I can start crying, plead overcrowding and move on.’

She stamped a foot, looked petulant and childish. ‘I wish you’d try, Laura. I wish you’d stir yourself and stand up for your rights, because—’

‘I’ve no rights, not in Liverpool.’

‘You’ve human rights, woman! You’ve a duty to those boys as well, a duty to find them some decent accommodation.’

‘Safety will do,’ I mumbled. ‘Safety is a luxury.’

She turned on her heel and stamped up the stairs. After she had made her noisy inspection of the first floor, she yelled down the stairway, ‘There’s not even a gas jet up here, no lighting at all.’

‘That’s why I need white paint,’ I shouted. ‘So that I can read down here under one of the mantles. I’ll get an oil lantern for upstairs.’ My words bounced off the walls, came back to me with their syllables hollowed out and lengthened. It was a hole, but I didn’t care. We could live here, the boys and I, could make our own amusements and mistakes.

Her face was covered in smudges when she reappeared. ‘Cobwebs everywhere. This house hasn’t been occupied for ages – the cabbage smell must come from next door. That’s another thing. What sort of neighbours are you going to have?’

I shrugged in a manner that was probably over-careless. ‘The same sort I’d have in a Bolton slum.’

But she would not be placated. ‘No self-respecting woman could live in such a dump. How can you think of setting up here? And why don’t you get that bloody mother of yours to part with the price of a little semi?’

‘Stop it, Anne. You know I won’t let her win. She owned me once, but never again.’

She came and stood next to me, one hand resting on my hair as she tried to persuade me. ‘There has to be an alternative. I can’t bear this, Laura.’ I heard what she said, remembered that she had uttered the same words when Solomon died. She couldn’t bear me to lose a pet I’d never really owned, couldn’t cope with the idea of me suffering.

‘Well, I can bear it, just as I bore it when Mr Evans’s Solomon died. I’m stronger than you think and I’m staying here. No-one will find me in Liverpool.’

The hand on my head stilled itself. ‘He’s in prison. Why the hell are you afraid of a man behind bars?’

‘He’ll get out. There’s nothing will hold a will as strong as his, nothing man-made, anyway.’

She walked to the grimy window where one small pane had managed to survive despite footballs and stones. ‘It’s a hell-hole,’ she insisted. ‘And look,’ she waved a hand towards the street. ‘Just yards away, new houses, flats, playgrounds. Yet they put you here.’

I didn’t mind. We could be safe in this place, secure, fresh and new. All I needed was white paint. ‘Go and buy gallons of white paint,’ I insisted. ‘Then, when my house is sold, we can get the electricity board in.’

She frowned, chewed her lip. ‘You can’t do that. You can’t improve the place – they’ll put your rent up. And how do you know whether there’s a main in the street? Don’t you need a big underground wire for electricity?’

I forced a grin. ‘Twenty-seven and six is what they want and twenty-seven and six is what they’ll get. And of course there’s a main – how do you think they managed to build flats in 1966 without mains electricity? I’ll just get myself tagged on at the end of their cable.’ I rummaged in my purse for coins, fed the meter, tested the nearest gas-jet. It spat, coughed, exploded, then sent a blue-centred flame towards the ceiling. ‘There,’ I said placidly. ‘All mod cons.’

‘You need a mantle,’ she grumbled.

‘I’ll get some.’

‘Where?’

‘At the mantle shop.’ I would never make her understand, not in a month of Easter Sundays. ‘Anne, get gone for the bloody paint. At this rate, we’ll be here till midnight. And I want to move the boys here next week, get them settled.’

She slammed out of the house, revved the engine to bursting point, shot off in a blaze of temper and oil fumes. Anne was a go-getter, a woman of great ambition, a woman of substance. She didn’t understand my attitude, could not make herself realize that my life’s ambition was simple. All I needed was to be away from two people, and one of those was my mother. There were worries in my head, of course, concerns about money, about keeping three children on an income that was non-existent. But I hadn’t shared my brainwave with Anne, hadn’t told her about the recipe.

I stood in the scullery, left the bucket to fill beneath a tap that seemed to have three speeds – drip, trickle and flood. I opted for trickle, then took the envelope from my pocket. They thanked me for my interest, advised me to read at least thirty True Heart romances. The ingredients were listed below this advice. I was to take two beautiful people, mix them with love and misunderstanding, lace the cocktail with some competition – an anti-hero, perhaps, then deliver both parties to the altar at the end of some 80,000 words. Well, I would have a go. Story-telling had been my forte and I would revive that small slumbering talent, try to make it pay. I lit a cigarette, despising the habit I had picked up while recuperating. It was the last in the packet, would be the last in my mouth. If I smoked, the new baby would be stunted and my boys might become bronchitic. Liza smoked and I thought I knew why. Nicotine alerts the brain, stops the boredom.

After tipping the water into the fireside copper, I started a fire by breaking up the orange box and using it for kindling. How many pages for 80,000 words, I wondered. And I’d need a typewriter, was glad I’d learned to type at McNally’s. A pawnshop might have a portable, then there’d be carbon paper, reams of foolscap or A4, a steady table and … no. I would think about all that some other time. Anne would be back in a minute, then we could carry that small bag of coal from boot to house. ‘No graphic sex, no swear words or blasphemy, no reference to politics or to religion. Our readers expect a well-told story with a happy ending.’ Well, OK. I must plumb the very depths of my soul, find a bit of romance somewhere. My heart lurched as I thought of Frank, who had been my one romantic interlude. For him, for his son and his nephew, I would become a writer. ‘I can do it, Frank,’ I whispered into the dusty air.

I walked to the back door, peered outside, saw the lavatory shed at the bottom of the yard. No, I wouldn’t look in there, not today. I could not take on an army of germs while planning to become a True Hearts writer. A few crumbs of slack coal were scattered about with some sticks of chopped-up furniture, so I scooped up my find on a handleless shovel, dumped the lot on the ailing fire. Anne was right, this was back-breaking labour, especially for one who expected another sort of labour in a few months.

Anne’s cheeks glowed with some emotion or other when she stepped into the front room. ‘Two quid a tin.’ She dumped the paint next to the gas meter. ‘I’ve seen this for one pound fifteen shillings at home. And they talk another language altogether, it’s like double flaming Dutch.’

‘They’re Scousers, a very clever and amusing breed.’

‘Oh, I’m sure. I’m sure they’re very funny once you get through the language barrier. I’d have done better in downtown Calcutta.’ She inhaled a few times, cursed the smell of filth, brought in the coal. ‘Actually, they were quite helpful. They said something about Liverpool Council planning to pull these houses down in a few years. But for now, they’re being let to down-and-outs.’

I decided to take no notice, got busy with tepid water and cloths. She opened the stairway door, sat for a while at the bottom of the flight, then picked up a sponge and started at the other side of the room. Inevitably, our paths crossed under the window. ‘You’re a damned fool,’ she said.

I giggled, pushed the hair from my eyes. ‘I know, but I’m lovable with it.’


Chapter Ten

The Hourigan Farm,

Near Celbridge,

County Kildare,

Eire.

May 12th 1966

Dear Laura,

I don’t know where you are, so I’m sending this via Anne. I am so sorry for what happened, I should never have left you. It even got into the papers over here, which is why I understand your need for a new start. I have spoken to Anne on the telephone, but she will not give out your address, even to me, without your permission. I agree with her wholeheartedly in this matter, though I am hoping that you will begin writing to me very soon. Please try to keep the hatred for Tommo out of your heart. Apart from it being a sin, it’s also very exhausting and time-wasting.

Have you room for me wherever you are? Just keep the bed aired, because I’ll be a while. My father has taken to drink since my mother took to her bed. He is all the while over to an inn on the Dublin Road and different fellows bring him home every few days. If I’m not careful, the dowry will be used up before I get back to England, as the farm has gone down with neglect. It is a terrible shame for my father, who is a good man, because he scarcely took a drop till Mammy was ill. He cannot bear the thought of life without her, so he is burying himself in whiskey, poor soul.

Eugene has four children now and he doesn’t enjoy being a daddy. I think he wishes he had stuck to his cassock, because a priest’s life would have been easier. They quarrel a lot, all of them, so it’s very noisy when they visit.

Mammy is really ill this time, though the famous cough medicine does take the edge off her pain. There is no hope for her, but she is happy to leave this life, since all her children have been such a bitter disappointment. I’ve five brothers, none of them priests, then my two sisters are married and living in Birmingham. I am the worst of the failures, as I took the veil then ripped it off. She accuses me with her eyes, but voices few opinions these days. Like I said to you all those years ago, life is not about pleasing parents, so I do not feel too guilty.

Laura, please write to me sometimes. I know it must be hard for you to find the time, but I would love to hear from my dearest friend, even if you scribble just a few words on a postcard. I am praying for you every night, so make sure you pray for me.

I was with Tommy-gun when she died peacefully some weeks ago. I visited her while a nurse stayed with Mammy, and Tommy asked about you, but I did not tell her about the piece in the paper. She remembers you as a dear little girl with a terrible loneliness in your face. The funeral was well attended – Agatha came over from England and the church was filled to bursting by Irish nuns and relations of the lovely lady. Now, she was a real nun, because she simply believed and made believing an act of will. Whereas I always asked too many questions, so I finished up sitting here in a draughty kitchen with my mother upstairs waiting for the end, my father down the road drinking himself senseless.

I will be back, Laura, that’s a threat. There’s something I want to do over in England, but I’ll need a barrel of cash to fund it. Still, if it’s God’s will as well as mine, then it will happen.

My fondest love to you, also to Gerald and Edward.

Your friend and sister, Confetti-Goretti.

I placed the letter on the white tablecloth in my white room, picked up my pen, wrote a reply. We had been here for three weeks now, and the boys had settled reasonably well. Yet I was lonely, felt almost as isolated as I had as a child. The shopkeepers were pleasant and helpful, but I had met few other people until today. Today, the house next door had spat out one set of tenants and taken in another family. Two of the children had spoken to me, so I allowed myself to hope for contact from an adult neighbour. I finished the letter, wrote two pages of my embryonic True Hearts romance, made use of the remaining daylight.

When dusk fell, I went into the yard and listened. It had been an interesting and very noisy day so far, and I wasn’t convinced that the excitement was over. A tousle-haired child stared at me, head and neck completely visible above the dividing wall. No child of that age could possibly have legs of such length. ‘What are you standing on?’ I asked.

‘A bucky.’ The locals often left the t off the end of a word. And it must have been one huge bucket. I reached up on tiptoe, peered over the wall, saw that the child was on an upturned dolly-tub.

I studied the dirt-streaked face. ‘Where’s your mother?’

It waved a hand towards the house. ‘She’s lookin’ fer nits. I don’t like it when she looks fer nits. Can I cum in your ’ouse?’

‘I don’t: think so.’

A small, agile woman leapt through the doorway, pounced on the child. ‘Get over here, this minute if not sooner,’ she said, the tone strident and determined. ‘I’ve got to do your head.’

‘I told yer,’ announced the child, directing this accusatory remark at me. ‘She scrapes me ’ead. I ’aven’t got no nits.’

The mother bared her incisors at me. She was tiny, and her hair was bleached not quite to the roots. These were dark brown, almost black, and the lank blonde strands were as lifeless as cotton wool. ‘Hello,’ she said, her accent less pronounced than the child’s. ‘I’m Liddy. Liddy Mansell.’

‘Laura Thompson.’

‘I got moved here today. They put all the social problems in this street. That’s what they call us, social problems. Have you seen any more of these?’ She pointed to the child. ‘Only I’ve six, so they take some keeping up with.’

‘I’ve seen just this one. Oh, I talked to a couple earlier on, but I don’t know where they are now.’

‘Halfway to bloody Manchester, I shouldn’t wonder.’ She dragged the infant down from its perch, pulled a fine-toothed comb through the mousy mop, scrutinized the remaining teeth on the worn plastic weapon. ‘That’s you off the list till next week, then. Where’s the rest of the kids?’

The small body held back the tears, wriggled, escaped, fled into the house. ‘They’ve no patience with nit-combs,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Where are you from?’

‘Bolton. And you?’

‘Halewood. Some buggers down there didn’t like the cut of my jib, so I’ve been shifted. They’ve moved me away from my man, that’s what they’ve done. How can I take this lot down to Halewood, eh? Well, he’ll just have to come here, that’s all.’

This was beyond my comprehension. If Liddy had a loving husband, then why had she been sent to Seaforth without him? ‘They don’t usually split families,’ I ventured.

She stared at me, seemed to be trying to assess my worth. A loud sigh escaped from the small body, seeming to leave her even tinier. ‘He’s their dad, but we’re not married. See.’ She approached me, climbed onto the tub, made it possible for me to flatten my feet, which were aching after being on tip-toe for so long. ‘See, he’s a lodger and I’m not.’

She was not getting through. ‘Oh,’ I answered hopefully.

She glanced over both shoulders, then looked straight ahead, as if she could see right through me. ‘I’m a Catholic.’

‘Ah.’ A dim light dawned. ‘He’s Orange Lodge?’

‘Well, he’s from a lodge family. His ma hates Catholics. So we can’t get wed till she’s dead, because if we did get wed, it would kill her.’

I held back a flippant remark about two birds and one stone, waited for her to continue.

‘Any road, we had all these kids, me and Jimmy. Now, his old girl has had the whole lot of them round to visit her every Sunday, but she’ll not let me past the front gate. It’s like they’ve all been conjured up or born through some immaculate conception thing, because they’re not allowed to have a mother. Truth is, I was quite happy to carry on and wait till she was dead, just have Jimmy on a part-time basis. But’ – again she looked over her shoulder – ‘then I got trouble from the other side as well.’

‘Really?’

She nodded, gave me a better view of the dark roots. ‘The Catholics. They started sending the priest round. Now, I can’t be doing with priests. They walk in your house without knocking and start a conversation about the price of fish, but they always finish up wanting donations for the church fund and a list of your sins. Well, my sins were usually crawling all over the floor and swinging from the priest’s clothes, so I didn’t need confession. Anyway, I took no notice. Till the windows got broke. They didn’t like me going with a Protestant, and they didn’t like me being loose. So they broke me windows.’

Somehow, I knew just by looking at Liddy Mansell that the broken windows were not the end of the story. At 5 feet and very few inches, she was not one to back down. ‘What happened then?’

‘I belted three or four faces. Might have been half a dozen, I can’t remember. I’m bound over to keep the peace, so they shoved me here, right at the other end of bloody Liverpool. This must be the corporation’s idea of birth control.’

I liked her right from the start. Within ten minutes, she was sitting in my front room, dipping what she referred to as a suggestive biscuit into a mug of tea. ‘Well?’ she asked after sweeping the crumbs from her chest. ‘What have you done to finish up here?’ She jumped up, pinned an ear to the party wall, hammered with her fist. ‘Mary? Stop that lot bloody wingeing, will you? We’re trying to have a conflagration in here.’ She marched back to the chair, winked at me. ‘It’s all right, I say the wrong words on purpose. Or on purple, as my Jimmy calls it. You haven’t answered my question.’

There was no sense of throwing caution to the winds, because I had seen right away that Liddy Mansell was a salt-of-the-earth type of person, too straight for her own good, a pure moralist whose morals would never stand up in the eyes of those Christians whose sight was diminished by dogma. She was ‘loose’ with her favours, loyal to her man, a woman whose ascent into the heavenly firmament would be heralded by a guard of honour comprised of all God’s angels. Liddy was simply good. So I told her.

The little jaw dropped during the tale, hung slack for a few seconds after I’d finished relating the condensed version. She pulled herself together, dug with a spoon for the dregs of biscuit in the base of her mug, ran the other hand through the bleach-murdered hair. ‘It was even in the Echo,’ she said. ‘And the Daily Mirror. You could write all that down and flog it, it’s better than Peyton bloody Place.’ She licked the soggy crumbs out of the spoon.

I smiled at the idea. ‘No, I’m sticking to the True Hearts.’ I told her of my plan, of the painstaking labour I had undertaken. ‘It’s all in longhand.’

‘Jimmy’ll get you a typewriter,’ she volunteered generously. ‘He can get most things, working on the docks.’

‘A typewriter on the docks?’

‘Well, there’s offices, queen. Or he might get his hands on something he could swap for a typewriter.’ The little chest swelled with pride. ‘He can get you an elephant if you want one.’

‘No thanks. The yard’s not big enough.’ It was amazing how quickly she had absorbed and dismissed my lurid story. It occurred to me that Liddy Mansell was all but beyond shock, that she must have seen a great deal of life before I came along. ‘Would I be receiving stolen goods?’ I asked.

‘Yes. Why, does it bother you?’

I thought about this for a few seconds, recalled the occasion when, as a schoolgirl, I’d been accused of stealing a missal. Things were different now, harder. I had entered an area where survival would be confined to the fittest, and I had every intention of keeping my family fit. ‘I think not. You see, Liddy, I’ve not much money. If my children are ever threatened with starvation, I’ll go shoplifting. So it’s all the same, isn’t it? If I make money, I’ll give some of it to charity.’

She nodded enthusiastically. ‘You’re honest, girl, I’ll say that for you. I mean, you talk a bit posh like, but you know which end’s which. We just have to get through life without making a lot of folk suffer. And if we’re honest about it, we’re all dishonest. See, I’m honest enough to tell you that I tell lies. I’ve had to tell lies to cover my back and stick hold of my children. Same as you say, you pinch from them what can afford it, and you give to them what’s in need. And Robin Hooding should start in your own house.’

The door flew open and I worried fleetingly about the boys being disturbed. A female child stood on my step, her face set in a smile that was almost disarming. ‘They won’t go to bed. ’Ello, missus.’ She dashed in, picked up a digestive, crammed most of it into her mouth.

‘No manners,’ Liddy said. ‘It’s with having no full-time dad. They’ll get manners once old Mrs Hurst passes on, because Jimmy doesn’t like rudeness.’ She grabbed the girl and pulled her down onto the chair arm. ‘This is Mary,’ she announced. ‘She’s the eldest. There’s five more if only I could find them. Mary, tell Auntie Laura about your dad.’

Mary grinned again. Her adult incisors bore scars from some disaster or other, were chipped too short for her words to be completely clear. ‘’E’s dead big, built like a sh … like a lavatory shed. An’ ’e’s got blue eyes an’ black ’air an’ ’e plays the melodeon. An’ I luv ’im.’

Liddy beamed. ‘Best man in Liverpool, is my Jimmy. We’re going to have a great big wedding when his mother pops her clogs, and all the kids will be bridesmaids and pages. Mind you, if the owld girl doesn’t get a move on, her grandkids’ll be wed before we are. She’s one of them that’ll live for ever, straight through her century and into the next. I’ll be grey before she shows signs of bad health. Never catches cold, never ails a day. Even the bloody germs are frightened of her.’

When they had left, I felt warmer and happier for having made their acquaintance. It occurred to me that neighbours were more important than family, because they were geographically closer, easier to reach. And party walls were no prison while a woman like Liddy sat on the other side. I stood on my front doorstep, wondered how many women had stood there over the years. The slab had a dip in the middle where generations had worn away the stone. Did they stand here in their clogs and shawls while their men fought for work on the docks? Did they scurry to the shelters when the Luftwaffe vomited its cargo on this beautiful city?

The view from the house was a new one, was filled by large concrete flats that towered into the sky. Some council houses were almost finished, tarpaulins flapping over beams that waited for tiles. There was a bit of grass across the way, some swings and a slide to occupy the children. I liked it, liked the shops, the streets, the people. There was something about Liverpool, a quality I could not quite name. It was to do with friendliness, yet it was more than that. It was almost a welcome, as if this seaport still opened its arms to all newcomers. During my excursions to the shops, I had heard Irish voices, Scottish accents, a variety of Lancashire dialects. It was a meeting place, a city where a foreigner could come, lay down his head and be at home. And a part of me knew that while I might long for my own folk and for the moorlands, I would never drag myself from Liverpool, not completely.

I closed my door and I was at home.

Loving Liverpool is easy. By the time I had plucked up the courage to venture into what the locals called ‘town’, I had mastered the language, could cope in any crisis.

There are many bad moments in a young mother’s life, and one of the worst is met when two children are dragged through a city, one on reins, the other in a pushchair. But when I asked, doors were opened, when I looked harassed, there was always someone to take Gerald’s straps or Edward’s pram. I was received with more kindness than I had ever encountered before, and we wandered round Lewis’s, Lee’s, Marks & Spencer, took our time, made our purchases. The attitude to children was almost continental, because we were accepted and helped all the way. Yes, loving Liverpool is not difficult.

We sauntered down to the Pier Head while we waited for transport, watched the gulls swooping, counted pigeons as they strutted with out-thrust chests all over the pavement. Gerald was excited by the water, wanted to stay for ever. Even Edward forgot to moan, concentrated instead on the river and the birds, especially the two stone giants that overlooked the water. ‘Liver birds,’ I said. ‘Liber birds,’ repeated my younger child.

Our return journey took a different route, brought us parallel with the dock road. Through gaps in buildings, we glimpsed ships and cranes, saw a ferry loading for a trip across to Ireland. I thought briefly of Confetti, hoped that her parents were feeling better. There was an excitement in me, because I had finally found my own feet, my own place. I still longed for Frank, but if I couldn’t have him, then I would rather be without him in Seaforth.

We showed our purchases to Liddy and company, took tea and Ribena at her cluttered hearth, discussed the possibility of becoming electrified. Of course, Jimmy knew somebody, but a new mains connection would need to be done by the book.

Liddy went into her scullery, came back with a large cardboard box. ‘It’s your typewriter,’ she said happily. ‘And some paper and carbon and white ink for your mistakes.’

I opened it, looked down with eyes that were misted with gratitude. ‘Thank him, Liddy,’ was all I managed. It was almost new, a little portable in a brown leatherette case.

‘Just don’t ask where it came from. We never ask where things come from, do we, kids?’

They chorused their ‘no’, carried on playing with Gerald’s new Lego.

Six weeks later, I sent off my first True Hearts romance. It came back very quickly with a note attached. They had found it interesting but unsuitable, invited me to try again. I looked at my rejected paper offspring, felt like a mother whose child is unfairly accused of some terrible crime. Oh, I couldn’t go through all that again, couldn’t sit and worry about Reginald and Lucy finding passion, losing it, rediscovering it on page 204. The books were so simple to read, so difficult to write. I had often mocked the authors of such small, thin books, but now I realized how skilful they were, how attentive to detail. There was nothing else for it. I must do it all again, because I would soon have yet another mouth to feed, and my savings were dwindling fast.

My daughter was born in October 1966, came screaming into the world on a tatty hearth-rug in front of a roaring coal fire. I had scarcely felt a twinge when the waters broke, was pushing down within seconds of this first warning. Gerald, who was quite the little man of the house, ran next door for Liddy. She shoved both my children into her house, left them in Mary’s dubious care, returned in time to welcome the new arrival.

‘Well, I’ve heard of special delivery, but this is a flaming miracle,’ she declared as she washed the yelling infant. ‘Keep pushing,’ she barked at me. ‘You’ve got to give me a clean afterbirth, or you’ll be in the hospital come midnight.’

I pushed, delivered, was cleaned and cosseted by a woman whose life skills were truly amazing. ‘This calls for a celebration,’ she said when the baby had quietened. ‘I’ll send our Mary with a jug. Do you want black or bitter?’

I lay back on my pillow, which was really an old tapestry cushion, considered various names. ‘I’ll call her Joan, I think. They can’t do a lot with a short name, can they? Poor Gerald will get Gerry, and Edward will be reduced to Eddie. So I’ll plump for Joan and a bottle of lemonade.’

She left me alone with my daughter. Gingerly, I eased my aching bones onto the sofa, picked up the scrap of new life, counted her fingers and toes before wrapping her once more in Liddy’s best towel. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, and she was not the child I had expected. I was blonde, the father’s hair was a golden ginger, yet I had just delivered a child with violet eyes and long black tresses that looked ample enough to be plaited. She smiled at me, grinned in a way that could not possibly be connected with wind. My Joan was born old, knew straight away who she was, who I was, where she fitted in the scheme of things. When people discuss reincarnation, I always remember that knowing look, the wisdom etched deep into crumpled features.

We drank, interviewed the family doctor who had come to assess the health of mother and baby, then we watched with baited breath while Joan’s reflexes were tested. ‘She’s fine,’ he said as he put away the stethoscope.

‘Course she is,’ snapped my feisty neighbour. ‘She bred her and I delivered her. No rubbish round here.’

He walked round my little home, wrote some notes on a card, declared his intention to have the house upgraded. ‘You need light and warmth with children. These houses can get damp at this time of year.’

I eyed him warily. ‘They’ll only put the rent up.’

Liddy agreed. ‘We’ll manage as we are. Twenty-seven and six takes some finding.’

The man smiled, pulled on his overcoat. ‘They’ve two choices here, girls. They can pull this lot down and rehouse you, or they can update the terrace and stick in a few mod cons. Don’t worry.’ He pulled a scarf from a pocket, wound it round his neck. ‘Your rents won’t go through the roof.’ He left us to our own devices.

Liddy looked glum. ‘I had Jimmy round the corner, two lavvies, a proper bathroom and a big kitchen. And I lost my temper and lost the lot.’

I laughed at her. ‘Keep smiling, Liddy. Something tells me that you’ll win through in the end.’

She swallowed half a pint of stout. ‘Tell you what, queen. If I don’t bloody win, them Liver birds’ll topple off their perch.’

I didn’t doubt that, not for a minute.

We had our second good Christmas. In spite of the three children, I had rescued Reginald and Lucy from the rubbish bin, had tidied them up to a point where the publisher had paid me £200. The cheque sat on my Utility sideboard for three days, because I didn’t want to part with it. I was Georgina Dawn and I was getting paid for being schizophrenic. Existing as two people is not the easiest of things, so I was Laura during the days, Georgina in the evenings. Georgina worked hard on her proofreading, but she did have the benefit of electric lighting. Laura struggled through the days, entertained and pacified three children, washed, shopped, cooked, cleaned, ironed.

For Christmas, I bought an electric cooker. Eleven of us, plus one baby, crowded into the scullery, all ooh-ing and ah-ing at the sight of so much luxury. ‘I’ve had a gas one,’ said Liddy. ‘But never the electric sort.’

Jimmy ran a huge finger across the pristine hob. ‘It’s very nice, Laura.’ He was the loveliest man I had ever met – except for my father and Frank, of course. There was so much of him that he almost filled the tiny scullery, leaving the rest of us to gather together in a clutch of arms, legs and squashed bodies. ‘You can do a turkey in it. I’ll get you a grand bird, then you can cook dinner for my kids as well.’ He would be cooking for his mother, eating with his mother. Yet even though he was so much under the dragon’s thumb – it was Liddy, of course, who had christened her not-quite-mother-in-law – he remained very much a man. ‘I’ll be down in the afternoon to see you all,’ he said.

I’ve never forgotten that Christmas. We all had presents from Jimmy, and we had made or bought gifts for one another. There’s something about a place that’s too small, a very special aura that brings out unexpected qualities in people. As we fell over one another, I realized why Westminster had never been modernized. Those small crowded chambers brought together people whose views were so opposed whereas a larger space might have absorbed some of the quarrelling, thereby rendering the arguments tepid and meaningless. When crammed together, folk are forced to get on with the business in hand, and our business was enjoyment.

We all had to do a turn when Jimmy came. He presided, acted as Master of Ceremonies, sitting on the stairs between introductions. Peter and Paul and Mark did the Beatles minus one, Gerald laughed his way through ‘I Know an Old Woman who Swallowed a Fly’, Mary sang ‘Silent Night’ in a sweet, reedlike voice. But Jimmy and Liddy stole the show, got up after Edward’s ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’, delivered several duets. I had not expected ‘Greensleeves’ and ‘Early One Morning’, not from such life-toughened people. The harmonizing was perfect, needed no accompaniment. This pair kept together in more ways than one.

I think they expected something wonderful from me, because I was thought to be artistic. But they received ‘Albert and the Lion’ very well, though they must have heard it a million times before.

We had crackers and funny hats, mince pies and cream, carols under my plastic tree. Everyone looked at my cards from Anne, from Uncle Freddie and Auntie Maisie, from Goretti-Confetti and Colin Thompson. I explained the ex-nun’s name, told the story of the little Italian saint who was my friend’s namesake. Then Mary asked about two other cards, items that I had relegated to the dustbin. Liddy distracted her daughter, drew the fire away from me. One of those cards had been sent by my mother, and the second had arrived via McNally’s. It was from Tommo, who wished me and Gerald a happy Christmas.

Joan was passed from child to child with a level of expertise that was remarkable. At just over two months of age, she was a student of the human animal, always keeping her eyes fixed on somebody, as if she were collecting data to be used at some time in the future. When I looked at her, I knew I was a mother. My feelings for the boys, too, had blossomed with the birth of my daughter, though I’ve always credited Liddy for my new attitude. Being near a woman like Liddy opened me up, helped me to embrace my children. She lived hand to mouth, day to day, yet she was a mother through and through, a fiercely protective female who guarded those cubs with her life. All the flippancy, all the ‘I don’t know where the bloody hell they’ve got to’, hid a heart made of something far rarer than gold.

When our Christmas was almost over, Liddy took her brood next door, and I put my three to bed while Jimmy washed mountains of dishes that had been gathered together from both houses. Then he sat with me, feet on my fender, eyelids drooping with a satisfied exhaustion. ‘I knew she’d be upset when it finally happened,’ he said out of the blue.

‘I beg your pardon, Jimmy?’

He tilted his head to one side, rested against the chair’s high back. ‘Mam’s got cancer, so my girl’s upset.’

It was so sweet, the way he called Liddy ‘my girl’, because Liddy was thirty-five if a day. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and I was.

He nodded. ‘Well, we’ve waited to get married, me and Liddy. Liddy’s been so good, stopping on her own all the while and putting up with all my kids. People think I’m soft for staying with my mother, but she’d nobody else. And she can’t be doing with Catholics.’

I gazed into the fire. ‘Why didn’t you say something earlier?’

His eyes opened wide. ‘What? And spoil the kids’ Christmas?’

For me, that last sentence summed up Liddy and Jimmy, embraced the Liverpool I was learning to love. People here were tough, warm, sensitive, aggressive. The large man snoozed in the chair, waited for his lover to summon him to say six goodnights in the crowded bedroom where his children slept. Jimmy had struggled on Christmas Eve, had made his dogged way from Liverpool centre to Seaforth, had borne the weight of a 16 pound turkey and presents for everyone. He had laughed, played games, had sung like an angel. And all the time, he had worried about a nasty old woman whose life was drifting to a close. Occasionally, I liked a person so much that I came near to tears. But I breathed them in, smiled at my companion, stayed silent while he enjoyed the rest of a just man.

She stepped out of the car, a coat of grey wool wrapped close to her body, as if she were afraid of touching anything in this mean and dirty street. So, here came my nasty old woman, though she looked younger than I felt. At fifty-six, Liza McNally had the legs of a dancer, the body of a teenager, the face of a Madonna. It was only when she came close that the meanness showed, two lines between the eyebrows, a slight downturn of the painted mouth, some creases in an upper lip that had sucked for forty years on tubes of tobacco.

The vehicle was a Jaguar, an elongated item with a fierce-looking bonnet and large headlights. It suited Mother, because it stared at me, seemed to accuse all who stood in its path. ‘Hello, Laura,’ she purred. Yes, she was in the right car, because that purred too until the man at the wheel stopped the engine. ‘I hear you’ve had a daughter.’

I hadn’t expected her, was preparing to go next door for my Boxing Day meal. ‘Yes,’ I replied feebly. ‘Do you want to see her?’

‘Of course.’

She stepped into my shabby little home, and I was glad that I’d cleaned up the mess that had sat here through Christmas night, bits of cracker, crumbs, torn party hats and strands of tinsel. Then she did yet one more unforgivable thing. Although my home was small and old, I kept it clean, was forever polishing and dusting and sweeping the carpets. But Mother was not satisfied with my standard of housekeeping, because she flicked a handkerchief over a dining chair before daring to seat herself.

‘The room is clean,’ I said.

‘Well, I’m sure you do your best.’ Her accent was still stuck somewhere between the Queen’s English and the fish market in Bolton. ‘Hello, Gerald. And hello, Edward.’

They looked at her, glanced at me, questions on their shiny clean faces.

‘Where is she?’

‘Upstairs. I’ll go and fetch her.’ As I ascended the flight, I heard her speaking to my sons. ‘You may visit me any time you like. Perhaps you will all come to stay with me one day. Gerald, don’t pick your nose. Edward, come here and I’ll wipe that little mark off your cheek.’

There were times when I couldn’t remember why I disliked my mother, occasions when I really believed that I was being unreasonable where she was concerned. Yet here she was in my house, where she had spoken no more than a few dozen words, and my hands were itching, as if they wanted to attach themselves to her throat.

I came down with my daughter. ‘This is Joan.’

Mother smiled, rose from her seat, scrutinized my baby’s features. ‘Are you sure you got the right one? She’s so dark.’

I nodded. ‘Oh yes. I gave birth here in front of my own fire. So I won’t be telling her that there was a mix-up.’

She coloured slightly, must have heard an echo from years ago – ‘There’s been a mistake, John. This is not my child.’

I sat down, perched Joan on my knee while Mother hung over us. ‘She’s very beautiful. How can you give such a plain name to such an adorable child?’

‘I like the name.’

She simpered, tickled Joan under her chin. ‘May I hold her?’

I sat there and studied my mother, remembered her hands on my forearms, felt the pain when she squeezed me too tightly. Lights danced before my eyes as she beat my skull, and the roots of my hair tingled, as if she had pulled my plaits again. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You may not hold her.’

Tension crackled in the small room, seemed to bounce off the walls like the winter sun, whose over-bright rays were licking the bright, white paint. ‘Why do you hate me?’ she asked coldly.

‘I don’t know.’

She sank onto the sagging sofa, placed her bag on the floor, took a handkerchief from her pocket and blew her nose. I wanted to remind her that she had used this same item as a duster just moments earlier, but instead, I turned to my sons. ‘Gerald, take Edward next door, tell Auntie Liddy I won’t be long.’

When the boys were gone, I addressed the woman who had asked me a question to which I would never have an answer. ‘There’s no love between us, Mother, so I can’t understand why you’ve bothered to come.’

‘You’re my daughter.’

‘When it pleases you, yes. As a child, I wouldn’t have known who I was except that my father reassured me every time you turned on me.’

She twisted round and took in the size of my new life. ‘You can’t stay here. It is absolutely ridiculous to think that a daughter of mine is living in such conditions. You must come home. I shall buy you a house, and I won’t interfere.’

I waited until her head had stopped its journey round my living room. ‘I can’t live in Bolton. You know who Edward’s father was, and I’m sure that you don’t want the disgrace of having us living near you. After all, your son-in-law is in prison, isn’t he? By the way, my divorce has come through.’

‘The children,’ she wailed. ‘They deserve better, they need—’

‘I needed.’ My voice was loud, too loud for the festive season. It was no use, anyway. There was no point in self-pity, no point in whipping her for the sins she refused to remember. ‘Look. Two of my children are the result of rape. My middle child is illegitimate. I’m not fit company for a woman of substance, Mother.’

‘But—’

‘I don’t want them living in Bolton, where people remember Tommo and Frank. And that’s all there is to the matter.’

She inhaled deeply. ‘May I smoke?’

‘No. White paint soon shows the nicotine.’

She jumped up, agitated without her fix. Deprived of cigarettes, she was like a cat on hot bricks. Her face was fixed to the window when she spoke again. ‘This is an awful place. Look at those terrible flats, those nasty little council houses.’ She swivelled, fixed her gaze on me. ‘If you insist, I’ll buy you a house here, in a better part of Liverpool. Are there any decent areas in this awful city?’

I was hardly a Liverpudlian, but I was immediately on my mettle. This was my place, and I didn’t like destructive criticism, especially from a woman whose every word seemed to be trimmed with sarcasm. ‘You don’t know the first thing about Liverpool.’

She sighed dramatically. ‘Noisy people, I should imagine. They would need to be loud to produce these so-called groups. Beatles, Pacemakers – wherever do they get such names?’

‘Go home,’ I said quietly. ‘Go home and leave me in peace. All I want from you, Mother, is silence.’

The door opened and Liddy’s small face peeped in. ‘Are you coming, Laura? Only I’ve sliced the ham and opened five tins of new spuds – good ones – they used to be Jerseys when they were alive. Hello,’ she said to the stranger. ‘Are you Laura’s mam?’

‘Yes.’ The lip was curled so slightly that Liddy might not have noticed. But I saw the contempt, the false superiority that was enjoyed by the small-minded creature who had birthed me.

I rose, clutched Joan to my chest. ‘This is Liddy Mansell, my next-door neighbour. She acted as midwife when Joan was born and we have become close friends.’

Liddy grinned. ‘You’ve got to be friends living so close to one another.’ She nodded her tiny head, awarded Mother a good view of the dark roots. She was dressed for the festivities in a short blue skirt and a crocheted blouse that showed bra straps and several inches of bare stomach through the very open pattern. The shoes were white, with very tall heels that were scuffed, and Liddy’s make-up was as colourful as the baubles on my tree. ‘You’ve a look of your mam,’ she said to me.

‘We’re late,’ I told my mother.

She followed Liddy and me out of the house, signalled to the chauffeur. He got out of the car, opened the lid of the boot and lifted out some parcels. ‘Christmas presents for the children,’ she said to me.

I smiled at the man, recognized him. He was the fellow who had refused to allow me near my father’s factory. ‘Put them inside the house,’ I ordered the red-faced driver.

Liddy stepped through her front door, tottering on the stilt-like shoes. I turned to follow her, flinched as a hand reached out and stayed my progress. ‘Laura, you don’t belong with these people.’

I faltered, raised my chin and cast a last remark over my shoulder. ‘No, you are the one who doesn’t belong.’

And as I sat through the meal, I tried to think of a place where my mother might fit in. Apart from hell, I came up with no ideas.


Chapter Eleven

We had five good Christmases in Seaforth. By 1971, I was no longer a full-time mother, as the education system had finally managed to absorb all three of my offspring. But Liddy, rampant as ever, had got herself pregnant for what she declared was the ‘abso-bloody-lutely’ last time. ‘He’s only got to look at me. He’s only got to stand there in George Henry Lee’s – we don’t even need to be in the bedding department. I can’t work out how it’s happened this time, ’cos we don’t get many chances, like. We’ve three in the back bedroom, two on settees in the downstairs – there’s only our Mary what’s left home, and she keeps turning up like a bad half-crown and—’

‘Twelve and a half pence, Liddy.’

She bridled. ‘Listen, they can say what they want, but I’m taking no notice. Mind you, have you seen what they’re doing? Something that used to be three bob’s shot up to nearly thirty of them new pences. They’ve just moved what Jimmy calls the decimated point.’

I worked out that she meant decimal, sat perfectly still while she continued. Music hall had not passed on in Wordsworth Street, Seaforth, not while Liddy continued to strut the boards. Or the flags, if we were downstairs.

‘And she’s lingering, isn’t she? Not that I wish her any harm, but she was supposed to be dead at least four years ago. Hanging on with the splinters on her broomstick, she is, always has a gob on her like something out of a nightmare. I’ve not seen her for years, but she won’t have improved. Jimmy’s running two homes, you know.’ Her face softened. ‘He’s a good lad, is Jimmy. The old girl’s got to have a colostomy next, and he’s worried sick. And so am I. They’ll not let me stop here, Laura. It was bad enough when our Mary was with us, the housing trying to put me in one of them cardboard boxes.’ She waved a hand towards my front door, indicating that she was referring to Seaforth’s latest housing developments. ‘Open the oven door in one of them jerry-built shacks, and you’ll be dipping your bread in next door’s beef gravy. There’s no privacy.’

‘You think they’ll move you when the baby arrives?’

She glared down at her bulging belly. ‘What colour are my shoes? Do they match?’

‘Yes.’

She fell into a chair, puffed and panted as her belly rose, round and huge in front of the tiny frame. ‘I don’t want to leave you. You’re my best mate, like. And it’s private here, what with you on one side and owld Charlie on the other. He suits me, does Charlie, deaf as a post and easygoing.’ She shifted uncomfortably, tried to find her ever-changing centre of gravity. ‘We’ll be needing a crane to get me out of this chair.’

I handed her a cup of tea, gave her a paper napkin so that she could balance the cup on her bulge without scalding the skin. ‘Drink that and stop worrying.’

She grinned. ‘How’s your mam?’

‘Dying. That’s the fifth time in about eighteen months. I think she’s been reading about the liver this time. Or it might be the kidneys – my cousin Anne gets mixed up with all these different diagnoses. When Mother finally decides to fix herself on leprosy, I’ll be able to get her put away.’ My lovely Uncle Freddie had died during the previous year, had slipped away during sleep. At his funeral, I was accosted by my mother. ‘See? He died a healthy man. It’ll be my turn next, but will you come home? Oh no, you’re too busy entertaining your low-life friends. If Freddie can go out like a light, then so can I. My body is a mystery to medical science. There’s so much wrong that it’s a miracle when I wake up in the mornings.’

Liddy was staring at me. ‘Do you think he’ll be getting out soon? I mean, life doesn’t mean life, not really.’

For most of the time, I tried not to think about this, was driven now to answer. ‘According to Anne, he hasn’t behaved himself. So he’ll not be coming to torment me yet.’

‘But what about when he—’

‘Liddy, don’t. As far as we can work out, he has no idea where I am. Unless my mother has furnished him with the information, of course. But he gets no visitors except for his own mother – his father disappeared from the scene ages ago. Mr Thompson’s Christmas cards have come through Anne, and the stamps were franked all over the country. And Mrs Thompson won’t know where we are.’

‘Unless your mam … Never mind. Once Jimmy comes to live with me, you’ll be frightened of nothing.’

When Liddy had gone home to do battle with her youngsters, I set about preparing a meal for my own three. They were fairly good kids. I had been lucky so far, was blessed with two children who created few waves, who seldom needed admonishment. Edward was the exception, but even he was not outright naughty.

Jodie came home first. Despite my intention to furnish my daughter with a plain and sensible name, the ‘Joan’ had been corrupted years earlier. I had made up a silly little song, ‘Joanie, rag and boney’, and she had started to join in when I sang it. A head cold had reduced her ns to ds, and she had insisted on calling herself Jodie from the age of two. So here she stood, a beautiful ruffian, the jewel-like eyes sparkling after a day at her books. She was advanced, they said at school. At the grand old age of five years, she had already stated her intention to be a doctor, ‘or a nurse if I can’t get to uni-vest-ity’. She flung off the winter coat, prised off the boots, grabbed a biscuit from the tin. ‘Mam, have you sold another book?’

‘Yes, but not for a lot of money. And it’ll be Christmas in a few weeks, you know.’

She nodded, crunched the biscuit in time with the movement. ‘Only we’re doing parcels at school, you see, for old people with no dinner on Christmas Day.’ She finished the biscuit and arranged her face in a fair imitation of an impish angel. ‘I told our teacher that you are a very kind person, Mam. I said we’d give four frozen chickens and four Christmas puds.’

Jodie was always generous with my money. So far, we had adopted several donkeys, half a dozen children in Third World countries, and a granny in the next street. The last, a tired old lady called Myrtle, was besieged twice weekly by my charismatic and benevolent daughter. Jodie washed dishes, broke dishes, went for shopping, bought the wrong things. Each granny-day, I made a secret visit of my own, went round and rescued Myrtle from the results of my daughter’s mistakes. Often, this activity took me back to my own childhood, prompted me to remember old Nathaniel ‘Good’ Evans and the stolen flowers. Jodie was, I suspected, very like me.

‘All right,’ I sighed. ‘But don’t promise anything else without asking me first.’

‘I knew you wouldn’t mind,’ answered my tousle-headed philanthropist. ‘But in future, I’ll ask first.’ That ‘first’ would have crucified my mother, as it came out as ‘fairst’. All my children were Scousers, and Mother would blame me for that.

Gerald came in next. He was a quiet boy, industrious, fascinated by numbers. At ten, he had a bank account that contained almost £30, and it was he who had led me through the Hampton Court maze that was decimal currency, the recently imposed system which was tormenting Liddy beyond endurance. I passed on my learning to Liddy, but Gerald would need to spend some time with her. ‘You’ll have to sort Auntie Liddy out, Gerald. She’s still a bit mixed up about the change-over.’

‘Right.’ He nodded the mousy head, shook the drops of winter rain from his coat, hung it neatly on a peg at the bottom of the stairs. This undemonstrative child needed rhythm and reason to his life, often wore a mark of panic between his eyebrows when things changed, however minimally. Occasionally, I caught him staring at me, as if he wanted to ask questions but, so far, I had been lucky. He loved me insofar as I provided the constancy and stability he needed. In fact, I suspect that his affection for me was strong during childhood, too powerful for him to express properly. ‘Get a glass of milk and a biscuit, Gerald. The pie will be ready at about six o’clock.’

Edward came in howling. Immediately, Jodie ran to his side, hugged as much of his plump body as could be encompassed by such young arms. ‘What’s the matter, Edward?’

The first words defied comprehension, yet Jodie interpreted their meaning with very little difficulty. ‘He’s lost his PE shoes and he thinks somebody’s pinched them.’

My younger son was a professional victim. Wherever he went, he was troubled by others who happened to occupy the same space at the same time. In fact, I had watched him during the pre-school years, had been a witness to several of the misunderstandings that seemed to plague him. A child would ask him a question and Edward, his head bent low, would mumble an answer if his mood happened to be good, or he would simply walk away without coming up with a reply. Sometimes, this antisocial behaviour was ignored, but he took some beatings from those whose tolerance was minimal. Edward clung to me, hated school, would winge and wail until I relented and left him in bed. But as soon as school had started, the minute he realized that he was safe, Edward’s headache or stomach upset would improve miraculously.

I often looked at my ginger-haired eight-year-old and wondered whether he might be an interesting specimen, an example of the theory that genetics can triumph over environment. Yet my other two, who seemed to have little or none of their father in them, proved that environment can overcome nature. Although we were not wealthy, I strove to provide stimuli for my children, did my best to entertain and teach them. But Edward was not terribly responsive and I wondered whether he would turn out like Tommo.

Tommo had been a difficult boy, but his offspring were docile by comparison. Although Edward’s father had been a wonderful man, I could not help thinking that some of Tommo’s genes had perhaps appeared in his nephew, had been once removed by Mother Nature on one of her less sensible days. ‘Stop yelling, Edward,’ I said as kindly as I could. ‘You’ve probably mislaid the things in the cloakroom or dropped them outside.’

He sniffed back the abundant tears, pushed away his sister, looked at me with those soft grey eyes that might have been attractive had they not been surrounded by so much lard. Edward was a compulsive eater with the ability to dispose of half a pound of biscuits in a single sitting.

‘One biscuit,’ I warned him. ‘Then we’re all going for a bath.’

Everyone groaned. They hated the public baths, but they were too large now for cosy spongeings and splashings in front of a fire. ‘It’s icy cold,’ moaned Edward. ‘I’ve been sneezing today,’ offered Jodie. Gerald said nothing, but he looked glum.

‘We’re going.’ I relieved Edward of his coat, brought all three outer garments to steam on a maiden in front of the grate. ‘One day, we’ll have our own bathroom.’

Edward snorted. ‘There’s no space for a bathroom here.’

‘We won’t always be here,’ I informed him.

Gerald looked at me quizzically. ‘Where will we go?’

‘Somewhere,’ I said airily. ‘Not too far, so don’t start bothering your head about changes. When I’ve done another three or four books, we might have a deposit for a better house, one we can buy instead of renting.’

Jodie beamed. ‘A garden. A dog and a cat – can we have a rabbit?’

‘No, you can have meat pie like everybody else.’

She pretended to look hurt. ‘I didn’t mean a rabbit to eat, Mam, I meant—’

‘Kitchen, all of you,’ I said. ‘Hands and face washed, then, if you’ve homework, do it here on the table before I set it.’

Someone knocked at the door. I pushed the fringe from my eyes, answered the persistent caller. It was a tall woman with stringy hair and pale eyes. I recognized her face, but could not place her accurately. ‘Are you Mrs Thompson?’ she asked.

‘Yes.’

She thrust an envelope under my nose. ‘We live further up, in one of the new houses. I think 22 Wordsworth Street used to be up there, before they pulled the terrace down, like. Well, the woman in the greengrocer’s said your name was Thompson, so I’ve called on the off-chance. I think they must have meant number 2. Anyway, if it’s not for you, you can always shove it back in the box, put “not at this address” on the envelope.’

‘Thank you.’ I turned the cheap buff envelope between my fingers, not understanding why I felt so disturbed. I was definitely number 2, the first house on Wordsworth Street. And I was definitely Mrs Thompson. I looked into the colourless eyes. ‘I’ll open it later.’ When she had walked away, I stood on the doorstep for several seconds. I didn’t want to look at this letter. It wasn’t a bill or a note from my newly acquired agent, wasn’t from Confetti or Anne. Mr Thompson, then? If so, why so?

We went to the public baths, came home shiny and clean, ate our supper of pie and vegetables. The letter stood on the mantelpiece, propped up behind one of a pair of candlesticks from a second-hand shop in Waterloo. It was a smallish envelope, yet it seemed to grow as it sat there, seemed to swell up until it filled my mind and the small sitting room.

When they were all in bed, I took it down, placed it on the tablecloth. My name and the wrong address were printed in block capitals, rather square ones, and the pen had been a cheap ballpoint, because bits of ink had made a blob here and there. I weighed it in my hand, assessed that it contained just one sheet of paper or perhaps two thin pieces.

The same instinct that had stirred on the doorstep forced me into the kitchen. I filled the kettle, set it to boil, almost hopping from foot to foot as I waited for some steam. But I missed my chance, because Liddy’s voice came screaming over the back yard wall. ‘Laura! Get out here, I’ve bloody started.’ I turned everything off, thrust the letter into a drawer, fled through the house and into number 4.

Jimmy was there looking huge and useless, his hands dangling by his sides. ‘What do I do?’ he asked me.

‘Shift,’ I answered. ‘Get this lot upstairs and play cards or something.’ Liddy, whose dislike of hospitals was almost paranoid, had fought to have this seventh child at home. I wondered fleetingly what its name would be, as the rest, with the exception of Mary, answered to nicknames most of the time. Bonzo, really Mark, chased Short’ouse, really Paul, up the stairs while Jimmy continued riveted to the spot. The expression on his face might have framed the word ‘gormless’, had it not already been invented. ‘Go,’ I told him.

He went, feet dragging, his face turning towards the woman he loved. ‘Will she be all right?’ he threw over his shoulder.

‘Out,’ I said again.

Liddy rallied. ‘Look, Jimmy, I know some of these modern folk want their men there when the baby comes. But you’re not standing near me and staring at me private parts, it’s not nice. And you’d only faint over.’ She gritted her teeth against one of those fierce and unproductive early pains. ‘He’s bloody thick,’ she announced to me when Jimmy had dragged himself away. ‘I’ve done this six times without him, so he can sod off.’ She sat on the sofa, then eased herself onto the floor. ‘Now, I’ll be all right. Just open out this here sofa-bed, then get down to Milton Terrace for that midwife, her with a face like a tinned prune. Gladys, she’s called. Gladys Roberts. She’s Welsh, but that can’t be helped.’

As I unfolded the bed, I wondered what Liddy had against Welsh people. Liddy plainly read my thoughts. ‘She doesn’t talk, she warbles, goes up and down all the while. It’s a nice enough voice till you’re in labour, but all that “Ooh, there’s lovely you are” gets you down after an hour or two. You’ll find the linen clean and ready in the bottom drawer.’ She pointed to the dresser, a treasured heirloom that dominated the room. ‘And if this one’s not a girl, you can stuff it back in, ’cos I’ve knitted in pink, bought a job lot on Paddy’s Market.’

Being present while Liddy gave birth was a great privilege and an experience that I would never forget. She told the midwife to sit in a corner and keep quiet, then my stolid little neighbour ran through every song she knew, some of them highly unsuitable for such a serious occasion. Halfway through ‘The Foggy, Foggy Dew’, the waters broke. ‘Not so much dew as a bloody torrent,’ declared Liddy. ‘Is that plastic sheet saving the sofa? And put apples on my shopping list, Laura, red delicious and Granny Smiths. Then get that kettle on, me throat’s like a birdcage bottom.’

Gladys stirred. ‘It would be best if you didn’t drink tea, Mrs Mansell. You see, if there are complications, you might need an ambulance and an anaesthetic—’

‘Belt up.’ Liddy was clearly approaching the highlight of her one-woman show. ‘If I need you, I’ll send you a sodding telegram. Laura, two sugars and a drop of brandy.’

I concurred, but went easy on the brandy. A drunken mother-to-be would not have gone down well in most operating theatres. I stood in Liddy’s kitchen, tried not to laugh out loud as the good woman worked her way through an infamous version of ‘Colonel Bogey’.

When I returned, the midwife had been allowed to approach the sofa. ‘Push now,’ she said gently.

‘What the sodding hell do you think I’m doing? Writing me bloody memoirs? And do something about your hands, missus, they’re like ice cubes.’

I placed the mug of tea on the table, mopped Liddy’s brow with a damp flannel. ‘Be nice,’ I mouthed.

She winked at me. ‘I’m always nice.’

A pink baby girl arrived before midnight, her face screwed up against the brightness of an overhead light. She howled, coughed when the midwife tried to clear her throat, screamed all through her first bathtime. Liddy, radiant enough to deserve a halo, took the tiny creature and placed her at the breast. ‘Oh no,’ she muttered. ‘Not again.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ lilted the midwife.

‘Teeth,’ groaned Liddy. ‘That’s three of them born with their bloody front teeth.’ She cuddled the newborn, lifted her head. ‘Jimmy?’

‘What?’ The voice was very near.

‘Never mind standing all breathless on them bloody stairs, I’m the one what’s doing all the work. It’s a girl with teeth. Now get down to Openshaw’s chemist and knock him up. He’ll be drunk, so make sure he does the order right. You want Cow and Gate – the weak stuff – teats, bottles and one of them sterilizers. The sterilizing stuff’s called Milton. And you can drop in at the offy, get me a pint of stout and some toffees for the kids.

‘Mrs Mansell,’ began the midwife.

‘Miss,’ snapped Liddy. ‘I’ll get that soft beggar to marry me when his mother’s shuffled off. But for now, I’m miss. That’s M-I-S-S.’

Gladys raised her eyes to heaven. She’d been through all this with Liddy before, so she wasn’t particularly bothered by the antics. ‘Miss Mansell, you shouldn’t be needing anything from the off-licence. There’s a lovely cup of tea here and—’

‘Shut up,’ said Liddy. ‘I’m celebrating. If this had been a lad, he’d have turned out a right fairy-cake. I’ve been worried ever since I bought that pink wool.’ She eyed Jimmy. ‘Are you still here?’

The large man blushed, wiped his cheek with a handkerchief. ‘You’re a queen, you are, Liddy.’

‘And a nice bottle of rum.’ She glared at the bewildered Gladys. ‘As a present for the midwife.’

‘There’s no need …’ Gladys picked up her bowls and went into the kitchen.

‘I’m calling her Daisy.’ Liddy looked at my bewilderment, realized that my attention had followed the midwife. ‘Not her, you pie-can. This one. I’m calling her Daisy.’ She impaled Jimmy on her gimlet stare, pushed him out of the house with the sheer power of her will. ‘Soft,’ she said again to herself. ‘That’s your dad, Daisy, and he’s as daft as they come.’

I examined the child, found her very fair-haired and pretty. ‘That’s a lovely name. Shall I fetch the kids down?’

Liddy shook her head. ‘No, you’d best get back to your own. And thanks, love.’

I smiled at my exhausted friend. ‘Thanks to you too, Liddy. There was no midwife for Jodie, was there?’

The small face pulled itself into a comical shape. ‘We don’t need them, Laura. Good night.’

I was so tired that I fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow. At some ungodly hour of the morning, I was wakened by the persistent cry of a healthy newborn. As I lay listening to the latest arrival, I thought about the letter. But it was cold and dark, and I’d been allowing my imagination to run away with me. It would be a circular, a piece of nonsense. I lifted my head, saw the dim outline of the other bed, heard Jodie’s gentle breathing, decided that all was well with the world. There was no need to be frightened, no need at all.

It was from Tommo. A sickness rose in my gorge, threatened to hinder my breathing. He knew where we were. There might have been a digit added to the house number, but he was on our trail. I shuddered, made sure that the envelope was intact, tried to praise myself for managing to steam it open.

Well, I had got through the night without reading the thing, had even lasted for most of today, but I had finally allowed curiosity to be my master. It was from him. Part of me had felt it, had sensed the venom sealed inside the folds.

I read it again. A social worker called Mrs Melia had tracked us down, had made sure that prisoner 458917 made contact with his son. With good behaviour, he would be out in a couple of years. Meanwhile, a friend of Tommo’s would be visiting, would be keeping an eye on us. A friend. A criminal, an ex-prisoner, no doubt.

With fingers that refused to obey, I tried and failed to refold the page into its original shape. Where could we go? Where could we hide and from whom were we hiding? Life was going to be unbearable. Every strange man in the street would be a suspect, every knock at the door would drive me nearer to insanity. I didn’t want insanity. That was something I’d encountered before, and I didn’t need to pay a second visit. What? Where? When? Every hair on my body seemed to stand on end as the pores opened in reaction to my terror. Yet again, I was a hunted animal.

At last, I had the letter sealed, though I had to put a little fresh glue on the flap. When my hands were calmer, I took a pen and printed NOT AT THIS ADDRESS, RETURN TO SENDER. If the Post Office had any sense, the sorters would realize that a communication from a prisoner was not acceptable. Dead-end letters were opened in the sorting office and returned to source. I stared at the envelope for a long time, knew that Tommo was far too clever to be distracted by my feeble ploy. We would have to move again. I was tired of chopping my existence into separate sections, sick of being on the run all the time.

I sat in Liddy’s house for a while, watched fondly while she tended the new baby. She was going to have Jimmy doctored, she said. It was only a small operation, just a couple of quick cuts with the bacon scissors. ‘What’s happened?’ asked my too-astute neighbour.

‘Nothing.’

‘Have you had one of them ejections again?’

‘No, they’ve accepted the book. I’m lucky, I’ve only been rejected once.’

‘Then why the gob?’

I shrugged, tried to make light of the situation. ‘A letter, that’s all. Just a few words from someone I never wanted to hear from again.’

She whistled. ‘Where is he now?’

‘Walton.’

‘Oh God.’ She shifted the child, placed the little body against a shoulder and patted the tiny back. ‘He’s only round the bloody corner.’

‘I know.’

Liddy’s face screwed itself up as she went into one of her ‘thinks’. ‘Jimmy’ll know somebody. There’s always half a dozen dockers inside waiting to be proved innocent. Jimmy can get him sorted.’

That wasn’t an option. ‘No. I’ve returned the letter, sealed it up again. There are no Thompsons on Wordsworth Street. Except … the electoral register. My name will be on that. A social worker found us for him.’

She snorted in disgust. ‘We were a lot better off before they invented them rotten social workers. They do nothing but damage. There’s kids out there being beaten to death, but where’s the cavalry? In Walton giving out names and addresses. We had a social worker, though, and she was nice. Stuck up for me in court, she did, said I was a good mother. But most of them are rubbish, bits of girls with bits of qualifications, or middle-aged women with lives that are so bad, they have to go and poke their noses in other folks’ muck. Takes their minds off their own mess, like. What are you going to do? When’s he coming out?’

‘I don’t know the answers to those two questions, Liddy.’ Though I did know that I’d be leaving Seaforth, leaving Liddy and Jimmy and all those rumbustious kids with silly names and bright, hopeful smiles.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph.’ This phrase didn’t sound like blasphemy, was not uttered in Liddy’s usually strident tones. The girl was actually praying, had closed her eyes and woven her fingers together behind Daisy’s little head. ‘He’s sick,’ she said softly. ‘Clever-sick, the sort of ill what never gets diagnosed. With people like him, you don’t know what’ll happen.’

I knew what was going to happen, all right. I was about to perform one of my famous disappearing acts, would melt away like boiling water on snow, leaving nothing but a muddy pool. This little woman’s tears would make that puddle. ‘I’m scared, Liddy. He’s … he’s fixed on me, has had me in his sights since we were both children. I’m like a deer caught in somebody’s headlights, turned to stone because I don’t know which way to run. He’s having us watched, I think. Someone who’s just been released is going to keep an eye on us. How the hell will we recognize him?’

She looked hard at me. ‘You’ll be buggering off, then.’

‘Possibly.’

The small nose wriggled then sniffed. ‘I’ll not sleep. I’ll not be able to sleep without the noise of that bloody typewriter. And where will you go?’

It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Liddy. Liddy was one of those people who could be trusted completely, yet my destination would need to remain a secret. If she talked to Jimmy, if the children overheard, if some man in the street offered them sweets and money for Auntie Laura’s address … ‘I’m sorry, Liddy.’

‘So am I.’ She lay down, placed the baby on her chest, wiped a tear from the corner of an eye. ‘We’ve been good mates, Laura.’

‘We have, Liddy. We have indeed.’

When Daisy was three days old, her grandmother died. Jimmy went into overdrive, kept turning up at Liddy’s with a sad face, feet so itchy that he couldn’t sit still for five minutes at a time, and carrying items of sombre clothing for his children. They were to attend the funeral of a woman who had refused to recognize their mother. Liddy announced that she would not go. ‘She’d not want me, Jimmy. She never wanted me in life, so she’d not look kindly on me if I followed her coffin. It’d be like I was gloating.’

‘You’re coming,’ he insisted. ‘Laura can hang on to our Daisy.’

I kept out of the argument, continued to glance at the clock to see if the time to pick up my children had arrived. They had always brought themselves home from school, were not pleased about my clucky behaviour. Earlier in the day, my five-year-old had faced me across the table, arms akimbo, an expression of anger ageing her features. ‘It’s only across the park. You’ll be showing me up. Nobody except a baby gets brung home. They’ll be calling me names if you come.’

‘I don’t care. There are some funny people about, Jodie. It’s better to be safe than sorry.’

My daughter was far from pleased. Gerald, who had long since risen above matters mundane, had no opinion in the matter. But Edward felt moved to cast his vote. ‘I can look after Jodie.’ He failed to acknowledge the fact that Jodie was the one who took care of him. ‘I’m eight,’ he said importantly. ‘And I’ll make sure nobody talks to us.’

My temper was fraying. So far, I’d seen three new males in our street. One had turned out to be a health inspector who was chasing rats, and two others were selling something or other, but I couldn’t settle, didn’t dare to call Tommo’s bluff. Perhaps it hadn’t been bluff. For all I knew, he might have made several friends inside, and one or even half a dozen could be watching me and my children.

‘Laura?’

I jumped, looked from Jimmy to Liddy, returned to the present with a jerk that almost sent me reeling. ‘Yes?’

‘Look at her,’ said Liddy. ‘Like a cat on hot bricks. There’s nobody out there, queen. And Jimmy’ll be moving in after the funeral, so he’ll make sure no harm comes to you.’

Jimmy touched my arm. ‘You can’t go on like this, love.’

‘I know.’

Jimmy explained what was going to happen, told me that he, Liddy and the children would be going to the church in Halewood, then to the cemetery. I was to take care of the baby until they returned.

The next day, I wheeled Daisy to the school, watched my children as they leapt away from me in an effort to be absorbed as quickly as possible into the playground throng. Gerald was the last to disappear. He stood with his back to the building, watched me warily until I pushed the pram towards the park. My heart lurched as I registered the knowledge that he might be the target. I could imagine Tommo arranging the kidnap, pleading with some old lag, imploring a felon to come and reclaim his son. In such moments, I realized that I did love my children. I was not the best of mothers, but my instincts were in the right place.

The day passed uneventfully. I fed Daisy, dangled her on my knee, enjoyed that warm, powdery smell that always accompanies a clean baby. When my own three were safely delivered from whatever demons awaited them, I sat in my white room, put Daisy in her pram, wrote a few pages of my latest True Hearts romance.

It was about nine o’clock when Liddy rushed in. She was drained white beneath the make-up, was trying to speak in a voice that seemed to be strangled at birth. I thought she was drunk, got up from the table and guided her into the room. ‘Liddy? What on earth have you been up to?’

‘They’re … coming,’ she managed.

‘What? Who’s coming?’

She pointed towards the door. ‘Jimmy’s took the kids somewhere safe. It’s the gangs, the ones we used to have trouble with. There’s … oh, God …’ Her breathing quickened. ‘Fighting. They say I killed her. Me being a Catholic killed her. Then the Catholics say I’m … With not being married, with him being a Proddy. All drunk, Laura. Followed me here. Mind that baby.’

She ran out of the house, yelled at the top of her voice. ‘Come on, you bastards. Here I am. Come on, catch me if you can.’

My brain engaged a higher gear, crashed into motion, sent me up the stairs. I woke the boys, grabbed Jodie from her bed. ‘Coats,’ I said. ‘Get out into the back yard and stay quiet.’

Jodie rubbed her eyes. ‘Why did—’

‘No questions,’ I snapped. ‘Outside. Now.’

We huddled together in the lavatory shed, the baby plastered against my chest, the other youngsters clinging to each other, teeth chattering with cold, their breathing fast and shallow. We heard glass breaking, listened to the whoops of revellers on the warpath. So many battles had been fought in the name of Christianity, I thought. Was there any real good? Was there any perfection on earth, beyond earth?

‘Why?’ whispered my daughter.

‘Drunk,’ I answered. ‘Drunk and very silly.’ Little Liddy had drawn their fire to save her baby. And I was shut out of my house because the invaders had no doubt marked the spot where Liddy had reappeared. I prayed, hoped that Confetti was praying too. If there was good somewhere, we needed to access it quickly.

Eventually, we went back inside, made cups of cocoa, piled coal on the fire. The children were subdued, seemed to understand that questions would be useless, unanswerable. I tucked them into their beds, came down, nursed the whimpering Daisy.

At ten past three in the morning, Jimmy and Liddy returned. He wore a bandage over one eye, had needed treatment at the hospital. Liddy’s banter had taken a holiday. Dishevelled and mournful, she took Daisy from me, wept silent tears into the downy hair.

‘Are the kids all right?’ I asked Jimmy.

He nodded. ‘I got them to a mate, then ran down here to find Liddy. We’ve been across Liverpool that many times, I could write a blinking guide book. Anyway, there’s a load of them banged away in the bridewell, and we’re all up in court tomorrow. Disturbing the peace if we’re lucky, causing an affray if we’re not.’

I stared at Liddy. ‘What was it all about?’

She lifted her head. ‘It’s about Jesus when you boil it down. Yes, that’s it. We were fighting about a good man and it makes no bloody sense at all.’


Chapter Twelve

Jimmy moved in next door and I tried to feel safe, but the man’s working day was long and, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I could not become yet another of Jimmy Hurst’s many responsibilities. And it was plain that the Mansell/Hurst clan would be relocated soon, as the housing people had visited several times in order to assess the level of overcrowding. With two children sleeping downstairs, three in the back bedroom and a baby with the parents, they were definitely bursting out of the small terrace. Liddy and I spent a few days looking at what was available, always coming back in time for me to pick up my three from school. I was developing eyes in the back of my head, had grown invisible antennae that could pick up the scent of a stranger from a distance of a hundred paces.

She didn’t like any of the houses. ‘Them walls is cardboard, never mind hardboard,’ she kept saying. ‘And there’s too many kids messing about in the streets. I’ve a job keeping them in as it is, so I don’t want them flying round a bloody ghetto. We’ll stop here till they fetch the army.’

I stirred my tea, glanced at the pile of proofs that had arrived from the publisher. Oh God, I would have to read through my own stuff yet again. Reading my work was boring and repetitive. Bits that had started out quite well began to look trite after several perusals. Perhaps I should go back to baking, get some scones going, try to sell them to the local shops …

‘What are you thinking about this time, Laura?’ asked Liddy.

‘You can’t stay here,’ I replied. ‘They won’t allow it. Some of those newer houses have four bedrooms and downstairs toilets too. Just imagine having a bathroom. They’re going to close the public baths, you know, because they’re making no money. Last time we went, we were the only ones there.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with an all-over wash.’ She snapped a ginger biscuit, dunked it in the cup.

‘The kids will grow, they’ll get too big for that. They won’t want to be stripping off in their teens, will they?’

Liddy sighed, gave me a look that conveyed agreement. ‘What about you?’

‘I don’t know.’ I didn’t know. The task of moving on with the children was not easy to imagine or to arrange. It would involve new schools, new friends, changes that might impede development. The road in front of my three was already bumpy, as they would need to be told about Tommo. Gerald had been pensive for some time, was working up to something. Any minute now, the questioning must start and the answers must be given. At some stage, I would need to explain a few things, as I believed firmly that children’s rights should be respected. There could be no lies, yet I was grateful for having come this far without making explanations. For as long as possible, I wanted to pave the path with security, hoped to give them a stable start so that the inevitable shocks might be minimized, cushioned by the strength gained from me. Did I have enough of that strength? ‘I suppose we’ll have to go. I’m frightened to death every time there’s a knock at the door.’

She nodded, took another biscuit. ‘Get the welfare to help you. It’s their fault, anyway. It was one of their lot what told your owld feller where to find you. Tell them you want shifting.’

I considered the suggestion. ‘It could happen again. I want a different area, somewhere away from here. If we let one social worker have the address, it could easily be found by the Walton Witch.’ That poor woman had been given many titles, and this last one had stuck. ‘I’ve got to get up and go, Liddy.’

She stared into my fire. ‘Are you going before Christmas?’

‘Probably.’ Another happy Christmas with the Mansells would have crippled me. I needed to make the decision and act on it quickly before I faltered. Leaving Seaforth was going to be difficult enough without seasoning the occasion with Yuletide tears.

Liddy yawned, glanced inside the pram where Daisy slept. ‘It’s either her or him keeping me awake at night. A part-time bloke’s all right, ’cos you get to be yourself some days. But with him living here all the while, it’s like being a film star, always at my best.’

I looked at her best. The hair was still rendered lifeless by regular applications of peroxide, and her teeth were in need of attention. She always wore thick make-up, the sort of panstick that might survive in a dance hall, though it looked garish and out of place in daylight. But Liddy’s charm had nothing to do with the packaging. There was life in her face, energy, movement, naughtiness. ‘He won’t mind how he sees you, Liddy. You could wear a potato sack and he’d still love you.’

She grinned. ‘Love me? If he loves me any more, I’ll be having bloody quads. How do I put him off?’

‘You don’t. Just get yourself equipped and hope for the best.’

‘Equipped?’ The over-plucked and blackened eyebrows disappeared beneath a fringe of blond candy floss. ‘Listen, I’ve had one born clutching the flaming coil, and two that got past a Dutch cap and plenty of that suicidal jelly.’ She held up her hand. ‘I know it’s not suicidal, but I can’t think at the minute. I don’t want no more, Laura. I’m thirty-eight, I should be settling down and doing the knitting. See, I used to think I was immunized, like. We had our Mary, then no more for donkey’s years. But they suddenly started popping out regular, falling on the floor every time I stood up. So I’ve told him to get one of them operations. He says he’s going to India for it, ’cos they get a free radio thrown in. Cheer up. Your gob would stop a wedding, honest.’

‘I’ll be all right. We’ll miss you, all of you.’

‘Ditto.’ The eyes shone too brightly. ‘I know, queen, I do understand.’ Her voice was suddenly soft and gentle, not her own at all. ‘But don’t tell nobody where you’re going, love. It’s too serious and dangerous for that. See, he might even be having us watched, me and Jimmy and the kids. He’s found you before and he’s not lost his nastiness, not where he is. There’s no way you can risk them kids. If he comes for Gerald, you’ll never forgive yourself.’ She stood up, angled the pram so that it might get past the furniture. ‘I’ll think about you. Every day, I’ll say a prayer.’

When she had left, it was as if I had already lost her. Just as I’d lost other friends like Ernie and Ida Bowen from Horsa Street, Hetty Hawkesworth from that hamlet near St Helens, Frank … Oh, Frank. More than a friend, so much more. He would have loved Liddy, would probably have likened her to a small bird, perhaps a canary or a yellow budgie. And we would have laughed, not unkindly, might have invented a new language for her, something like Liddy-speak or Liddy-propisms. Sometimes, I ached for Frank, felt like an empty vessel, a small thing that was being tossed about on the tide of life. He had been my stability, my anchor. And Tommo had taken him away, had removed him and all my friends except for Anne and Auntie Maisie.

I brought the children home, went through the usual routine, cook, feed, clear up, wash the dishes. We practised the three-times table for Jodie, drew a map of Britain for Edward, left poor Gerald to his own devices. He sat on the sofa, head in a book, his brain geared towards solving mathematical problems that were a mystery to me. They had told me at the school that he was talented, that his teacher was having to set special work for him. My Gerald was going to be a high-flier, something in the city, no doubt. My Gerald was going to ask questions. Now. Tonight. In one sense, there’s a lot to be said for single parenthood, because the lone mother or father is tuned in all the time, doesn’t get the chance to off-load difficult tasks. It was down to me, and I had to cope.

When the younger two were in bed, he dawdled at my elbow, watched as I dragged a ruler down my proofs. ‘Why are you doing that?’

‘I’m looking for mistakes.’

‘Do you make mistakes?’ he asked.

‘Yes. So do typesetters and copy-editors and professional proof-readers. Everyone makes mistakes.’

‘I don’t.’ This wasn’t pride – he merely stated a fact. ‘But numbers are kind of absolute, I suppose. Easier, you know.’ Absolute. He knew words like absolute, could connect with all kinds of concepts, was capable of analysing language and number, of understanding even the subtler aspects of a word.

‘Yes. For you, but not for me.’ For me, few things were absolute. But I knew that this boy was going to question me tonight, had felt his nervousness for days. Yes, it would happen now. Absolutely.

He showed no inclination to go upstairs, so I sat back. This older boy of mine did not indulge in conversations that were unnecessary. I waited, watched his deliberately calm face, knew that it masked a thousand questions, a million emotions. ‘What is it, son?’

‘What happened to Frank?’

My heart missed a beat. I hadn’t thought that Frank would be remembered. Clearly, Gerald was aware that Frank was not his father.

‘He … he died,’ I mumbled. ‘He bumped his head and fell into a river.’

Gerald nodded. ‘And he wasn’t my dad.’

‘No.’

He sat down opposite me, looked me full in the face. ‘Have I got a dad?’

‘Everyone has.’

‘Alive?’

Here came the crunch, then. Was he old enough – was I old enough to manage this terrible business? I took a deep breath, longed for a glass of whisky, brandy, anything that might fuel my brain and take away the anxiety. ‘He’s alive. He’s … er …’ I moved my eyes, could not bear to meet that penetrating gaze. This was an exceptional boy, one who could not be fooled, not easily, anyway. ‘He’s in prison.’

My son nodded gravely. ‘I’ve been in that box under your bed, Mam. It was a week ago. I’m sorry. I was looking for things, just looking …’

He had been searching for himself, had been wondering who he was, where he had come from. ‘It’s all right, Gerald.’

‘Photos,’ he said. ‘Of you and Frank, of me when I was a baby. Some with Edward too.’ He paused. ‘Is Frank Edward’s dad? Because Frank lived with us then, when Edward came.’

‘Yes.’ My voice was squeaky, so I cleared my throat. ‘Frank was Edward’s dad.’

‘Jodie?’ he asked seriously.

‘She and you are Bernard Thompson’s children.’

He was ten years old, and his face was suddenly lined like that of an old man. Gerald was a boy with great dignity and self-control, yet his forehead showed the depth of his misery as he homed in on the final chapter. ‘My father killed Edward’s father. It’s in that newspaper with the photos. And that’s why he’s in prison. And he hit Auntie Anne too.’

I longed to reach out and hold him, but this was not a child who wanted to be pitied. Soon, he would work out that he and Edward were cousins as well as brothers, at which point he could well suffer a crisis of identity. Or would he? Sometimes, I wished I’d had an education, but nothing in the world of academia seemed to offer the training I needed. To be a mother, a person required no certificate to prove competence. The hardest and most important job in the world was being done by amateurs who groped in the dark …

He clasped his hands on the table, looked like a priest at prayer. ‘That was a mistake, Mam. Marrying Bernard Thompson, I mean.’

I smiled reassuringly. ‘Oh no, Gerald. If there’d been no Tommo, there’d be no you and no Jodie.’

His knuckles were white. ‘So you don’t mind me being here, then?’

My hands grasped his, felt the tension that ran through the body of this little boy. ‘I love you,’ I said. ‘I love all three of you. But you’re very special, because you’re the first. There was a time when I had just you, and that was a lot of fun. You didn’t speak much, but you watched me all the time, wanted to learn things. Gerald, never apologize for being born. I don’t hit children, but I’d probably lose my temper good and proper if you thought I didn’t love you. We’d be like Liddy and Short’ouse, you running and me chasing you with the yard brush.’

A corner of his mouth twitched. ‘I still don’t talk much, do I?’

‘No. But that doesn’t mean you don’t feel things. Often, those who say the least think the most. I’ve done my best some of the time, son. But there’s only me between the three of you, so you may not get the attention you need.’

His eyes seemed to darken to a smokier grey. ‘You’re a good mother,’ he said brusquely. ‘I wouldn’t swap.’

I laughed softly. ‘Gerald, I should go to the top of the class and give out the pencils.’

‘Why?’

I got up, pulled the child into my arms. He was brave and brainy, too clever for anything less than the truth. I decided there and then that I would always tell them the truth, even when it was difficult, even when a lie might be an easy option. But for now, I insisted on congratulating myself. ‘Gerald,’ I said, ‘I think I’ve just passed my exams.’

* * *

Finding somewhere was hard. I got Liddy to pick up the children, made her promise that they would not have to risk the short journey from school without some adult vigilance. The Liverpool Echo travelled with me, rolled up under my arm, circles drawn round sections of the ‘To Let’ section. I wanted private sector, needed to get my name out of the council lists.

Because of the existence of seven Georgina Dawn novelettes, I had managed to save a few hundred pounds, so there was no problem when it came to what the locals called key money. I would manage the deposit and the advance rent, but I was desperate in my quest for something that would please my kids. After all, they would be leaving so much, would be experiencing so many changes and losses that I needed to compensate them.

There were houses with gardens, bathrooms and no school within walking distance. I found a good flat near enough to schools, but this accommodation allowed no children or pets. Each time, there was something missing, a reason why I decided to reject the place. After three consecutive days of searching, I came back to Seaforth through chill November rain, sat dejectedly in my little house, feet in a bowl of hot water, hands wrapped round a glass of cheap brandy.

‘No luck?’ asked Gerald.

‘Not yet. We’ll find somewhere, don’t worry.’

He was worried. There was change coming, and my oldest child hated change. ‘A bathroom would be nice,’ he conceded. ‘But make sure there’s a good school nearby. I’ll be moving into the seniors soon.’

‘Gerald, we’ll all be together. Where we live doesn’t really matter, as long as we stick by one another. As for school – you’ll do well just about anywhere. Talent will out, remember that.’

He apportioned me a tight smile, followed his brother and sister to bed. Gerald was a good kid. Jodie, too, was coming on a treat. If only Edward would shape a bit, if only he would stop wingeing and whining. Life was strange. I had two children from a monster, one from a wonderful man. Tommo’s were turning out great, while Frank’s had a chip on his shoulder the size of a canal barge. But it was no use sitting here indulging my ideas about Mother Nature and genes that were once-removed.

I slopped about the room, feet dripping as I searched for a magazine. There was an article somewhere, a piece about middle children. The theory that middle children miss out on things had been expounded by an agony aunt, a kindly female with four chins and strong opinions. I might even find an answer, or some guidance about how to cope with a boy like Edward. After years of stomach aches, I had run out of patience, was sending him to school whatever his complaint. Because of my determination, he had been brought home with measles and chicken pox, but fortunately, the teachers understood my mistrust of Edward’s illnesses. The poor lad was looking for something, possibly love, attention, affection …

Someone knocked at the door. Maybe I thought it was one of Liddy’s brood, or perhaps I was rather engrossed in looking for the magazine. Whatever, I was too tired to be careful, too busy to be alert. ‘Come in, it’s not locked,’ I called.

The door swung open with menacing slowness, causing the hairs on the back of my neck to rise. I was reminded of those old black and white horror films, all creaky doors and dark nights, tall servants with white hair and white gloves, a flash of thunder illuminating the hand that holds the knife.

I stood, transfixed and wide-eyed, my feet bare, my hands clammy with cold sweat. A tall figure was framed in the doorway. It was a man. He was broad and strong, with grey clothes and a white scarf at the neck. Frost in the air marked his breathing, made it hang about his head in wreaths of mist. The rain had stopped, then, I thought irrelevantly. My tongue found itself at last. ‘Are you looking for someone?’

‘Mrs Thompson?’ The words were clipped, precise. ‘Are you Mrs Thompson?’

To say no would have been foolish. ‘Who wants to know?’

He stepped into the room, his height dominating the small area as soon as he closed the door. This action was performed softly, as if he needed to be quiet. Why? Who had sent him? ‘Who sent you?’ I asked, the words almost sticking in my throat.

‘No-one sent me. I am here at my own behest.’

Behest. What an old-fashioned word. I backed away, rested my hands on the table’s edge. ‘I don’t know you.’ This statement sounded feeble, childish. ‘I’m … I’m expecting a friend to call shortly.’

He looked me over. ‘Your feet will be cold. Dry them and put on your slippers.’ He waved an arm towards the fender where my mules were warming. ‘Don’t be afraid of me. I have not come here to do any harm.’

I blundered about, managed to get the slippers to stay on feet that were rigid with tension. For a criminal, for a messenger from Tommo, this was a very gentlemanly person. But crime was not the property of one section of society. In fact, most criminals probably came from the upper strata, from levels where detection was almost impossible. As I turned to face him once more, I wondered how many of the big fish actually got caught. After all, money could silence many a complaint. ‘What do you want?’

‘May I sit down?’

I nodded, watched as he pulled out a dining chair and lowered himself into it. He was about fifty-ish, I guessed, a handsome man whose thinning hair had once been brown, almost black. Streaks of iron-grey sat among the darker strands, allowing him an air of dependability. His eyes were hazel, I thought, quite crinkly at the edges. They were the eyes of a man who smiled a lot. He was smiling now. ‘My name is Starling, Ben Starling.’

He seemed to expect an answer. ‘Laura Thompson.’

‘Yes.’ He steepled his fingers, rested his chin on the apex. ‘I know your husband.’

The clock ticked so loudly that I thought it might jump off the mantelpiece at any explosive second. And I could feel my heart beating right through my body, causing my fingertips to thud, my limbs to tremble. ‘I am no longer married, Mr Starling.’

‘Ah. But Bernard Thompson does not recognize divorce. As far as he is concerned, you are still his property.’

In spite of the grim situation, my temper bubbled, moved me to debate the issue. ‘Nobody belongs to anyone. No person can own another. The man is crazed, has always been mad.’

‘Quite. There is a boy named Gerald?’

I stumbled over the rug, arrived at the table rather clumsily. My head seemed to bend of its own accord, was forcing the rest of me to face up to this unwelcome visitor. ‘My children are in my custody, my sole custody. Their care and control is my business and nobody else’s. He can’t have Gerald, can’t ever see him. If I have to kill the man, I’ll keep him away from my children.’

Ben Starling took hold of my hand. ‘My dear lady, I am here to protect you.’

I pulled away from him. ‘Protect me? Like Al Capone protected his victims? Look, I want nothing to do with you. In fact, if you don’t leave my house at once, I’ll scream. Liddy next door will get the police. And that’ll be you back where you belong, mister.’

He sighed. ‘Mrs Thompson, I am a law-abiding citizen of this country. Here is my card.’ He took a beautiful leather wallet from a pocket of what looked like £100-worth of suit. The overcoat was a Crombie, I thought. When the card was on the table, I picked it up gingerly, holding it along its edges, as if I might become contaminated by it.

‘You see?’ he asked pleasantly.

‘There’s a lot of crime committed in your sphere, Mr Starling.’

‘I agree.’ He did not pick up the card when I laid it on the tablecloth. ‘But I am a mere prison visitor, Mrs Thompson. I spend time with those whose families do not come to the prison. Your ex-husband is a lonely man.’

‘Do you know what he did?’ My tone was rising in pitch, climbing the slope to hysteria.

‘I never ask. I never ask because I don’t wish to know. Many of us have pasts that are best left alone. I have come here simply to warn you.’

‘I’ve already had my written warning, thanks.’

He nodded gravely. ‘So you are aware that he is determined to frighten you?’

‘He will try to terrorize me for the rest of my life, I think. But what has that to do with you? If you’re a dealer in gemstones and precious metals’ – I referred to the wording on the card as I spoke – ‘then why spend time in a prison?’

He shrugged. ‘Because like the men in Walton, I have a past, a past I never discuss. When I go to the jail, I see caged birds. They have offended, I understand only too well that they are criminals. But to be locked up is a terrible thing. So I do what I can for them, try to make life a little happier for those who cannot see fields and trees. Most of all, those men’s minds are trapped. They lose all faith and all hope—’

‘And they lost all charity before they went in there, didn’t they? How can you pity thieves and murderers? Why don’t you spend what’s left of your charity on people who deserve it?’

He studied me for a few seconds. ‘Did you never steal?’

My eyes moved of their own accord towards the typewriter that sat, idle for now, on a small table next to the stairway door. ‘Not directly, no.’ My cheeks were alight with shame. ‘But I’ve fought my corner, protected my kids, made sure I had the equipment necessary to make a living. But I don’t hurt people. And … and I’ve made a donation to the NSPCC.’ There were times when I felt really lame and foolish. This was one of those times.

‘For the typewriter.’ This was not a question.

‘Yes.’

He loosened the scarf, made it sit outside the heavy greatcoat. ‘Most of the time, I try not to judge, attempt to draw no lines between offenders. Who am I to say that a man is good or bad? Many in prison are victims, some are held after mistakes that started off small and foolish. But there is one category that cannot be ignored.’

‘And Tommo is a member of that group.’

He nodded slowly, thoughtfully. ‘Tommo, yes. That’s the name he gets in Walton, too.’ He thought for a moment, fixed his gaze on me. ‘He’s a dangerous man, Mrs Thompson. He should be in a hospital for the criminally insane, I think. There’s a power in him, a terrible anger that nourishes him and turns him into some sort of hero among the socially defective. He possesses a magnetic force, the sort that took Hitler from house-painter to Führer. Tommo hates, nurtures the hatred, enjoys getting what he calls his own back. I listen in there, Mrs Thompson, and I have worried for you.’

‘Oh.’ It was impossible to find something to say.

‘You must leave here. He has been courting the attention of prisoners who are due to be released. And he has chosen carefully, concentrating on Liverpudlians with a track record of violence. As he cannot deal with you himself, he is trying to appoint deputies. So you will need to move on immediately.’

I should have been grateful, but all I could feel was an unreasoning anger born of exhaustion and disappointment. Searching for a new home was not my idea of fun, and this fellow was putting poison-laced icing on a day that had already been far from perfect. ‘It’s all right for you, isn’t it?’ I yelled, knowing that I was being rude and unfriendly. Despite my guilt, I was swept along like an unwilling passenger on a roller-coaster ride. ‘There are three kids up there, three little children who’ve never done anything to deserve this. They didn’t ask to be born, did they? I know what you’re saying. For weeks, I’ve been aware of the threats. But I can’t find anywhere. It’s almost Christmas and we’ve nowhere to go.’

His face wore no expression as I ranted and raved. He simply sat and waited until I had finished. ‘Three children?’ he asked. ‘From what your ex-husband said, I thought there was just the one.’ His English was perfect, yet it was not quite right, was slightly out of rhythm.

I closed my mouth with a snap.

‘However,’ he went on smoothly, ‘there is no need for any explanation.’

‘Thank you.’ The sarcasm was plain.

‘You don’t understand me, Mrs Thompson. My belief is that every day is a new start for each one of us. The past does not make a person what he or she is. Intentions, goals, desires and needs – these are the prime constituents of the human soul. You must begin anew, my dear lady. At this moment in time, you need help. Because of the season, many prisoners are being considered for release, prisoners whose sentences are almost completed. There is compassion in the judicial system, and men with children may well be let out before the due date. Some of those men are under your husband’s influence. So you will come now. Well, tomorrow.’

I stared at him, my eyes wide and my jaw dangling on its hinge like a worn gate. ‘I don’t know you. Come where?’

‘To my house.’

My veins were throbbing again. ‘You expect me to lift three children from their beds tomorrow morning, then lead them into the home of a stranger? I wasn’t born yesterday, Mr Starling. I’ve learned the hard way that trust is a mug’s game. They’re babies, they’re in need of support and guidance. I can’t just whip them off without explaining why.’

He laid his hands on the table. The fingers were tanned, the nails well shaped and clean. ‘Their bodily safety is the immediate aim. Stay here and someone will suffer. Bernard Thompson is an organizer. He can cope with everything from drug-smuggling to full-scale riot. Frightening you is not my intention, yet I feel that you must accept a fact. That fact is that you will be safer in the house of a stranger than in your own home. So you will come.’

I found that I was held by him, riveted by the intelligence in his eyes, in his words. He was an unusual man, one who was not quite … not quite real. The falseness lay in his accent, in that too-perfect English which rolled from his tongue with something that fell just fractionally short of ease. Yet he was not dehumanized by this frailty, because his face was lived-in, pleasant, kind. ‘Is it so urgent, then, Mr Starling?’

‘Oh yes. One of the men, a good soul who was lost for a while, is a person I visit from time to time. Tommo failed to recruit him, and the man found out what was afoot, told me last week.’

I swallowed. ‘What is afoot? Come on, I can take it.’ Could I? Of course I could, I’d taken rape, beatings, verbal abuse …

‘The general opinion is that Tommo wants you dead. He has money, a stash hidden somewhere on the outside. This money has come from drugs and extra tobacco. How he gets things in and out is a mystery, but it seems that most things are within his power. If he wants, he gets, if he shouts, a dozen people jump. He may put out a contract on you.’

It was like being in a film, one of those gangster movies that never ring true. Was this my Eliot Ness? Moments earlier, I had compared him to Capone. ‘Do those things really happen?’ I asked.

‘Yes, they do.’

I was a mother. As a mother, my chief function was to protect my children. There were things I didn’t know, things I couldn’t understand. Like who was this man, where did he live, why did he want to help me? But there were facts, too, truths that should not be ignored. Tommo was a fact, so was his evil. If we stayed here in this house, we would become victims within days or weeks. If we moved into the unknown for a while, if we stayed with Mr Starling until another place became available, we would have a chance of survival. ‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

‘Waterloo.’

‘Not far, then.’

‘Far enough. Nothing will happen while you are in my care. I liaise with police and prison officers. You will be safe.’

I was not sure, could not work out my future. ‘Perhaps we should leave Liverpool.’

‘Perhaps. But you need time to work out the answers to such questions. This period will be spent with me. I have a large house, so you will have the privacy you need. And you may tell the children that you are coming as my housekeeper. This will preclude the need to give them the truth.’

I bowed my head, remembered Gerald’s conversation. ‘I have vowed mat I will always tell them the truth, even when it’s not easy.’

‘Sometimes, the truth can be cruel. And there is a time for that, a better time for these explanations. The little ones will be warm and fed, they will be safe with me.’

This Mr Starling had spoken earlier of Hitler’s hypnotic power, of Tommo’s ability to influence others. Yet Mr Starling himself was a persuader, a man with an invisible halo about his person. Was it his voice, his appearance, his kindness? I didn’t know.

Not knowing, I took the children and left my house at the end of November, carried few belongings with me. When we reached the end of Wordsworth Street, Gerald noticed something in my face. ‘We’re not coming back, are we, Mam?’

‘No.’

Jodie tugged at my arm. ‘What about our things?’

I sighed, heard my breath quivering on a sob. ‘A big van will come tomorrow, Jodie.’ Everything had to look normal, Mr Starling had said. I was to tell nobody of my destination, was to leave the house as if we were going to school. ‘I’ve got a new job,’ I said with forced brightness. ‘We’re going to look after a man called Mr Starling.’

‘That’s a bird,’ grumbled Edward. ‘And you’ve got a job, you write books.’

I dragged them along, wanted to get out of the area before anyone from Liddy’s house appeared. ‘Bird or no bird, Edward, we are going to stay with him. He has a garden and two sheds where he looks after injured seagulls and other birds.’

‘That’s why he’s called Starling,’ giggled Jodie. ‘He’s a bird man.’

The Bird Man of Alcatraz. I thought about Burt Lancaster, wondered whether this Starling chap had been a prisoner who looked after feathered patients. After all, he seemed to have an affinity with criminals and an affection for birds. ‘In cages’, he had said when talking about men serving time. He was a man of mystery. And I was taking Gerald, Edward and Jodie into the home of a person I didn’t know.

I allowed myself a last look down our street, was glad that it had been ours for a while. These people had minded us so well, so lovingly. There was the greengrocer who gave me tick – ‘Pay next Friday, queen’, the chemist who treated Jodie’s chicken pox, actually coming to the house with calamine and cotton wool. ‘I’ve seen less spots on a leopard,’ he said that day. We were moving further away from Liverpool, along the coast towards Southport and gentility. I would miss my sorties to Williamson Square where the pigeons collected to steal my sandwiches, where ‘Old Jack’ cavorted in his army greatcoat to entertain the pram-bound infants. The markets, the stations, the flower sellers in the streets, the streetwise lads who sold tea towels from a suitcase, ‘Hurry up, missus, the cops are coming’.

He had driven me away again. How big was England? How much further would we need to run? Perhaps I would finish up in Ireland with Confetti and her family, would learn to milk a cow and churn butter.

I hadn’t told anybody, couldn’t risk anybody. Auntie Maisie, my cousin Anne – even Liddy and Confetti were in the dark this time. We were moving on again, going into the unknown.


Part Four


Chapter One

I saw three ships come sailing by, but not on Christmas Day in the morning; also, there were more than three. It was a couple of weeks ago, and all because Mrs Columbus of Genoa had a baby boy in 1451. If Christopher had been a girl, then Haiti might never have been discovered, might have failed to develop its strange religious mixture of Catholicism and voodoo. Christina Columbus would have sat at home, all demure, ironing her wimple, would surely have broken her dear mother’s heart if she’d given up the harpsichord and gone off with a gang of roughnecked sailors. Anyway, the problem never arose.

So, during August, in this year of our Lord 1992, sail from Italy, Spain, America, Portugal and Britain swayed gently into the Mersey’s docks to celebrate the fact that no-one really knows who discovered the US of A. The Portuguese claim that they were the first invaders, while poor old Columbus, whose statue was removed from Liverpool a few years ago, thought he had found Japan. The man was a fair-to-middling coastal pilot but, as a navigator, he should have stuck to ironing wimples.

The beautiful vessels stayed awhile, then drifted out to sea again. On the day of the ships’ mass departure, I parked myself on the beach, the bird-watching binoculars hanging from my neck. There were thousands of people on the sands, an army of invaders who ignored traffic cones and parked just about anywhere. Those cones must have gone forth and multiplied during the previous night, there were acres of them. Offending vehicles would be clamped, but I didn’t want to spoil anybody’s fun by issuing a verbal warning. Ben, wrapped in his Sunday rug, sat in the wheelchair behind the railings, eyes and mind focused elsewhere, hands clasped in his lap as if prayers were being said.

It’s amazing what it does to you, the sight of an almost silent exodus as it pulls away towards the horizon. Grand, Armada-ish ships hoisted sail and flags while fussy little dock boats scurried behind, like ducklings in the wake of a mother. The Liver birds, tall and too bold to need maternal guidance, would have claimed the best view, were no doubt staring down with arrogance upon the labouring sailors. Prop planes did a fly-past, their clever stunts vying for attention with the sea-bound vessels. Helicopters hovered, reminded me of busy insects, dragonflies, perhaps, searching for stagnant water. They were mere babies, these flying machines, could not hold centre-stage for too long. In every British breast there is an affection for the sea, a love that has been handed down in our blood. We noticed the fliers, but we watched the ships.

The sea-going traffic moved on just as life moves on, no pause, no backward glance at a middle-aged woman and a feeble old man. That’s the way it should be, perpetua mobile, go forth and find the future. The creamed wakes of foam settled, flattened, became one with the sea. How speedily they pass, these moments of pure and painful joy. Soon, a flotilla of smaller vessels scuttled out, prows aimed towards the edge of the world. Too quickly, they would be gone. Some drunken youths staggered along the shore, began to render a maudlin version of ‘The Leaving of Liverpool’, toneless and disparate voices punctuated by heavy belches. They giggled like girls, took another swig of lager, drew breath, tortured the song anew.

Ben looked chilled, so I wheeled him back to the house, switched on the TV. On screen, eminent people sat on the Albert Dock making comments about steamships and the death of sail. Bearded men in green sweaters were singing sea-shanties on the remodelled and just-too-perfect dock. Silly teenagers jumped about, trying to wave to Mam and Dad. I had been wrong, because not all the ships were gone. A lone Russian remained, crippled, no money to mend her damage. The people of Liverpool would care for her and the crew, would have a collection, see them right. And one or two of the naughty girls would probably address the problem, give themselves to Russia with love. At a knock-down price, of course.

‘Did you like the ships?’ I asked my husband.

‘No room. Too many of us,’ he replied. ‘The child in the corner is dead. Don’t cry.’

‘Ben, where are you?’ I knelt at his feet while the television carried on singing, commentating. ‘Where is this place in your head? Ben, where do you go?’

He looked at me, through me, his lips moving quickly. ‘We’ll never get home. I don’t want to go back, because there’s no-one there for me. Did you tell them about the fresh vegetables?’ He was not speaking about this home, was referring to some other time, some other location.

I nodded. ‘Yes. The matron knows that you prefer fresh. What do you think about, darling? When you shout about dogs and stoves, where is that place?’

Ben smiled, almost fooled me yet again into believing that he might get better. ‘Laura. My mother will like you. She’s down there mending nets. Did you see her? We drank her wine and she wasn’t pleased. When we’ve taken everything from them, they join the other queue. In the strawberry yoghurt.’

My husband is crackers. He comes home rarely these days, is allowed out for just a few hours. I am lonely. I sit here now, gaze at the empty water, remember the day of the tall ships, think about the effort I made to communicate with him. Hopeless. Well, today I go to see the expert. My own health has a clean bill at last. I am dismissed by the surgeon, sacked by the psychiatrist. Now, I can fight for my Ben.

Despite the fact that the hair is beating a fast retreat, Gordon Watson-Jones is a very attractive man. He has dark brown eyes that wrinkle in the corners whenever he deigns to award me his full attention, a strong, muscular body and enough self-confidence not to use aftershave. I believe that smell is important, that most of us are attracted to the opposite sex by something subliminal, and that our nostrils play no small part in the pairing-off ritual. Men who smell of perfume have never appealed to me. The truly clean male needs no olfactory signal beyond the one that escapes from his own washed skin. Plain soap allows a man’s honest, yeasty scent to come through, the delicious aroma of uncomplicated masculinity.

I am not in the market for a partner, but I enjoy window-shopping. This senior doctor is like an expensive hat in a Bond Street window, look but don’t touch. Anyway, he is a mere tool, something I need to use for Ben’s sake.

He taps the ends of his fingers together, stares down at some notes, blinks just once, clears his throat. ‘How is he behaving these days?’ After a split second, he rediscovers the surname, staples ‘Mrs Starling’ to the end of his question.

‘He’s completely haywire. I’m here to ask you to use him as a guinea-pig. There must be some research, some untested drug—’

‘He’s getting worse?’

I nod. ‘He jumps about in time, recognizes me, then scarcely knows me, complains about the food in the nursing home, asks to see his mother. Ben never talked about his past. Nor did I, not often, anyway. For the pair of us, the marriage was a fresh start. So I know nothing about him.’

‘And you need to know now?’

‘Yes. There’s one particular situation that haunts him. He is spending more and more time locked into some dreadful scenario. I want him out of that.’

He looks up. A woman could drown in those eyes. Another woman, that is. ‘There’s no way of arresting Alzheimer’s,’ he says.

‘Vitamins?’ I ask hopefully, yet without hope. ‘Vitamins, minerals, electrolytes?’

He smiles broadly, pulls at his collar. ‘You’ve been reading again. Look, everything logical has been tried, everything that’s readily available has been fed to or dripped into patients. We don’t know the answer. It’s important that you accept our limitations.’

I allow my gaze to wander round the consulting room. If I slow down, I might be able to persuade him to phone America, Canada, anywhere that has control groups being assessed. This is a predictably brown and green room, leather couch, tall antique bookcases, square-paned windows that overlook Rodney Street, the Pool’s pool of medical excellence. My chair is of beige leather and he occupies its twin. Three of the walls are heavy with diplomas and seascapes. ‘He’s had his chips, hasn’t he?’ There’s no need to be formal. Manners won’t help, etiquette won’t buy a reprieve. Anyway, this is just another bloke, the one who is qualified to blow the final whistle, no extra time for injury.

He takes a deep breath. ‘A few improve. Some stay at the same level for many years, others deteriorate quickly.’

I will not weep. This consultation is costing £40, so I’d best not waste time with tears. ‘I want you to send us abroad. There’s no worry about money. There must be somebody somewhere who knows something and—’

‘Mrs Starling, your husband is in no fit state to travel. You are just out of hospital too, aren’t you?’

I eye him steadily. ‘The doctors have sacked me. As a patient, I am currently unemployed.’

Our eyes lock and I no longer find him attractive. There is something cold-blooded about a hanging judge. He won’t even try to save the condemned man, isn’t even making the effort to research the bloody disease. He tunes in to my thinking, opens a drawer, pulls out charts, lists, graphs, photocopies of articles. ‘I do keep abreast of my speciality. I’m sorry. I find myself apologizing every day when I face people like you, men and women whose relatives have no quality of life. All I can tell you is that we’re searching. The whole world is looking for this particular answer. Why does it hit some old people and not others? Why do some fairly young patients develop these symptoms while others continue to a century with their mental capacities intact?’

I feel my eyes pricking, blink to contain the flood. ‘He’s such a wonderful man, you see. He took me in, took my children in and became a father to them. After doing so much good, why does he have to get this bloody awful thing?’

He puts a hand to his mouth, drops it after a split second. This small gesture tells me something, makes me know that he is sharing my pain. Perhaps he is, after all, a human being. ‘Mrs Starling, I would give a lot to be able to help you, to help the next person who will occupy that chair. Apart from anything else, I’d be a very wealthy man if I could cure your husband.’

‘He would be better off in some ways if … I wish …’

‘No.’ He shakes his head. ‘There’s no cause for that sort of thinking, please don’t—’

‘He is suffering. The torture is in his head, in his mind. Look, I’ve had a couple of breakdowns, but they were pieces of pat-a-cake compared to this. He’s haunted, tormented. I don’t even know what it is that crucifies him. I can’t keep him at home, can’t look after him, so he’s with strangers. What sort of an existence is that, when he sits in his own soil till someone cleans him, babies him? You don’t know him, nobody knows him. Ben is a dignified man. No way would he want to be nursed like an overgrown infant. He can’t decide, deduce, remember anything decent. It’s our duty to decide for him, and I know that he wouldn’t want any of this. He’s getting stuck somewhere in the fourth dimension, talking to real people who aren’t there any more. And you tell me he can last for years like this.’

He allows a short pause after my outburst. ‘Yes, he may live for a while yet. He’s a strong man with a strong heart.’

‘And you would condemn him to a half-life, when his particular portion is full of dread?’

‘Do you understand the alternative, Mrs Starling? Have you really grasped the concept? Have you?’

I haven’t. I look at Watson-Jones and I realize that I haven’t even skirted the edges of the idea. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’

‘It’s just that we don’t let our animals … well, we don’t. Ben is one of the most magnificent people I have ever known. So solid, he was, so kind and dependable without being a bore. We were happy.’

‘Yes.’

I feel a sudden urge to confess, to purge myself and get rid of the guilt that always hovers over me. Like a Catholic in confession, I blurt it all out, not to a priest, but to a man who is paid to listen to me. ‘I took a lover. Ben always said that I should if he became senile. There was no-one there to comfort me, you see. My children are grown, have been in and out of the nest for years, are now gone for ninety per cent of the time. I was hurt, you see. I had pain and I needed to be held.’ I beg myself to stop indulging this unbecoming self-pity, yet I continue regardless. ‘Ben is still my husband and I love him. I became ill myself, was put into hospital, had surgery. It’s awful, because my lover’s wife died of the very disease I survived.’ I think about Carol, think about poor Robert.

He coughs quietly. ‘Do you feel remorse because you survived?’

‘I don’t know. In a sense, the breakdown was born of relief, because I couldn’t believe that I was better, wondered whether I deserved to recover so completely.’ I remember that I said none of this to the psychiatrist. ‘You’re the first person I’ve talked to except for Ruth. She’s my friend. The illness was like a punishment, as if some great being looked down on me and said, “She’s not looking after that sick man, she’s enjoying herself.” So now, I’m even more acutely aware of Ben’s situation. Every time I see him, I try to get through to him, try to find out what he needs.’

He blinks two or three times. ‘Sackcloth and ashes, Mrs Starling.’ The man leans forward, places elbows on the table. ‘So many people come in here and say exactly what you have just said. “Oh, Mr Watson-Jones, I went out and had a good time, I went to a wedding without her or without him.” This wretched disease spreads like wildfire through the whole family. Comparisons are not terribly useful, but I understand from colleagues that parents of handicapped children often react in the same way. Because one member of the family is infirm, everyone seems to feel guilty unless the suffering is shared. There are homes in this city where families don’t move, don’t go out for a drink or a bit of relaxation. They all sit there sharing the same space as the sufferer, as if it’s wrong to leave the house. Mrs Starling, there is nothing wrong or sinful about seeking respite.’

I want to believe him, must believe if I’m going to carry on living. And I am going to carry on living.

‘They are locked in houses,’ he repeats softly. ‘Locked in, watching sick people. They think it’s the right thing to do. But it isn’t, it’s very wrong. Workers don’t operate seven days a week, twenty-odd hours a day. It’s a full-time job, but holidays and weekends are allowed.’

‘Are you telling me to find a life?’

He nods. ‘Don’t push him out, don’t let him take over. If he were physically ill, would he keep you by his side?’

‘No.’

He looks at his watch, shuffles some papers, signals that my time is almost up. ‘Go and walk round a gallery, look at a painting or two. Or just go shopping.’ He smiles. ‘Shopping is a hobby with many women.’

I stand, pick up my bag. ‘Goodbye.’ I look at him properly, give him the kind of once-over that I might award to a piece of decorative furniture. ‘If you find any new treatments—’

‘I’ll let you know.’

Perhaps I am, after all, my mother’s daughter. I look at men, weigh them up, play about in my mind with imagined possibilities. Ah well, men have done that to women for centuries, and now that we are equals, females can enjoy similar standpoints. And no, I am not Liza McNally’s daughter, not in my heart.

I stand on his doorstep, study the brass plaque that announces his position in medical society. It shines like the sun, though there’s a bit of greenish-grey Brasso stuck round one of the twenty-odd letters that squat behind his name. Beneath him, there is a list of others who make their fortune from the mortal illness we call life.

This isn’t really a doorway, it’s almost a portal, an ornate affair that might have sat well in the shadow of the Parthenon, scrolls on top of pillars, a small stone cherub carved into the inverted V over the top section. The solid wooden door is painted blue, while creamy white paint flakes away from surrounding masonry.

The Harley Street of the north is pleasant enough during the hours of daylight. It sits, polite and clean, coyly skirting the edge of the red light district, becomes slightly seedier after nightfall. All along the block, windows are dressed with boxes of flowers – lobelia, alyssum, a burst of cheery marigolds here and there. Steps are worn down, sagging in the middle, eroding sedately beneath the weight of the many sicknesses that have staggered up and down the once solid slabs. The blooms in tubs and window-boxes are past their best. Most who enter here are beyond their prime.

My car is parked on double yellows, sports in its windscreen Ben’s orange disability sticker. Any warden worth his salt might see the disparity here, an ancient Alpine in British racing green, a car that’s difficult to cope with even when its occupants are in the best of health. I drive round aimlessly, heading for home, doubling back along side streets, journeying away from whatever, then towards confusion and traffic signals. There is something I want to see, a place I need to visit. I don’t know why and I don’t know where, so I continue my circular tour through Liverpool, towards Crosby, back to Liverpool. This is a mystery outing at its best, one where the driver doesn’t know the destination.

I am arguing with myself, speaking out loud. ‘You knew there’d be no new discoveries, Laura. What were you expecting? A miracle?’ I change gear, slow down behind a bus. ‘There’s no harm in asking,’ I reply to myself. ‘He’d be better as a guinea-pig, he’d be better off … better off if he were …’

A Liverpool cabbie misses my rear by centimetres, gives me the two-finger sign as he swerves into the centre lane. ‘Get yerself a bloody guide dog, luv,’ he yells.

The weather is warm, yet I am freezing. I am chilled to the bone because I am praying for my husband to be released from prison. I had another husband in prison once, and I prayed then that he would never be allowed his freedom. The prayers worked in a way, as Bernard Thompson suffered a massive heart attack in his cell, is prevented by poor health from tormenting me and my children ever again. And now, I pray for release … I am asking God to kill my Ben, am begging for the death of a good man.

I drive down Bankfield Street, stop on the docks. It’s a ghost road again today, no sound, no movement, just brick upon brick, stone upon stone. This is where my dad’s Irish father first set foot on British soil, where thousands came to start a new life in a place that was up-and-coming.

There is a terrible stillness about the place. A crisp packet scutters along, driven by a wind that has lost all will to survive, a mere breeze compared to recent weather. A gull cries, his mournful wail seeming like a dirge as it falls along Liverpool’s deserted miles. Here, men waited to be called for work, propped themselves up, disguised weaknesses, hid their infirmities in order to gain a shilling for a meal. Limbs were broken, backs were bent, lives were snuffed out by falling loads.

On the road that skirts the world’s biggest docks, there is a woman and a crisp packet. Why am I here? The bird swoops again, shouts at me, is joined by a couple of pals. We used to stand here, Ben and I. My children too would come to this place, used to carry biscuits, bread, bits of meat for the gulls. I reach into the glove box, bring out some stale cake, wind down the window, scatter the bounty. Screaming and quarrelling, they pounce on the food. Oh Ben, how you loved the gulls.

Men perished here, formed unions on this stretch, fought bosses, police, each other. It seems right that I should pray in this pitted, damaged place with its deep scars of iron where trains ran, with its pockmarked cobbles on top of which a few thin bandages of tarmac linger in sad, grey patches.

Ben, oh Ben. I smile, remember the quickness of it all. I kept house for a week, was courted for a month, was married so quickly that my mother screamed about delicacy and good taste. We had the sort of marriage that Georgina Dawn writes about, one of those happy-ever-after things that drift along all smug and safe until … until a dinner party and some ice that never got crushed.

In the coronary artery of a city’s slowed heart, a woman comes to terms with dementia, with Alois Alzheimer, with her husband’s frailty. It happened here, too, that slowing down. Will you pick up, Liverpool? Will your ship come in? Will Ben’s?

I am weeping now and it doesn’t matter. No-one will come. And if someone does happen along, I shall be ignored. Women have wept on this road for years, I’m only a few decades out of step. I went into a pub once, an old-fashioned ale-house near Miller’s Bridge. An aged dear wailed in a corner and nobody bothered her. Her younger companions told me, ‘Oh, that’s Biddy, she cries a lot.’ They allow you your space, the Liverpool folk. It was a dockers’ haunt, so it was empty of men. Women sat with babies, nappy bags leaning against table legs, feeding bottles stacked among glasses of stout and lager. To get to the counter, I had to fight a dozen prams. The Liverpool lasses phoned the RAC, found me a sandwich, got the landlord to dig out a dusty bottle of white wine. They were good to me. Until this moment, I had forgotten them, how they took me in, nourished me, put a ten-year-old to guard my wounded car.

I suppose they stood together when the tall ships came and went. The children would be older, wilder, possibly uncontainable. What did they think about, those girls whose grandfathers had run the greatest docks on earth? How did they feel when that last strip of canvas fell off their horizon? I bet they didn’t say, ‘Well, never mind, we’ve got all these enterprise things starting, tourists and boutiques and training schemes.’ Perhaps I’m getting depressed again. I’m no deep thinker, no poet, shouldn’t be standing here like cheese at fourpence. That was one of Auntie Maisie’s sayings, ‘Don’t stand there like cheese at fourpence.’

Why Ben? Why Liverpool, why England? Are we all so unworthy? Who will look after Ben’s winter birds? I did it last year and the year before, haven’t his magic touch.

He was always sad about house-martins. We once sat for a whole day in a Sussex field, Ben, myself and a couple of hundred insect eaters. Ben watched the babies, worried for them. ‘No nest to go back to when the weather’s cold,’ he said. I remember wondering what happened to their nests, should have asked at the time. ‘If they fly high, that means good weather. Low means rain. Many don’t get to Africa, many don’t return. But look how happy they are.’ Birds. He was always fascinated by them, was often emotional about his feathered children.

I’ve decided to go and see Confetti. She’s just round the corner, is usually surrounded by dozens of people. Her dowry has been put to good use in a large house for distressed girls. She calls them her distressed girls, even to their faces, makes a joke of it. I have never met a less distressed crowd in my life. They come to Confetti when there’s nowhere else, when it’s too late for a lecture on birth control, too late for abortion. Confetti is vigorously opposed to what she calls ‘assisted miscarriage’, spends time and energy placing the newborn infants with foster parents, or finding homes for those young women who want to keep their children.

I drive on to Waterloo, past the private hospital where Confetti goes for spiritual guidance from the Augustine sisters. In a side street off South Road, I park Elsie, walk into bedlam. She’s standing at the foot of the stairs, a baby in one arm, a feeding bottle in the other. ‘Laura, thank goodness you’re here. Get up those stairs now and tell that lot to turn down the music.’ We don’t need to listen, as the heavy metal is welding itself to our eardrums.

‘Why me?’ I ask.

‘Because you’re here. Did you never hear why Everest was climbed? Because it was there. Now get that racket stopped, I’ve babies scared halfway to death with it.’

The girls sense their mentor’s anger, because the cacophony grinds to an abrupt halt. I am waved towards the kitchen. ‘Kettle,’ she says. ‘Tea bags in the jar marked flour, sugar in the biscuit tin, milk wherever they’ve left it.’ She must be in her seventies, yet she displays a level of energy that should put to shame many of her distressed guests.

‘Anything else?’ I ask sarcastically.

‘Well, a cheque might help, something with six noughts to it.’

‘Aren’t you being funded at all?’

She shrugs, waves the feeding bottle. ‘Cut-backs. Good job I’m a registered charity.’

In the stark kitchen, I find two expectant mothers at the table and a third standing near the outer doors, the arm of an expectant father round her shoulders. All of them seem to be no more than sixteen years of age. They eye me warily, as I am one of the ‘them’ who have caused all the trouble. At sixteen, they know everything and the parents who turn them out know nothing. With my age against me, I brew tea, place six mugs on the table, pour, hand a drink to each one of them, pick up mine and Confetti’s, walk to the door.

‘Ta,’ says the lad. They’re OK folk, just a bit wary and self-defensive.

‘You’re welcome.’

In the front room, my old friend is humming to herself while feeding the baby. She is sitting in an armchair that pretends to be a golden-yellow, but the moquette is badly stained and torn. ‘Thanks for the tea,’ she says. ‘How’s your mother?’

‘Simmering. How’s your dad?’

She lifts the infant to a shoulder, rubs the tiny back. ‘He’s ninety-five and still on the go. My sisters in Birmingham are fighting over him, because neither wants him in the house. He was found last week walking up the slow lane of the M6, said he was going home.’

‘Oh.’ I know she’s worried, know she won’t show it. ‘Dementia?’

The grey head nods. ‘Alcohol. The good man never touched a drop till Mammy took ill and died. We’d a grand farm, everything up to date, good land, valuable animals. I think he flushed the last racehorse down the toilet just before we brought him over. Sold the lot just to numb his pain with drink. Anyway, I can’t have him, not with this lot.’

‘Perhaps he would have been better at home.’

She sniffs. ‘That’s all well and good, but there was nobody for him. Eugene’s showing no signs of coming back from Canada, and the rest of us are in England. I couldn’t have done my birth-control classes over there, not without a lot of church opposition.’ She looks me up and down. ‘Have you money to spare?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Confetti is one of my tax blessings, as I pay to the mother and baby home on a monthly basis. ‘What did you do with the last cheque?’

She tut-tuts. ‘I used it on cocaine, of course, ruined my nostrils. It’s just gone, Laura. There are fifteen young adults living here, and four babies just now. They need food, washing powder, electricity, gas—’

‘Shut up.’ I am already writing the cheque. ‘And get yourself some decent clothes, for goodness sake. If I see you in those old trousers again, I’ll bring a gun.’

She peers over the coffee table, scans the cheque. ‘That’s a lot of money, Laura Thompson. Still, my need is greater than yours.’ The grin is impish but short-lived. ‘Ben?’

I shake my head. ‘No chance. There’s nothing new, no miracle on the horizon. When they do discover something, I don’t think it will help him, because he’s lost too much, gone too far. The best that can happen is the finding of a drug that might slow the process. There’s no replacing dead brain cells.’

‘Ah, God love the both of you, Laura. I pray every night for some sign of recovery, but it seems not to be the Lord’s will.’

I sip the tea, pull faces at the baby. When the cup is empty, I take the child, give Confetti the chance to enjoy a break. She gulps down a mouthful, settles back in the disgraceful chair. ‘They’ve called that one Garth. It’s a great pity that these little creatures are saddled from the start with odd names. That’s enough to make him different right from the word go. What’s wrong with Peter and John, for goodness sake? Mind, I’ve done well this year, three Michaels and a Goretti.’

I laugh at her. ‘That’s the funniest name of all.’

‘A matter of opinion.’ She peers down at the navy trousers, seems to be attempting to identify the several stains mapped all over them like the pages of an atlas. ‘I’ll go to town and get a couple of skirts,’ she mutters. ‘And a blouse or three. Mind, I’ll be needing some new cot blankets and a couple of baby baths. Does Mothercare ever have a sale? Laura, remember that God is good.’ There is no signal to herald the change of subject. ‘Ben won’t go on for ever like that.’

‘He’s suffering,’ I tell her yet again. ‘It’s so cruel.’

‘There’ll be an end.’

‘And get yourself some support tights.’ I am becoming as bad as she is, peppering my conversation with snippets of irrelevance.

She looks straight into my face. ‘We’re all tempted. I was tempted when the cough mixture stopped working for Mammy. They prescribed morphine, and the giving of a drop too much would have been the easiest thing.’

‘I know.’

She stands, takes the snoozing infant. ‘I’ll put him in the cot. You’re right, I need some support for these varicose veins. Laura, get that business out of your mind.’ Sometimes, I can’t quite love her, because she reads me too easily.


Chapter Two

There’s a nip in the air today, a promise of October, though this month is barely middle-aged. I sit on the concrete steps and watch Chewbacca as he cavorts mindlessly, senselessly, hurling himself about all over the sands. He finds something, loses it, forgets to retrieve it as soon as he spots another piece of flotsam. Our flotsam is deserved, because much of it is just our own rubbish coming back, Coke cans, beer cans, condoms and fag packets.

The Welsh hills have remained coy all morning, have secreted themselves behind a veil of light mist, but the New Brighton dome is clearly visible. I see no ships, though I am reliably informed that Liverpool is receiving more cargo than ever before. When they do come, the vessels are huge and ugly, low in the water, many of them as grey as the scum on which they float. Who unloads them? I wonder. There must be some dockers, just a few, enough men to direct the lifting of massive containers.

I am thinking about my children. Jodie was here a few weeks ago, but I’ve seen little of my sons for the past eight or nine months, can remember that they came at Christmas. Gerald gave me some more shares for what he refers to as my portfolio, then a talking-to about surviving the so-called recession. He’s a southerner now, all rounded vowels, clipped consonants, car phone, designer shirts and suits, designer stubble. I always knew he’d turn out to be something in the city. Sometimes, he messes about with my offshore bank accounts, frightens the life out of Ruth, my best friend and accountant. She tells me that Gerald is sailing close to the wind, suspects that he might be dealing with the aid of inside information. He’s thirty-one, a big boy, but I hope he doesn’t get caught, hope he stops in time.

My son Edward is gay. For Christmas, he brought me a pair of satin pyjamas and his latest boyfriend. Edward refused to accompany Gerald when the statutory visit to Tommo was paid. ‘He’s not my father anyway,’ he said. ‘And he hates what I am.’ All his life, Edward was different, separate from the common herd. He has told me how he felt, how he suffered through being ‘soft’ and ‘queer’. From a very early age, he was uncomfortable, troubled. When people go on about gays being perverts, I lose my rag a bit, stand up for my middle child’s principles. Edward was always a loner. If I’d had half a brain as a young woman, I would have realized long ago that my Edward had been predisposed from birth to be extraordinary. He’s a fine man with a good heart, he’s a man who was programmed from the start to love people of his own sex. With the aid of money from me and Ben, Edward owns and runs a health club in Manchester. He still tends to overweight, continues to indulge in bouts of comfort-eating, so he fights the flab constantly, uses his own exercise machines to sweat away the fat. I love him, find him gentle yet cuttingly witty.

Chewy runs to me, the nine-inch tongue lolling and dripping onto my coat. ‘Woof,’ he says companionably. He wants me to run with him. ‘Woof off,’ I reply. He gives me a paw, soggy, dripping with sand and oily water.

‘What about Jodie?’ I ask him. ‘Will she ever settle down, or is she going to carry on for ever like another bloody Confetti?’

‘Woof.’ He spots a distant dog, bounds away jerkily, his legs splaying like the limbs of a marionette whose master has not yet served his apprenticeship.

Jodie is a newly qualified doctor who travels about, refuses to settle to a life of medicine until she’s winkled out what everybody, with the exception of her good self, calls the madness. The madness consists of Oxfam frocks, open sandals, dirty hair and a small motor home. She looks just like Confetti used to look, a nightmare from the late sixties, plaited hair-bands, tangled locks, large pendant earrings, a weather-beaten skin, eyebrows almost knitted together by all that unnecessary thinking.

I keep telling my errant and lovable daughter that the world will find its own way to hell, but she will insist on being concerned. Being concerned to a certain level is fine, even commendable. But jumping in with both feet, a BAN THE WHATEVER sign and a bad attitude is taking altruism that little bit too far, I’d say. She’s been arrested on Greenham Common in her youth, more recently in Trafalgar Square (I never asked what she was doing on that occasion, could not bear to hear what she’d perpetrated in the metropolis) and, last month, outside some remand centre where she campaigned, none too quietly, for the release of one of her numerous unsuitable boyfriends.

Chewy is starting a war. A small black terrier has not accepted the attentions of the exploded sofa that masquerades as my pet, is barking furiously as Chewy leaps about in circles. I run, arrive at the scene of the crime, pacify owner and canine with words of apology. They both escape to the car park. I hold Chewy’s collar, listen until the Mini’s angry engine is started. Strange how some ill-tempered little people have noisy little cars and nasty little dogs. And how some tall, unkempt women called Laura have long-legged unmade beds as companions. He is a mess. I adore him.

I am not a snob. At least, I think I’m not a snob. But Jodie will pick up people with problems, folk with disorders ranging from simple dyslexia to apparent paranoid schizophrenia. And skin problems. When she does deign to arrive home, it is usually in the company of some youth whose face owns more craters than are visible on the moon when viewed through a high-powered telescope. And she isn’t even remotely interested in dermatology. She came three weeks ago, breezed in, ate, had a quick bath, drifted away again. This time, she was alone and on her way to pick up some newly released and downtrodden convict with ‘morals’. God help him, he’ll be wishing he’d stayed inside.

For Christmas, Jodie bought me a book about somebody with Alzheimer’s. ‘It can be coped with, Mother. A sufferer isn’t always miserable, you know.’ She brought nothing for her father, did not visit him. ‘I’ve seen him twice,’ she protested. ‘And there was no discernible improvement on the second occasion.’ When she doesn’t like somebody, she makes no bones.

Chewy and I amble home, fight in the rear porch with a bucket and a towel. He doesn’t enjoy having his feet washed any more than I enjoy seeing my towels ripped to bits. When we are both breathless, we collapse in the kitchen, a cup of coffee for me, a handful of biscuits for the miscreant. Flakey drinks some formula, is lapping well. The dog stares at Handel, considers having a go at the immobile cat, thinks better of it, snores at my feet.

The gate creaks. My dog opens an eye, looks at me. ‘No more barking, please,’ I beg. ‘It’s not a burglar.’ He would probably find a burglar exciting, would welcome him with a big smile and a quivering tongue.

I rise, look through the window, believe for a moment that I have conjured up Jodie just by thinking about her. But no. This is a different kettle of frankfurters altogether. I remember that she likes sausages and Carnation, not necessarily on the same plate, that her name is Diana and that it’s not Thursday. She was supposed to iron my things on Thursday.

I open the door, stare at the vision before me. My uninvited guest is dressed very much à la Jodie, that is to say she looks extremely odd. There’s a blue flat cap which has lost much of its flatness because of the blond hair bundled into it. Then there’s a filthy anorak type of jacket with just a hint of green showing between dozens of badges and slogans. The leggings are purple today, but there remains some consistency in the feet, which are clad again in those huge and hideous Doc Martens. During my lifespan, I have been privileged to know three such fashion-plates – this one, my daughter, my dear friend Confetti.

After looking her up and down, I wait for her to speak, but nothing happens. ‘Well?’ I say, watching as she sweeps a smutty mark from the end of her nose. ‘What do you want this time? I’m not having a new door.’

She placed her worldly goods at my feet, and I am reminded now of Handel, who sometimes bestirs himself to contribute to the larder by bringing home a dead bird or two. Today’s offering is just as unsavoury, two aged Woolworth’s bags and a filthy canvas backpack that looks as if it might have served in both world wars, perhaps the Crimea too. ‘Can I come in?’ She has a way of making her eyes round, looks like a neglected and wilful infant begging for sweets.

‘You may come in tomorrow night, do the ironing. Then, if you like, you might magnolia the dining-room walls on Saturday afternoon.’

‘I hate that colour. It’s not a colour, it’s a bad mood.’

‘Then stay away.’ I do not care, I am telling myself sternly. She is not my child, not my responsibility.

She glances over her shoulder, waves a hand towards the steely grey water. ‘Where do I go till tomorrow, Laura?’

‘Double-glazing, I presume.’ She is a lost soul, but so am I, so are we all. Yet I am weakening, will give in any minute now. ‘What happened?’ I feel my shoulders sagging. If I let her in, will she stay for ever, become one of those tenants who sit there for all eternity? And will she wear me down to the point where I might buy a front door which looks like plastic, is a dead ringer for extruded UPVC?

‘Why are you smiling?’ she asks.

‘Didn’t know I was.’ Gerald has made me smile – the thought of him, anyway. It would be wonderful fun to watch him pitted against Diana, she squatting in his mother’s house, he waving his arms a lot, consulting his Filofax for numbers of ‘contacts who know about this sort of thing’. ‘This isn’t a boarding house,’ I announce sternly. ‘Anyway, you said you’d paid your rent.’

‘He wanted more.’

‘More rent?’

She chews her lip. ‘He wanted sex.’

‘Oh.’ She needs food, a warm bed, a friendly ear. I’m not feeling friendly just now. ‘Do you enjoy watching Neighbours?’ I enquire, can’t think why.

‘Hate that too,’ she answers. ‘Magnolia and Neighbours, both insipid, lifeless. Especially Neighbours.’

‘Then we shall suffer it together.’ I drag her into the house, force her to sit in silence through the whole episode. She hugs herself, sways gently in her seat like a baby in a cradle. We each glue our eyes to the screen, watch the cavortings. It is weird. Some people run into a house and say some things, then they dash off to another house and say the same things. After a couple of minutes, everybody gets together in a garden, and they repeat the earlier lines, but in a slightly altered order. A trio of vile teenagers giggles a bit, and a young woman with a pregnancy cushion stuffed up her skirt has difficulty rising out of a chair. This is probably because the size of the bulge would be appropriate for someone in the twentieth month of incubation.

There is no interval in Neighbours, as it is BBC, so we don’t even get a Fairy Liquid advert or chimps with teacups. An older woman worries about Jim, is reminiscent of Mrs Dale’s Diary-as-was, and a sensible yellow dog wanders about, delivers a performance that deserves an Oscar when compared to the scriptwriters’ garbage. As the credits roll, we agree earnestly that the dog is a clever ad libber.

Diana fixes me with a stare that does not match her cap’s rakish angle. ‘Do you watch that every day?’ There’s a near-hysterical edge to her words, but I suspect that this young woman is a good actress.

‘Twice a day. I plan my life around it, can’t go shopping or for a walk when it’s on. I know I could video the show, but it’s not the same, is it? I want to see it when it’s actually happening. Then Home and Away, A Country Practice, Flying Doctors, and there’s Families, of course, but that’s British and—’

‘What’s it about?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Families. What’s it about?’

She’s clever. I flounder, surface after a few seconds. ‘It’s about groups of people, adults and children in nuclear groups, though one family has extended all the way to Australia, Sydney, I think, so—’

‘How many children?’

‘Some. A few.’

‘Names?’ One of her eyebrows has floated up the forehead, causing shallow, youthful lines on one side. ‘Go on, then. Tell me some names.’

I sigh. ‘I’ve forgotten.’ Inspired suddenly, I managed to remember some of it. ‘A woman with red hair ran off with her half-brother. She didn’t know who he was, so they’re living in sin.’

‘The old incest chestnut?’ is the next piece of rhetoric. ‘You don’t watch that crap. I can tell just by looking at you that you’ve no time for rubbish.’

I smile, think of Georgina Dawn’s rejected outpourings. ‘I am very familiar with all kinds of rubbish.’

She nods quickly. ‘And you certainly don’t see any of it while it’s actually happening, because we’re ages behind with all the Antipodean junk. It’s recorded, was recorded about a year ago. All soaps are recorded. Even Coronation Street runs five or six weeks behind itself.’

I rally. ‘I watch Coronation Street.’

‘That is acceptable,’ comes the swift response. ‘So is PCBH.’

I am flummoxed, cannot create a reply, am not going to beg for an explanation.

She can see my flummoxedness. ‘PCBH. Prisoner Cell Block H. Compulsory viewing in most select homes, even those with dishwashers and Axminster carpets. It is brilliantly bad.’

This girl is so likeable. ‘Oh. My education is incomplete, then.’

‘You can’t fool me, Mrs … er … Laura.’

‘Starling.’

She removes the cap and the hair tumbles down in oily, shampoo-starved rats’ tails. ‘Funny name, that. It’s like being called Sparrow or Cuckoo or Owl – Wol, if you’re an AA Milne fan. I liked Eeyore best. Bits kept dropping off him. It was all middle-class mush anyway.’

I pin my eyes to a hole in the leggings, wonder how many other such goodies she has brought in her tattered luggage. ‘A rose by any other name,’ I mumble. ‘I’m rather fond of my surname, as is my husband.’

Her fingers are digging into the chair arm. She is tense, though none of the nervousness shows in the lift of her head, in the clean clarity of her voice. ‘I need a room for a few weeks. You have plenty of rooms and I have none. We should share.’

I shift in the seat, pretend some anger. ‘Are you a bloody communist?’

‘I’m pinkish,’ she replies smartly. ‘You?’

‘A professional floating voter. But nothing about fair shares is written into the constitution of this democracy. You are … invading my space? Isn’t that the with-it term these days for pushy people who move in and refuse to leave?’

‘Chill out,’ she begs. She’s heard that one on Neighbours, I reckon. ‘I’ve nowhere to go. Are you going to throw me out into the street? There are funny buggers in Blundellsands, just as many here as anywhere else. I could get mugged or raped or knifed or anything.’

She is wearing a lot of clothes. There are at least three sweaters under that anorak – she probably ran out of plastic bags for her packing. ‘Get a shower.’ My tone is fairly … well, nearly fairly strong. ‘And put yourself in the attic. There’s a sleeping bag in the landing cupboard, some towels in the chest outside the bathroom. I want you gone by the end of the month.’

Her gaze is steady. ‘How many bathrooms have you got here?’

‘Three.’ I meet her eyes, will not apologize for my living conditions, refuse to be ashamed of my comparative wealth. Inverted snobbery is as unacceptable as the usual sort. ‘Does that matter?’

She lifts a shoulder. ‘Not really. It’s just I’m a bit messy, want somewhere to drip my underclothes.’ The grin widens. ‘I’d like my own bathroom.’

Yes, she is dangerously likeable. Here I stand – well, sit – with one husband broken down by Alzheimer’s, the other suffering from angina, clogged lungs and narrowed arteries, and I’m taking on yet another problem. My kids are God knows where doing God knows what, but I still seem to collect people. Other women gather diamonds, designer clothes, perfumes. I attract lame ducks, not just ducks, either. There are still a couple of Jonathan Livingstones in the shed at the back of the garage, seagulls whose wings are healing in spite of my ministrations. ‘You should go on the stage, Diana. It’s a while since an actress of your calibre graced our theatres.’

‘I’ll pay,’ she says generously. ‘Seven pounds a week and I’ll find my own food.’

I look her over. ‘You won’t. You’ve not found much food so far, anyway. Are you suffering from anorexia? Will you linger palely in my attic, then drift off to heaven all ethereal and beautiful?’

She sniffs. ‘Don’t talk soft, I’m just starving. It happens, you know, even in 1992. I’ve a good BSc, can’t get a job, might as well go back to college and aim for a doctorate. So the rest of you will have to shelter my burgeoning genius.’

‘We owe you that?’

‘Somebody does.’

She’s right. Even five or ten years ago, it was easier for young people to find a goal, work hard to reach it, enjoy the benefits of a career after all the studying. My own three went to colleges, universities, medical school; the two who wanted work got jobs. Jodie will do it soon, I tell myself. She’ll settle down, get a post in a hospital, save some lives, have the occasional wash, invest in some ozone-friendly deodorant …

‘What do you think about all the time, Laura?’ The words are spoken softly, gently. ‘You seem to be preoccupied.’

‘I … I miss my husband.’ That’s the truth, the whole truth. Well, nearly. I miss Ben, support Tommo against my better judgement, worry about Gerald’s ethics, Edward’s sensitivity, Jodie’s foolishness.

‘I’m sorry.’ The eyes burn and I know that she really is sad for me.

‘Get yourself cleaned up, Diana. I’ll find something for you in the freezer.’ The idea of mundane tasks is suddenly attractive. ‘I’ll get you a quick meal.’

She leaps up, makes a dive for me, places the thin hands on my shoulders. ‘You’re all right, queen,’ she whispers, laughter lurking in her throat. The tone lifts itself, finds a more audible level. ‘And can I walk that big soft dog and is the cat allowed upstairs and have you got a spare toothbrush? And I’m good with kittens.’ She points to Flakey, who is curled up in a shoe box next to the bread bin. ‘It was my dad, not the landlord. My dad’s a good bloke, but he cracked up when Mam died, took to drink. I’ve run away from him for a bit of a rest. I will go back to him, you know. But I need a break, that’s the truth.’

I think of Confetti’s problem. ‘I’ve another friend in the same position. The drink affects her father’s brain. He started after his wife died, was almost teetotal before.’

She sighs, looks pensive. ‘When we were kids, he was really good to us. But he drank to forget about Mam, then he started going a bit violent and unpredictable.’ She displays a slender, bruised wrist. ‘He doesn’t mean it. He’s just desperate, trying to keep hold of me. And I like kippers.’

She grabs her possessions, runs out of the room, leaves me cold, empty, leaves me lonely. She is singing in the shower, a Beatles song, ‘Whatever Gets You Through the Night’. I cannot afford to attach myself to anyone. Somewhere out there, three products of mine are doing damage, one insider dealing, another moaning, putting on weight, seeking a permanent lover. And the third runs round with criminals and hippies.

I find a pair of frozen kippers, linger near the microwave as I wait for the singing to stop. Tommo tonight. Ruth comes with me, though I need no protection from the feeble man. He sits, watches TV, waits for my visits. The eyes are still powerful, but the strength is diminished.

Tommo was Ben’s only mistake. ‘Go to him,’ he insisted for years. ‘Three heart attacks and chronic angina have diminished him. For your own sake, you must see this man and realize that he is just a broken creature. Then and only then will you be free in spirit.’ After Ben’s constant nagging/encouragement, I went and laid the ghost. But, fool that I am, I supplement Tommo’s state income, look after his welfare. After all, he is a human being. I think.

And last but never least, there’s my Ben. I won’t cry. I won’t stand here crying next to a pair of frozen, headless kippers.

‘Laura?’ God, they’ll hear that scream in Birkenhead.

‘Yes?’

‘Can I have a bath as well as a shower?’

‘Yes.’ I bet she’s dripped all over the landing, all over the bathroom too. Life will be fuller than ever if I let this one linger for too long. Three Confettis. I shudder. There’s the real one, then Jodie, now this apprentice offbeat upstairs.

The phone again. ‘Robert, it’s over.’

‘I’m coming home,’ he says. ‘I’ve had enough of this bloody holiday.’

‘Stay where you are,’ I order.

‘I want to see you.’

‘Don’t blame me for shortening the children’s pleasure. Look, I’ll see you soon.’ I’m not a good liar face to face, but I’m quite feasible on the phone. ‘I promise that we’ll talk if you’ll give those kids another few days.’ Really, I can’t take him on as well! This place is going to be like Wembley Stadium if I’m not careful.

‘Do you still love me?’ Oh the urgency of youth. Though forty is not exactly infantile.

How many people can one woman love? How many kinds of love are there, how many kinds of truth?

‘Laura?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’ Well, that’s one kind of truth, I suppose.

Ruth makes the tea, carries it through to the tiny sitting room. My first husband is staring at me, his eyes seeming to bore into my soul. ‘There you are,’ my friend says to the invalid. ‘And I’ve put the sugar in for you.’

He does not look at her. ‘Thanks.’

I sit back, attempt to relax, wish with all my heart that he would stop watching me. ‘Are you any better?’ I ask.

‘No.’

Ruth picks up the Echo, reads, or pretends to read.

‘Do you need anything more?’ I force some shallow brightness into my voice. ‘Some books, a particular kind of food? Is the home help still visiting?’ I ask, wishing that I could settle down and be comfortable in this little cottage. I’ve been coming here for about ten years, ever since Tommo’s third coronary. ‘Face him,’ Ben said to me over and over again. ‘Look at the nightmare, then it will become an everyday thing, it will go away.’ For a long time, Ben came with me, waited in the car. He was a sensitive man, still is, I suppose. Degeneration of the brain cannot possibly make the soul poorer. But Ben can’t come any more, and Ruth insists on being a witness. ‘You never know,’ she often says. ‘He might get strong and turn on you again.’

‘The home help comes,’ he mutters. ‘More of a hindrance than a help. But I’m all right.’ His eyes flicker for a moment, move towards Ruth. He wants her out, has always wanted me to come alone. But I told him right at the start that I would be accompanied at all times. Tommo disapproves of Ruth, was happier when I arrived with a husband who stayed outside. ‘Is he still away?’ There is emphasis on the ‘he’.

‘Ben’s in the nursing home, yes.’ You were my nightmare, I want to say. Ben made you unimportant, released me from the evil dream. But he finds no solace now from his own torment.

He grins, displaying sickly yellow teeth that do little to enhance his sickly yellow face. ‘You backed two losers, didn’t you?’

Sometimes, I amaze myself. I come here and sit with a man who beat me, raped me, murdered a man I loved, and I still find a sort of pity for this creature who altered the course of my existence. But he’s not a lot worse than my mother, I suppose. And I still visit her. I have hated this man, have hated my mother, continue to harbour negative feelings for both these people who have harmed me. But hatred is not strong enough to make me turn away completely. I’m no saint, no martyr, yet I do these ‘good’ deeds, keep turning up to be stared at by Tommo in his Bootle cottage, continue verbally abused in a certain person’s retirement apartment.

‘The kids haven’t been,’ he grumbles.

‘I know.’ They can’t stand him, even for a few minutes. Neither can I, I decide suddenly. This will be the last time. If he needs money, he can have it. By post.

‘Why won’t they come?’

‘Busy,’ I reply briskly. ‘Lives to lead, things to do.’

‘And the fairy-boy? How’s he getting on? Has he found a boyfriend yet?’ The eyes narrow as he contains the glee. His brother, the man he murdered, fathered a creature who is less than a man. ‘And don’t start telling me he’s not queer. I spotted it a mile off that time when he came with my son.’

‘Edward is fine.’

‘Your mother?’ he enquires sarcastically, as if able to access my thoughts. ‘Still smoking herself to death and refusing to lie down?’

‘Something like that.’ I place an envelope on the table, make the movement as discreet as possible. We never discuss the contents, never refer to the few pounds I leave here each time I come. This awful man is the father of Gerald and Jodie. He is diminished in body and spirit, has fought his last fight. It is impossible for me to allow him to starve. But I receive no thanks, expect none.

Ruth makes much of looking at her watch. ‘Shall we go, Laura? After all, you’re supposed to get your rest.’

He picks up the clear plastic mask, holds it over his mouth and nose while he inhales pure oxygen. I am supposed to worry now, am supposed to stay with him in case he has another attack. That would be taking my charity too far. I am performing a duty, no more than that, am obeying my real husband’s instincts. And Tommo’s a sick animal, just another patient on my rota.

We make our goodbyes, go out to the car. ‘I don’t know how you do this,’ says Ruth. ‘After all, he’s never grateful, hardly even civil. I wonder about you, I really do. Are you trying to win a medal? The way he looks at you makes me shiver.’

‘Shut up.’ I stick out my tongue, climb into my uncomfortable driver’s seat, wait till Ruth is strapped in. ‘He’s harmless.’

‘Only because he’s ill. He’d kill you if he could.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘All right. But don’t come running to me when he breaks both your legs.’ She giggles, presses my hand. ‘Laura, you’re incurable.’

She’s wrong, I’m cured. I’m getting better every day, have come to terms with the reprieve I have been granted. Ben, Tommo, Flakey, Diana, the seagulls, my mother – these characters are not dictating my life. There are choices, so I do as I will. On an impulse, I jump out of Elsie, lean down, speak to Ruth. ‘Stay here.’

‘But—’

‘Stay.’ I return to the house, find Tommo counting my fivers.

‘What do you want?’ he asks, the pale face stained by anger. He isn’t happy, is displeased because I’ve caught him in the act of accepting my charity. ‘I want an answer,’ I say softly.

‘Fire away.’

I lean against the closed outer door. Words. I have to find the words. ‘You wrote to me, said you’d be sending friends to see me. Criminals, I should think.’

He frowns. ‘And?’

I clear my throat, wish I could cough the clutter out of my head. ‘How did Ben manage to keep me safe? How could he be so sure that you wouldn’t interfere? After all, you might still have sent someone.’ I pause, remember the early days of my second marriage. I can hear Ben now, can hear him telling me that it was all over, that Tommo could never hurt me again. ‘How?’ I plead. ‘Tell me.’

He lowers his gaze, stuffs the money down the side of his chair. ‘Are you sure he won’t get better?’

‘Yes, the doctor tells me to expect no improvement.’

Tommo nods. ‘He warned me never to tell you any of this. And he’s not alone. He might not come after me, but one of his mates could do it.’

A ripple of fear rises up my spine, digs its cold fingers into my neck. ‘What is it? Who are these friends of his?’

The yellowed mask of death shows its teeth, but there is no warmth, no humour in the smile. ‘Look, I don’t know the details, but that Ben Starling of yours gave the impression that our crimes were fairy-tale stuff. He was a prison visitor for a reason. We never found out who he was looking for, but mere were rumours. He threatened me, others too, dropped a few names, London people with big money and clean slates. Your so-called husband talked like a crook, acted like a gentleman. I don’t scare easily, but he put me off.’ He pauses, sighs. ‘I stayed away because he threatened me and because he seemed to be part of something big. He put the frighteners on a few of us, even the old lags were winded by him. Anyway, that’s all I know, so make what you like of it.’

I stand very still, am conscious of my breathing. There is nothing more to be said. Tommo is making all this up, is reaching deep into the recesses of imagination. Ben is a good man, was always a law-abiding citizen. Even if Ben did say those things, they would have been manufactured just to keep me out of Tommo’s reach.

Tommo leans forward, thrusts the poker into the grate, stirs the fire to life. ‘The answer’s in London. And, from the little I learned, in other cities, European cities. Like I said, you married two bad devils. But he’s worse than me, I’m telling you. The notches on his gun—’

I move towards him. ‘He never killed.’

He shrugs, replaces the poker. ‘You may be right. Perhaps it was all rumour.’

His skin has paled again, and I feel sick, revolted, because this man is telling a kind of truth. And Ben travelled a lot, went to Europe on a fairly regular basis. But I decide to keep my counsel.

The drive home is silent. Ruth senses my need for quiet, does not intrude on my thoughts. Truth. How many more kinds are there?

Diana reminds me of Jodie, therefore of myself in younger days. Physically, the two girls are not unalike, both very slim, both fairly pretty. Diana is blond, as I was, but Jodie, my nomadic daughter, has dark brown hair with reddish highlights, though the lustre doesn’t show until she deigns to take a bath or a shower. She used to be clean, was always getting scrubbed up as part of her job. So her ‘industrial action’ has taken the form of greasy hair and grubby clothes, while my own small rebellions against society – against my mother, really – were feeble battles of words followed by a near-silence that lasted for ages.

I’ve done the crossword, am sitting here fiddling with my nails, sawing half-heartedly with an emery board. It’s time for Adrian to be let loose with his box of tricks, pink for the body of the nail, white for the tip. Diana is in the dining-room with stepladder, brushes and paint. She is pretending that the latter is luminescent green, as she can’t bear magnolia. Flakey has gone missing again, is no doubt up to mischief.

‘Woof.’ Chewbacca eyes me lugubriously, wants a walk. Handel, whose fur has remained remarkably unruffled by the kitten’s arrival, ambles by, jumps into the sink, supervises the dripping tap. He paws the drops, investigates their source, gets a wet nose. Intelligent? He does the same thing every day, finishes up mesmerized by the drip-dripping, falls asleep in the bowl.

Diana peeps round the door. ‘Was this kitten magnolia when you got it?’

‘Black,’ I answer, unperturbed. I’m getting used to her.

‘Right.’ She pauses for a second or two. ‘Is your sideboard worth anything?’

‘Yes, why?’ The sideboard is of solid English oak, darkened by age, ponderous, ugly enough to be beautiful. I bought it out of pity – I used to do that sort of thing.

‘Give us a J-cloth, then, ’cos I’ve splashed a bit.’ She is wearing a lot of Crown vinyl silk, most of it on her face. ‘It’s time for a brew,’ she reminds me.

The kitten staggers in, a few drops of paint decorating her fluff. Flakey is one of those happy cats, the sort of animal that just accepts life’s roses and thorns, treats both the same. She’s feeding herself, is a real little gem. ‘Have you painted before?’ I ask, scraping together a faint interest.

‘Course I have. I did a picture of my mam and one of our house. Oh, and I was good at cows, but they always had too many legs. We only ever had purple sugar paper in our class. You don’t get a good breed of cattle out of purple sugar paper.’

‘You haven’t painted since junior school? You’ve never painted a wall?’

She shrugs. ‘Walls, cows – they’re all the same. Anyway, you needed new cushions in the first place.’

I will not be taken in by her, will not pick up the tossed glove. There’s something about Diana that allows you to know her right away, a basic honesty that leaves her transparent and trustworthy. ‘Tea or coffee, Diana?’

‘Call me Di. A lager would be great, but alcoholism could be in the genes and I might finish up like my dad. He’s got three gears, my dad. There’s drive, reverse and park, and he’s usually parked in a horizontal position after reversing into something or other. I don’t really want to go following in my father’s backward footsteps, so I’ll settle for tea.’

I fill the kettle. ‘Your dad’s an automatic vehicle, then?’

‘Oh yes. If he had to think about moving, he’d never engage his clutch. You can tell by his eyes that he doesn’t actually think, just lets his legs dictate speed and direction. Really, we should fit him with indicators so that the folk behind him won’t pile up when he changes course.’

I brew the tea while she dashes out with a cloth. When she returns, she places newspaper on a chair before sitting down. ‘Well, that’s spread the paint round a bit. The fireplace looks good with freckles.’

‘Great,’ I say as I hand her the mug.

‘Aren’t you bothered?’

I bang my own mug on the table. ‘Biscuits in the jar. No, I’m not bothered. If you had ruined my furniture, you would be mortified, not mischievous.’

‘Oh.’ She nibbles at a chocolate digestive. ‘He was best on escalators.’

‘Your father?’

She nods. ‘He’d do one of his halts, and a backlog used to form behind him, loads of people going down the up or up the down. He’s a pest. Everybody knows he’s a pest. I think he’s banned from railway stations and big shops.’

‘Sisters, brothers?’

‘All wed and fled. There’s only me to take the brunt.’

I sip my tea, manage two plain biscuits, am recovering at a rate of knots, it seems. ‘He’ll be looking for you.’

‘You’re my refuge for the moment.’ The eyes cloud, darken a shade. ‘Thanks for having me. It’s when I go and work at the hospital that the trouble will start. Whether I’m in haematology or pain relief, he’ll find me. At uni, he used to wander about the departments bellowing like a bull till security or police threw him out.’

‘He sounds like a man in pain.’

‘He sounds like a foghorn, more like. Don’t get me wrong, I love the old bugger. But since Mam went, he’s been away with the mixer, like a schizophrenic. The booze changes him, makes him horrible.’ She looks and sounds so young, so confused. ‘I don’t know what I can do with or for him.’

Laura, I say to myself. You cannot carry any more passengers. ‘Can I help?’ asks my disobedient mouth.

The fair head shakes till the scarf falls off. ‘No, I don’t think so.’

‘Why don’t you do your PhD somewhere else?’

‘Good question.’ She leans back, stuffs her hands into jeans pockets. ‘I suppose I’ve got to be here in case he needs me. I’m just having a holiday for a while, you see. There was only me ever visited him in hospital when he had alcohol poisoning. There was only me ever went to see the specialist about Dad’s liver. He’s lovely in hospital, all sad and soulful round the eyes. When he’s in hospital, I can see why Mam loved him so much. Then as soon as he’s out, it’s beer and bloody mayhem all over again.’

‘You do love him, Diana.’

She hesitates for a split second. ‘He gets on my nerves. Hatred and love – aren’t they the two sides of a single coin?’

I think about that. ‘I’ve hated two people, I think. But I’ve never hated enough, never hated strongly. Love’s a lot more powerful for women like you and me. We are likely to act out of love, not likely to act out of hatred.’

She smiles slightly. ‘I come from a family where all our feelings were strong and always on show. It was a noisy house in a noisy street. School was the same, you had to make a din to be noticed. We were always either in or out of friendship. In meant doing battle on behalf of, out meant doing battle with. We’re of Irish decent.’

‘My father was Irish,’ I tell her.

She looks me up and down as if assessing my value before the auctioneer quotes a reserve price. ‘It doesn’t show. Somebody’s knocked it out of you. Have you no temper?’

‘I sit on it.’

‘Oh.’ Another loud slurp of Typhoo is followed by, ‘Don’t you ever have a really good belly laugh? That’s part of being Irish too, having a good laugh.’

Loud glee had no place in my mother’s house. If I exploded with snorts and giggles, my mother would turn off the wireless, forbid me to listen to ITMA. ITMA was not ladylike, I would be better employed practising the piano. Yes, it had all been knocked out of me. I didn’t like the piano, was forced to sit on another emotion, was put to sit on the stool, too, was bullied till I pretended to learn my scales. ‘Mother wanted me to be a lady,’ I say now.

Diana places her empty mug on the table. ‘Mother?’

I nod. ‘I never called her “Mam” or “Mum”. That would have been too working-class for her, too familiar.’

‘Bloody hell.’ The eyes take a journey round my cold and pristine kitchen. ‘Was she posh, well-born?’

‘No. Her parents were ordinary working folk, I think. Her father was a tackler in the mill – a weaver, really. And her mother did cleaning jobs.’

She shakes her head sadly. ‘They’re the worst. Not your grandma and grandpa – people like your mother who go all etiquette and magazines with shiny pages. Did you like her?’

‘No.’

‘Is she dead?’

‘No.’

She whistles on a long exhalation. ‘Where is she?’

‘In sheltered housing five minutes away.’ Mother followed me in the end, arranged to enact her decorous retirement on my doorstep. McNally’s is in the hands of a management team whose profits soared once Liza’s interference stopped. Even in recession, the firm is doing well.

The girl folds her arms, seems to be preparing to continue the third degree. But she’s slowing down a bit. ‘You’re like me, then,’ she says. ‘With a difficult parent. If you told her to bugger off, it would do loads for your self-confidence, wouldn’t it?’

‘No, it would just make me guilty.’ I don’t lack self-confidence. Self-confidence is an outer garment, something we wear like a hat or, more aptly, like a very concealing coat. I don’t lack a cloak. What’s missing in me is an undergarment, an essential sense of identity. I was my mother’s burden, my father’s child, Anne’s cousin, Maisie’s niece, Tommo’s terrified wife. I became a mother to three, then Ben’s wife. Even my working life has been carried out under another name. Georgina Dawn writes the stories, and I hide behind the pretty words, the simple sentiments.

‘And I’d be guilty too if I got rid of my burden,’ muses Diana. ‘Parents are just there, like the wonders of the world, we either appreciate them or ignore them. Mind you, the hanging gardens of Babylon don’t show us up, do they? Laura? You’re thinking again.’

‘Yes, I do think from time to time.’

Another digestive does a quick disappearing act. I was wrong about the anorexia. ‘What’s the computer for in that little room at the top of the stairs?’ she asks.

‘Work.’

‘What sort of work?’ She’s at it again, the third degree.

‘I write small books for women who refuse to give in and take sleeping pills.’

‘Mills and Boon?’

‘No, but a similar type of thing. It’s a difficult genre to tackle, but I’m improving with age.’

Her round eyes are riveted to my face. ‘You’re different,’ she pronounces. ‘You tell the truth.’

Well, I’m saying nothing. There are so many kinds of truth …

‘My mother was like you, Laura. She shamed the devil all her life.’

I’m nodding as if I’m listening properly, but really I’m thinking about truth and self-confidence and identity. When Alzheimer’s removed Ben, part of me stopped existing. Without a picture of myself reflected in someone else’s vision, I have been nothing, could be nothing. So have I been just an idea, my mother’s, Tommo’s, my children’s, Ben’s concept of daughter, wife, mother? Is there no straight-on Laura, must I be inverted by the eye’s lens, translated, righted, validated by another’s brain? Did I take a lover after Ben just so that I might be visible. ‘No,’ I say aloud.

‘Eh?’

I look at her, notice her, see the fresh young skin, the tumbled scarf, the spattered overall. ‘I’m talking to myself,’ I admit. ‘I do that, it’s a sign of age.’ Actually, it’s a sign of growing up. I’m fifty-plus and still developing. I am myself. I shall say that like a mantra every night, I am myself and I do as I please.

‘Write a proper book,’ she suggests. Ruth’s always saying the same thing.

‘Why?’

She heaves up the thin shoulders. ‘To leave a mark, I suppose. That’s why they all did it, Trollope and Austen and the rest of that shower. They didn’t do it for money. They did it for eternal life. See, they’re never dead. People keep reading their words and their thoughts. Musicians and writers don’t really die.’

I sigh, drain my mug. ‘You’re just a romantic at heart, Diana. Incidentally, what’s your second name?’ I may be harbouring a criminal, a runaway, a drug addict.

After a slight pause, she says, ‘Hulme. I’m Diana Hulme.’

‘Are you sure?’

She jumps up, ties the scarf. ‘Is any one of us sure?’ In the doorway, she turns quickly, moves like a dancer. ‘What if I spill the paint and make a mess?’

Seconds pass before I reply. ‘No use crying over spilt magnolia.’ The words are for both of us.


Chapter Three

I haven’t thought about it for at least two days. The concept of Ben as a criminal cannot be a true one, so I’ve pushed it to the back of my mind, where it skirts the rest of my thoughts like a silent skater circling the rim of an ice-rink. But it’s there, I must look at it.

I am in the master bathroom, looking at myself. The figure in the mirror has lived closely with Ben Starling for many years, would surely have sensed any badness in him. I remember that first meeting, hear him saying, ‘I am a law-abiding citizen of this country, Mrs Thompson.’ But it would take a lot to frighten Tommo. Tommo was a killer, an abuser. Nothing much short of a Chicago-style gangster could put so much fear in him.

A woman of any age has to be brave to stand like this in front of a rather theatrical makeup shelf with seventeen naked lamps glinting on flesh that is also naked, never perfect. After the big five-O, it takes courage or bloody-mindedness, and I would guess that the second of these two qualities is what forces me to judge meat and bone that is over half a century old. Anyway, I won’t find any answers here, won’t discover whether or when Ben did this or that. The nakedness is symbolic, then. I’ve stripped off my body, am preparing to denude my mind.

The human frame seems to desiccate after a while, starts to dry out no matter how many moisturizers are applied, no matter how many killer exercises are performed in the company of morning television. Ben has dried out too. Ben has lost hair, muscle, the power of co-ordinated physical movement. The poor love’s brain has wrinkled too, has given up its moisture, its alacrity. At least my wrinkles are all tangible, all of the visible flesh.

He went abroad a lot. He and a number of partners dealt in gems, owned several businesses, some wholesale, some retail. Ben never took me with him, even when my children had grown old enough to be left. Our holiday trips abroad were separate from the business. I never asked; he seldom spoke of our pasts, except to help me face mine positively. He tackled the problem of Tommo head-on, asked no questions, just encouraged me to face my monster, to accept that there would be no more threats. How did he know that? Did he really threaten Tommo and other inmates, did he have some power, some force that frightened them into submission?

I perch on the cushioned seat of a wicker chair. My face is blurred round the edges, made less definite by little nests of cellulite. The cheek-skin is no longer taut, is beginning to fold inward just a fraction on each side of my nose. The lips are narrower, have probably shrunk because of being drawn in so often. Worry shows in the face first.

I have survived. This fairly well-preserved woman in the looking-glass has come back from the dead, has cut through the red tape of an illness that claimed many women for hundreds of years. Free and strong, I am promised longevity, life without Ben. Although I broke down again, cracked up beneath the weight of my pain and Ben’s hopelessness, I am here at the other side, have dismissed another bad dream. How well you coached me, Ben. How I have loved you, how I still love you.

No. I won’t cry. This image in the glass needs no further wrinkles, even those created briefly by watery eyes. I dress myself, wonder how I will discover yet another truth, wonder whether such truth is worth pursuing. Ben. Who are you, who were you? And will you die before I find out?

For about ten minutes, I stand in the bathroom remembering, digging right down to the catacombs of our history together. Things he said to me, things he said on the phone, bits of paper, a passport, a receipt. Millions of pounds have passed through Ben’s accounts over the years. Was this good money or bad? Was he an actor of such high calibre that he managed to fool even a bed partner? No. I cannot have been sleeping with another madman.

I go downstairs. Diana, who cheers me beyond all measure, is plainly up to mischief again. The kitten is on the table, is worrying a piece of sticky tape, is worrying about the same sticky tape, as its relationship with Flakey’s paw promises to be on-going. I rescue the near-crazed baby cat, peer over my human lodger’s shoulder. She is taping a candle and a fifty pence coin to a postcard. ‘I had to cut the candle,’ she says mournfully. ‘It was too long to stick on the card properly.’

There are some odd days in life, some strange people, too. I won’t ask, not just yet. A spoonful of pulverized Whiskas disappears down Flakey’s throat. She’s a good kitty, a quick student. I make coffee, throw some bread into the toaster. I’m supposed to ask Diana what she’s doing. ‘What are you doing?’ I ask, the tone nonchalant. For all I know, she might be following in the footsteps of Guy Fawkes. Like Jodie, she’s mercurial, unpredictable.

‘Charity work,’ comes the tardy and deliberately vague reply.

I scrape some honey onto my toast, sit opposite her, wait for clarification.

‘Have you got an address for Neighbours, Laura?’ she asks eventually.

‘No.’

‘Pity. I shall never perform my good deed for today unless I find that address.’ Naughtiness exudes from her, hovers in the air above her head like summer lightning with the sting removed. ‘What a shame,’ she moans.

I nibble at my toast, enjoy the honey, sip strong coffee. The words have to be spoken, because I cannot tolerate her giddy anticipation. ‘What are you doing with a candle and fifty pence? And why have you used so much tape?’

‘I don’t want the candle to drop off in the post. They’ve run out of money, I think. The lighting’s terrible – yesterday’s episode of Neighbours was a mystery to me. So I’m sending a donation for the lecky meter and a candle to help throw some light on the subject. I’ll address it to Neighbours, Australia.’

She’s what the Scousers call ‘a case’, what I call daft as a brush. ‘You don’t watch Neighbours,’ I inform her.

‘I watched it yesterday. Well, I tried. Is there something wrong with your telly?’

‘No.’

‘It was all shadows and ghostly happenings. Prison’s the same – you can only tell who’s talking when somebody lights a cigarette or sets fire to a mattress.’

I lean back, finish my toast, count the seconds while she prints AIR MAIL in giant-size blue capitals. Eating in such pleasant company is so much easier than eating alone. Revived by caffeine and carbohydrates, I tackle her. ‘Diana, don’t you think you should put that lot in an envelope?’

‘They’d think it was a bomb. Manchester Airport would grind to a halt while my candle got defused.’ She winks at me. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘Glad to hear it. I’m sure a psychiatrist could help. Would you like to see mine? He’s redundant now, could do with cheering up.’

She glares at me. ‘I’ve pinched enough of your cast-offs, thanks. And there’s a hole in the green jumper you gave me.’

‘Ah, but my head-doctor’s in one piece.’

She laughs. ‘I doubt it, especially if you’ve had a go at him.’

‘Touché,’ I say politely.

She sniffs knowingly. Most Liverpudlians are knowing, are born knowing. ‘You take all the excitement out of life, Laura.’

I swallow my vitamins.

‘Why are you taking those?’

‘I’ve just had surgery and a breakdown – I’m hedging my bets.’

The blond head shakes slowly. ‘Go the whole hog – you’re loaded, aren’t you? Get to one of those health farms, I’ll look after the menagerie.’

The menagerie. There’s Handel the vandal sitting in the sink, Chewbacca asleep with all four legs in the air, Flakey trying to have a wash, falling over due to underdeveloped co-ordination. In the shed at the back of the garage, there are two quarrelsome gulls whose broken wings are flapping again. This is the difficult stage, as they are strong enough to be angry, too weak to fly. Members of my extended family include a difficult mother, two husbands who are strangers to me, a nun in frayed trousers, a demanding lover, a cousin who phones, seldom visits, three offspring who are widespread, two very supportive friends and a girl who sticks candles and money to postcards. A holiday would be nice.

‘Go on, book yourself in.’

‘Oh, I’ve done all that, thanks. They slap what they call natural oils all over you, call it aromatherapy. I finished up with so many allergies that I needed a doctor. The food’s natural, too. We were all sneaking out to McDonalds and the pub. There were women of all shapes and sizes leaning on the bar with pyjamas rolled up under their coats.’

‘No men?’ she asks.

‘No, the men do as they’re told.’ Talking, making a stab at entertaining this young woman, is keeping my mind off Ben. I need to stay away from thoughts of Ben. ‘Men have no trouble with health farms. But we were a mess. One woman’s winceyette dropped down in the middle of a double martini, very dry, one cherry. The locals never turned a hair, they were used to it. Anyway, the short story is that you need a rest after a week on a health farm.’

She throws down her pen. ‘So you’re going nowhere. You won’t leave him, will you? He’s why you’re staying.’

‘Yes.’ Diana is a student of the human animal, and I am now one of the victims of her scrutiny. She would perhaps do very well as a social worker or a window cleaner, because she’s very intrusive, nosy about other folks’ lives. This young madam probably picked me out three interviews ago, when she first started mithering about plastic window frames. Her assessment was correct, no doubt. She needs shelter, so she foists herself on one who seems to lack company.

I rise, grab bag and keys. ‘I’m going shopping. Don’t answer the telephone, the recording’s on for messages. And don’t paint any cows on the dining-room walls.’

She sticks out a healthy, pink tongue. ‘You’re no fun.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Buy something stupid,’ she yells after me.

Elsie sits outside. She’s an ancient Alpine with a British racing green complexion and a temperament to match. She has a tendency to get confused about her gears, and she’s showing distinct signs of oil-dependency, is a motorized version of a human alcoholic. When I turn the key, she makes a loud vomiting sound, reminds me of my mother and her acid indigestion.

I sigh heavily, engage first gear, speed up until I manage to jump to third. Elsie no longer responds to a plea for second, seems to have dispensed with anything that’s not strictly necessary. ‘You’ll have to go in for surgery soon, old thing,’ I tell her. She grumbles, threatens to stall, is plainly disturbed by my threat.

Well, I’ll have to visit Liza soon, mustn’t keep putting off the next fateful day. Meanwhile, I’ll seek nectarines for Ben, pick up three tubes of Smarties in Sainsbury’s. My child/husband has developed a craving for coloured sweets. And yes, I may very well buy something stupid, indulge myself for a change.

I pay my 25p for the privilege of parking on a plot of land that was bequeathed to the village, wonder anew about the old dears who enjoy a stroll around the shops. A potter for some of them lasts more than an hour, and they are now forced to pay for pleasures that were once free. They’ll all stay at home and die quietly, I suppose, die for lack of company and exercise.

‘Coo-ee!’

I freeze, one hand on Elsie’s door. This is not Ruth’s call, yet I recognize it instantly, cannot quite attach a name to the shrill sound.

‘Mrs Starling. Laura!’ It is Susan Jenkinson, my erstwhile husband’s erstwhile district nurse. She is panting heavily, is garbed in civvies, an ancient brown coat over a Crimplene-type suit whose vintage is circa 1975. ‘It’s lovely to see you,’ she gasps. ‘Are you coping all right?’

There’s something in the homely face that lets me know she really wants an answer. She has little money, next to no life of her own, yet she still manages to be generous, concerned. ‘I’m OK. You?’

‘Not bad, ta. Busy – you know how it is.’ She glances round the car park. ‘I’d like a word, if you’ve time.’

‘Well, I’m just going to do a bit of shopping, but—’

‘It’ll not take a minute.’ She places a bag on the ground, balances its uneven weight between thick legs and feet that look flat and tired. ‘See, I visit Heaton Lodge, work there about three times a week, check up on residents and report to doctors. We’re community nurses now, so our brief’s a bit wider than it used to be. It’s poor Mr Starling. He’s getting on the difficult side.’

I swallow, feel the dryness of my throat. ‘Yes, he can be hard work at times.’

She peers closely at me, narrows the muddy green eyes. ‘What is it he keeps going on about? Everybody’s asking the same questions, wondering what’s making him so aggressive. We don’t like over-sedating old folk, you see. It’s not fair to dose them up just to make them containable. But he’s screaming and shouting, using foreign words—’

‘I know.’

She moves away slightly, rights the lumpy plastic bag on the ground. ‘He’s fretting, going over and over the same things all the time. On Tuesday, it was “close the door” and “they’ve got to die”. Then the next day, he kept saying he’d had enough of it. “For Laura’s sake”, he kept saying.’

I haven’t heard that one. ‘He’s confused,’ I say lamely.

She shakes her head, causes the newly frizzed hair to stand to attention. ‘The psychiatrist says that Mr Starling’s accessing the past, having real memories of troubled times. We need this clarifying. Can you tell us what he’s thinking about?’

‘No.’

‘No idea at all?’

I look towards Sainsbury’s, wish I could get inside. Inside, I won’t think of Ben. I shall fold him up carefully like a road map that might be needed again, will place him in a rear compartment of my head, will study vegetables and fruit and Smarties. To stay sane, I have to put my love on a back burner, keep the gas low.

She is staring at me, continues to hope for clarification. I can’t help her, can’t help myself. ‘Ben was in his fifties when I met him,’ I tell the nurse. ‘I got the impression that he had been away, or that he originated from another country. There is something in his past, something he never wanted to discuss. It’s too late for me to find out now.’ The phone has not rung for years. After the very early days of Ben’s illness, the calls stopped. Somehow, those widespread people have learned about Ben’s condition. All links with the past, with the business partners too, have obviously been severed or put on hold. So the jewels in the safe will stay where they are.

‘I just wish we could ease him,’ she says.

‘I know. Thanks for caring.’

She awards me a huge smile that lights up the whole face, making her warm, almost attractive. ‘Well, I do care. It’s not just a job to me, it’s a way of life. Like I’ve been thinking about you a lot, hoping you’re better. And you’re not even on my list. Lists don’t mean much, do they?’

In the past, I have categorized this woman wrongly. She’s OK, a good sort, a woman who doesn’t depend on rotas. ‘No, but I wish I could find my shopping lists.’

We separate and I enter Sainsbury’s, where the plot to confound me continues apace. They have reorganized, have moved everything except the building. It takes me a while to find animal food and toothpaste, but I finally stuff the lot in Elsie’s boot, march onward to obey Diana by buying something silly. Nobody in Crown Records raises an eyebrow when I buy £60 worth of memorabilia. I shall sit tonight with Little Richard, Bill Haley, Elvis Presley for company. I was not a rock and roller, but I was alive then, I suppose. The music of my teens has grown on me, is attractive when compared to the current morass of metal. Will the young folk of today play Guns ’n’ Roses in defiance of something even less melodic?

The jeweller has a sale. I buy a Westminster chime mantel clock and a pair of crystal hedgehogs, a mother and a baby. But after a moment or two, I relent and buy the father, too, as I have no wish to create yet another single-parent family. The proprietor congratulates me on my choice of timepiece. She is a beautiful woman with good clothes and a sincere smile. ‘How’s Ben?’ she asks.

‘No improvement, Marie.’

She knows him as well as anyone does, asked him for an opinion sometimes. ‘That’s a shame.’ She means it, they all mean it. There are many people who would help if they could, if help were possible. But I’m on my own. He’s my husband and I can’t do anything for him. And I’ve unfolded that map, the one I was trying to store in a box at the back of my brain. He brought me joy, freedom, wealth, and I can’t bear to think of him. Something must be done. Soon. I shall probably ask for my darling husband to be sedated to a point where he might become comatose. Do people in coma dream? I wonder.

Across the road, Barclays has a new branch, has cleared out of a lovely sandstone building to continue the steel, glass and plastic dream that is a nightmare for many of us. On the corner of Moor Lane and Liverpool Road, the once-proud bank hides its vacant eyes behind a FOR SALE notice. Thatched cottages and a working mill have fallen victim to the onslaught of progress. Everything changes, diminishes, including Ben. Wherever I look, I am reminded of him.

I drive past the comprehensive where my Jodie was educated, wait at the crossing while diesels for Southport and Liverpool rattle past. Shall we ever see real trains again? Or a clean snowdrop? Ben won’t celebrate any more when the blackbirds achieve their spring hatching. Our kitchen robin still comes, struts on the window-sill, one eye on Handel, the other on me. Ben was so much better with the birds, so much easier than I am. Who will love the birds as much as he did? Who?

I am sitting near the coastguard station, my vision blurred by two kinds of water, both saline. The sea throws off a pewter-coloured sheen, my eyes sting as I continue to come to terms with the end of my husband’s life. I cry for him and for the birds. I cry for myself.

My heart is still breaking. Sometimes, I don’t feel much, just come in, look at him, talk to a member of staff or to a resident who continues to manage a decent conversation. But today, my Ben is back with me for a few minutes. He smiles, allows me a glimpse of how he was, who he was, before the illness. His hand comes out. ‘Laura, how lovely to see you. I’ll come out with you today. We might walk along the shore and look at the gulls.’

I gulp, force back the sobs, plaster a false smile across my stiffened face. ‘How are you, darling?’ I manage, clinging fiercely to that small portion of my mind that prompts me to function automatically.

‘I am good.’

He is good, so good. There’s stubble on his face, a bit of dried soap on a cheek, a new puffiness round the eyes. He is the finest man I have ever known, the bravest and the best. With Ben, I was right, I made a sensible decision. We were lucky, because we had love and friendship. Without love, there’s no marriage, without friendship, there’s no communication. We were so fortunate. Till it all got taken away. ‘Did you have breakfast?’ I ask.

‘Oh yes, I had cornflakes and milk. Of course, they watch me. But I’m used to being watched, just as I’m used to watching. Our eyes were the most important part of the job.’

I pat his hand. ‘Which job is that, Ben?’

He is staring at one of the nurses. ‘She shouldn’t have gone in there, you know.’

I look at the door, still swinging after the nurse’s passage through it. ‘Why?’

‘They never come out.’

‘Ben, look at me.’ I turn his face towards me, push the hair from his eyes. He won’t let anyone near him with scissors. My Ben is terrified of scissors and dogs. ‘What job, Ben?’

The eyes are bright, brimming with moisture. ‘Why do you leave me here? Why can’t I come home? Remember the rubies and that square emerald in the top safe. I must have promised them to someone. My memory is so poor. They watch me all the time.’ He glances round the room again, shakes a finger at an empty space. ‘Over there,’ he mutters. ‘Go away from me now.’ Ben’s brief flirtation with near-normality is almost over.

‘Where are you, my love?’ I whisper. ‘The stove, the cow going to market, the hut you keep mentioning. Where did it all happen? Why are you so afraid? And what did you say to Tommo?’

He fixes his attention on me, though he seems not to recognize me completely. I am, perhaps, someone he knows vaguely, a face that is not quite familiar. ‘Dove?’ he says. The second syllable is extended, sounds like ‘vay’. Italian, then, the Italian for ‘where’. He rattles off some fluent French, slips into German, confuses the two. From a stream of unrecognizable words, I pick out ‘nein, nein’ and ‘bitte’, watch his face as it twists into a shape that must surely echo his inner torment. I can’t sit here and do this, can’t bear his pain, can’t bear my own fruitless agony.

He stops shouting, places a hand on mine. ‘We shall make no more noise.’

I mouth quietly, ‘Are you German, Swiss? Ben—’

‘I am Greek,’ he answers clearly, flooring me completely. ‘My mother was Jewish. I am now a Christian, just as my father and grandfather were.’ He blinks slowly, listens, his head on one side. ‘They are gone and we are safe for now.’

In his sleep, Ben used to punctuate his terrible snoring with words in a language I could never place. Is he telling me the truth, is he Greek? Or is the Greek just another symptom of a brilliant mind going to seed? He’s certainly a linguist, speaks better Paris French than any Englishman would trouble to learn. I knew he wasn’t English, thought he might be French or German.

‘Strawberry yoghurt,’ he announces loudly, back to his old routine now. He’s had a fixation with strawberry yoghurt for some time, though he never used to be terribly keen on dairy produce. ‘And cornflakes.’ Well, that’s a change.

‘Do you want more cornflakes, Ben?’

He is no longer with me. I lean back, watch his lips moving in time with thoughts that are seldom voiced. Ben is in another location, another time. I cannot reach him. I cannot find my husband.

‘Hello.’ A hand settles on my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, he’s been calmer this morning. Did you get your shopping done yesterday?’

‘Hello, Susan.’ I sniff, try to swallow the rising tide. Bereavement is never easy, is particularly difficult when there hasn’t been a funeral at all.

Nurse Jenkinson dries my tears on a tissue, stuffs it back into a side pocket of the blue dress. ‘No use you getting upset, love. They do hear things, you know. He might just remember your sadness after you’ve gone away.’

We shared everything, Ben and I. The grief, the joy, the tears, the laughter. ‘I feel so guilty,’ I say. ‘He should be at home with me, should be where he belongs.’

‘No.’

‘But I’m his wife, I ought to look after him.’

She drops to her hunkers, takes each of my hands in a grip that is firm but friendly. ‘You’ve been ill. Getting ill is nothing to feel guilty about. Why don’t you have some rest, rent a cottage somewhere, have a break and some fresh air?’

‘I can’t.’

She tugs at me, forces me to look at her. ‘Why not? He’s going nowhere. He gets all he needs here, food and warmth and a doctor just a phone call away. There’s nothing you can do to bring him back as he was. Making yourself worse won’t be any good to either of you.’

The ‘worse’ comes out as ‘werse’, reminds me of Ma Boswell in Bread. ‘He wasn’t so bad when I went away for the first lots of tests. Then when I … had the breakdown, I couldn’t even look after myself, so I had to leave him in here with the other lost souls. I drove him to this. I should have got a resident nurse, then Ben could have stayed in his own environment.’

She shakes her head, releases my hands, rises carefully because her weight is distributed unevenly over the wide frame. ‘Alzheimer’s goes its own way, Laura. It’s just that you noticed the deterioration because you’d been away from him. Your husband would have been just as ill, but you’d have come to terms with it gradually. Mr Starling stopped responding to most exterior stimuli years ago. None of this is your doing.’ They keep telling me the same things over and over, and I keep not listening.

She pats my shoulder, moves on to another group, two children, their parents and a frail man who smiles all the time. The vacant grin is not improved by threads of saliva that run down to a towelling bib under his chin. His son or son-in-law reaches out, catches a few of the dribbles on a tissue. Dear God, this is a kind of hell, a capsule trapped in some dark zone of another dimension. We sit with the living dead, then we go home and cry all over again. I won’t look. I won’t look at Ben, at the other stricken family. Determinedly, I gaze round a room that is becoming almost as familiar as my own house.

It’s a nice enough place, lots of cheerful chintz, an open fireplace with a painted screen hiding the unused grate, coffee tables covered in Country Life, Lancashire Life, some daily papers, the odd Merseymart. Tea-trolleys sit sedately along walls, the pottery deliberately non-clinical – one of the Johnson’s, I think, possibly Eternal Beau, flowers and ribbons painted on earthenware. No china here, no crystal, no sharp-edged knives. The carpet is moss green, one of those American Shadow types, probably scrubbable. There’s a grandfather clock, a notice-board, some hardback books on a shelf with jigsaws and a compendium of games.

Nurse Susan Jenkinson is combing an old woman’s hair. This old lady sits here every day, never gets a visitor. Our nurse straddles the now slim divide between National Health and private, seems to treat all her clients equally well. She is part of the system that dictates to once-private homes, comes in here, works the district, covers both sides of the fence. She’ll get no OBE, no mention in the honours, yet she represents the true heroes among real people.

I walk to a table, flick through Vogue. These poor folk are probably Nurse Jenkinson’s only family. I picture her huddled over a gas fire in the evenings, beans on toast or Pot Noodles for supper, the TV doing its best to persuade her that she is not truly alone. There will be a photograph of her mother in a cheap frame. I could offer something, a pretty rug, some prints for her walls. But it doesn’t work that way. Giving is easy, receiving is hard.

I walk out along a corridor whose red and black Axminster shows some signs of wear. Shalom sits near a door, cleans his whiskers. The home cat is a huge beast, bigger than my Handel. I cannot imagine who gave him such a peaceful name, because he is not tranquil by nature. He takes my measure, rises up, stretches, announces his desire to be released. I let him out, keep an eye on him while he bounces nimbly towards a tree. Should any stray feline come this way, Shalom will separate the intruder from at least six of its nine lives.

Ben’s room is like the others, small, clean, with neat hospital corners folded into the pale green bed cover. My image sits on top of a small television set. The three children are suspended from a picture rail, their faces frozen in yesteryear’s laughter. I sit in the cushioned wicker chair, listen to the soft ticking of Ben’s travel clock. Where have you been? I ask this timepiece. When you came out of his suitcase, when your face was uncovered at the end of a journey, what did you see?

The room does not smell of Ben. I know that, because I bent down once and buried my nose in his pillow. Nothing. No trace of him, just clean linen, a whiff of Daz, a hint of pine disinfectant. He would be better … yes, he would be better dead, because he’s not really alive. There’s a sickening pain in my chest, because I cannot bear to think of him dead, even though most of his brain has pre-deceased him. My husband has lost much of his mind, is tormented by the few grey cells that still sign on for work every morning. He has mislaid much of the present and most of the recent past. The clearest memories are bad ones. There is no comfort for him unless we have him sedated.

What shall I do? For five minutes, I have sat here, have found no solution. Can I leave him here? Can I leave him with well-intentioned and capable nurses, a twinkle-eyed matron, a killer cat called Shalom? If I bring him home, will I manage, will someone with medical training move in and sustain me until … until the end?

I look out on a garden that is neatly trimmed, square, sufficiently unimaginative to be easy. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I mouth to an inquisitive thrush. ‘He’s looked after your lot for years, so when are you going to help him?’ Am I going loopy? No, I think not. Strange, because I’ve been crazy before, and I wasn’t under pressure like this. Ben has been my strength, my suit of armour. Now, I must be his.

There’s a mist over the window, so I must be crying again. He doesn’t need me, doesn’t really know me. I am useless, stupid, incapable of patching up this one broken man. But no, he told me many times that I am not stupid. Tommo was the one who put me down, who finished off the job started by my mother. You did so much, Ben. Please tell me how I can help you.

‘Come into the light,’ Ben said to me many years ago. ‘Do not hide in the shadows, my lovely girl. You are clever and kind and your husband was a fool to let you go.’

My blouse is damp with salt water. I need him now. Ben, where are you? Self-pity, disgusting self-indulgent tears. I powder my face, go back to say goodbye.

He looks at me, his eyes narrowed, searching, groping for a clue. Then the face clears. ‘Laura?’

I sniff, smile, wait.

‘It’s in the bottom safe,’ he says softly.

‘’What is?’

‘Paper. Writing. The housemartin’s nest.’

I drop to my knees, rub his hands, will him to be warm and alive. ‘Ben. You are the only one who has the combination to the bottom safe. Can you remember it?’

He grins, grips my fingers. ‘Strawberry yoghurt,’ he whispers.

With this final piece of information, I am forced to be content.

Three times now I have driven past my mother’s place. Today, my resentment for her is active. I must therefore stay away from her. In her eighties, the woman displays more intactness of faculty and spirit than I do. But I won’t kick her, not even with words. She’s old, and temper seldom improves with time.

My car is parked outside the newsagent’s, has begun to grumble about its circular, boring route. With all this starting and stopping, Elsie will decide to have another coronary soon, will go down with a clogged carburettor and dirty points. I enter the shop, pick up a handful of papers, pay a small fortune at the till.

The neo-Nazis in Germany have attacked a Berlin cemetery for Jews. We pulled down the wall, so it begins again. The Hitler Youth is alive, well, throwing petrol bombs. So I’ll do the crossword. Diana will be enjoying the run of the place, must be glad when her middle-aged landlady gives her some space. She’ll be in my living room eating my chocolates and watching EastEnders.

‘Laura.’ He pokes his head into my car. ‘How are you?’

‘Fine.’ I stab at the general knowledge quiz, make a hole with my angry ballpoint. ‘Go away.’

He opens the door, climbs into Elsie’s passenger seat, squashes my Observer. ‘I’ve missed you.’

‘Good holiday?’ The whole of Crosby is walking down Coronation Road, is watching me with the best-loved vet in these parts. They love him for his kindness to animals; I have loved him for the same quality, also for his goodness to me. No, that’s not strictly true. I’ve loved him because I’m selfish and he took away some of my pain by making love to me. Sex was not just an expression of love, not in my life. It became an essential like food and drink, it was necessary. It still is, but I’m staying on a diet. ‘How are the children?’ I ask.

‘OK.’ He pulls the newspaper from beneath his buttocks, smooths the creases, plays jig-saw with torn corners. ‘Is it over, Laura?’

‘Yes.’ Five down is beyond me. I need to go back into the shop for some Tippex, whiten my mistakes. Though I can’t blot out Robert with a little brush, can I? ‘We should never have started it.’

‘It was good,’ he whispers. His arm creeps across my shoulder. A current spills from his fingers, travels the length of my spine in a long, continuous and persuasive beat. It is a gentle, familiar pulse that attempts to waken my lazy, resting body. I sit forward. They all know him. There’s a gaggle of young parents, a tangle of prams outside the shop. They are standing in a queue, all waiting for Daddy to come out with the Sunday ice-cream, the weekend toffees. ‘Sweets are delicious,’ I am inspired to say. ‘But they’re no good for you. Gratification of a base hunger doesn’t exactly strengthen the soul.’ God, I sound like Confetti used to before she got a bit of sense.

‘I won’t rot your teeth,’ he replies.

He is annoying me. I am annoying me. I want to jump out into the road, scream about my privacy being invaded by this handsome intruder, but I am trapped in a vice created by my own sins. Also, I don’t want to show myself up unduly. ‘Robert, I don’t want to see you again. Ever.’

‘OK.’ The door swings open and he gathers up his long legs, the muscle straining against black tracksuit bottoms. I am a lustful woman, have often studied men in the same way as I look at pieces of art. He looks right in crazy clothes, would look good in a flour sack. Most men don’t do justice to casuals, trainers, polo shirts, as they make the mistake of confusing ‘casual’ with ‘scruffy’. Robert is not merely handsome, he is beautiful, like something created by Michelangelo or another of those Italian oddballs. He has a superb body and I will not look at him.

I turn the key, grit my teeth while Elsie strains herself to come to life. But she can’t move, because I dare not shift her. A man sits on the bonnet, squats in a position that is almost lotus. He is a lunatic. I’ve been aware of that, have watched him swimming in icy November water, smelly water, too. He has climbed up trees, across trees, inside trees. He has talked to the trees, has swung in Tarzan fashion from branch to branch, his only anchor a piece of frayed washing line left behind by the scouts. Robert has nothing to lose but his reputation, and he cares not one fig-leaf for that. In fact, I ought to be grateful for the fact that he has remained fully clothed.

Well, to hell with it all. While this lot of pram-pushers is talking about me, some other poor beggar will be left alone. I climb out, straighten my coat, lock both doors. A child stares, his mouth oozing melted orange lolly-ice. Two older women have stopped mid-sentence, Sunday shopping forgotten in all the excitement. There’s a button hanging off my coat. It has been my experience that when dignity is required, elastic breaks or a button comes loose. With my head held high, I stalk towards the group of witnesses, stumble over a drop in the pavement, manage to remain upright. That’s another thing that spoils dramas, a tendency to lift the nose so high that nothing is truly visible.

‘Laura, what about your car?’

I stop, listen to the silence. There must be fifteen or twenty people standing between us, but not one of them is breathing. ‘Keep it,’ I shout, throwing my voice ahead, not bothering to turn and look at him. He can have the bloody car. My feet slow long before the message from my brain has reached them. My feet remember that I’ve promised the car to Edward. When I get too old to drive, Edward will adopt my baby. Elsie is valuable, a collector’s item. Robert catches up with me. He seems unflustered, is fit enough to endure any barb I might throw at him. ‘Why do you want me?’ I ask. ‘I’m old, far too old. Your children need a younger stepmother, someone who can tolerate the noise, even add to it.’

‘I didn’t ask you to marry me.’ He is so attractive, 6 feet 2 inches tall, brown wavy hair, bright blue eyes. He should be on the telly in that Nescafé advert, ought to be borrowing coffee from a female executive who pretends disinterest in his body.

I look him up and down. A dozen pairs of eyes are fixed on us. Some people have gone away, their constitutions too delicate to witness raw emotion. ‘Bugger off, Robert,’ I say.

‘Would you?’ He is serious. I know he’s serious because his eyes aren’t crinkling at the corners. ‘If you were free? And if I asked you?’

My tongue clicks, making me feel and sound like one of those old nuns who tried to educate me many moons ago. ‘How quaint. These days, the women do the asking and the telling. No, I wouldn’t ask you and no, I wouldn’t marry you. I’m going to be a recycled virgin.’ A young mother giggles, understands how I feel, pushes her pram away.

Robert is plainly intending to persist. He is leaning against the shoe shop window, has assumed the age-old attitude of the young buck on the prowl, seriously casual. He opens his mouth, ‘Now, look—’

‘I’m leaving Crosby.’ Well, that is news to me, but what a splendid pearl of wisdom. I wonder how I’m managing to be so resourceful. There again. Perhaps I do intend to leave. That could have been the plan all along, so secret that I haven’t even told me about it yet.

He falters, blinks a few times, then crosses the pavement and steels his spine against a lamppost. It’s like being fifteen again, keep off the streets or the boys will get you. ‘Where are you going?’ The tone is low, disappointed.

‘Never mind.’

‘I can visit. Have stethoscope, will travel.’

‘No. To go where I’m going, you’d need a visa.’ I am learning so much about my intentions today.

‘Rubbish. Even if you’re going to Russia, the cold war’s over. As for the rest of the world, a visa never was a problem.’

Again, I am inspired. ‘I’m taking Ben home. He’s a foreigner, wants to be with his own people.’

‘But—’

‘No.’ I walk away, push past a few lingering witnesses, leap into Elsie and drive off at a speed that is extravagant. He is still leaning on that lamppost. Perhaps a little lady will pass by – it worked for George Formby. Sainsbury’s is open, has defied the Lord’s day, but it’s peaceful and the parking is free on Sundays. Robert was just a plaything, I tell myself firmly. He was a toyboy, he’ll find some other strong woman to amuse him.

The pigeons swoop, pick at a McDonalds carton. From the corner of an eye, I watch as a single starling awaits his turn, just as we all await ours. Time to go home.


Chapter Four

She has finished the painting, has done a good job. I saunter about, pick up the odd piece of valuable tat, a figurine, two crystal paperweights, an old Venetian vase. What will I do with these tangible memories? Ben was with me when I bought some of them, he even chose one or two while on his business trips. What was he doing, where was he doing it? No, I won’t think.

I have to leave here. Some part of me realized that long before my subconscious leapt into my mouth when Robert was performing for the crowd. I’m going. This is Ben’s home, our home, this is Benaura. He won’t get better. He won’t kick me out of bed on Saturdays, won’t ever be here to persuade me to make the tea. ‘Every day, I do it,’ he used to say. ‘Go on, woman, earn your keep.’ Then he used to chase me round the bedroom and beat me with a pillow. I never made the morning tea, not once.

Benaura is my property, was signed over to me by a weary man with a weary brain. ‘Take it, Laura. It is brick and mortar, no more than that. And the money in my British accounts too. What time is it?’ That was an early symptom, asking the time, the day, his address. ‘Are we in a hotel, Laura?’ I won’t cry.

Where am I going, then? Will I abandon Ben in Heaton Lodge, just turn my back on him, leave him to sit alone like the old lady who never gets visitors? Don’t worry now, I tell myself. Take it easy, you’ve been ill, you’ve had a rough time, old girl.

I sit on an arm of the sofa, fix my gaze on the window. They are here, the September starlings, fighting, shouting at each other in the pear tree. Ben loved them so, envied their anger, their survival skills. Among some species, when a bird fails to keep up with its peers, its life is ended by other members of the same group. Do Starlings kill Starlings? Is that the kindest thing, is it? Laura, does that idea sit with the others that have surprised you lately? You’re so sure about leaving here, so positive about new starts, clean sheets. Don’t think. Look at the birds, but don’t think.

This is Monday. On Mondays, I force myself to face my mother. My failure to arrive at her door and at her beck and call would just cause a lot of bother on the phone. I glance at the instrument, accuse it silently. In about half an hour, her special ring will be reborn, that piercing, endless freep-freep that belongs only to Liza McNally of the School Hill Retirement Apartments, Crosby, Merseyside. Even Telecom succumbs to her special power, seems more alert when prompted by a bony, nicotined finger with pearlized varnish on the talon. Perhaps they know that she holds shares in their grasping empire.

Diana is out, has gone to bend a different ear. When I think of her, I smile. She has brought life to this house, has made me laugh, made me function. Diana is a pharmacologist, a student of drugs and their various applications. Perhaps she will find a cure for Ben after he is dead. Jodie will pen the prescription, will use Diana’s medicine to cure a sufferer, a victim of Alzheimer’s. I wish it had come sooner. How many of us are thinking this? How many have relatives with this terrible illness?

The phone. It’s too early, won’t be Mother. Mother is like an alarm clock, is tuned in to the rhythm of her joyless life. At half past ten, she will torment me. At four o’clock, it will be the turn of one of the wardens who look after the apartments.

I lift the receiver, suddenly sense bad news. ‘Hello?’

Diana’s voice is squeaky. ‘Me father. It’s me dad.’ She must be in a tight spot, because the accent is thickening by the second. ‘They’ve just found him.’

My mental picture of Diana’s male parent is a sparse one, just a bundle of rags with a meths bottle peeping from a pocket. ‘Where?’ I ask.

She chokes, breathes heavily. ‘In the river.’

It is difficult, almost impossible to think of something sensible to say. I am sweaty but cold, and my slick fingers tighten on the receiver. Gooseflesh creeps up my arms, makes me shiver. ‘Diana?’

‘What?’

‘Is he … is he dead?’

A small pause is fractured by a sound that is half sob, half cough. ‘What do you think? Even the bloody fish are dead in this muck. I can’t … will you come for me?’

‘Of course I will.’

She blubbers. I can imagine the poor little thing wiping her nose on the sleeve of that dreadful anorak. After a huge sniff, she tells me the address. 47, Cannonfield Street. I feel sick, an empty sick that is probably made worse by not eating. After grabbing an apple, I dive out, jump into Elsie. She’s in one of her moods, needs talking to before she’ll start.

From the top of Diana’s street, I can see the Mersey. It killed Diana’s dad. My hands are shaking. I did not know this man, but his daughter has loved him. Even as she cursed his waywardness, she loved him.

There’s a policewoman at the door, a smallish person with no hat and a well-cut uniform. The hat is on the sideboard, and the cluttered sideboard is just two short paces away from the pavement. ‘Mrs Starling?’ The short arm of the law seeks mine. ‘She’s heartbroken. Can you take her back with you, let her stay in your house?’

‘Yes.’

Diana is in a corner, on a chair that is already occupied by a pile of newspapers. This makes her taller, almost as tall as if she were standing. The house reeks of take-away food, rotted cabbage, stale sweat. A low mantelshelf is covered in papers, brown envelopes with windows, junk mail. Another armchair seems to have exploded, its guts pouring onto a rug that tries hard to be a shade of maroon, fails due to many spills and black-edged burn holes. An ashtray on the floor spills its dead. Hanging over the squalor is a black crucifix, Christ’s agonized figure shaped from a silvery metal and affixed to dry, polish-starved timber. There’s a pulley line above the fire, several pairs of greyish underpants draped over its slats.

‘Laura.’ She reaches out for me as the policewoman releases my arm, but there is no time for condolences. An army of people arrives, pushes past me. The newcomers talk very quickly in a language I mastered years ago. There’s our Jack, our Audrey, our Peter, our Mark. Sundry spouses line up in front of the sideboard, a small platoon not at ease, but hardly ready for inspection. Our Jack has matters well in hand. ‘We’ll see to it, Di,’ he blusters. ‘He can go in with me mother, I’ll soon get it sorted.’

Diana is white. She leans back in her chair, closes her eyes. ‘Shut up, all of you.’

The room is instantly quiet. Everyone waits for the little waif to speak. Someone coughs, a match is struck.

‘You’ll see to it?’ asks Diana. ‘It? That “it” was my dad. And not one of you turned up when he was in the ’ozzy with the DTs. Even you never came, Sal, couldn’t be bothered to see your own brother in bloody prison.’ This remark is addressed to an older woman who loiters near the door, plainly anxious to be on her way. ‘So you can just bugger off, the lot of you. Nobody wanted him when he was alive, so it’s up to me what I do with him. Go on, get gone.’

They won’t go. I’ve seen all this before, have witnessed these scenes a long time ago. They will fight, grieve, fight again. It’s like a ritual, a pattern that must be observed. Because they are bereaved, emotions are strong, tempers frayed to lacework.

Our Audrey steps forward. She may be Diana’s sister, or she may be an in-law. Whatever, she will be family, will have been absorbed into the unit as soon as the ink on the certificate was dry. Baptismal or marriage, any certificate means full membership. Our Audrey has bleached hair, an ankle chain and no bra. Her eyes have been outlined with thick, black stripes, making her into a cut-price Jean Shrimpton. When she talks, her breasts jiggle about like two animals fighting in a sack. ‘Don’t you be coming all the ’oity-toy with us just ’cos you’ve ’ad wot you might call an education, like. Me mam bought this ’ouse with that bit of a win wot she ’ad with Littlewood’s in the seventies. So it’s between all of us an’ no messin’.’

I can’t believe it. Their father is on a slab at the morgue, and they’re carrying on like vultures hovering over carrion before it’s begun to rot. So this is what happens, is it? The deceased is at the funeral parlour having a last hair-do, and the kids start fighting over bankbooks and other items of interest.

Diana’s eyelids lift slowly. ‘Take the bloody house,’ she says wearily. ‘I’m off back to Blundellsands.’

Our Audrey is not best pleased. ‘You can’t just go and—’

‘Can’t I? Just watch me. I saw to him when he was alive, didn’t I? Well, I’m having him cremated and then—’

‘Put him near a gas oven and you’ll blow both cathedrals to kingdom come. There’s that much bloody booze in him—’

Diana jumps on our Mark, smacks him across an acne-scarred cheek. ‘Shut up, you. He was a drunk. I know he was a drunk, so there’s no need for you to go disc-jockeying it all over Radio flaming City. In case you haven’t noticed, he was your father. It doesn’t matter what they were, what they did wrong or right. At the end, you just say, “These were my parents.” We owe everything to them.’

Mark shuffles, backs away. ‘I don’t know about that. It was the other way round, ’cos he died owing me a fiver.’

Diana pokes a hand into her pocket, throws a jangle of coins on to the rug. ‘There you are, Judas. Sorry I can’t manage the rest of the thirty pieces, but that’s all I’ve got on me at the moment. You can have the rest when I’ve sold me Rolls Royce.’

The money stays where it is. ‘Sorry, girl,’ mumbles Mark. ‘I was only messin’.’

Mark shuffles again, his large feet bursting out of some size 11-ish Adidas trainers whose laces trail on the floor. He lights a badly squashed Superking, tosses the empty packet in the general direction of the fireplace. ‘I’ve left me van,’ he grumbles, quieter now. Our Audrey agrees, mutters a few words about kids abandoned to the questionable mercies of ‘’er next door’. A woman with dyed black hair takes two steps to her left, peeps into the kitchen, freezes, pulls her head back into the room and displays an expression of complete bewilderment, looks as if she might have caught a glimpse of hell’s doorway. ‘Yer’ll not sell this ’eap of crap. Bloody cockroaches are ’avin’ a disco in the back kitchen. There’s enough grease on them walls to start a chippy.’

Diana is finally tired out, routed. I step to her side, place a hand on her shoulder. Facing them isn’t easy. I know people like these, have lived among them. They are honest yet cute in the proper sense, wary, talented, furious without quite knowing why. The one with the blackened hair displays all the charm of a cement mixer, yet her eyes are hurt. Liverpudlians, poor Liverpudlians, people with a history of hard work that is now so historical that it seems like folklore. Building trade, dock work, plumbing? Oh yes, they’ve read about jobs like those. Oh God, I’ve been here, I’ve been stuck in a grimy cottage with three underfed children, a few pennies for the gas, enough bread and jam for breakfast. An image jumps unbidden into my head. Gerald and Edward are lying in their beds. I bend to kiss them, listen as my long hair sizzles in the candle’s feeble flame. Automatically, I wet my fingers, pull them the length of the burning tress, extinguish the fire. Yes, I remember when electricity was a bonus, a luxury.

They don’t know that. Diana’s family doesn’t appreciate my true empathy, my gut-wrenching understanding of their plight. Georgina Dawn saved me, I’m a lucky one. I was frightened then, before I started to write, and I am still afraid, still angry. Which geriatric judge put the black on his head, which lord of the realm ordered the death of Liverpool? I resent this slow murder of my city – yes, it is mine. I can no longer cover my ears to blank out the pitiful cries of its adult children as they moulder on another mountain of surplus. Butter, milk, people – they’re all de trop, mon cheri. And thus we advance into Europe.

I look at Diana’s family, see mouths that are thin from waiting, eyes that are hungry for activity, for employment. How many days have they stood in that ever-swelling dole queue? I smile inwardly. It isn’t just the north, isn’t just us, I say to myself. The cancer has spread, begins to be noticed. The difference is that we stopped blubbering years ago. ‘I’ll look after Diana,’ I say eventually.

Our Audrey fixes her black-ringed eyes on me. They are blue, hard as flint. ‘Are you ’er from Blundellsands?’

‘I am.’

She heaves back her shoulders, thrusts out the trembling chest. ‘Debtors’ retreat, that.’

‘Yes.’ I meet the unfriendly and challenging stare. And somehow, she sees me as I really am, knows from words I have not spoken that I have been here before, have been where she is. She can tell that I have endured cold and fear. Perhaps the saying is true, ‘It takes one to know one’. Her lips twitch, but she kills the smile. ‘I will take care of your little sister, Audrey,’ I tell her.

The thickly painted lower lip quivers. ‘He was all right, really, me dad. It was the drink got him. He could read stories really good, like, used to put meaning in, he done all the different voices. Mind you, he was a terrible Red Riding Hood, sounded as if he’d been doctored.’ She has picked up her aitches for me.

Mark puffs on his fag, doesn’t bother to wipe a tear from his cheek. ‘’E was good to me ma. ’E never got drunk when me ma was ’ere.’

The policewoman steps outside, leaves the family to grieve. My hand tightens on Diana’s shoulder – I can feel the sobs building up pressure inside that slender body. Like a volcano that has lain dormant for too long, she will be forced to erupt soon. ‘Shall I make some tea?’ I ask. Tea is always made at times like this.

Mascara trails down Audrey’s face. ‘There’s no cups, love. He didn’t live here, he just got poured through the letterbox every night, fell on the floor and slept where he dropped. If we gave him something, like pots or pans, he sold them or swapped them. There is pans and that, but they’re filthy in the back kitchen. He got fed by her three doors down – she used to do him meat and veg a couple of days a week. We paid her for it.’

Like members of the one body, they close ranks and pull me into their midst. I am here, therefore I am seconded without a vote, am drawn in as an honorary sister. They weep and curse and touch one another, each living through a past that has been colourful and noisy. Neighbours slip into the house, grey shapes that move silently round the edges of the scene. Yes, they are indeed scene-shifters, fetchers and carriers of props, because the scent of their offerings cuts through the tears. I don’t even know why I’m crying. I don’t know why I sob anew when I see the sarnies, the teacups, knives, spoons, paper napkins.

We eat. There are scones and biscuits and little pies, sausage rolls, tarts, triangular sandwiches with the crusts cut off. Audrey puts some food in her shopping bag, ‘For the young ones,’ she explains to no-one in particular. They have aged in this short time, have begun to bear the guilt that attaches to a parent’s death. I can read their thoughts. They wish they’d been kinder, more obedient, wish they’d listened while their mother and father were still alive to make the rules.

‘These are Mrs Cooper’s cups,’ observes Diana, a sob still fracturing the words. ‘I’ll take them back in a minute.’ She fingers a saucer. ‘Mrs Cooper collected this set with Green Shield stamps donkeys’ years ago, before I was born, I think. Mam told me. Mrs Cooper only gets these pots out for special occasions.’

Audrey drains her cup, pats a non-existent crumb from the ample bosom, grins when she realizes that she has my full attention. ‘I could have been a page three,’ she announces proudly. ‘Only I got pregnant and got married. Still, I might give it another go, eh? I’ve kept meself firm.’

I nod, grant my approval. Where the money comes from doesn’t matter, I remember that. You just get that typewriter or whatever where you can, cut out the questions and carry on with the business of keeping your dependants alive. ‘Shall we go, Diana?’ I ask.

Diana inclines her head. ‘In a minute. Anyway, our kid’s right. How the heck are we going to get shot of this place?’

Though I should not become involved in anything else just yet, I cannot help myself. ‘I’ll see to it.’ It is yet another of those times when I say something, feel that I haven’t really said it, look round and seek the guilty party. It’s me, of course. I said it.

Everyone’s attention is on me. ‘Yer wot?’ Jack is so incredulous that his voice is near falsetto in pitch. ‘D’you know the Pope, missus? ’Cos it’ll take a fuc— a flaming miracle to turn this into an ’ouse again. There’s no floorboards upstairs. ’E burnt ’em before we got the gas fire put in. An’ that kitchen is a f— it’s an ’ell ’ole.’

‘Even a hell hole can be fixed.’ This is me talking again, Big Mouth, the last of the big talkers. ‘I’ve furniture, paint, we can get some wallpaper. There’s a chap in Crosby who’ll do the work.’

Mark bridles. ‘We’re not charity cases.’

I look steadily at him. ‘Well, I used to be a charity case and I’ve not forgotten. People round here kept me and my children alive when they scarcely had enough for their own families.’ Actually, it wasn’t that bad, not after I’d started writing, but I’ve been near enough to the breadline to be glad of my Warburton’s sliced. ‘I’ve been on the receiving end,’ I tell him.

‘Oh, right.’ He sweeps the long-lashed gaze over me, takes in the silk scarf that hides my creping throat, the Italian shoes, breathes in my Estée Lauder scent. ‘Sound,’ he says contentedly. ‘Thanks, missus. That’s sound.’

‘Sound’ must mean good, I think. They are truly amazing, a separate and robust breed, strong, resilient, humorous to their last breath. A few minutes ago, they were keening like sick animals. Now, the eye make-up is being repaired, cigarettes are being cadged, plates have been returned to their rightful owners. I have enjoyed their company so much that I feel bereft when they leave, am pleased to accept a kiss from Audrey, a pat on the back from the black-dyed one.

We are alone now, just Laura Starling and Diana Hulme in a room that stinks of all kinds of rot, wet, dry, human. ‘We’ll have to get it fumigated,’ she says.

‘We might put in some windows, Diana. Some of that UPVC that’s a dead ringer for ma—’

‘Shut up.’ She fiddles with a string of hair. ‘Our Mark’s gone to identify him officially. Me dad’ll have to go in a shroud, ’cos he’s got no best suit.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ I am, oh I am.

She gulps. ‘I’ll miss him. There’ll be nobody waiting for me outside college, nobody chasing me along a corridor. “Give us the cash for a pint, girl,” he used to shout. He was a docker, ages ago when there were loads of jobs. A lot of them are used-to-bes, most round here are jobless.’

Again, I am slightly afraid. She depends on me, needs me. I should not have taken her on, should not be here. While I’m here, Ben is alone. I pull myself together. ‘Have you seen Bread on TV?’ I ask.

‘Yes.’

‘Ma Boswell has a nice house.’

‘Yes.’ She sounds so down, so defeated.

‘We can make this place nice, then you can live in it.’

She blinks, considers. ‘What about the rest of them? They’ll all want their cut. There’s only our Mark with a job, and that van’s on its last radials. He sells fish, always stinks of it, specially Tuesdays and Fridays.’ She pauses, seeks her point, plucks it out. ‘I can’t pay them.’

‘But I can.’

The jaw drops a fraction. ‘Why?’

She needs the truth, deserves it. ‘Because I can afford it. I want to help you, Diana. But I can’t keep you with me indefinitely.’ I wait for a second, allow the things that have been wedged in my subconscious to come forth and leap from my tongue. ‘I’m bringing Ben home. You will need somewhere to live while you get through the course at the hospital. Ben is going to be hard work.’

The pale yellow head nods. ‘I can help you with him.’

‘No. There’ll be nurses most of the time.’

‘Oh.’ She scratches her nose. ‘Well, it’s very good of you to offer, but I thought you were a floating voter.’

‘So?’

‘It’s a bit communist, sharing out your wealth. What will your husband say?’

I think about that. ‘He’ll probably say something about strawberry yoghurt.’ My hand raises itself. ‘No, don’t ask. Just accept my help gracefully.’ She needs occupying, I decide. ‘In return, you can come with me now. Diana, you are going to deal with my mother.’

She stands, walks a few paces, gazes up the stairs. ‘Hang on a bit,’ she says. ‘I’ll just go upstairs and get my crash helmet. Pity we sold the suit of armour.’ One eye winks. ‘These stately homes isn’t wot they was, is they?’

We close the warped door, drive off to Crosby.

Mother is in a high dudgeon. Mother’s dudgeons are loftier than anyone else’s, I’m sure of that. Enthroned on her armchair, she dominates the room, looks like a queen who is quarrelsome about meeting lesser beings. Diana is with me. Diana is not behaving in a way that will suit, because she has already shaken Mother’s hand, has introduced herself to the dragon.

‘What does your father do?’ My mother fixes rheumy but agile eyes on her latest victim.

‘Nothing. He’s dead.’

My heart misses a beat, but I’ve nothing to fear. Diana is rising to the bait, will not be trounced by this wearying crone. Even today, with her father just deceased, Diana has resources that are asking to be plumbed.

‘What did he do, then?’ The ‘Lanky’ has gone missing from the voice, is replaced by one of her awful attempts at ‘poshdom’.

‘He drank.’ Diana sits, though there has been no invitation. I scurry into the kitchen, set the kettle to boil. Diana Hulme and Liza McNally promise to be an explosive combination. Perhaps I should make a gallon to quench the flames. No, there’s an extinguisher on the wall.

‘He drank for a living?’

I cough, rattle the cups.

‘I suppose so. He drank for a living and it killed him.’ Her voice is desolate, but old Liza will choose not to hear the sadness.

I can almost hear my mother bristling. ‘Was he a wine-taster, then?’

No, Laura, you must not laugh. Diana’s dad died last night, this is not the time for hilarity.

‘I reckon he’s tasted most things in his time,’ says Diana. ‘With the possible exception of Harpic.’

The tap drowns my nervous giggling. I wriggle the end of the Addis dishwashing brush in the drain, force breakfast time tea-leaves round the bend. Like Ben, my mother refuses to use tea bags. And that is the only common ground between them, though my husband was always courteous and kind to the nasty creature in the next room. I recall the occasion when Jodie gave Granny an earful some years ago – I was privileged to be present at the time. Mother had palpitations, a severe migraine and two fingers of the best cognac after dinner that day. Will Diana have the same disastrous effect? Tentatively, I turn off the tap.

Diana’s tap is in full flood. ‘… all round the world. You see there’s all these islands that haven’t been discovered properly. He used to go and visit, buy their alcohol, but he could never get the recipes out of these uncivilized people. He used to sniff at it and taste it, but he could never work out how the pygmies made such powerful stuff. It was his life’s work, Mrs McNally. And it killed him in the end.’

‘How sad,’ says my mother.

‘Anyway, we’ve just been sorting things out. My brother’s in fish, so he’s gone to Dover to collect the body. He knows all about temperatures and things, so he’ll keep Dad in good condition in the back of the van.’ She is so strong, yet so pathetic. While she aches for her father, she still hangs on to the reins, remains in control. I know that the humour is for me, to keep me cheerful.

‘And the yacht is lost?’ How interested the old woman sounds!

‘Completely. Went down just as they were coming into port. The coastguards tried their best, but they couldn’t save the crew.’

I am out of the apartment in a flash, am hanging, red-faced and hysterical, over the railing on the balcony. She has lost a father, has gained and lost an ocean-going vessel, has gained the interest of a woman who never listens to anyone. Diana is tough, even tougher than I thought.

We drink our tea. Diana, who has come up in the world, makes much of crooking her little finger. Between ladylike sips, she dabs at her face with a handkerchief, one of mine. Mr Hulme’s boat has acquired a name, the Esmerelda. Her crew consisted of honest Liverpool folk who were culled from the DHSS queue. They had just returned from some remote island when the Esmerelda floundered as she neared Dover.

Mother is moved to speak. ‘The last thing the dear man saw would be that cliff face. It’s so pretty, snow white and very English. Vera Lynn sang about it during the war, you know, kept all our spirits up.’

I cannot look at Diana. She knows that the last thing her father saw was the bottom of the Mersey, and that his spirits must have been far from up when he made that final journey. If I look at her, she might become as hysterical as I was on the balcony a few minutes ago. After all, she is grieving and the wounds are still raw. ‘Would anyone like a biscuit?’ I ask.

Diana shakes her head, moves closer to Mother. ‘Your daughter has sort of adopted me.’ The tone is confidential enough to almost exclude me. ‘She’s a very good woman, a good mother. I can see now why she is a good mother. She learned it from you.’

I cannot stay here. Any minute now, I shall laugh or cry or both.

My young friend jumps up. ‘It was so lovely to meet you. I must go now, as there is a funeral to arrange.’

Mother’s eyes are dim. ‘His work killed him, Diana. Oh, I know how that is. It was the same for my husband, you know. He gave his all to the work, died trying to find comfort for sick people.’

I dive for the door, prepare to escape from my father’s real murderer. ‘I’ll keep in touch, Mother,’ I say, my voice strangled by very mixed emotions. I’m sorry for Diana, delighted that she’s coping so well, amazed that my mother has behaved so appropriately.

Mother waves us out. Her finishing barb catches me from behind, but I manage to close the door on her words. ‘Pity your daughter hasn’t the same manners as Diana, Laura,’ I hear as we stand on the landing.

‘Bloody hell,’ breathes my companion. ‘If that’s your mother, you deserve the Croix de Guerre. Will you take me to the erosion? I want to look at the river.’

‘Yes. I’ll take you.’

We can see the hills of Wales today, rising and dipping in shades of purple, grey and green. A ship is coming in, a lead-coloured merchant that glides silently over a glassy sea. The beach is deserted, the ice-cream man’s van has left its post. Summer is over, the visitors have gone with the tall ships. We shall be peaceful now, except for the screams of the gulls. Even they might desert us as the weather gets colder. In the frost, they often fly inland to look for warmer air. I have watched them hovering over houses, bouncing like balsa-wood gliders over thermals provided by the heat of humankind. They are chattering now, are no doubt excited by the ship’s movement, will be discussing the pros and cons of following the vessel into port.

Diana is quiet, thoughtful, stares for at least ten minutes at the gun-metal depths that claimed her father. ‘You’re all right,’ she says at last. ‘I knew you’d be all right. You don’t even know who I am, but you took me in.’

I decide to leave her to it. After what she’s been through this morning, she needs the stage to herself.

‘The best part of it is that you like me. I can tell you like me, Laura. Don’t say anything, but I’ve been telling you lies.’

I unravel a tube of Polos, take one, offer one, put the rest away as she raises a hand in refusal.

‘Laura, my name isn’t Hulme. It’s nearly Hulme, though. I kept the first two letters the same, so it was only three-fifths of a lie. And I changed my Christian name yonks ago. Diana’s a good name, because Diana hunted for what she wanted and got what she wanted. Even that name’s only two-fifths of a lie. I turned the I and the A round, put them in reverse order.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘Don’t say anything till I’ve finished. Let me get the lot off my chest while we’re not looking at each other. This isn’t the first time you’ve saved my life. You were there when I was born and you were there the night the Catholics clashed with the Orangemen.’

I think I’ve stopped breathing. Everything’s stopped breathing. Even the ship is standing still, is listening to my companion. Forbidden to speak, I concentrate on taking in oxygen and pushing out C02.

‘I was called Daisy,’ she says. ‘And my mam was Liddy Mansell.’

Things remain on hold. The air in the car continues too still to breathe, so I wind down my window, take a gulp of ozone. I hover on the brink of panic, on the edge of joy, blink stupidly while my slowed brain sorts out her words, analyses, computes. For one frozen moment, I am back in that cold, bare cottage and Liddy is at the door. She rushes in, places the baby in my arms. A window breaks, is smashed by drunks who do not approve of Liddy’s ways. The other children are missing, are probably with their father. He lives with his mother at the other end of town, waits for the old woman to die, bathes her, feeds her, works on the docks.

‘They got married after Grandma died,’ she tells me. ‘I was too young to be a bridesmaid.’ She sounds so far away.

‘Daisy,’ I murmur stupidly.

‘A cow’s name,’ she says. ‘I used to paint cows on—’

‘On purple sugar paper.’ Oh, Jimmy. Jimmy, why didn’t you tell me about Liddy? Why didn’t you find me when life became too sad for you to bear alone? I clear the emotion from my throat. ‘We used to meet in town, Liddy and I. We had coffee in a place just off Williamson Square the last time we met. She told me that she was going away, that she’d write when you were all settled.’ I gulp, hang on to the steering wheel as if it might guide me out of this new sorrow. ‘She didn’t write, because she didn’t go away. Did she?’

‘Only to heaven.’ Her tone is soft, careful. She knows that I am hurt, doubly hurt by these twin blows.

‘Now Jimmy …’

‘Yes.’ She takes my hand, has trouble separating my fingers from the steering wheel. ‘Not long before she died, she gave me your address. “If you’re ever in a mess, go to Auntie Laura,” she said. I was in a mess, Laura. I had a rotten landlord, a good degree, no future and a dad who’d gone so far off the rails that he couldn’t find a station.’ She grits her teeth, won’t let the sobs see daylight. ‘My dad was a really good man, you know.’

‘Oh, I do know, Diana. And your mother was … your mother was Liddy. I’ve never met anyone since who was as close a friend to me. Even Ruth … we’re close, but it’s not the same. Liddy and I were mothers together, single parents of young children. When I left …’ I pause, remember that my saviour is in a nursing home five minutes away. ‘I went with Ben, the man I’m married to. There were circumstances … I had to keep Liddy safe, had to make sure none of you would be hurt because of knowing where I was living. After a few years, we met up again. I missed her, Di. How I missed Liddy.’

She nods. ‘He really ruined your life, didn’t he? That first husband of yours, I mean. It’s as if he wanted to take everything away from you. How did you make him stop?’

I didn’t. Ben stopped him. Ben. ‘He just stopped,’ I say lamely. ‘Everything stops if you wait long enough.’ Perhaps Audrey really did recognize me, then. ‘Is Audrey your sister?’

She grimaces, then grins. ‘Yes, but don’t broadcast it. She’s got a bit of a reputation, has our Audrey, never settled down till she got married. And even now, her husband needs eyes in the back of his head. She’s a tart, a tart with a heart.’

‘They all had nicknames,’ I remember aloud.

‘Except our Mary,’ she says. ‘She’s in America, we’ll have to phone her. I suppose you wouldn’t know my family by their proper handles.’ She stops, turns my hand over, looks at the lines. ‘Broken lifeline,’ she remarks. ‘That was your big illness. See, it picks up again here. You’ve a lot of years in front of you.’

I am guilty again. Many years ahead for me, none for Jimmy and Liddy. ‘He was such a hard worker, Di. He looked after his mother, wouldn’t make trouble by marrying Liddy before Mrs Hurst was out of it. And he still managed to hand over enough money to feed all of you. Theirs was a real love story.’

‘Yes.’

The tightness of my grip matches hers. I can feel the little bones of her hand, as tiny and fragile as those in the wings that have been mended by Ben over the years. ‘I’ll do what I can for you, Di. I’m not a mother, wasn’t really cut out for parenthood, but I’ve done my best.’ I carried this child against my chest, gathered my own brood about my skirts, hid in the lavatory shed. Gerald was silent, Edward fought his moans, Jodie stroked this baby’s cheeks. We listened while Liddy made a dash for it, heard her feet slapping on uneven cobbles in the back street. The yelling stopped and the good Christians went away, some in pursuit of my friend and neighbour, others back to their homes to celebrate their hollow victory over the whore.

‘Thank you,’ says this woman-child. ‘Thank you for taking me in that night when the fight was happening.’

Jimmy Hurst was tall and strong, had heart enough to look after all his dependants. I want to cry for him, want to get out of the car and scream with the gulls. He could have come to me, but his baby came instead.

‘They might have killed me, Laura. You saved me.’

I sigh, wonder why I haven’t done more for Liddy’s family, for Liddy herself.

‘What’s it all about, Laura? The religion crap, everybody bowing and scraping, then fighting like cats and dogs?’

‘Don’t ask me, Diana. That’s one of life’s great mysteries.’

She chews a thumb-nail, studies the view for a moment. ‘Can we go home now?’ she asks. ‘I’m starving.’


Chapter Five

We have arranged the funeral by phone. It’s amazing what you can do by proxy these days. As Jimmy is to be cremated, his ornaments will be of imitation brass, a gilded plastic crucifix and a nameplate that will melt away into the ozone layer. It’s more than sad. He used to be a man of honour and great dignity, and he will be dispersed like so much rubbish in a day or two. With the exception of Ben and, perhaps, Robert, I have met few men as gentle and entertaining as Jimmy was. For Liddy, Jimmy even became a Catholic, must have lost so many family friends from the old Lodge days. Diana manages to joke about her dad’s plastic trimmings, says it was the UPVC windows all over again. Like many of us, she makes light of life’s tighter corners. Her levity moves me more than tears would.

She is in the bath. I sit here trying to make sense of VAT. Whoever invented this system must be closely related to Lewis Carroll or Edward Lear, because it makes the most excellent nonsense. People pass money on to me, then I pass it on to Customs and Excise. The Customs and Excise give some of it back to the people who sent it in the first place, and we all get dizzy on the roundabout. And my pen is leaking all over the return, I’ll probably get thrown in prison. It seems that the VAT man can get rid of the key and ask questions later.

The phone rings. My agent wants to know when to expect A Heart Divided. He is not pleased when I mention the turn of the century. Fortunately, someone calls on his other line, and I am cut off to make way for a transatlantic message. I forget the VAT, watch my animals. Handel has taken to Flakey, is teaching her how to catch the drips from the tap. It’s my fault, I lifted the kitten onto the kitchen surface. Even Chewy is in love with our latest resident, has set up home on the mat in front of the sink. The gulls will leave soon. I shall be richer, am running out of sardines and mackerel. Both birds are flapping, revving up, agitating to be off. Tomorrow, I keep saying. Tomorrow, or the next day, they will be strong enough to try their wings.

The door flies open and Robert stalks in, stops abruptly, cocks his head to one side. He’s a good-looking man, but he is always preceded by a smell that is a bit medical, usually wears a quantity of loose hair that was recently attached to some poor, sick beast. I am not ready for Robert. ‘Go away,’ I tell him.

‘How are you?’ He is doing his best to look nonchalant.

‘The same as I was a few days ago. You can’t stay, because I have a guest.’

He leans against the yawning door, stumbles as it groans and almost closes itself. ‘I’ve seen her,’ he replies. ‘All legs and long hair. Snowflake looks well.’ He watches as the eyes of two felines follow the emissions of a slow-dripping tap. ‘You need a new washer,’ he says.

‘It would deprive my cats of their entertainment. The drip stays.’

Robert is fiddling in the pockets of his waxed jacket. He reminds me of my children when they were young, because he is a collector of ‘interesting’ things. I catch a glimpse of a shell, some pebbles, a fisherman’s float. ‘It’s here somewhere,’ he grumbles. Rubber bands and coins are transferred from one pocket to another, then his attention is taken by a length of tangled string. I tap my toe, wish he would go away. I don’t want to have to explain him to Diana, shouldn’t need to.

About five minutes too late, the dog realizes that we have a visitor. After a woof of welcome, he launches himself upon his victim. Chewy adores Robert, even when the needle is entering tense shoulder muscle. He’s a brave animal, never wails while being protected from distemper, hardpad, Parvo. Robert’s face is getting a thorough wash, though the man isn’t bothered. He has this empathy with animals, is so close to them that no behaviour troubles him. If a scared dog has an accident while in the surgery, Robert wipes up the mess, scatters a bit of disinfectant about, accepts that the animal was disturbed enough to disgrace himself. He’s lovely, is Robert. I wish he’d go away.

‘Found it.’ He rubs at a piece of metal, presents it to me with a flourish. ‘Your earring, madam.’

‘Thanks.’ He probably found this in his Land Rover. His Land Rover is where we last made love, on some very rough sacks in the back. I remember the scent in that vehicle, leathery, doggy with a hint of anaesthetic.

I remember too how sensitive he is, how caring. When he put our python to sleep, he sat with him for many hours until the slow metabolism finally succumbed to the overdose. Yes, he’s sensitive, a big softy who’s looking for love, for permanence.

‘Come for a walk,’ I say, grabbing the lead. When Chewy is attached to his unwelcome tether, he drags me out to the path. Robert wipes his dog-slicked cheeks, follows us across the road and down the concrete steps. It’s better here, because Diana will not hear us. Freed from his leather shackle, Chewbacca bounds away to worry a mound of blue-ish seaweed.

I cannot look at Robert, will have difficulty in meeting his eyes until the whole thing is over. The plan isn’t something I’ve manufactured – it’s just arrived by itself. And I can’t talk about it to anyone, dare not court even the most tacit of accomplices. The bare facts must suffice. ‘He’s not happy, Robert. I’m bringing him home, to Benaura. I was lying when I said I was taking him out of the country. He’s got no home except for this one. I can’t see you while Ben’s with me.’

He understands. ‘That’s OK, Laura. We don’t need to be lovers, you know. There’s more than that to life, isn’t there? As long as I can visit sometimes.’

My peripheral vision marks his stillness. If I could bear to turn and look at him, I would see a sculpture of great merit, something Rodin might have been proud to create. He’s wounded and worried, is rendered immobile by the depth of his pain. He loved Carol, kept her with him until the suffering was too much for his children. When she was away, he visited her daily right to the end. Now, he wants me to replace her. There could be no better man for me, no finer companion. I used to feel old, too old for him, but I was wrong. It’s me he needs, and that has nothing to do with anyone’s age. We’re right together, we love the same things. If … when Ben is gone, I might settle for stepmotherhood and this animal doctor. If I keep my freedom, that is, if I can live with my freedom afterwards.

I walk on, think back a few weeks to the time when Robert searched for days until he found a suitable kitten for a grieving pensioner. His face lit up that night when he brought me the mewling tabby and white tom. ‘He’s gentle,’ he said. ‘See how he keeps the claws sheathed even when he plays. Mrs Blythe will take to him, I know she will.’ He looks after his human patients too, knows that while he caters for the animals’ bodily wholeness, he also seeks balm for the human souls who depend on him. I love this man. It’s complicated, de trop, messy, but I do hope he’ll wait until …

‘Laura?’

I turn, smile at him. Will he wait until I’ve killed my husband?

‘What are you thinking about?’ he asks.

‘That’s an easy one, Robert. I’m thinking about my second chance at life. It’s as if everything has to be reassessed when you win a battle with death. Since I’ve been ill, I’ve been different, I notice things I took for granted before. Sounds silly, I suppose, but a cup used to be a cup. Now, it’s a pretty thing made by somebody’s hands. And more than ever, I’m thinking about Ben and what’s best for him.’ Robert has never been jealous, hasn’t wanted me to stop talking about Ben. ‘He’s trapped in a time before me, stuck somewhere in a place in his head. It’s as if his brain’s short-circuited and blacked out everything else. Sometimes, I can bring him out of it, sometimes I can’t. When he’s in Heaton Lodge, there isn’t always a member of staff available to distract him. So that’s why I’m having him home.’

He nods. ‘Yes, I can understand that.’

I look at Chewy, shake my head at his antics. He has found a punctured beach ball, is torturing the thing beyond death. ‘It isn’t that I don’t have any feelings for you,’ I say carefully. ‘But he has to come first.’

‘Absolutely.’ He stands on the greasy sand, points to my dog. ‘Did you know there are animal psychiatrists?’ he asks. ‘Do you want me to get him analysed?’

I laugh, take Robert’s hand. ‘Compared to humanity, that dog is as sane as God.’

He whips me round, drags me into his arms. ‘Where did you get the idea that God is sane? Would a supreme being have made this confusion deliberately? Surely the creator’s faculties must be impaired.’

I pull away, separate dog and ball. A gull hovers above my head, reminds me that the creatures I am fostering will need feeding again. As we make for home, a picture flashes across my brain. It’s something I’ve seen day in and day out for weeks now. It hasn’t meant anything, might be meaningless even now. But it haunts me, is suddenly printed across my mind like one of those paper transfer pictures we bought as children, little cartoons that sat on the backs of our hands like tattoos. Well, mine didn’t sit for long, because Mother thought they were common, made me scrub up before tea. But this one won’t wash off, this one is permanent. Strawberry yoghurt. ‘Oh heck,’ I say aloud. ‘The answer’s been there all along. I am so stupid.’

Robert drags the unwilling dog towards me. ‘Did you say something?’

‘No.’ At the gate, he lets Chewy go, climbs into his wrecked vehicle. ‘Keep in touch,’ he says.

‘I will.’ Strawberry yoghurt. Under the birds, under the shelf where the makeshift cages stand, there are several supermarket cartons. Ben keeps things in them, tools, rags, tins of paint and turps. One of the boxes is a Kellogg’s, once held packets of cornflakes. He has mentioned cornflakes, though yoghurt has been his constant fixation. Inside that huge cereal box, there is a smaller one with Ski printed on its side. Unless I am sadly mistaken, that container also bears the legend Strawberry Flavour. The craziest thing Ben has been saying is possibly sensible after all. There is something in the boxes under the birds.

I stand in the kitchen, listen as Chewy slurps his water all over the floor. Two cats are asleep in the sink, one a huge bundle of fur, the other a tiny fluff-ball curled into the paws of her adopted uncle. Not now. I won’t go now. Nothing will change in the next few hours. When Diana has left to go to Mark’s or Audrey’s house, I shall look in the boxes. She will be staying overnight with a brother or a sister, so there will be no witness when I find whatever it is.

Ben. Shall I find you in the yoghurt carton? Oh God, I do hope so. You have been missing for too long a time, my darling.

This day is so long. It seems an age since I walked on the beach with Robert. I could not make a commitment to him, could not promise to be here for him when it’s all over. Because I could well be in prison for the rest of my days. Yes, I’m leaving this house, but I may have to go via the Crown Court.

The phone freeps quietly, it can’t be Mother. But it is. ‘May I speak to Diana, please?’

I am flabbergasted. The ring was different, the voice is softer. ‘She’s just packing a few things to take to her brother’s house,’ I answer.

‘I’ll wait.’ I hear the click of a Zippo as she lights up.

There is very little for me to say. I am standing here breathing at my mother’s expense. ‘Would you like me to hurry her up?’

‘No. I spoke to her earlier. It’s just a question of tying up a detail or two.’

I am mystified. What on earth could Liza McNally want with a girl like Diana? ‘May I ask what this is about, Mother?’

She sighs. ‘Well of course you may ask. It’s about McNally’s. It’s time for me to let go, Laura. There are some adequate people working for the company, but I want somebody young and fresh to go in and assess the whole business. Diana has a degree in pharmacology, and I think she’ll make a good manager in time. So I’m handing over to you. I urge you to employ this girl, because she’s as sharp as a razor. She is willing to take an intensive course in business studies, so she should be useful to you with all that education. It’s time for me to take a back seat.’

My ears seem to be glowing as the words are translated via ear-drum to nerve, via nerve to a brain that isn’t ready to accept an ‘improved’ Liza McNally. There must be a catch. I glance over my shoulder. A red-faced Diana is staring at me. ‘It’s for you,’ I say tersely. What has this young madam been up to now? More to the point, what’s Mother’s angle? I sit down, fondle Chewy’s ears, listen to half a conversation.

When the connection is severed, Diana joins me at the table. ‘I’m not going behind your back or anything, Laura. I never thought she was serious, I mean, she doesn’t even know me. So I thought I’d just forget what she said. She phoned me this morning while you were out with the dog. It seems she’s taken a fancy to me.’

‘Really?’ I pull my eyebrows back into their proper place. ‘You are highly honoured, then. She’s never been known to take to anyone before.’

Diana sniffs, her colour still vivid. ‘She asked me loads of questions about my qualifications. I think she’s offering me a job in research to start with.’

‘And the doctorate?’

She lifts a shoulder. ‘That was instead of a job. I can’t just do nothing, can I? A job’s what I need really. And she wants you to take over the firm. She talked about floating it on the market, but she says that’s up to you.’

I have never trusted my mother, have never even liked her. ‘What’s the catch? Come on, there has to be one.’

Diana squirms in the chair. ‘We all go to Bolton and live among the Woollybacks. You don’t have to move in with her, she knows that wouldn’t work. She’s hiring a full-time housekeeper for the farm – Ravenscroft, I think she called it, and she wants me living close by, in the village. She says I’m interesting. Bolton hasn’t even got a football team, has it?’

For the moment, I’m saying nothing. There’s no point in digging up Bolton’s history. Bolton and Blackpool were on the football map while Liverpool and Everton were still playing hopscotch, but what’s the use? And we’ll be back, I say to myself. Just get some eyes in the back of your heads, lads, the Bolton Wanderers are finding a sense of direction again. I tap my fingers on the table. ‘Beware, Diana. She has never been guilty of a charitable act in her life. Anyway, I thought she liked the retirement apartments.’

The girl’s face almost splits in two as she smiles. ‘Laura, she can’t stand living where everybody’s old. She calls it a false situation. It seems that everything depends on you, though. If you don’t go and take an interest in McNally’s, she won’t sign the business over to you.’

I mull this over for a few seconds. ‘There’s a lot to consider, Di. Firstly and most importantly, there’s my husband. I’m going to bring him here, see what can be done for him. This is a difficult time for me. I’m recovering from an illness, so it’s not a good idea to make too many decisions just now. Yes, I’ll have to think about it.’ I need McNally’s at this point in time like I need a hole in the head.

‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘If you don’t want to take over, she’ll understand.’

I laugh, though the sound is grim. ‘She’s never understood before, so that would be a change.’

Di clears her throat, seems embarrassed. ‘Laura, she knows she wasn’t a good mother. She hasn’t said as much, but I get the feeling that she’s reaching out to you now.’

It’s a bit late in the day, I say inwardly. Oh, she reached out, lashed out, terrified the child I used to be. ‘So she needs a mediatrix, does she? Can’t she tell me herself that she wants to give me something at last, that she trusts me with the business?’

Diana’s head drops. ‘No. She can’t do that. You know how old people are with mistakes – they can never own up to them. Folk get worse as they get older. But I think she’s sorry. “We never got on, Laura and I,” she said to me this morning. A clash of personalities, she calls it. Anyway, I’ve been put in this difficult position, but I’ve no opinion about it. The job would be great, but it’s up to you.’

More responsibility. If I’m good, if I’m nice, I can make sure that Liddy’s baby has a chance in life. If I’m good, if I’m nice, I won’t help Ben on his way. If I’m half human, considerably less than good, I will put him out of his misery. First, I have to live with that misery, decide whether or when he needs to die. ‘I want some peace and some time to think,’ I tell her.

‘Right. Whatever, it was nice to be given a chance of a job.’

When she leaves, I sit for an age at the table, everything running about in my head. It’s amazing that I’m not crazy again. Perhaps I am. Perhaps I have to be insane to consider what’s euphemistically called euthanasia. No-one has the right to take the life of another. I’ve always believed that, even when considering the unborn. I know women who’ve had abortions, have seen the emptiness in their eyes. To kill a man I know, a man I love … But I can’t leave him to linger in that insane place he seems to visit with monotonous frequency. That place is in a box under the birds. I don’t just know it, I sense it, feel it deep in my marrow. Oh God, I can’t face that awful dream of Ben’s just now. Not yet. Give me a few more hours, please …

On an impulse, I grab the keys, shut the animals in the kitchen, jump into Elsie. There are things I should be looking at, strawberry yoghurt things, but I can’t cope with any more at the moment. Ruth opens the door, drags me into the sitting room. ‘You look like death on a low light,’ she mutters. ‘Sorry.’ A hand goes to her mouth. ‘I’d forgotten about your friends.’ She has heard the tale of Liddy and Jimmy – I phoned her last night. ‘When’s the funeral?’

‘Soon. Diana’s sorting it out.’

She pushes me into an armchair, sits on the rug at my feet. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Come on, spit it out, Laura.’

I look into the earnest little face. I trust this woman and she trusts me. ‘It’s Ben.’

She puts her head on one side. ‘It’s been Ben for some time now. What’s different? Pangs of conscience about Robert again?’

‘No.’ It isn’t as simple as that. I wish it were. ‘He’s worse. You see, he remembers some things very vividly. I’ve told you before about the shouting, and you’ve seen him at his worst.’

She nods, kneels, takes my hands in hers. ‘It’s a silly old saying, but what can’t be cured really has to be endured. Nothing can be done. You have to accept that. He’s in the right place with qualified people—’

‘I’m not worried about his physical maintenance, Ruth. It’s the mental suffering.’ I swallow, feel the rough dryness of my throat. ‘Something really terrible happened to Ben before I knew him. It’s been hidden all these years. We had a pact when we met, a fresh start was what we agreed on. I was glad to wipe out my past. Ben even forced me to face Tommo, made the whole thing as ordinary as possible. Though I wouldn’t have gone had Tommo not become less dangerous. Ben’s past is elsewhere, too far away to be contacted.’

‘Yes.’ She tries to rub some life into my icy fingers. ‘But where? When I mentioned his origins, you didn’t want to discuss the subject.’

‘Because I had no information. But he told me the other day that he is Greek. And I think I know where the answers are.’

She falls back onto her heels, thinks for a moment or two. ‘Will the answers help?’

They won’t help. Ben cannot be reached, cannot be comforted. But I have to know what he’s going through. ‘I can’t let him suffer on his own. This time, I have to share his past.’

‘And … you think you’ve found the answers?’

I jump up, pace about the floor. ‘I’m scared. I don’t know what I’ll find and I’m scared. Half of me hopes that this is some kind of wild-goose chase, and the other half wants to get at this truth of Ben’s. Have you noticed how everybody’s truth is different and that there are degrees of truth, kinds of truth?’

She sighs, stands up. ‘Laura, don’t go all poetic on me. What do you want me to do? Shall I come and be with you when you unearth whatever this is?’

I shake my head. ‘He wouldn’t want that.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘I just am.’ I shouldn’t have come. Like a child, I have run away from whatever’s new and difficult, am trying to hide behind Ruth’s skirts. The man in the park suddenly appears before my mind’s eye, that stranger who gave me sweets and told me to be my own keeper. I have to stop hiding, I must cope alone. ‘If … if I get upset later on tonight, I’ll phone you.’ There has to be someone there, someone who will help me through the aftermath. Even the park man would understand that, I’m sure. ‘Anyway, I could be wrong, I may not find anything.’ I will. It’s there, in those boxes. And I have to be alone.

* * *

I still haven’t gone home. Soon, I’ll be needed as a disher-out of catfood, dogfood, kitten slops. And another tin of pilchards must bite the Just before I sleep, or the imprisoned gulls will be mortallious. I am sitting in Elsie outside the George. The George is one of those schizophrenic pubs, civilized at lunchtimes, bulging with teenagers every night. They are spilling into Moor Lane, shouting and laughing, advertising their youthful silliness. A policeman approaches, so I move on, anxious not to be caught in a no-parking zone. I wish I could work out why I’m here.

Elsie knows her way around, so I give her her head, finish up outside Confetti’s refuge. A girl with a swollen belly leans against a lamppost, cigarette smoke making her eyes narrow as it floats upward from her mouth. Smoking is not allowed inside Confetti’s place. Through a lighted window, I see my old friend. And she is old, seventy if a day. She is folding towels, is having an animated conversation with someone who is out of sight. Her hair is grey and thinning, and she is still wearing those awful clothes. She would tell me not to think of helping Ben to leave the world and all its horrors. She would tell me that life is valuable, no matter what its quality. She would sentence Ben to live right to the bitterest of ends.

I pass Robert’s house, park across the road, see one of his dogs shambling about the front garden. Robert is in his daughter’s room. He bends over, is probably kissing her good night. He’s been a good parent, an excellent mother-cum-dad to those kids. What would you say, Robert? How many sick animals do you release from pain each week? My Ben has rights, too. He cannot be allowed to continue incontinent, tormented, afraid.

Outside Heaton Lodge, I turn off the engine, climb out of Elsie’s uncomfortable body, stroll round the garden and look at the faded bedding plants. It’s over, Ben. Summer is over. The marigolds are crunched up, wrinkled, aged.

Susan Jenkinson accosts me in the lobby. ‘Hello, love. I never expected to see you at this time.’

‘Is he asleep?’

She shakes her head slowly, draws me through the entrance and into Matron’s office. ‘Sit down,’ she says. ‘We can have a good chinwag here, no interruptions.’

I sit, wait.

‘He’s had a rough day, Laura.’ She puts the matron’s desk between us, settles her bulk, rests gnarled elbows on the blotter pad. ‘He’s needing more sedation. We can’t let him carry on like this, because he’s a danger to himself, you know. He’s been throwing cups at doors, falling out of chairs, trying to run after somebody who isn’t there.’

I place my keys on the desk, look into her eyes. ‘I want him home, Susan. And before you start, I’m intending to have round-the-clock nursing, three nurses, eight hours each.’

She draws in her lips, takes a hissing breath, puts me in mind of a plumber who has just been asked when the lavatory will be fixed. ‘That’ll cost you a bomb. And it might take more than one to manage him when he’s at his worst.’

‘I’ll be there.’

‘But—’

‘I’ll be there, Susan. And if we need more than one nurse, or a strong man as well as a nurse, then we’ll employ as many as are needed. He can’t stay here. I put him here because I was ill. I’m no longer sick, so he can come back where he belongs.’

She studies me for a few moments, then rises from the chair. ‘Come with me, Laura. Come and look at him.’

She leads the way to Ben’s room, bustles along as if she means business. I have no doubt that she is intending to put me off, but I shall bring him out of here no matter what. He is mine, my husband, my beloved burden.

At his door, she stops and draws breath. It seems an age before we enter the room, she first, me bringing up the rear with a huge grin on my face. Ben has routed her. As if he expected to be caught in bad order, he is sitting in his chair with the television flickering on his face. Some aged singer is assassinating ‘Always’, and Ben has joined in. ‘Hello, Laura,’ he beams. ‘Come in and listen to the singing. It is so beautiful.’

Susan shakes her head, gives me a nudge of warning as if telling me not to be taken in by my husband’s improved mood. ‘I’ll be off, then. Don’t keep him up late. It’s as if he’s ready for me.’ She pats Ben’s hand. ‘Be good.’

He gives her a withering look. ‘Go away,’ he says imperiously. ‘I wish to talk to my wife.’

After she has left, he seems to forget me, is wrapped up in the songs of yesteryear. But ‘My Way’ proves too much for him. He looks at me, a temporary intelligence in the fading eyes. ‘How is Chewbacca?’ he asks.

Ben doesn’t like dogs any more. ‘Fine. We have another cat, too.’

He nods. ‘There were dogs, but no cats. We had rats, you know. Even the wild ones are trainable, very clever. And we didn’t see many birds. I’ve been back, and there are still few birds.’

I wait until he seems to have finished. My spine is tingling, crawling with cold. I am beginning to know where he has been. ‘Was this during the war, Ben?’

‘It’s over.’ He frowns at the television. ‘For most, it is over. For some, it continues. They cut my toenails today, I think. Yes, it was today. I don’t like scissors. Are the children at school? Did you find Gerald’s geometry set? He will be a mathematician, you know. Keep the door closed.’

He is leaving me. I drop to my knees, take his hands, am reminded of how Ruth held on to me just half an hour ago. ‘Is it under the birds, Ben? Is it in the Kellogg’s box?’

He nods jerkily, like a child who has barely mastered the art of tacit agreement. ‘Strawberry yoghurt.’ There is pride on his face. ‘I knew I would never forget that. The key.’

‘To the bottom safe?’

He is vague again. ‘They went a bit crisp under the stove, but we got them out. The jewels too. Well, they paid for their own destruction, so we merely used what was left as a deposit on retribution. Diamonds, rubies and sapphires, she wanted. I made it for her, but she died.’ A grim smile hovers on his lips. ‘So gaudy, it was, so we broke it later in Paris. Valuable. Watch the gendarme in the Rue Albertine. What?’ He is questioning an invisible companion. ‘Non, c’est fini. Je vais maintenant en Angleterre. Laura.’

‘Yes?’

But he is speaking of me, not to me. He repeats that he is going to England, that he is going to Laura, that everything is finished.

‘Ben? Would you like to come home?’

He focuses, recognizes, jerks the balding head. ‘I am better here,’ he says. ‘Soon, I shall get my wings.’

‘What do you want?’

I step inside, catch sight of a Fry’s Chocolate Cream bar that betrays her by peeping out from its hiding place. I glance at the cushion, then at her. No sweet stuff, the doctor said. But why should I remind her? ‘What’s all this about McNally’s?’ I ask without further preamble.

‘I’m tired.’

She looks about as tired as a three-week-old foal. ‘Mother, you can’t go picking up people like Diana. How do you know she’ll be suitable?’

‘I know. I know people.’

I sit on the chair that faces her throne. The throne is high, made taller for old bones. It has wings and braided joints, lacks only a royal crest and a bit of gold thread. ‘I can’t leave Ben.’

She fumbles with a Regal packet, picks out a fag, lights it. ‘We shall take him home. He can live with me at the farm and I shall hire help – nurses and so on.’

What is the matter with her? She’s never cared before, has never catered for anyone but herself. ‘Why?’ I ask.

She shrugs, the lifting of the shoulders emphasizing twin cavernous salt-cellars at the base of her throat. ‘I’m not sure.’ She has always been certain, and this ambivalence sits uncomfortably on her features. ‘I’ve …’ A long drag of nicotine disappears into her gullet. ‘I’ve not been much of a mother, have I?’

There is nowhere for me to look. I am staring ahead into nothingness, would not be surprised if Jesus Christ Himself materialized in the face of so tremendous a miracle. ‘No,’ I reply at last. ‘You were not much of a mother.’

She is plucking at her skirt, is smoking so fast that the cigarette behaves like a joint, burns hot, red, quick. ‘It was not in my nature,’ she offers after a few seconds. ‘And I had no help, no support from your father. That is not to say that he was a bad man. We were … different, poles apart. And you were in the middle of it. I suppose you were our equator.’

Is this an apology, an explanation? I am counting the roses on her border. They are large and pink, extend dado-fashion around the comfortable room. There are seventeen in the alcove at one side of the chimney, seventeen and a half at the other side. The fractured flower turns a corner, marries up to another broken bloom. They are slightly offset, rather untrue. Truth. Is she telling her truth now? ‘Why did you hit me, Mother?’

She coughs, clears the phlegm from her chest. She has been a good cougher, has perhaps found a way of clearing the muck of years from her lungs. ‘I don’t know that, either.’

My eyes stray to her face. ‘You never loved me.’

‘No.’ She brushes non-existent ash from her blouse, stares downward at the floor. ‘But you are my daughter. I don’t have long, Laura, and I can’t put anything right. It was all done a long time ago. I have learned …’ She swallows as if in pain. ‘I’ve come to respect you.’

There’s a dreadful clock on the mantelpiece, one of those domed things with gold-coloured globes that swirl back and forth, back and forth. It’s a timepiece that mocks time, makes it boring and uneventful. The silly thing wheezes, spits out a tune to illustrate the hour. Nine o’clock. It’s nine o’clock on a September evening in 1992, and my mother has just spoken to me for the first time ever. The clock that marks this occasion is bland, unimpressive, a quartz thing with no character, no guts. ‘I used to hate you,’ I say tonelessly.

‘Yes.’ The cigarette end is being murdered in an onyx ashtray. Mother likes onyx and silver, is surrounded by ornaments culled from such cold substances. In fact, I am beginning to warm towards the clock, because it isn’t as dead as the rest of Mother’s collection. ‘Do you still dislike me so intensely?’ she asks in a whisper.

I shake my head. ‘I’ve not the energy for it.’

‘Nor have I.’ She straightens, pushes her head against the chair’s high back. ‘You are all I have in this world, Laura. You are a living creature, the only one that comes directly from me. I want a new start before it’s too late. McNally’s is yours. Sell it or work it, whatever you wish. If you work it, take on that thin girl. She looks frail, but she’s as tough as shoe-leather.’

I still don’t know where to rest my eyes. ‘But if I don’t go to Bolton, if I stay here—’

‘No. I said those things to the girl, to Diana, but it’s of no importance, really. I’m going home before Christmas. I came here all those years ago, followed you to Liverpool and sat here until I plucked up the courage to talk to you. You are a grown woman with responsibilities. Do whatever you need to do, but I’d be grateful if you carried on the McNally tradition.’ She sniffs. ‘He was a fool in many ways, but he knew his onions – well – his medicines.’

This is as near as I am going to get. She is sorry, but she can’t say it, was wrong, can’t admit her error. My mother is a human being after all. And that is almost enough for me. ‘Thank you,’ I tell her. ‘This wasn’t easy for you, Mother. You are right, it’s no longer a question of right and wrong. We have to negotiate the terms of a treaty, and you’ve taken a very brave step. I admire you for that.’

She stares at me. The eyes are wet, as wet as they used to be when she missed her aim with the little mascara brush. ‘You’ve turned out quite well after all,’ she mouths. ‘Close the door on your way out.’

So I secure one door and march onward to open another. I am still in shock, still reeling from this strange encounter with a woman who has breathed fire over my whole life. Now, I go towards the key to another mystery. Having found a sort of mother, I shall seek my husband in an upstairs safe.


Chapter Six

THE TROUBLE WITH WINGS by Kevin McCann

At first

They were just nodules

Protruding from behind

His shoulder blades

And after that

The rapid growth of membrane and quill

Was not an altogether

Unpleasant sensation.

But having wings

Can create

All kinds

Of problems:

His wife refused

To sleep with him,

He was made suddenly redundant,

Children followed him

Silently in the street.

He flew

Fishtailing and chandelle

After the wild geese

That drew him

With their cadences

As sirens drew sailors

Towards a promise

They could never keep.

Only to return,

Hedgehopping

To avoid the guns

Of frightened farmers

And the cautions

Of police.

Finally,

Tired and hounded,

He went to a surgeon,

Had his wings removed

And burned.

Now

He’s got a new job

With prospects of promotion,

He makes love to his wife

Three times a week

And children

No longer regard him

With awe.

But sometimes

He will look

Towards the sky

And the flesh

Between his shoulder blades

Will tug and ache.

I am standing on the doorstep of the man who wrote this poem. His name is Kevin McCann and I can hear him walking towards me. Life has made me all kinds of fool thus far, and I am now the fool who has rushed up ten flights of stairs with a collection of verses in my hand. Kevin McCann took some finding. I searched the whole of this city’s education system, found that the writer had escaped the classroom. Many do these days. They get out of teaching, discover that living is pleasant, wonder why they never tried it earlier.

A girl opens the door. She has shiny brown hair that cloaks her shoulders, a small silver ring on a slender finger, blue jeans, boots, a pale green shirt. ‘Yes?’

I smile, assure her that I’m not selling anything. ‘Is Kevin McCann here?’ I ask. She cannot be Kevin McCann, surely?

I am led along a hall and into a cosy living room where candles flicker and cast shadows on a poet. He is approachable, almost handsome, clad in ordinary clothes. Did I expect a serious writer to wear something different, then? A smoking jacket, a toga, a suit of armour? His work has enlivened and disturbed me, because I found it good, found it among my husband’s papers in the bottom safe. Kevin’s hair is long, not curly, not straight, just bent a bit. He has a smile that means hello.

‘I found this.’ I thrust the slim green book beneath his nose. ‘He’s marked off this ‘Trouble with Wings’ one. Can you tell me why?’

His eyes seem blue, but I’m not sure. ‘Can you tell me who?’ he asks.

‘My husband.’ I sit in a comfortable chair, find myself in the company of a pretty blond rat in a cage.

‘That’s Basil,’ says the girl. ‘I’m Danielle, so the other one must be Kevin.’ She sits on some cushions, draws in the long legs, rests her chin on her knees. Basil chews at a bit of apple, keeps an eye on me.

‘I’m Laura. Laura Starling.’

Kevin knows my name, knew it before I opened my mouth. ‘Ben,’ he says. ‘The bird man, the one who works hand in glove with the RSPB. Gardening gloves, he told me. He said a seagull’s bite can be a lot worse than its scream. How is Ben?’

Well, I’ve had the surprises, the shocks. Ben’s association with this young man is good news, the happiest piece of information I’ve gleaned so far. I tell him how Ben is, tell him all of it, not just the bearable oddments. Kevin has the kind of face that deserves the best truth you can achieve, so he gets the ranting, the dribbling, the incontinence. ‘I found your poem with the other papers. The story of his life’s in that safe, I think, but I’ve not tackled it yet.’

Danielle offers me wine. ‘It’s peach,’ she informs me. It is sweet and fruity, slakes a thirst I hadn’t noticed till the first sip.

With the minimum of Dutch courage, I ask these two how much they know. ‘Enough,’ says Kevin. ‘Ben read Danielle’s thesis about the concentration camp, showed an interest that was more than academic. A few years ago, your husband asked me about the poem. So I can only tell you what I said to him.’

I notice something hanging from an overhead lantern, cannot stop myself from interrupting, ‘So it was from you, the Indian dream-catch.’ Metallic threadwork converges into a central hole, making the ornament into a rounded-off spider’s web. Ben told me the theory. Nightmares are supposed to be held back by the wider net, while pleasant dreams can find a way through the gap in the middle, are able to float down and access the sleeper. ‘I think it works in a way,’ I say. ‘He’s quieter now while asleep, but the living nightmare continues. I took the circle to the nursing home and hung it above his bed. I suppose the sleeping tablets help, too.’

They know when to be quiet, these two. There’s a peace about this place, a tranquillity that does not argue with the field of energy that surrounds the flat’s inhabitants. They have taken me in, given me wine, allowed me to pour my heavy burden onto their heads. I could stay here until the energy wakes. Perhaps the room becomes noisier then, when the words fly. He writes the words, but she is in them. Even the little rat belongs, is in its proper home. The rodent is round and content, is a squirrel with bad PR and no bushy tail. Since the plague, these intelligent creatures have been avoided and feared by the masses.

Kevin sits and focuses on Danielle, as if she is his pulse. I can feel the love between them, know that it is big enough to include me, my Ben and a million other people. ‘Can you help me?’ I ask at last. That Indian catch has another significance for me, because it sums up all I have learned in the past twenty-four hours. Danielle knows the camps, Kevin is the father of the poem, they both know Ben. I have come full circle within a circle of beliefs that stem from native America. This is a moment of magic.

‘It was a joke at first,’ he says. ‘When I was a kid, I wanted wings. Then, later on, I read how the American Indians treat birds like messengers from God. In their faith, a bird wears the wings of a holy being, something like an angel.’

He is smiling slightly. ‘So I kept wavering between the concepts. How would a man with wings cope in a supermarket? I imagined Heinz beans tins swept off the shelves, women scooping up children to save them from the heavy feathers. An albatross has a massive span – think how wide a human’s would be.’

Danielle picks up the thread. ‘But we all want to fly, even if we can only do it metaphorically. It isn’t difficult to imagine how great it would be to sit up there and watch the world. An eagle is supposed to be capable of focusing on the tiniest object. At the same time, he’s got this wide view of life. It’s taken us thousands of years to get something that birds had all the time, but we needed machinery to achieve it.’

She leans forward, touches my knee. ‘No two people have taken that poem the same way. It means so many things. Poetry’s only good if it does that. What Kevin meant when he wrote it isn’t the important part. It reaches people. But for Ben, it meant so much, it covered a lot of ground for him.’

I haven’t been able to read the rest of the stuff yet. I’ve dipped into it, hurried out of it. ‘There’s that other pile of papers,’ I remind them. ‘I was all right with the poem, but his life story’s going to be hard. He was in a concentration camp, I do know that much. And that burn mark on his arm was no accident.’ I take a gulp of peach wine. ‘He heated a poker and burned off his number.’

‘He can’t wash it off his soul, though,’ says Kevin. ‘He can’t cleanse his memory, not completely. I think he’s gone through a period of denial, a better beginning, he called it. To live with you, he got new wings.’

I lean back, beg support from the chair. ‘And he’s living the worst part of his life all over again.’ Would I have treated him differently had I known his history, his youth? Would my pity and sorrow have shown? He wanted no pity, my Ben. He wanted a start that was fresh enough to squeak like a new shoe. Yet he wrote it down. ‘He wrote it down,’ I say. ‘And he wants more wings.’

‘Understandable,’ offers Danielle. ‘He’s worn out a few pairs in his time.’

How much do they know, then? I am surprised that the answer jumps so quickly into my head. It doesn’t matter. If Ben told Danielle and Kevin any of it, then at least he has managed to share the weight with strangers. A stranger can often be so much closer than a friend, as the picture arrives in black and white, no colours lent by preknowledge and prejudgement. ‘Was he confused when he first came to you?’

Kevin thinks for a moment, nods. ‘Yes, he thought he had started with Alzheimer’s disease, though he was still together enough to know that he was missing a lot of stuff. That was the sad part, the fact that he realized what was happening to him. He came in a taxi with the address of the flat on a piece of paper.’

‘Where did he find your work?’ I ask.

‘The book of poems was among some stuff he picked up at the university,’ Kevin tells me. ‘I was lecturing there, taking a couple of writers’ groups. I was a bit worried about him, because he kept jumping from one subject to another when he visited us here that day. Anyway, the taxi waited, and I went down in the lift to make sure that Ben would get home OK. The driver knew where to take him, so I guessed that your husband had provided for what he was calling his gaps. We’ve never forgotten him. There was something about him that stayed with us.’

‘We had a new kitchen.’ I am remembering again, but audibly this time. ‘Ben attacked a very close friend. I was getting some After Eights out of a cupboard that wouldn’t shut properly. Until then, I hadn’t noticed anything unusual about Ben’s behaviour. Sometimes, I’ve hated that cupboard, even though the firm came and made it close. It was as if I’d let something out with the After Eights and the Kenya coffee. Perhaps if I’d managed to close the door …’ I flounder, stop in my tracks. ‘Silly, isn’t it?’

Neither speaks, neither finds me silly.

‘I’ve got to read the rest of it, haven’t I?’

‘Ben asked for my work on Sachsenhausen,’ says Danielle. ‘He sat there, in your chair, read every word and pored over the photographs. When he passed it back to me, he thanked me for being a new witness. He made me cry, Laura.’

Oh God, what am I going to do? The new wings he needs are to be made by me. I have to plan, stitch and sew, make sure that the ailerons will take my man upwards, ‘fishtailing and chandelle’ as Kevin says in the poem. ‘Having wings just means being unusual, doesn’t it?’ I’ve got past trying to sound intelligent.

Kevin agrees, up to a point. ‘We’ve all got wings if we want them,’ he tells me. ‘But most of us don’t like them to show. Don’t forget that this poem can be hopeful, too. At the end, he feels the feathers threatening to erupt again.’

I haven’t read it that way. ‘But I thought the tugging between his shoulder blades was regret. Like a man who has a leg amputated – he still feels when the missing knee aches or when the absent foot itches.’

‘You were low when you read it,’ says Kevin. ‘You weren’t flying when you found the words.’

We can all fly. He is telling me that and I am believing it. The girl on the cushions has known for years that she can take to the air. It’s something to do with integrity, then. ‘Why did Ben need more than one pair of wings?’ I wonder aloud.

‘To fit his many circumstances.’ Kevin has probably travelled deeper into my husband’s thoughts than any other living creature.

I decide to go further. ‘Which wings does he need now?’

He shakes his head. ‘Only you know that, Laura. He told me his past and a little of his present, but the present he discussed has become history now.’

Danielle has a brainwave. ‘It might not help, but if it does …’ She is excited, has risen onto her knees. ‘Take the papers in, and the poem. Read them to him, let him know you’re sharing it. That might bring him forward a bit, tip him out of the worst part of his past.’

I don’t think so. I cannot believe that a story read aloud can darn the holes created by Alzheimer’s. But I’ll try anything, anything at all. I’ll even make those wretched wings if necessary. The young people go into the kitchen for coffee and food. I am left with a rat called Basil and a poem that is breaking my heart.

Van Gogh sits all around the walls, his gorgeous insanity translated, printed and framed. A native American stares down at me, arms folded under his woven dress. Beneath him sits another stark truth.

ONLY AFTER THE LAST TREE HAS BEEN CUT DOWN

ONLY AFTER THE LAST RIVER HAS BEEN POISONED

ONLY AFTER THE LAST FISH HAS BEEN CAUGHT

ONLY THEN WILL YOU FIND THAT MONEY CANNOT BE EATEN

Laurel and Hardy linger in a corner, their closest companion a tiger, a big fellow, possibly from Bengal. Books teeter on top of books, Stanley Kubrick’s Clockwork Orange is announced on another poster. Above it all, the dream catch turns on the end of its thread. Nothing is expected of me. I can stay or go, I can be myself.

She reminds me a little of Diana and Jodie, this calm-faced girl whose hair is free, whose mind has found its own liberty. She is educated, I think, but she is not hidebound by her achievements. And Kevin is a man whose ideals have made a bypass round all middle-class mores. This is what my daughter meant then, when she announced that she would find herself before settling down to practise what has been preached at her across a hollow lecture hall. The young are cautious these days. They have stopped jumping onto the roundabouts we created for them, have learned to step slowly and carefully across into adulthood.

I eat with them, read more of Kevin’s brilliant work, ask if I might return. ‘Any time,’ he says. ‘And we’ll visit you, too.’ I have told them about Chewbacca, about Handel and the fluff-ball kitten. Kevin and Danielle came late into my life, but they arrived at the right time. They know Ben and they care. I come away relaxed, ready to face the rest of the story.


Chapter Seven

My Darling Laura,

You may not have noticed just yet, but I am beginning to lose my memory. At first, just the small details of everyday life were fading, things that were too unimportant to cause concern. If we went out, I could not always recall where we had been, with whom, for how long. These problems I dismissed as trivial, until I started to struggle with addresses, names, pieces of business. My dear wife, it is possible that I have been launched on the slope that leads to dementia. It is a slippery road and I can find no purchase beneath my feet. We are both powerless to stop what is probably coming. As I descend, I shall no doubt gain momentum. While I can still reach for words, I shall use my lucid periods to write to you.

Our marriage was not blessed by a priest, but the church knows of our difficult and unusual circumstances and accepts your divorce. Although we married in a registry, we shall still meet again in heaven, because all my sins are now forgiven. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for all the happy years we have had. My love for you is undiminished – I wish I could say the same about my brain power, which seems to be lessening daily. Laura, I am forgetting our yesterdays. How many gulls did we have then, did the thrush die, have I eaten breakfast? I am not ready to discuss this with you, yet I am guilty about the grief you may soon feel. I fear my steady diminution, as it is difficult to assess and understand. Dementia is a state about which little is known – as a potential sufferer, I do not possess the ability to think clearly about a situation that already clouds my judgement. I am living in a vicious circle, though I do hang on to the hope that I am mistaken. If that is the case, then I shall improve and this letter will not be needed. However, should I deteriorate, you will find this in the bottom safe. The key and the combination will be in a place I shall remember. It is so important that I know it will not be forgotten, no matter how sieve-like my mind might become.

I do have some vivid memories. They are so strong that they are threatening to take me over, so I must explain to you some details. My life has been difficult and I find myself talking aloud sometimes, as if I am re-entering the times that were most terrifying. Your terror must be precluded. I shall go gently with you, but it is vital that you understand the place and the time into which I seem to be disappearing. Do not fret if I begin to rant, because I am speaking to ghosts or to people whose powers have been taken away. Do not pity me, do not weep.

Perhaps these revelations are a form of self-indulgence, a cleansing of conscience. As you are aware, I am now a Catholic, but my past was so cluttered and confused that I had to apply to Rome for absolution. Because of the unique situation, I was granted time with the Holy Father, who prayed for me and intervened on my behalf. I am now forgiven, though I still tremble at the thought of Judgement Day. I am tired now, so I shall continue tomorrow when I hope to have a clearer picture.

We walked on the beach this morning, my love. That silly dog wagged his tail so hard that it seemed ready to drop off. I am good today. I remember that we had Alpen for breakfast and chicken with green salad for lunch. How I wish that every day could be like this! You wore that old blue coat and the green wellies, got a speck of sand in your eye.

Where to begin? I shall give no names, or perhaps I may decide to append false names to some of the characters in what is intended to be an accurate account. This is an attempt to help you make sense of who and what I am. I was born on the island of Corfu in 1918. My family fished, kept a few animals, helped in the olive groves occasionally. I had several uncles and aunts on the island, some Jewish, some Greek Orthodox, as my mother was Jewish and my father was a Christian.

My father had one brother in Athens, so I moved to the mainland and was apprenticed to my uncle at the age of fourteen. It was he who taught me the arts of gem-cutting and polishing, jewellery design and manufacture. I remained in Athens until 1938, in which year I gained my qualifications as a fully fledged jeweller. As my father had become ill, I went home to Mother, because my brothers, who were fishermen, could not spare sufficient time to tend my parents. Fishermen are at the mercy of the tides; I was elected chief nurse and goat-farmer. My father died on Christmas Day in 1938.

The day of Papa’s death is so clear to me, clearer than the view from Benaura’s window. My three brothers were drinking Mother’s wine and singing Christmas songs. The gentle woman was hurt because her sons were drunk as they celebrated the birth of Christ. She did not object to our Christianity, but there should have been no singing while her husband lay dying. I sat with my father. He was so happy to hear the lovely music that he died with a smile on his face. His joy and her sorrow have remained with me down the years. She berated them for carousing, yet the boys could not possibly have known that their father had chosen that moment to slip away. He had been ill for so long that we never knew how many more weeks or months he might linger. He died happily, because my brother’s voices were so beautiful. We were a melodic family, though I was the exception, since I have always been tone deaf.

This cat of yours is chasing my pen. I have never met a lazier animal, yet he taunts me when I need to concentrate and be quiet. Chewbacca is growing, is almost as big as the guard dogs. The guard dogs were German shepherds, but their intelligence had been directed along the evil path chosen by their masters. I digress, Laura. I must try to keep things in order, or you might become as confused as I am sometimes. The river is beautiful today, because the sky is clean.

I did not return to Athens. Our bit of land had been neglected during Papa’s decline. I did what I could, but the livestock were feeble and sick. When all but the cow had died, I built her up and sold her, then opened a little stall on the market. I sold jewellery made from shells, polished pebbles, cheap stones. Children became my labourers, their small fingers proving eminently suitable for assembling little brooches and necklaces for the young girls on the island. I achieved hardly any profit, but my brothers fished and made merry, brought home enough money and food for us to survive. My mother became old very quickly, always wore sombre clothes, seldom smiled. Do not let this happen to you, my Laura. Father was but a man, just as I am but a man. Be strong, be calm and face the storm, find a lover who will keep you sheltered from the worst of the wind and rain.

The war began in 1939 and we were not much affected. Our island seemed too small and unimportant to play any part in a conflict that promised to swamp the whole of Europe. Corfu changed little, because it had not yet been targeted by masses of tourists. We ate, we slept, did our work and talked to sweethearts on the beach. Nothing could have prepared us for the horrors to come.

Preparing you is difficult. You have already heard of these things, must have read about them in history books. I sit here at my desk in a house on the edge of the Mersey, cannot imagine war. The river is flat, almost glassy, a tanker is strolling along the horizon like a snail in the heat. No rush, no hunger, no need. Liverpool suffered. It is hard to envisage the blackness, the fires, the roar of sirens along this battered coast. But wars do happen, I was there, I survived. I don’t need to use my powers of imagination, because I have the memory burned into my mind. And into my flesh. The burn mark on my arm was self-inflicted. As a half-Jew, I carried a number, but again I am going too fast, am beginning to wander off course.

The tanker was days ago, I think. Days, hours, minutes – these are all being swallowed up and I can no longer gauge the time, am unable to estimate how long I have been sitting here this morning. You have gone to the shops, I believe, have driven off in that little green car. I remember your dress – it is yellow. Have you noticed how I stare at you, how I hang on to your every word so that my responses might be appropriate?

At about six o’clock one morning in June 1942, the Nazis landed on Corfu. We had noticed for some time a slight antipathy towards Jews, as if some Christians did not want to support Jewish traders. Even before the evil had landed, its doctrine had begun to contaminate our shores. It was as if propaganda infiltrated via some osmotic process that infected the whole world. Some believed that the Jews had started the war simply by existing. Had the Jews not existed, then Adolf Hitler might have kept a rein on his insane temper. But in June 1942, the Christians came out to watch 1,500 Jews being marched off to a collection of decrepit vessels. The Nazis had actually promised to pay the Greek government for ‘selling’ Jews, had vowed to send Athens a share of looted possessions. Some of our islanders smiled as their neighbours were marched away.

We were overlooked that first time, even though we were half-Jewish, but we were taken a week later. My mother, who was very weak, was the first in our family to be hurled onto the boat. My brother and I stepped forward to protect her, but we were clubbed by the guards. I think my brother was bludgeoned to death and disposed of before we sailed. When I woke the first time, I was on a huge raft that was towed by a small German boat. There were only three guards on the raft, as the Nazis had worked out that terror and confusion are the most efficient gaolers. My eyes were full of blood that dripped from a gash in my head. I was unconscious for a long time, for days, became aware from time to time that I was no longer on the water, that I was travelling in an upright position wedged among a suffocating mass of people. I never saw my brothers or my mother after that journey of death. Many of us who stood in the cars were the dead who remained upright because of the congestion.

Laura, I hope that you will never have to read this. Today, I have been quite well, but I am wondering now where you are. When you came back from the shops that other time, your dress was not yellow. I remembered it being the colour of buttercups, but I think you were really in a grey or beige suit. How many days am I losing, how many hours? How long is it since this amnesia began and why does it not apply also to the time I write about?

I have told you about the journey, I think, about my family having disappeared. Now, I shall stick at this, because my behaviour is becoming noticeably odd. Did I go into hospital? Did I strike our friend Les? You are watching me, listening in the night. I must finish, I must win this race.

I was thin and I was in Poland. The camp was called Treblinka. Some things I shall never forget! We all had beards. Well, there were not very many of us left, but those who walked out of the train had several inches of growth on their faces. I can hear it now, hear it, smell it, almost touch it. It never goes, Laura, even in my confusion I can hear the cries of children, the screams of women. They were taken away, the young and the female. We were left to stand, dried out, hollow-eyed, dying of a thirst that had become a part of us.

There seemed to be hope for me and another Greek Jew. An aged interpreter spoke for us, conveyed to the guards that I was a qualified jeweller and that my companion was a graphic artist. We were separated from the rest. After the numbers were tattooed on our arms, we were pushed into a small hut where we could not sit down. In fact, the space was so cramped that we almost took turns to breathe. Later on, we learned that this was a punishment cell where men were often abandoned to die slowly of thirst. After some hours, the door opened and we were given a scoop of brackish water. Nothing before or since has tasted as good as that drop of filthy water.

I keep reading this through, going back to the start so that I might remember what I have already written. It is so difficult. Memories from 50 years ago are bright and terrible, but I cannot recall what I wrote yesterday. Was it yesterday? I suppose it does not matter. You are worried, my darling. Are you concerned about me, are you ill? I must concentrate, must hurry. Time is not on our side, Laura.

I will call my companion Paul, as that was not his name. I have written Paul on my wrist so that I might see it when I glance down, might have a chance of remembering. There are people who are still alive – they might suffer if these papers are found. I must be careful to protect the cabal we became when the war was over.

Paul and I had the best of it. While others were tortured, murdered, disposed of, we slept in an office-cum-workshop with a good mattress and ample food. We were the elite. Paul and I received wedding rings, gemstone jewellery, all kinds of adornments. We were also given the terrible task of melting down gold fillings from the teeth of those who burned in the crematoria. Our workshop was near to the big furnaces as we, too, needed heat for our crucibles. We became deaf, Paul and I. We made fine ornaments to decorate the Reich. Paul designed to order, I broke jewellery, reconstructed it to order. And we ceased to hear the shouts of the guards, the explosion of a flying bullet, the screams of the damned.

Laura, I did not suffer unduly, so do not upset yourself. My ambition was to stay alive until the end. I worked, I smiled, I bowed and scraped. We enjoyed a degree of freedom, were allotted clothes that were warm and decent, items that had been dragged from the backs of new prisoners. Feverishly, we strove to please our masters, taught them to look through the glass, educated them about the form, the cut, the colour of a diamond. Our anger was deep and cold, but we made no attempt to warm it. We wanted to survive. We vowed to live so that we could tell the world what had happened in Treblinka. Laura, the Jews paid for their own disposal, paid with jewels, furs, little mementoes from home. They paid for the privilege of being put to death.

Sometimes, there were no trains and our work slowed. The days without trains were the worst, as the Germans would use the lull to pick out and dispose of the weakest among us. Even so, we were safer than the rest. We stood at the small window of our workshop and watched the old interpreter being supported by stronger prisoners on his way to the gas chamber. Paul ran from my side. I heard him as he retched over the bucket that was our latrine, found him weeping next to our little furnace.

Because of the designs, Paul and I had an almost limitless supply of graph paper. We were both blessed with photographic memories, but his skill at portraiture was far superior to mine. Under the stove in our quarters, we hid a metal box that contained detailed drawings of many Nazis, the men whose atrocities we had observed from our window. It was this collection that kept us going, because we were saving evidence that might prove useful after the war. I intended to avenge my mother, as I was certain that she had not survived the long journey from home. Paul needed to avenge the whole Jewish nation. His was the kind of fury that is lasting and dangerous, yet it is also justifiable.

There is rain today. The garden needs it, so do the birds. This morning, when I woke, you were standing over me. There is so much anguish in your face. Has someone told you about my problem, do I scream in the night? I have returned to my desk, am trying to pick up the threads of my story. I think I make the effort to come into the office every day, but I may be forgetting sometimes. Reading through takes a long time. I often need to go to the beginning more than once, as I am not absorbing what I read.

Rich Jews came, probably from Macedonia or Bulgaria. They were covered in furs and jewels, carried boxes of valuables. Paul and I, helpless and ashamed, received the gems and precious metals that would keep us alive. For Eva Braun, I made a swastika in gold and platinum studded with sapphires, diamonds, rubies. My hatred was melted into every carat.

There are good German people. There were good ones then, during the war. A young guard who had escaped active service because of a shrivelled arm became our friend, often bringing us cocoa and sugar, even bits of butter and chocolate. The lad was truly terrified of what was happening. From him we learned our German. We also learned how much he hated the camp. There were tears in his eyes on the days when mass genocide was accomplished via the ‘showers’. ‘Why is it happening?’ we asked him. ‘Why do your friends do these things to the prisoners?’ ‘Fear,’ he replied. ‘If we don’t do the job, we join the Jews in the ovens.’ How prophetic he was. When we had known him for quite some time, he was savaged to death by dogs belonging to a particularly crazy guard. We watched this happening, saw our young friend’s bloodied corpse when his nightmare finally ended. The Nazis must have seen his fear, no doubt felt threatened and weakened by his sanity. So he was ripped apart like a rag doll, tossed into an incinerator and burned like another piece of waste. Sometimes, I fear dogs. The cabal dealt with that guard, gave him a similar end, but I am wandering ahead again.

The doctor came, Laura. Today, I’m sure it was today. I remember you saying that I was due for my MOT. He prodded me and listened to my chest, took my blood pressure. Did we have breakfast before he came? Did you and he whisper apart from me, has he told you that I am slipping away? It is becoming so vivid, my darling. These are not hallucinations. I am actually seeing people from years ago, can hear them talking, am sometimes able to join in the conversations. This is craziness, yet I am so clear about the war years.

I have not told you about my other Greek friend. Have I? Well, I shall assume that you and he have not yet been introduced, as I can no longer go back to the start of this document. After reading the last line or so, I simply continue and hope for the best. He was a violinist and he entertained the officers. He was also in charge of our food after the other man was torn to pieces. He told us things that were hard to believe, yet he was not lying. Jews were helping to kill Jews, were forced to empty bodies out of gas chambers, were made to burn the bodies. Healthy people came in on the trains, were being stripped of clothes and possessions. Meekly, they filed to the showers, were lifted out as corpses and carried to the incinerators. It was a machine of superb efficiency, with prisoners aiding guards. If a man refused to assist, then he simply joined the queues for showers. More often, he would be shot. The real efficiency lay in the fact that most victims remained blissfully unaware of their fate until it was too late.

Laura, I am explaining all this so that you might understand my anger. I know that this account may be a little confused, too detailed in some parts, too sparse in others. I am running a race and I must get to the winning post before – before whatever. But you need to know what happened in order to forgive me for other deeds.

Paul and I had been spared since 1942. The commander, I’ll call him Spangl, needed us. We were a part of a well-oiled team of specialists who used by-products of the holocaust to the Nazis’ advantage. Under Spangl’s all-seeing gaze (he haunts me now) human hair was gathered, presumably for wigs, clothes were kept, spectacles, shoes, dentures. Even human skin was used for lampshades. Paul and I were at the upper-class end of this macabre feast, as we handled the true valuables of the soon-to-be-victorious Reich.

The Czechs came, gathered in hundreds beneath fierce white floodlights. They were pushed into undressing rooms, forced out again into the cold night, arms wrapped about their nakedness. Some fought and were beaten to death on the spot. The violence was extraordinary. The blood looked black under the harsh lights. Naked children clung to naked mothers. This was real, my love. I was there. I am not a history book, I am a witness. It was the Czechs who made me determined to join Paul after the war. Those at the back of the ranks began to sing their anthem. We cried, Paul and I. While those brave Czechs were marched off to their end, the singing grew louder and my heart hardened. This would not be forgotten. I would be there when the massacre ended, I would be healthy, strong enough to bear witness, determined enough to accuse and condemn.

A Pole joined us late in 1943, I think. Because of language barriers, we learned about the Warsaw ghetto by looking at the pictures he drew. Our new friend was a goldsmith of great talent. While he worked alongside us, we taught him some German, then he regaled us with tales of even more atrocities. Hitler’s aim was clear, he told us. Even if the war should be lost, the Reich would have achieved its main aim. Not one Jew would be left in Europe. His eyes were hard when he said to us, ‘If you licked my heart, you would die of poison.’

Even in the camp, we could see that the war was ending and that our gaolers were on the losing side. They became careless, started to shoot people when the ovens overflowed. Bodies were buried after a fashion, but many were piled up in surrounding fields. The Nazis’ carelessness extended to our department and our paperwork diminished. Instead of having to account for every item, we now began to feel free enough to stash some valuables with the portraits.

Allied planes flew over sometimes. (Have I already told you that? There are black semi-circles beneath your eyes. You are ill, my darling and I cannot help. Words come out of my mouth in the wrong order. Only here, as I reheat an old fury, can I be clear enough to be understood. Soon, I shall be too far gone for this, too.) The end of the war was coming. The killing became haphazard, sporadic. The three of us hid in our store cupboard, listened while our work was smashed and stolen. But they did not touch the stove.

We walked out of our office one morning and into the arms of weeping Russian soldiers. Some English people arrived later. They jumped from aeroplanes, brought medicines and food. Grown men do cry. We watched as young Englishmen tried to feed those who were beyond food, tried to revive those whose need for oxygen had snuffed itself out in the night. The nurses, doctors and soldiers of your country were beyond words, Laura. There was a silence that was broken only by the thud of their boots as they walked through hell. The stench of burned flesh still lingered in the air, clung to everything it touched with its invisible talons. A sergeant sat by the gate, his legs useless, vomit and tears pouring through fingers that had fastened themselves to his face to shut out the sight. We helped him, brought him inside and cleaned him. I see that man all the time these days, in our kitchen, in our garden. I trust that he is well.

Have you heard people say that the birds don’t sing there? It is true. I have been back to the emptiness. There is a poet somewhere in Liverpool – I’ve forgotten his name – whose friend went to the site of another camp. There were no birds in that vale of death, either.

We saved jewels, hid them, went into hospitals and became strong again. Laura, we had to do something. Nuremberg could not trap and try all of them. There were little men, people of no importance who had gained stature and backbone from a uniform. Paul and I, together with witnesses from other camps, made it our business to find those torturers who had invented alibis and new identities.

It seemed right that we should use as a down-payment the property of those Jews who had perished. Eva Braun never got her swastika, because I broke it, opened our first establishment with the proceeds. For many, many years, I helped to capture the murderers. Some had already been tried and acquitted in spite of evidence, but we dealt with them anyway.

But I became sickened by what we were doing. We were killing old men. I began to wonder whether people remained the same, because we seemed to be murdering men who were so different from the young guards we remembered. When I met you, I walked away from it, though my business has continued to support the cabal.

Another thing I did not tell you was that I kept in touch with a man called Colin. You used to be married to his son. Colin lives not far from here. He watched over you for years. We met at the prison. I think I visited several men, but that time is not as clear as the war years. I probably became involved because I remembered what it was to be interned.

Did they pull down that wall, my love? Will it come again, the Reich? My fingers are stiff, so I guess that I must have done a lot of writing lately. I think you are going into hospital. I think you are sending me away so that I may be cared for during your absence. Do not worry for me, no matter how bad this becomes. A young man walked with you on the beach. I hope he is caring for you.

Oh, my darling, I know I am going mad. Why do I find myself in strange situations, how do I manage to do so many odd things when sometimes half of me knows that I shouldn’t be going for walks in the dark or standing naked at the back door? You may have to help me if I sink too far. A poem. Somewhere, there’s a poem. Yes, it’s in the bottom safe. Give me my wings, sweetheart. Let me fly away and leave you in peace.

The Final Solution. We survived it. The American Indians knew the concept behind those words. They fought to avoid it too. Those three dreadful words were put together by a powerful American called Ulysses Grant. Learn not to blame one nation, learn not to sink to the level of the worst in mankind. Making sense is difficult, almost impossible. You have packed a small case. I think you have told me that you are going into hospital.

I love you, Laura. Find your wings. If I can’t find mine, help me.

With all my love,

Ben.


Chapter Eight

It’s Wednesday, the last day of September. I have been acutely aware of the minutes as they passed, was up before seven so that I might experience to the full these important hours. I even read my stars this morning, was advised not to feel inadequate. ‘You really want to disappear behind your protective cover and let the world get on without you. But you will have to see where you can make your life easier without cutting yourself off completely.’ Utter nonsense, of course.

Chewbacca is in the water, is splashing and staggering about like an old man on a day out during Wakes Week. With a knotted hanky on his head, this huge animal would really look the part. He runs from a scum-crested wave, turns, barks at the moon’s handiwork. The Mersey’s tides never fail to catch Chewy out. As a pup, he used to try solving the problem by drinking the river, but even this thick-headed clown learned not to imbibe such filth. I read recently that a group of amateur divers is planning to march through Liverpool to draw attention to the famous waterway’s plight. They won’t win. There’s no beating the ebb and flow, no money to clean the water, no chance of making blue the sea that receives mess created by a whole city.

The funeral was this morning. I felt as if I were somewhere else, could not make complete contact with what was going on around me. Diana was very supportive and controlled, coped superbly. The girl is a brick. I cannot imagine life without her noise, her energy. We are managing, Diana and I.

At my feet rests a mesh cage that contains a pair of mended gulls. In a few minutes, when I have composed my thoughts for Ben, I shall give the birds their wings. There’s no-one on the beach today. No dog-walker will hear me if I talk to myself, no children will run helter-skelter up to the road, away from the madwoman.

I sit on the concrete steps, watch the gulls watching me. ‘You’d better bloody fly, you two,’ I advise them. ‘Because your saviour’s up there already. He’s waiting for you, so be sharp.’ Be sharp. Auntie Maisie used to say that. ‘Come on and be sharp, Anne, you’ll miss next Preston Guild at this rate.’ Maisie, I did love you and Freddie.

So much has happened in recent days that my head is still spinning like a whipped top on a windy day. There is a chance that I shall become as muddle-headed as Ben was. Ben was. He isn’t any more. Where Ben has gone, all is calm and peaceful. I won’t cry. I’m sure I won’t cry.

After reading that terrible document, I was in a zombie-like state for several days. When I surfaced, I phoned the poet, read parts to him. ‘Yes,’ he said softly. ‘We know, Danielle and I, but we were sworn to secrecy.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me when I came with the poem?’ I felt angry, betrayed, though I still remembered the gladness I experienced when I first realized that Ben had talked to Kevin. ‘You knew how ill he was,’ I said, recognizing my own petulance, disliking my tone of voice even as I spoke. ‘Why didn’t you shield me from the shock of this letter?’

Kevin waited for me to stop ranting. I’ll never forget his answer. ‘The sickness made him no less human, Laura. He was a man who asked for my promise. I keep promises.’ The young are so good at putting me in my proper place lately.

For several evenings, I terrorized my cousin Anne. ‘Did she do it?’ I asked a hundred times. ‘Did Miss Armitage help Richard on his way?’ I don’t know why I needed to ask. My plans for Ben should not have depended on anyone else’s courage. ‘Did she kill him?’ I insisted.

‘Why do you need to know?’

I screamed at her, must have made her head ache. ‘Stop answering my question with the same bloody question. Never mind why.’

‘Then stop asking,’ she shouted back.

I wore her down in the end, convinced her that my need for an honest response lay in a programme of research for what I called ‘a different type of book’.

‘Yes, all right,’ she snapped eventually. ‘With a certain doctor’s help and blessing, she laced that final cocoa with something or other. The doctor is long dead and Miss Armitage is failing, so there’s your bloody research done. How’s Ben?’

‘The same,’ I replied.

After a slight pause, she cleared her throat. ‘You won’t, will you?’

‘Won’t what?’

‘Don’t answer questions with questions, Laura. It’s not legal.’

‘Really?’ My mind was already elsewhere. I would bring him home, talk to him, read the stuff from the safe, read it aloud, try to reach him. If there was no improvement, I would help him to move on. ‘What did you say?’

‘Euthanasia’s not legal.’

‘Right.’

‘Is that girl still with you? Will she be there when you bring Ben home? Laura, are you listening to me?’

‘Yes. She’ll be here, I think.’ I put down the phone, didn’t need any lectures from my lawyer.

The dog has become excited. He tears towards me, skids to a halt, woofs quietly and raises his crazy eyebrows. He is asking about the seagulls. A hundred times he and I have stood here, or in the woods, while Ben released one or more of his patients. And at last I understand my husband’s preoccupation with house-martins. Many perish because they can’t find a home, a nest in which to shelter. Ben lost home, family, identity.

I have comforted myself by insisting that my husband never performed an actual murder. He travelled, dealt in jewels, made money for the cause and researched on behalf of the cabal, but I am sure that he could never kill. The wind whistles round me, makes me shiver. I stare at the mist-shrouded Welsh hills, force myself to admit that I shall never know that particular truth, will never be able to pick it up and hold it to the light as if it were a polished diamond. Like the hills, it is clouded over. Only the cabal knows the real story, and I shall not meet its members.

I finally faced my own past three days ago, went alone to see Tommo, the torturer from my youth. I had vowed never to come again, but for once, I needed this man. He is old, grey-faced beneath a clammy slick of sweat. He breathes with determination, as if he has to think about it. When I told him of Ben’s death, the cold eyes flickered with … was it triumph, hope, amusement? ‘How did he keep you away?’ I asked insistently, still dissatisfied with the previous answer. ‘You weren’t always so weak, and you swore many times that you’d catch up with me.’

‘Bother boys.’ He took a draught of oxygen, fought a cough for a moment or two. ‘He threatened me exactly as I’d threatened you. An eye for an eye, he called it. Ben Starling had some powerful connections, according to rumour. Not strictly big-time, but not kosher, either.’ He was sticking to the tale, then.

‘He … dealt with Nazis,’ I said softly. ‘He cleaned up after the war, brought Hitler’s small fry to justice.’ He didn’t kill, I kept saying to myself. Even if Ben did kill, I wouldn’t tell this man anything. ‘You would have been small fry, Tommo. Don’t get any ideas – he still has friends.’

‘Was he a Jew?’

I shrugged. ‘Partly. But not kosher.’

He dismissed the feeble play on words. ‘For a long time, I got visitors, big blokes who asked me whether I was being good.’

‘If you were being good, that must have been a new experience for you. Even the worst of criminals wouldn’t commit fratricide.’

Pale hands gripped the arms of his chair. ‘Well, it started in bloody Genesis, Cain and Abel. And my so-called brother took you away from me.’

My hands itched to strike him. With an effort of will, I backed away from the sick man. ‘No. Your cruelty sent me away, Tommo. Frank was a good man, so was Ben.’

Since childhood, I have been capable of feeling something akin to hatred. My mother has not been a favourite, and I have loathed Bernard Thompson for many years. Yet I have never turned on either of them, not fully, not intentionally. For an endless time, I accepted abuse, tried not to care, simply shut out my mother, my first husband. Yet there I was, spending days planning to kill Ben if he didn’t begin to come out of his nightmares.

Oh Ben. I stood in the street, breathed fresher air into my lungs. I knew why. At last, I knew why my Ben had made me face the monster. He must have endured so much, especially during sleep, must have dreamt of Treblinka. He forced me to go to Tommo so that my nights would be peaceful. Ben made just that one mistake, forced me to sit with a lunatic, and even that one mistake was no error. Now, at last, I fear nothing, nobody.

As I drove away from Tommo’s house, I realized that love was the only emotion I had ever felt strongly. I loved Ben enough to kill him, had never hated sufficiently to strike out. Ben encouraged me to support Tommo, taught me to face the worst. Lately, I have learned so much about myself and about the wonderful stranger who became my second husband. (No, I haven’t forgotten you, Frank. You were the second, but you weren’t any more legal than euthanasia.)

While I prepare to release these birds, I find myself thinking about Mother, that unapproachable woman whose presence in my life has been less than comfortable. She is baffling just now, almost pleasant on occasion. Do people change as they grow older? Ben wrote that he and his friends were seeking out men who had altered beyond recognition. My husband’s vigilantes were wreaking vengeance on people who no longer existed, folk who bore no resemblance to the guards who strutted, barked orders, played a part in the attempt to annihilate a whole ethnic group. Even the Nazis had metamorphosed once the climate had changed. Is Liza McNally softening? She is in my house now, is chain smoking via the gap beneath her black net veil. We are to go home, she says. Diana will become a trainee director, I shall play a leading role in my father’s dream.

Diana. Liddy. All Liddy and Jimmy’s children. If Diana leaves Liverpool, then the other members of her family will inherit a decent house, the place that’s being gutted at this very moment. Diana’s brothers and sisters will be able to sell the property, use the divided loot as a deposit on a future. How it all dovetails, how tidily it comes together, this latest chapter of my life.

Robert’s there, too, his grief about Carol revitalized by Ben’s passing. He has delegated his veterinary duties, is almost suave in a dark grey suit, black tie, very few dog hairs beyond those bequeathed to him this morning by Chewbacca. Mother was talking to him earlier, has probably elected him as my next husband. ‘You could be a vet in Bolton,’ I overheard her saying. All organized, all designed for me.

A jogger sprints by, the world shut out by a Walkman. Perhaps he and I share the same birth sign, though he has not read his stars this morning, is bent on being alone. Chewy chases him, throws up wads of grey sand, stops in his clumsy tracks when he gets no attention.

My children have come to Ben’s funeral. Jodie looks fairly smart in a blue suit, though the hem dips slightly at the back. She won’t sew. I’ve known her to use staples and sellotape to secure a drooping hem. She is working at last, has settled down to a job at Great Ormond Street. ‘Children,’ she announced this morning, ‘are the important ones.’ At least her priorities are an improvement on her needlework. I wonder how she copes with sewing up a wound? There’s a man with her, no spots, good shoes, a qualification in psychology. I’m even smiling. It’ll take him a lifetime to analyse my mercurial daughter.

Gerald teeters on the brink of marriage, seems to be atoning for his sins by putting most dealing, inside or not, outside of his sphere. He is in the company of an elegant woman whose mother used to be somebody, a Lady-in-Waiting, I think Gerald said. They are forming a partnership to deal in antiquities and bric-a-brac from a posh bijou shop near Mayfair, a shoebox with a pretty frontage. They showed me the photos, enthused about the project. She’s forty if a day, talks around a gobful of marbles, is pseudo-aristocratic. I wonder about her previous liaisons. She has boys at Winchester, drives a 1939 MG, knows all there is to know about European porcelain.

Everything is working out smoothly, too evenly for me to believe. Even Edward has forgotten to sulk, though he wept when Ben was lowered into the ground. Ben understood, was one of the few older heterosexuals who truly accepted my younger son’s dilemma. Edward is alone, but he looks calm, so I guess that he has found a partner. Oh, I hope so. He needs monogamy, stability.

I made the decision to bring Ben home, was intent on following through the plan to talk to him, to read aloud the contents of the safe, to help him out of the maze one way or another. Heaton Lodge was not pleased by my mulish stubbornness. Susan Jenkinson, known in the trade as Jenks, visited me after my letter had been received by Matron. ‘You can’t cope with this, Laura,’ said Jenks, determination in the set of her jaw. ‘He’s started walking a bit, keeps trying to wander off. The poor man is very hard work. After the surgery and the breakdown, you’re not up to it.’

Diana was there, was ironing two of my T-shirts that she’d begged from me. ‘It’s her husband,’ she said rather peevishly. ‘She can do as she likes.’

I silenced my house guest with one of my hard looks. ‘He wants to be at home,’ I told Jenks. My collection of sleeping pills and tranquillizers was just behind the nurse’s head, in one of my famous kitchen cupboards which have never quite fitted. ‘He needs me,’ I told her firmly.

‘He needs professional care—’

‘He’ll get it. He’ll get whatever makes him feel better.’ Above all, he might achieve that final release from a life that was fast becoming a tragedy. ‘I’m well enough,’ I insisted. ‘And Diana will help me, I’m sure.’

‘Course I will.’ She stood like the Rock of Gibraltar, rigid and rather menacing, her hair plastered back into a thick rope that also looked carved from granite.

Jenks wheedled. ‘Just another month, then. Give yourself till mid-October, get some rest and build yourself up.’

‘No.’

When the nurse had left, I turned to my young friend. ‘I want you to go back to your father’s house for a few days when Ben comes home. Give me a chance to settle him while you bully the workmen.’

‘OK.’ She walked out, threw a parting shot over a slender shoulder. ‘Me mam told me you could be a stubborn owld bugger.’

I could have shouted ‘Ditto’, but I didn’t bother. Liddy often told me that her little Daisy was as determined as a constipated donkey. Sometimes, I really miss Liddy.

I stare at the horizon and miss a lot of people, my Ben most of all. He never did come home. In an hour of lucidity, my husband found his legs, walked to Matron’s office, prised off the lid of a locked medicine trolley and stole fifty-seven tablets. They were sure of the number, as all drugs were accounted for daily. I was told that the lid showed few signs of damage, and I was not surprised. Ben must have been clever to survive a camp, to plan with others a form of world-wide retribution that was never noticed. How stealthy they must have been, those avengers.

It was decided that Ben stole the tablets in the night, as nothing was discovered until the morning shift arrived. By 7 a.m., my lovely husband was cold in his bed. ‘If you hadn’t managed, I’d have done it for you, my darling,’ I say. He saved me from that, too, saved me from so much …

I look at the leaden sky, feel chilled beneath its cheerlessness. ‘Goodbye, my love,’ I say. ‘I don’t blame you for any of it.’ He’s better off, I keep telling myself. The world was not good enough for him, did not deserve a man of such magnificence.

Suddenly, I am not alone. A crowd of people descends on me, the approaching footfalls cushioned by wet sand. Diana and Jodie stand together, the spot-free young man behind them with Edward, Gerald and his probably Honourable fiancée. She looks better outside, younger, ordinary. Her hand is in my son’s and they are each with the right person. Ruth, who is short enough to hold Chewy’s collar without bending her knees, has taken charge of my wayward canine. Les supports my mother, has cupped a shovel-sized hand beneath the old woman’s elbow. And she is old, thin, wasting, weak. Confetti smiles, her still-pretty face wrinkling with age and too much soap.

Robert moves to my side, though there is nothing proprietorial about his stance. And bringing up the rear is my Frank, aged, bald, slightly bent. But Frank is dead and this is the man who sent Ben to me. Colin Thompson, whom I have not seen for many years, must have read about Ben’s death in the newspapers. My husband made quite a stir when he exited, though I shall not sue the nursing home for negligence. To Tommo’s dad, I mouth a soft ‘Hello’ that falls into a silence of two decades. My cousin Anne has joined Robert, is standing between me and him.

I bend, touch the catch on the cage. A movement nudges the corner of my vision, and I look up at the rails above the concrete steps. Although they don’t often approach the beach, two starlings sit and stare at me. I won’t cry. Did you send them, Ben? Did you? How dowdy they look as winter approaches, how dull the beaks that were recently lighter, brighter.

From behind the gathering of people, a voice reaches me. ‘Give him his wings, Laura,’ says Kevin McCann. He stands with Danielle, watches as I open the cage.

They bolt from their prison in a flurry of feathers, beating the air wildly as they test mended quill and tendon. We seem to hold our collective breath while they keep together, soaring upward into a sky whose curtain has opened for them. A single ray of light touches the birds, making them ethereal, angelic.

Mother sniffs meaningfully. ‘Walking on sand is no good for a person of my age,’ she says. A narrow, gloved hand reaches up, pulls the veil over emotions I didn’t know she had. ‘Well,’ she says impatiently, ‘he was another fool of a man, but a good enough fool.’ Having framed the epitaph, she allows Les to steer her homeward.

I swivel, look at the rail, find it empty. The September Starlings have gone home.
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