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It was a good place to be, even with Laura standing at the foot of the bed delivering the Sunday morning sermon. It was the best of all possible places – father’s house, 21 Liverpool Street, Maelgwyn-on-Sea, my old room above the kitchen at the back of the house, a church bell ringing in the town, and a blackbird in good voice in the yard outside. Even with a head full of beer and fags, a good place to be.


‘Don’t pretend you’re asleep! What about your shoes for a start?’ I stiffened under the sheets. I had socks on my feet. ‘What time did you crawl in this morning, I’d like to know? Smells like some old brewery in here. And you were such a refined little boy.’ She prodded me. ‘Too ill to talk are we? Whatever were you thinking of – leaving your shoes there for all the world to see?’


My shoes! My demob shoes! Oh good God, I’d taken them off at the front door, hadn’t I? Carried them upstairs hadn’t I?


‘Full of water, both of them! At least I think it’s water. But what did the milkman think? And all the people on their way to chapel; what did they think? Don’t tell me no lies boy! It was past three when you came in because it didn’t start raining till half past. Not one wink of sleep have I had. Not one tiny wink. You left them in the rain, didn’t you?’ A long despairing sigh. She had moved to the window now, her voice husky with complaint. ‘You know how I’ve been – ever since that old war started, not been able to sleep a night through.’


Quite mindless, had been my father’s judgement on her – Laura Roberts, his second wife, my stepmother – quite mindless, but very kind. Now she was back at the side of the bed. ‘And you were such a good little boy, Philip. Talk to me.’ Silence she couldn’t bear. ‘Wherever were you till that time? Why did you leave your shoes there for all the world to see?’ For Laura all the world was Liverpool Street. ‘You and those friends of yours...’


I sat up and pulled the sheet clear of my head.


‘Oh,’ she cried out, ‘look at your eyes! Debauchery, that’s what you’ve got! How long is this going on for, Philip?’


Forever, I hoped. Forever and ever! Back home in the one good place, soldier from the wars returned. But that was before the days of madness and death.


Maelgwyn town was still and quiet and full of dusty sunlight that Sunday morning, echoes of hymns in the air. Liverpool Street was in the old town, near the Market Hall where my father had his shop. A neat, terraced street, not poor, not rich, with doorsteps making black, polished statements all the way along. My shoes, brimming with water, must have sent the chapel-going brows flapping. Once down the High Street the town changed, bricks and pebbledash and stucco replacing stone, and houses growing larger, taller, with rooms abounding, all the way to the sea front, and the Promenade. Yet it was here, in the newest, grandest part of town, that shabbiness showed. Peeling paint and flaking plaster, windows without curtains and empty houses, scars of war everywhere in spite of the fact that not a shot had been fired at it, not a bomb dropped. Here no visitors had arrived for six long summers. And here there had been a kind of occupation – by Civil Servants, by the Royal Air Force, by the Yanks. And the bruises showed.


‘Some of them were animals,’ Laura had told me. ‘Not all of them, mind. Burton was a very nice boy. Been to college and everything.’ Burton had been a Lieutenant in the US Air Force. Burton had married my sister Gwen and taken her back to Baltimore. And anyone who had taken Gwen on must have been all right. Must have been a bloody saint too!


The wind was coming in off the sea. There were big ships out there whose dialogue of sirens you could hear, especially at night, all of them waiting for a tide to take them the last six miles up to the port. Maelgwyn-on-Sea the town wanted to be called, but it was on an estuary, and its beach was pebble and estuary mud, and dredging was a dirty word. You retired to Maelgwyn, and there were elderly men with elderly dogs at the water’s edge to prove it. But now the barbed wire had gone. Only one concrete pillar box remained from the war, and there was talk of converting that into a public toilet. It seemed fitting.


Emlyn Morton waved from the deck of the Ariadne in response to my whistle. Yachts and fishermen’s boats were strung in a line along a muddy river that ran parallel with the estuary before joining it at a break in the tall dunes. The Ariadne was the seventh boat along, a Liverpool Bay fisher, 39 feet long, 9 feet in the beam, which we had acquired and which we were doing up. In the Ariadne we were going to sail south one day. The master plan, according to Emlyn Rhys Morton.


The bow of the dinghy dug into the stinking black mud at the river’s edge. I stepped aboard and Emlyn poled it out into the channel.


‘I left my shoes on the front doorstep,’ I told him.


‘Marvellous,’ he replied, ‘bloody marvellous.’ He settled in the stern, sculling with one hand. How did he manage to look so neat, so tidy – even after crawling all over that boat? Dirt didn’t stay on him. He had clothes that didn’t wrinkle. And it had always been like that. I had known him all my life.


‘Don’t rock the bloody boat,’ I said.


‘Got a bad head, matey?’ He leered at me. ‘Know what it means? Blood pressure! It’ll probably kill you before you’re thirty.’


‘It’s being so cheerful that keeps you going...’


‘I’m talking facts. Your arteries are probably hardening prematurely. The next step is dizzy spells, then blackouts of increasing intensity, then a stroke. The long dive into oblivion; that’s how you’ll go. How many pints did you have?’


‘It’s the fags, not the beer,’ I replied.


Emlyn laughed. ‘Don’t give me that. Heard it all before.’ A great theorist, Emlyn Morton – especially on medical matters. ‘Oh God my heart skipped a beat then! That’s twice in the last hour. And I had the cramps last night – like a bloody contortionist in bed last night. Fucking killing ourselves – that’s what we’re doing.’


The dinghy bumped gently against the Ariadne’s hull. We climbed aboard. ‘This old cow’s not so well this morning, either,’ he said. ‘Had to pump her out. Leaking like a bucket down there.’


We sat on the roof of the cabin and surveyed the debris on the deck. Throughout the war the Ariadne had been on the beach, her planks shrinking, warping, parts of her looted by the town’s beachcombers. We spent our days patching and caulking and painting, only to find new faults, new ruptures, new and rusty sores. ‘No wonder they let us have her for fifteen quid,’ Emlyn remarked, then added brightly, ‘but we’ll make something of her.’ He stood and waved to a couple of fishermen as they rowed out to a mooring. Emlyn Morton was the most amiable character going. Always had been.


‘Well,’ he decided, ‘we’ll have to beach her tomorrow and give her a thorough going over.’ He said it with relish. Another day of scraping and burning and caulking, the old boat propped up on that stinking, black mud.


But nothing got Emlyn Morton down. He had been like that at Jenkyn Pierce County School. I imagined that he had spent five years in the Air Force like that too. He was in a German camp for three of the years, but probably neat, composed, complaining mildly of his health and amiable even there. He’d picked up a Distinguished Flying Medal, although he wasn’t sure what for and thought it didn’t really matter anyway. They called his father the Rustler, because he had been, among other things, a dubious cattle dealer before he went bust. Only Emlyn and his father in that tall, dingy house in the Crescent now. A family that had known trouble. His mother, both his sisters dying of TB, and Idwal Morton half retired from life itself, a grey, remote man, full of shadows, with hands that trembled. Yet Emlyn came out of there each day fresh, alert, not a hair out of place, tiny and genial and with a smiling, school boy face.


We sat back and watched the gulls circle, the sun and the wind making new shades on the marram grass on the dune. I had dreamt of this place throughout the war, came home to it like a bee to a favourite flower, all the way from India... but now, after three weeks, we didn’t talk about Bengal or Burma any more. No more talk of wars for us it was agreed. By the three of us. Mash – Marshall Trevor Edmunds – was our third man.


‘Mind you, all this peace,’ Emlyn said, ‘gives you a right pain in the arse. Unless I’ve got piles of course. Anyway, what happened to you, after. Last night?’


‘Morwenna Williams,’ I said.


‘Jesus H Christ! Nothing doing there, was there?’


‘She said I was drunk...’


‘You’d have to be. You should have stayed with us. Mash and me – we took over the band in that place.’ He sniffed. ‘Morwenna Williams – you must have been really desperate for it, mate.’


The town during the war had been lively with soldiers, a wide open place with girls chancing their luck. That’s what I’d heard. But now uniforms gone, sobriety and settle down was the thing. All that warmth had cooled, all that giving had stopped.


‘Thank God for Lilian,’ I said. Lilian Ridetski, the ex-serviceman’s standby, who didn’t want to get married, who only knew one word and that was welcome; whom we shared, Emlyn Morton and me.


‘Amen to that,’ he said, then got to his feet. ‘There’s Mash now.’ A giant in a lounge suit waving wildly from the mud bank before he ran, fully clothed, into that dirty, rubbish-strewn river and came swimming out to us, arms flailing, a wash behind him. We gave him a hand up over the side and he nearly had us over. He towered, dripping above us. A good suit that had been, a shirt that had been laundered white and stiff beneath it. There were green tendrils of seaweed on his County School tie.


‘Guess where I’ve been?’ he asked, a huge smile on his face.


‘For a swim?’ Emlyn suggested.


‘No – to church,’ Mash protested. ‘Been with father to church!’


He stripped off and hung his clothes on the Ariadne’s rigging, and he lay down on the deck, a towel around his waist, and went to sleep. He had two scratches on one cheek, and a bruise under his left eye.


‘After you’d gone,’ Emlyn explained. ‘Two punch-ups. Who with and what for, I haven’t a clue.’


Mash had sat with us on the back row at school, and tried to keep up. Emlyn and I had scholarships, but Mash paid fees otherwise he wouldn’t have been there at all. Then they pulled him out and found him a job as a solicitors’ clerk – at the biggest solicitors in the country – but licking stamps and running errands was as far as he got. The army sent him to North Africa, later to Europe. In Germany he had been shot in the head by a British paratrooper who was drunk at the time, or it could have been in Holland by a German sniper or somewhere and someone else. Mash forgot. All the time and about everything. He had been waiting for me on the platform of Maelgwyn station when the train brought me home and Emlyn had to tell him who I was. He had all but crushed my hand with his grip.


‘Will he mend, d’you think?’


‘So long as they don’t send him to any more bloody head doctors he’ll be all right,’ Emlyn replied.


‘Then why do they keep on pushing him? He’s always been thick – and they had him going in for exams and all that extra private tuition. And remember that business about making him a great athlete when it was plain to anybody that he might look the part but he’d got two left feet and no co-ordination.’


‘What do you expect with MT Edmunds for a dad?’ He drew his knees up under his chin. ‘We were a spell in Kent when we got back. I heard he was in this hospital near Bromley. Went over to see him. He could remember better then and it was a para who shot him. They got into an argument. This para pulls a gun and pops him in the head. Part of his brain went dead – and old MT Edmunds starts writing to the War Office for him to be mentioned in despatches!’


‘They just want to let him be,’ I said.


‘No chance. Remember when he got Moses and osmosis mixed up – those Christmas exams in form three? Every bloody question and he wrote “osmosis” for an answer!’ He laughed rocking himself gently as he did so.


The air was suddenly filled with the cries of children – a dozen or more of them charging up and down the dunes, shooting the daylight out of each other. ‘The trouble with the war,’ Emlyn said, ‘there weren’t any kids about – but this is all right isn’t it? We’ll get old Ariadne fit for the sea, and we’ll nudge her south, port by port to the Med, and we’ll find us a nice little harbour with white-washed houses behind on a hill and we’ll take out tourists and do a bit of fishing. All right?’


‘All right by me,’ I said. Mash snored gently, his mouth wide open. ‘So long as we don’t have to work.’


Then we fell to discussing the local women and the danger of getting caught. And that led us to Lilian Ridetski and visits late at night, and the beauty of the arrangement, without a string attached.


‘What happens if you’re there when I call?’ I asked him.


‘I’ll get off and let you in,’ he replied, and went below to the cabin to practise his trumpet. He was good too. In his element in some smoky, dim-lit dance hall, giving the band a lift – but he usually complained afterwards about his lungs or his kidneys.


I lay back and thought of Lilian. Emlyn’s discovery. She kept Maison Collette, Ladies High Class Hair Salon, in a little cul-de-sac off the High Street, and she lived alone above the shop. Ring at the door and a light comes on at the back of the shop. The door opens. Smell of scent and shampoo. ‘Philip,’ she says. ‘Well, come in.’ And the familiar ripple of a laugh to follow. ‘What a surprise. Lovely.’ She holds the door open, only wide enough for me to enter and I squeeze myself in and I have to brush against her and she catches hold, her mouth against mine, running her hand over the front of my trousers as she gently eases the door shut. No messing with Lilian. But she had trouble with names now and then.


‘Oh, been out to those pubs again Harry?’


‘Philip.’


‘Excuse me!’ And giggling up the stairs, the swish of her silk dressing gown ahead of me in the dark ‘Philip, I meant!’ Into a room with long velvet curtains and velvet cushions on the sofa piled high, and the tinkling of glass ornaments everywhere, and the spicy perfume, and the radio, and a pink shade masking the light. The nearest thing, in Emlyn’s words, to a whore shop in Maelgwyn town.


Lilian, small and plump – ‘something to grab hold of, eh?’ – moves around on tip toes, playing at a little girl. Her eyes are brown and quick and she is all glances of invitation, daring you to touch and fondle. Her blonde hair is permed tight. ‘Mind my hair,’ she says. ‘Don’t want my hair messed up, see. Remember. Advert see.’ A Polish name, but her accent is out of the Rhondda.


‘Got time for a bit of cards, then?’ It is the ritual. ‘You sit there; I’ll sit next to you.’ Among the velvet cushions of the sofa. ‘What’s new, Philip?’ Her short, soft fingers dealing out the cards. She chatters and makes jokes, double meanings everywhere, and sits even closer, warm flesh against my thigh, and she wins every hand in the game. Cheating I knew. ‘Used to play strip poker in the old days. Used to play bridge too – only that was too clever for me, and Ridetski used to beat me when I overbid. With his fists I mean.’ Ridetski, her husband, had been stationed at one of the camps near the town. She had come to Maelgwyn with him; wasn’t a local. ‘This old place – proper dead, isn’t it? Mind you – might buck up again when the visitors come. Oh what a shame, Philip – you’ve lost again. What were you doing at my leg then? Felt you!’


She always wins the cards and the stake – half a crown. ‘Oh poor Philip.’ Her hand inside my shirt. The game abandoned, Lilian very playful, very expert. She opens her mouth wide to laugh, her tongue nudging at the side of her lips. A smooth, white throat. Ridetski walked out on her during the war. Was not expected back. ‘Let’s see.’ She checks the score on the back of the envelope. ‘Oh dear, Philip. Never mind. Now pay up. Pay up first.’


And once she has the coin in the palm of one soft hand, she lies back on the sofa and smiling all the time, pulls me towards her. Always on the wide sofa among the velvet cushions, never through in the bedroom. Her fingers digging into your back, all groans and giggles. Then she pushes you away, goes skipping to the bathroom, returning full of jokes and ready for more if you want it. A bit of slap and tickle. No demands, except one. Secrecy, or the promise of secrecy. ‘No spreading anything around about me, hear. Got a nice little business.’ Always that. And her winning the cards. She opens the door first, taking a glance about. ‘Only cats around. Cats and naughty men who won’t go home to bed. Come again won’t you Philip?’ And you leave her giggling and you walk home across the sleeping town, a distant sea breaking on a wide, empty beach, a siren or two for the waiting ships. Lilian Ridetski, a beautiful arrangement, not a string attached.





Emlyn flopped down beside me on the cabin top. He had spots before his eyes. Did I know that nobody in the whole of the medical profession had been able to explain those spots? He looked down at me. ‘Hey – you been thinking about Lilian?’


‘Does it show?’


‘I’m psychic, young man. You went on Friday night, didn’t you?’


‘Where did Philip go on Friday night?’ Mash was awake, crouching by the cabin, but even his torso seemed to fill the sky. ‘Always talking about visiting. Who’s this Lilian?’


‘The ex–serviceman’s best friend – bless her.’


‘And all who sail in her,’ Emlyn added.


Mash’s flat face was blank and puzzled. ‘I don’t get it.’


‘You can say that again!’


‘But go on. Tell me.’ He looked down at us, huge and pleading.


‘Just a place to pop in and chat,’ Emlyn said. ‘A late night stop off.’ Mash nodded, waiting for more.


‘Maison Collette,’ I said. ‘Seen her haven’t you?’


Mash beamed. ‘That Mrs Ridetski? Mrs Lilian? Oh, yes, I’ve seen her.’


‘Well then – that’s where.’


‘Her?’ A grin split his face. ‘She’s all right that one. I’d say she was all right that Mrs Ridetski. Can I come?’


‘Down, Rover,’ Emlyn said.


‘Ridetski,’ Mash said. ‘Some Welsh name...’


‘What about Louise Gobrilmov?’ Emlyn said. ‘In form five, remember? She was Welshier than Owen Glendower.’


But Mash was not to be side-tracked. ‘You’ll let me join, all right?’ He appealed to Emlyn, for him the leader in everything. Mash drew closer and touched Emlyn’s shoulder. ‘I’d like to join. I would.’


‘Get your filthy hands off me,’ Emlyn said, then he smiled. ‘Not promising anything, mind – but we’ll see what we can fix up. But no more swims in your Sunday best – OK?’


Mash gave a whoop, jumped high in the air, and the Ariadne rocked beneath us. ‘Great!’ he said. ‘Isn’t it a great day? “Summer’s got a fine warm face”.’ He came out with this quotation now and then. The only one he knew, Emlyn claimed, just about the only thing that had stuck in his memory after all those years at school, all that private tuition. And what is more Emlyn was positive that the line came from a poem in the school magazine for 1937, a poem written by a boy in form two by the name of Edward Mortimer, whom I couldn’t remember.


Emlyn remembered names and details that I had totally forgotten. Louise Gobrilmov – the family had been refugees from somewhere, and she a little dark girl with big eyes – but I only remembered the details through him. ‘“Winter has a cold embrace, Summer’s got a fine warm face”,’ Mash said. And he nodded and smiled and flexed the huge muscles in his arms. ‘I can join, can’t I?’


‘After you,’ Emlyn said, ‘she won’t know we’ve been!’ And we laughed and lay back, the day opening up around us, the fine warm face of summer above.
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One step inside the Market Hall and you were in another age. Built by a speculator in Edwardian times it retained, after two wars, the atmosphere of those days. A step back in time to gas lighting, a penny bazaar look about the place. Around its perimeter were tiny lock up shops, in the centre open stalls for use on market days. All goods were on display because the shops had moveable shutters instead of windows, and there was a smell about the place – of fruit and meat and hung up leather shoes, and the public toilets – that was special, evocative. It had a sound of its own too – ringing, hollow, echoing – and the light in there was different from any other place in the town. Here my father had his bookshop, with which Laura now had to struggle. The wrong place, of course. Most of my father’s ventures had been miscalculated.


That day when I had come back the other shopkeepers had given me a hero’s welcome. From Mollie Ann Fruits to Isaac Moss Cobblers, from one end of the hall to the other they had come shuffling, first a wipe of the hand on a skirt or the backside of a trouser, then a firm grip. They were all elderly, all immensely dignified, all highly articulate. Rachel Boots and Shoes had even come forward with a verse, and Harry Morgan Second Hand Furniture had left a dead cert customer standing. Tom Parry Butchers had advised me to watch my health because your blood thinned in the tropics, and Nell Lewis Crockery had said, ‘Well, I never, well I never’ over and over again, just as she did when she watched the men having a piss in the gents. It was she and her sister Kate who had set up the mirror, their shop facing the urinals... Small traders, who had known my father, and who catered for bargain hunters and thin purses. I was glad to be in their company once again. But it was a hell of a place for a bookshop, a second-hand bookshop at that.


‘Rushed off your feet, are you?’ I asked Laura. She was sitting on a high stool outside the shop, a mug of tea on a pile of books, reading the Daily Mirror.


‘My feet are perished,’ she replied. That was something else about the Market Hall; it only had a few windows, and these were high up and black with years of grime, and so it was always cool in there, even in a heat wave. ‘Ice box this old place,’ she went on. On winter days she took a hot water bottle with her. That morning she had a paraffin lamp going.


‘What time did you come in last night?’


‘What time did you come in?’ I countered, and she blushed.


‘Told you I was going to the vestry to that social evening, didn’t I?’


‘That finished at nine,’ I said. ‘Who kept you out after that?’ Laura Roberts, nearly ten years a widow, had a friend, a real man about town named William Wilkins, a bachelor and master baker and chapel deacon.


‘None of your cheek,’ she said, dimples in her face. ‘I heard you come in. You fell down the stairs. Twice.’


‘Was he up there with you? What did he say?’


She gave me a push. ‘Oh be quiet – you and your dirty mind! You go and do that job for me and wash your tongue with caustic soda.’ She clouted me with the Daily Mirror. ‘Go on!’


Some of the shelving at the back of the shop had collapsed under the weight of books and she wanted it fixing. I edged my way around leaning towers of learned works that no one, surely to God, had read or would ever want to read. My father had followed every sale in the county and Laura too was still buying. ‘You ought to ask the kids over on bonfire night,’ I called out, and turned a corner around some sagging shelves and found myself looking at a real live customer. ‘I was talking to Mrs Roberts,’ I explained.


He snapped a book shut and stuffed it back on the shelf and gave me a dirty look. A tall, spidery old man, gold-rimmed glasses very low on an inflamed nose, a cigarette-yellow, gone-to-seed moustache. He had a trilby perched on his head and wore a black overcoat that was frayed at the cuffs, a scarf around his neck.


‘Be so good as not to bellow,’ he said, silver in his voice.


I swept books off a leaning shelf. The old man was muttering to himself. I banged a hammer under a shelf and went on banging; to hell with trade.


‘I am looking for The Historical Essays of Thomas Babington Macaulay,’ I heard him say.


‘Ask Mrs Roberts,’ I said as I aimed at a nail.


‘Mrs Roberts has never heard of Mr Macaulay,’ he snapped back. ‘Haven’t you got a catalogue?’


‘No,’ I said, and kept on banging. Maelgwyn was littered with old men like him, spindle-legged old coots who had retired from business and who always looked tipsy with all that sea air. And this one I’d seen before, not getting enough kick from the ozone, dipping his nose into a glass of gin around the pubs. ‘We’ve got bags of Bunyans if you’re interested,’ I told him.


‘Ignoramus,’ he growled, and reached for another book. There was a cigarette in his mouth now. He kept on flipping it against the tip of his long, hooked nose. Then taking it out had a coughing spell which sent him into a rage. He reached into his pocket and held out a card. ‘Here laddie. The Historical Essays of Thomas Babington Macaulay. Can you remember that – Philip Roberts?’


I looked at the card. Didn’t touch it. Just looked.


‘Well take it; take it.’ He had bright blue eyes, the eyes of a young man. I took the card. It said ‘Amos Ellyott’, a London address crossed out and ‘Flat 2b Ocean View, Maelgwyn’ written underneath. ‘If you find it, bring it. Understood?’ He stared, waiting for me to acknowledge.


‘You’ll be lucky,’ I said and started hammering again.


He had to have the last word. ‘I have been blessed with good fortune all my life,’ he yelled at me, and whipping the scarf around his neck headed for the door.


When I had fixed the shelf, I went over to Laura and said, ‘that old buzzard wants a copy of Macaulay’s essays. Even wants them delivering. And he knows my name.’


‘He called me a stupid woman,’ Laura said. But Mash’s father who had been talking to Laura thought that it was wonderful.


‘Marvellous man,’ he boomed, ‘but you know who he is surely? I have it on great authority; one of the nation’s great criminologists! He was, I am given to understand, an advisor to Scotland Yard,’ MT went on. Everyone called him MT: he insisted on it. MT stood for Meirion Trevor. MT stood for motor transport. And wasn’t that appropriate considering that he owned the finest, most up to date garage business on the coast? MT loved the superlative and was given to weak jokes. ‘Mind you,’ he’d say, ‘MT by name but not by nature.’


‘Amos Ellyott is a wonderful old man,’ he assured us. ‘A man of distinction. An asset to our town.’ MT was an enthusiast, quick to praise everything and everybody.


A tall man, though not as powerfully built as his son, he had Mash’s face, flat and broad, a tiny nose lost in the middle of it. He wore, invariably, a bow tie, and had a liking for suits of heavy tweed, often sporting a pair of plus fours – not a common sight in 1947. MT was the sporty gent who swept his way around the town, talking, enthusing, always on his way to a meeting somewhere.


‘One of the top men at the Yard, they say. We truly have some distinguished citizens don’t we Laura?’ He clutched at her arm which startled her. ‘But never mind about Mr Ellyott, Laura. What about these boys of ours? Aren’t they a great bunch? And having a whale of a time – up to all manner of misdemeanours – but fair play, Laura, fair play. Served King and country and by God they deserve it!’ He clapped a hand on my shoulder. ‘Philip – this old boat you’ve got. Having a smashing time on it, aren’t you?’


I had a feeling that I would always be ten years old in MT’s eyes. ‘We’ve got to run her ashore this afternoon,’ I said.


‘I’d have a boat – well, if I were younger. But still I keep myself fit, off on the old run every morning.’ He swept in closer. ‘But what were you up to on Sunday morning? Never saw him in such a state.’


‘Who’s that?’ Laura inquired.


‘Marshall, that lad of mine. Comes home sopping wet, Laura! What were you up to? High jinks? A bit of wrestling and ducking eh?’


‘You won’t catch me wrestling with Mash...’


‘Oh I bet! Oh dear me! But what did happen Philip? Did old Emlyn trip him up? Over he goes in the drink?’


‘Missed his footing,’ I said. ‘He was getting out of the dinghy and he was in before we could catch him.’


‘Ah – thought it would be something like that.’ He sounded relieved. ‘These boys of ours, Laura – they’re a caution.’ He removed his gold watch from his pocket. ‘Well, look at the time. I must be bustling... Good morning to you both. Philip – you must come to the house. See my good lady. Don’t forget!’ He waved his hat at us, then went charging into the gloom of the Market Hall, greeting each shopkeeper in turn.


‘The human dynamo,’ I said.


Laura looked past me at someone and pulling her purse out of her overall pocket. ‘End of the month,’ she whispered. ‘Here comes the moneylender.’


George Garston believed in looking poor. A shirt without a collar helped, so did an old, patched jacket and a pair of cord trousers at half mast. But even in a suit from Savile Row, he would have looked poor and hangdog and furtive. Sallow skinned, he was always in need of a shave. There was a smell of wet ferrets about him and something ferret-like in his approach.


‘Morning missus.’ A quick glimpse of yellowed teeth.


Laura treated him to silence, a sure sign of distaste with her. She held out the money. He wrote in his book with the stub of a pencil, the owner of Market Hall collecting his rents. They said he had property all over town, more property than anyone knew.


‘Home for good now, Philip?’ he said without looking at me.


‘That’s right, Mr Garston. When’s your David due for demob?’


I said it to annoy. It did, too. ‘David is at a London University studying for his doctor’s examinations.’ Only a brief fight in him, then the whine was back in his voice. ‘Got rejected for his medical, see – with his chest.’ He took the money and shuffled away, one shoulder sagging.


Laura shivered. ‘Always feel like having a good wash when he’s been.’


After that I helped her sort out yet another tea chest full of books which she had bought blind from an auction.


‘The way we’re going,’ I said, ‘we’ll have to take the bird man’s shop next door.’ The bird man had gone bust, the shop empty now. There was a stairway at the back of that shop, the only way up to the top floor of the Market Hall. The top floor was identical with the ground floor, but never opened now, never used. Still, the Hall was a handy place for a bringing a girl on a wet night. All dry places had to be noted and remembered. I had already tried our shop with a girl named Susan Todd, and she had gone home crying because a set of The Children’s Encyclopaedia had fallen on her head.


Laura said, ‘You didn’t tell the truth about his son – MT’s son – about how he got wet, did you? Is he having trouble that boy?’


‘Not so you’d notice it,’ I said, and suddenly I remembered that day, long before the war, a hot stifling day, and I was in our backyard, and the gate had swung open, and there stood Mash. In both hands he held a viper, tail flicking, and he was saying ‘this one’s bit me twice!’ My father came running from the house and made him drop the snakes on the stone floor, and his heel came down on their heads, and Mash stood there crying. All at once I remembered that... A boy with vipers. His arm came up like a balloon that night. We went to visit him, Emlyn and I.


‘Wounded in the head, wasn’t he?’ Laura was saying. ‘I saw you shiver then.’


And I said I must have been thinking about old George Garston, man of property, who had come on a fair pace during the war to end all wars.


The Crescent had been the best part of town a long time ago, a terrace of substantial, three-storey houses with steps leading up to the front doors and neat, protective railings all along. But it had, in Laura’s words, gone down, the richer moving out to newer properties along the front and less successful people moving in. It backed on to the railway line, seemed to lean forward over the street. The railings had gone to the war effort and the houses were naked and exposed as a result. A downcast street now, limp grey curtains behind the windows and woodwork yelling for paint. Emlyn’s house especially so. I remembered the Mortons in brighter surroundings, a spacious white house with flower beds and shrubs, a pony named Scouser in the paddock, but that was before Idwal Morton’s fortune had taken a dive.


He opened the front door for me. ‘Come through to the morning room,’ he said. ‘Will you look at this place? Christ. I’d sort it all out if only I knew where to start.’ He removed a pile of newspapers from a chair and told me to sit. We were in the kitchen at the back of the house, smell of old food in the air, the sink cluttered with crockery.


He had an Express spread out on the table, a pencil in his hand. The pencil shook. ‘Studying form. Don’t back anything. Just what you might term a hobby.’ He looked at the print through a magnifying glass, squinting, lines fanning upwards across his huge forehead to the crown of his bald head. A grey wasted man who gave the impression he’d forgotten you were there. But as a boy I had always liked him, probably because he was like that, didn’t fuss, didn’t go in for head-patting. A two-bottle-a-day man, the know-alls said, but not any more. Idwal Morton, an old grey cardigan over his shoulders, had retired into long silences broken only by small, ironic remarks. ‘Help yourself to the killers,’ he said, indicating the cigarettes.


Emlyn came in. He was wearing his demob suit, an identical pattern to mine, only he had found a better fit. ‘Here I am father – all ponced up,’ he said. Idwal snorted. ‘Has father been entertaining you, Philip?’


‘Oh – Philip knows me, Emlyn,’ Idwal said. ‘By the way, I’m going to melt down that bloody trumpet of yours while you’re out.’


‘The neighbours will give you a medal,’ Emlyn said. At the front door he whispered to me, a smile on his face. ‘That’s the first time he’s spoken to me today. You’ve no idea how rowdy this house is.’


We took a short cut to the High Street and grinned at each other when we saw a woman come out of Maison Collette, a silk scarf covering her hair. ‘As a matter of fact I called last night,’ Emlyn said. ‘A chat and a coffee...’


We then had to dive down an alley to avoid the Reverend Price who was sailing towards us. Ministers and local girls were in the same boat as far as we were concerned: intent on settling us down. We didn’t return to the subject of Lilian until we were on the promenade.


‘Facts are facts,’ Emlyn said, ‘and the biggest fact of all is that Mash has got the urge.’


‘Perhaps he’ll forget about it.’


‘Not this... Oh Christ, slow down for God’s sake – think of my health. No, no – this is the old primeval urge. This no memory can erase. And besides, it’s a question of mates.’


‘Ok. We share his car, we share the boat, we share fags and money, we share all the lousy bints we pick up at the lousy dances. So now we’ve got to share Lilian Ridetski?’


He gripped my arm and drew me to a halt. ‘You don’t mind do you? Because if you do – say so.’ An anxious look on his face, but I knew Emlyn Morton of old. He was the arranger, always had been. His mind already made up, a course of action planned, but now there had to be an agreement, everything sorted out neat and tidy. If you’ve got any objections Philip, we’ll take them into consideration – and carry on with the plan he devised in the first place.


‘I don’t mind – but what about Lilian?’


We walked on. ‘Well – to tell you the truth I did make some preliminaries...’


‘You do surprise me.’


‘Don’t be like that. A little dash of Lilian might very well help Mash along.’


‘Been very helpful to us,’ I agreed. ‘You take him round; you introduce him.’


We were level with one of the small, pagoda-like shelters that dotted the promenade when a voice called out urgently. ‘Young men! I am in some distress.’


It was Amos Ellyott, sitting there in the shelter, a silver-knobbed stick between his legs. He looked all right to me.


‘An arrogant old bugger,’ I whispered to Emlyn. ‘Leave him be.’ But Emlyn went up to him and offered assistance.


‘I am locked,’ Amos Ellyott said angrily. ‘My joints have seized. Kindly straighten me.’ Emlyn at once got hold of his elbow and tried to lift him. ‘Both sides!’ the old man barked. I joined Emlyn and we raised him to his feet, where he then ordered us to let go as he took a few tentative steps.


‘Don’t forget my book, Roberts. Your friend’s name?’


‘Emlyn Morton,’ Emlyn said.


‘I am Ellyott. Help him find the Macaulay. Don’t forget.’


We watched him walk away as if he was facing a high wind. ‘Arrogant old sod,’ I said. ‘What about a thank you then?’


But Emlyn liked him straight away. ‘Pissed as a fart,’ he said admiringly. ‘A detective, wasn’t he?’


‘The trouble with you,’ I told him sourly, ‘is you like everybody.’


We were on our way to Mash’s for tea and the villas now were spacious and far removed from each other. They had, more often than not, names on their gate posts of places where the owners had made a pile. Solihull and Kidderminster. MT’s house was called The Grange. A house belonging to MT was bound to be called that.


Mash and MT were playing tennis when we arrived. MT wore a pair of shorts that came well below the knee, and he was stained with sweat and out of breath. ‘You’ve just missed the championships,’ he panted. ‘And this is the champion himself.’ He held up Mash’s huge arm. ‘By three clever sets – but not without a fight! Come on, I’ll race you to the house – last one stinks!’


Mash took him on. They handed us their racquets, then went scampering up the short drive, reached the front door at the same time and jostled and charged each other as they crashed into the house.


As we followed them in, I wondered who was running the garage on such an afternoon as this. But, as everyone knew, the money came from MT’s wife. It was her house too.


She was waiting for us in the big room at the back, a tall, severe looking woman with sparse hair and horn–rimmed glasses. Never a beauty, I’d heard people say, and it was her money that had got her MT, wasn’t it? So much I’d forgotten in five years.


She rose from her chair to greet us. ‘Tenth time I’ve asked that boy to tell you to come.’ She gave us a stiff handshake. ‘He forgets, doesn’t he?’


‘Something like that,’ Emlyn said. He was much better at small talk than I was.


We sat in silence and listened to the howls upstairs as MT and Mash fought over the bathroom. Through the window I could see swallows flitting low over the trim lawns; Mrs Edmunds knitted. We were there as Mash’s friends, not because she liked us.


‘Have you started work,’ she asked Emlyn suddenly.


‘Percy Davies Auctioneers has come round offering me my old job back,’ Emlyn replied. ‘And an enormous salary, of course. I’m giving it my full consideration.’
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