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15 AUGUST 1969


BOMBAY STREET, BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND





Maeve wanted to scream. Instead she forced herself to make no sound. Determined not to reveal her whereabouts, she bit her lip and crouched back against the wall of her hiding place. She could hear the roaring mob outside on her street, and she tried to make herself even smaller as she hid in the dark cupboard space under the living room stairs, praying that they wouldn’t find her.


The trouble that had been brewing in Belfast for months had finally erupted and now people from neighbouring districts were violently attacking each other. The air was rent with gunfire, screams, the smashing of glass and the roar of flames as house after house was set on fire. Maeve knew from the news on the radio that much of the city had turned into a war zone. It meant that she couldn’t count on the police to rescue her, and so she was trapped here alone, with no one to help her.


Even though she was more frightened than she had ever been in her life, she was angry too. Why did people have to be so horrible  and cruel to one another? Maeve had been living with her aunt and uncle in Belfast for three years now, but she still found it hard to understand why so many Catholics and Protestants hated each other. Her Uncle Jim said Catholic nationalists like themselves were a minority in Northern Ireland, where most people were Protestant loyalists – who wanted to stay in the United Kingdom. Uncle Jim said nationalists mostly wanted a united Ireland, though in the meantime lots of them would settle for a fair deal on decent jobs and houses.


But it was one thing for Uncle Jim to explain how people felt, another to deal with the hatred that had erupted in the last two days. And just when she needed him most, her uncle was away working in Donegal. Aunt Nan hadn’t been able to get home either, and was now trapped in the Ardoyne district, a small nationalist area that was also under siege. Aunt Nan had gone there to visit a sick friend, only to find herself unable to get safely out again. She had sent a message to Maeve, via a neighbour who had a telephone, and had insisted that Maeve was to lock the front door and stay put, and under no circumstance to go out onto Bombay Street.


As if I’d want to, Maeve had thought irritably. Being twelve years old she found it annoying when her aunt treated her like a baby – though just now she would have happily curled up in the comfort of Aunt Nan’s arms. Thinking of her aunt, Maeve began feeling tearful. No! she told herself, getting weepy wasn’t going to solve anything. She had to keep her wits about her and fend for herself.


The gunfire and noise from the streets outside were getting even louder, and Maeve was glad that she had resisted the temptation to make a run for the nearby Clonard Monastery. It was a big building in its own grounds, and its basement had been used as a community air raid shelter during the Second World War. But the mob swarming through the streets was so crazed now that Maeve feared they wouldn’t see the Catholic monastery as a refuge to be respected, but might well see it as a target.


Suddenly there was a loud thud from nearby, and Maeve started in shock. The sound came again and she realised that someone was pounding on the front door. Oh God, she thought, please, let the lock hold!


The banging got louder, and Maeve bit her lip again. There was more banging, then a splintering sound, followed by the hall door being smashed against the wall. Maeve felt her heart pounding madly. She prayed that whoever had broken in wouldn’t think of looking into the small, dark storage space under the stairs.


She held her breath as several people came clattering into the living room. There was loud laughter and whooping as the rioters violently overturned tables and chairs and smashed ornaments in the living room and adjoining kitchenette. Maeve felt sickened at the destruction, knowing how house-proud Aunt Nan was. Even as she thought it, however, part of her brain realised that none of that really mattered. Tables and chairs could be replaced. But if they found her hiding place there was no telling what might happen.


Before she could worry any further she heard a harsh, drunken voice. It was startlingly close – just on the other side of the wooden door that separated under the stairs from the living room – and the man’s words were horrifying.


‘Take that can and douse upstairs, Davy! We’ll do here!’


Maeve felt a stab of panic, even though she had known that the house might be set on fire.


‘My pleasure!’ answered the man with a drunken laugh, ‘my pleasure!’


‘And don’t skimp with the petrol, Davy!’ the first man cried, laughing as though it were all a great joke. ‘We don’t want the Taigs saying we short-changed them!’


Maeve heard the man called Davy pounding up the stairs that ran over her head, then the rioters in the front room gave another whoop of triumph. Maeve realised that they had found the money that Aunt Nan kept in a tin on the mantelpiece. She heard them arguing over how to split it, and she willed them to continue their drunken dispute, hoping that it would distract them from opening the door to her hiding place.


She heard more footsteps as someone else entered the room. The new man spoke. His voice was cold and hard and somehow more frightening for not sounding drunk like the others.


‘Any Taigs here?’ he asked.


‘Taigs’ was an insulting word for nationalists or Catholics, and Maeve felt her legs trembling at the thought of this man finding her. She wrapped her hands around her knees to keep them still.


‘Not down here,’ answered the first rioter. ‘Davy’s checking upstairs.’


There was a pause, and Maeve imagined the new arrival noticing the door under the stairs and yanking it open. She held her breath, desperately anxious to do nothing to alert him to her presence.


‘OK, torch the place,’ said the new man.


Maeve felt her mouth go dry but she forced herself not to panic. She had read an adventure story in which the heroine survived a fire by using buckets of water and a wet blanket to protect herself. Copying the girl from the story, Maeve had filled several buckets of water earlier and taken a blanket off her bed. Her hope was that even if the house was set on fire the stone walls wouldn’t collapse. If she could protect herself long enough with the wet blanket the rioters might pass through her neighbourhood, allowing her to emerge eventually.


It was a frightening plan, but before she could think about it any more she heard a shout from the front room. ‘Let’s go, Davy!’ There was a sudden whoosh as the petrol-doused room was set ablaze. Maeve cowered against the back wall, feeling the heat through the thin partition that separated her from the burning room. The man called Davy must have set the bedrooms alight also, because there was another whoosh of flames from above, then the man shrieked with delight and pounded down the stairs.


‘That will warm their hearts!’ cried the first drunken rioter, kicking a chair against the wall in farewell as he made his way towards the hall door.


Maeve felt a flood of relief that the men had left without finding her. The relief didn’t last for long, though. The rioters had left her house, but there was still mayhem outside. And in here the blaze was taking hold. Maeve could feel the heat coming down from the upper floor, and she quickly soaked the blanket in the first bucket of water, then wrapped it around herself. The cold, wet blanket felt horrible against her skin, but it could save her life, and she wet herself thoroughly, trying to ignore the terrifying crackle of the fire from the living room.


Smoke was now coming in through the cracks in the cupboard door, and Maeve coughed, then pulled the wet blanket around her mouth and nose. She had originally thought that the rioters would use only petrol bombs to damage the house. She realised now that in dousing the individual rooms with petrol they had started a more serious fire. And if it continued spreading, the wooden partition wall between under the stairs and the living room would eventually go up in flames, exposing her to the full blast of the fire. But if she tried to make a run for it she risked not only the flames, but also discovery by the rioters – to say nothing of the shooting and fighting that was going on outside.


Moving forward in the darkened space, she splashed water from the second bucket onto the inside of the cupboard wall. The smoke was getting worse now, and she found herself coughing again. Despite being wrapped in the wet blanket it was getting uncomfortably hot. She got another fit of coughing and began to wonder if she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. Supposing the fire didn’t burn itself out? Supposing it spread and burnt everything in the house to a cinder? She could hear the sound of the two upstairs bedrooms blazing now and she was racked with indecision. Stay, and hope to escape the rioters, but maybe get burnt alive? Or risk running through the blazing room and then taking her chances out on the battlefield that was her neighbourhood?


She hesitated, wishing there was someone to help her. ‘Pray to Our Lady for guidance,’ Aunt Nan always said, and in desperation Maeve now prayed for help. No sooner had she finished a quick prayer, however, than she got another, worse, bout of choking from the thickening smoke. The rasping coughing hurt her lungs, and it didn’t seem like her prayer had been answered. But maybe it had, she thought. Maybe this was a signal that she shouldn’t stay here.


Still she hesitated, terrified to face the blaze. But the darkened cupboard became hotter and brighter, as tongues of flame began to lick the door and outer wall. She couldn’t stay here. She was going to die, unless she got up the nerve to brave both the flames and the battle outside.


Her mind suddenly made up, she doused the blanket again with water. She wrapped it around herself, then took the second pail and upended it over her head, so that she was soaked. She paused briefly, getting her nerve up. Then she steeled herself, drew the blanket up over her head, and pulled open the door to the blazing living room. 
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WANDERERS SOCCER CLUB, BELFAST.





Dylan wished his mother was less of a hippy. He loved her, of course, but there was a time for being arty and a time for being normal. And right now, when he was being dropped off to football training with his friend Sammy, he wished Mom would be a bit more normal. Instead she was singing along to the car radio as she drove up to the sports ground in her new Ford Granada


The song was her latest favourite, ‘Where do you go to my Lovely’ and, sitting in the back seat with Sammy, Dylan felt slightly embarrassed. Dylan had met Sammy’s mother – a Belfast woman who worked long hours in a mill – and he couldn’t imagine her singing along soulfully to Peter Sarstedt’s hit song the way his own mother was.


‘This will do us, Mom,’ he said as they drew up to the entrance to the sports ground.


‘It’s OK, I’ll drive right in.’


‘There’s no need.’


‘Relax, Dylan, it’s cool.’


But it wasn’t cool, Dylan thought, as his mother drove confidently in through the entrance gate. Her flashy wine-coloured Granada simply highlighted how Dylan came from a different type of family to the other twelve-year-old boys on the team. If he hadn’t been friends with Sammy, who was admired as the best full back in the club, he would have felt even more of an odd-man-out.


He raised an eyebrow now to Sammy, who gave him a wry, sympathetic grin. It was good to have a friend who was normal, though it also brought home to Dylan how much he himself was different. In the overwhelmingly Christian city of Belfast, Dylan, his twin sister Emma, and his father were Jewish. Not very religious Jews, but still Jewish, and therefore different. Blond, tanned, Jewish, from America – everything about them had seemed at odds with the locals when Dad had been posted to Belfast a couple of months ago. Dylan and Emma had been born in Leeds, however, and during the four years that they had spent in America they were known as the English kids. But now they spoke and thought like Americans, so they wouldn’t have fitted in back in Leeds either.


Even though Dylan’s family had an enjoyable lifestyle and had rented a big, comfortable house on the Malone Road, he still envied Sammy in some ways. Sammy lived in a much smaller terraced house off Tate’s Avenue. It was a modest two-bedroomed redbrick home like countless others in Belfast, and unlike himself and Emma, Sammy wouldn’t have to make any effort to fit in, he would be just like all of his friends and neighbours.


‘OK, honey, play well,’ said Dylan’s mother now as the car came to a halt.


‘Thanks, Mom, see you later,’ he answered, opening the rear door and quickly nodding farewell, in case his mother tried to kiss him goodbye in front of the other players.


‘Thanks for the lift, Mrs Goldman,’ said Sammy.


‘You’re welcome, Sammy. Score a hat trick!’


‘He’s a full back, Mom,’ said Dylan.


‘Well, then … do what full backs do!’


His mother grinned, revved the engine, then beeped the horn in farewell and drove off. It was typical of Mom, Dylan thought. She was totally at ease with herself and felt that she fitted in everywhere – even when she didn’t. Mom really was American, and came from a rich family that had lived for generations on Long Island, outside New York City. She had the confidence that came from money and status, and Dad sometimes laughingly called her a WASP, which Dylan knew stood for White, Anglo-Saxon Protestant. Not that Mom was very religious. And nobody in the family took seriously her recent dabbling in Buddhism, least of all Dylan, who thought this was just more of Mom wanting to be a hippy. Which was OK for his mother, but made him and Emma targets for jokes and snide comments.


As the Granada drove off, he turned away, carrying his kitbag in one hand and a football in the other, and headed towards the changing room with Sammy. The room was a dilapidated Nissen hut that had an aroma of wintergreen ointment and perspiration. Dylan liked it, though, and felt it was somehow more real than the antiseptic changing room of his country club in America.


As he drew near the entrance he saw Gordon Elliott, a tall, tough, heavily built boy who was the centre forward on his team. Gordon had a slight smirk on his face and he indicated the departing Ford Granada.


‘Did you give your chauffeur the night off?’ he asked.


Dylan was aware that the other boy resented him. Because of his accent and clothes Gordon regarded him as a rich, spoiled American, but Dylan also suspected that it was to do with their different ways of playing soccer. Gordon was on old-style centre forward who relied on his bravery and brawn to bustle his way into goal-scoring opportunities. Dylan, however, was a winger who used his speed, trickiness and agility to out-manoeuvre opponents. ‘Sissy football’ he had heard Gordon describing it, which Dylan thought was really stupid. After all, the great George Best, the most famous player to come out of Belfast, was renowned for his skill and trickery, and he wasn’t a sissy.


Dylan wasn’t in the mood for arguing with Gordon, so he kept his tone light.


‘No, tonight’s my butler’s night off. I never let the butler and the chauffeur off on the same night.’


Dylan was rewarded with a grin from Sammy, but Gordon wasn’t amused.


‘Think you’re smart, don’t you?’


‘Would you prefer if I was stupid?’


‘I’d prefer if you were normal,’ said Gordon. ‘Like the rest of us.’


‘I am normal.’


‘No you’re not. You’re a Jew.’


‘And Jews aren’t normal?’


‘My da says they’re bad news. And they had Jesus killed; it’s in the bible.’


Dylan lowered his kitbag and breathed out, tying to think on his toes. He could normally count on Sammy’s support, but Sammy could hardly be expected to come up with a defence of the Jewish race. He was going to have to get out of this one himself.


‘What has killing Jesus got to do with me?’ Dylan asked, keeping his tone reasonable.


‘The Jews had him killed, and you’re Jewish.’


‘And Britt Ekland is Swedish,’ said Dylan, naming the glamorous film star. ‘Do you blame her because the Vikings killed Brian Boru?’


‘Who’s Brian Boru?’


‘You’re kidding me?’ said Dylan, but he could see that Gordon really didn’t know who he was talking about. ‘Brian Boru was the High King of Ireland.’


‘We don’t care about Ireland up here. We’re British.’


Dylan felt himself losing patience. ‘Well, good for you. But it all happened ages ago. So I’m not to blame for Jesus, or Britt Ekland for the Vikings, or you for whatever your ancestors did! OK?’


Gordon didn’t have a ready answer, and before he could think up something, Dylan dropped the football and kicked it on the volley against the wall of the Nissen hut. The bigger boy wasn’t expecting the shot and he flinched slightly as the ball flew past him, then rebounded off the wall of the hut. Dylan took the ball on the rebound, skilfully tapped it twice on his foot, headed it up into the air, and then caught it in his hands. Sammy looked at him and winked in approval. Dylan resisted the temptation to smile, reckoning there was no point in making Gordon more of an enemy than necessary. Instead he gave Sammy a quick wink in return, hoisted up his kitbag and walked wordlessly past Gordon and into the changing room.




[image: ]





‘Why was the Egyptian girl worried?’


Da tilted his head enquiringly, his eyes slightly glazed as he looked across the kitchen at Ma and Sammy. ‘Well?’


Sammy tried to keep an amused look on his face. With his sisters gone to bed it was up to him and Ma to humour his father, as it often was when he drank too much.


‘I don’t know, Da,’ Sammy answered, in a tone that suggested he was eager to hear the punch line.


‘Why was the Egyptian girl worried?’ repeated Da more insistently.


‘Why was she worried, Bill?’ said Ma.


‘Because her daddy – was a mummy!’


Sammy and his mother laughed dutifully, and Da nodded, pleased with himself. ‘Because her daddy was a mummy!’ he repeated, as though the joke were somehow funnier for being said twice.


Sammy laughed again too, aware that his father’s mood could swing very quickly, and knowing also that today was dole payment day, and that Da had spent too long in the pub.


‘So, how was training?’ his father asked. ‘Buckie put you through your paces?’


Buckie was the nickname for Tom Buckley, the trainer in Sammy’s soccer club, and a colourful ex-paratrooper that Da admired.


‘Training was good,’ answered Sammy, glad of the change of subject. ‘Though Buckie nearly ran us into the ground.’


‘Proper order’, said Da. ‘Hard training makes all the difference.’


Sammy thought this was a bit rich coming from Da, who hadn’t kicked a ball in fifteen years. The back injury that stopped him from playing football had also cost Da his job in a foundry, so that now he sometimes got light casual work, but mostly he lived on unemployment payments.


‘Hard training will make a man of you,’ continued his father, in the voice he used when he felt he was dispensing words of wisdom.


‘I know, Da. I’m not complaining. I’m just saying we could hardly walk by the time we finished. It was OK, though, I got a lift home.’


‘Who gave you the lift?’ queried Da.


‘Dylan’s father.’


Da snorted. ‘Mr High-and-Mighty Goldman, swanning around in his fancy car. You don’t need lifts from him.’


‘He was only being obliging, Bill,’ said Ma.


‘Well I’d be obliged if he minded his own business. We’re not depending on him.’


‘I know, Da. But he was collecting Dylan, and Dylan is my friend, so he just–’


‘Oh aye, Dylan is your friend!’ interrupted Da. ‘Or maybe he just became your friend so we could be guinea pigs for his aul’’ fella!’


‘Bill,’ said Ma softly but firmly, ‘that’s uncalled for.’


‘Is it now?’


‘Mr Goldman is a gentleman, and he’s paid us well.’


‘He doesn’t bloody own us! Nobody buys off Bill Taylor!’


Sammy felt like shouting at his father, but he said nothing, knowing that this was a sore subject. Dylan’s father was a newspaper journalist who also made radio programmes for the BBC and some of the American radio networks. As part of a series he was making on the emerging civil rights movement in Northern Ireland he was paying a fee – he called it a retainer – to have access to families in different parts of the city, so he could find out what life was like for ordinary people in Belfast. Despite working long hours at the mill, Sammy’s mother wasn’t well paid, and when Mr Goldman had politely made his proposal, Ma had insisted that Da go along with it.


It was an awkward arrangement, although if Mr Goldman thought that Da was just barely civil whenever he called, he didn’t show it. And of course Ma tried to make up for Da’s attitude, and willingly gave the journalist insights into how the people of their loyalist area felt.


‘You know it’s not like that, Bill,’ said Ma now. ‘Dylan is a very nice boy.’


‘Oh yeah. “Hi there, Mr Taylor, how are you today?”’ said Da, viciously mimicking Dylan’s American accent. ‘Gobdaw!’


‘He’s my friend,’ said Sammy challengingly, stung by his father’s cruelty.


‘Don’t you dare pull me up, sonny boy! Don’t you dare!’


Sammy felt a bit intimidated but he wasn’t going to back down completely.


‘I’m just saying he’s my friend.’


‘And I’m saying I’m your da. I’m the boss here; I won’t be cheeked in my own home.’


Ma raised her hand appeasingly. ‘The child wasn’t cheeking you, Bill. You’ve always taught him loyalty. Well, he was doing what you taught him, defending a friend.’


His father said nothing, and Sammy watched him, hoping he wouldn’t get even more angry. Instead, Ma’s words seemed to have worked, and his mood swung again.


‘Sure, you’re not the worst, Sammy,’ he said, suddenly reaching out and tossing Sammy’s hair affectionately. ‘You’re not the worst.’


Sammy forced a smile, relieved that Da’s mood hadn’t darkened further, but saddened that his father behaved like this. He suspected that it was to do with not having a job, and even though it was wrong to make comparisons, he couldn’t help but wish that Da was more like Dylan’s father. As soon as he thought it he felt guilty, then Da reached into his pocket and took out a bar of chocolate. He broke off a piece and handed it to Sammy.


‘Here now, get that into you,’ he said. ‘Go on.’


‘Thanks, Da,’ answered Sammy, confused yet again by his unpredictable father, then he slipped the square into his mouth, turned away, and tried to concentrate on the sweet taste of the melting chocolate.
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Maeve felt a thrill of excitement as she sized up the opposition. Some runners felt nervous before a race, but she loved the sense of competition and relished the moments leading up to the firing of the starting gun.


Today she was running at her home club of Ardara Harriers, whose track was a circuit around the sports field of a school off the Falls Road. Mr Doyle, the club trainer, took events like this so seriously that it might have been the Olympic Stadium. Maeve watched him now, bustling about the side of the track. He was a small, stocky man who ran a cobbler’s shop and had six children, to whom he spoke Irish in a strong Belfast accent. He had thinning, curly hair that he combed over his balding head, and many people found it hard to believe that in his day he had been a noted runner who had almost made it into the Irish team for the 1948 Olympics.


‘All set, Maeve?’ he asked.


‘Raring to go, Mr D.’


‘Maith an cailín,’ he said. ‘And mind what I told you about being boxed in, all right?’


‘I’ll remember.’


The March afternoon sunshine was hazy and lacking in heat, but Maeve was warmed up and ready to run. She had done all the pre-race exercises that Mr Doyle prescribed, and her muscles felt warm and nicely stretched. She watched now as the other runners – all girls of eleven or twelve years of age – made their final preparations, and she thought about the tactics she had agreed with Mr D. Don’t make your move too soon, and don’t get pushed around by Lucy Coyle.
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