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To my grandchildren


Laura, Luke, Grace, Sophie, William … and the latest


arrival, Jack.


It’s impossible to think of any of them without smiling.






Go, and catch a falling star,


Get with child a mandrake root,


Tell me, where all past years are,


Or who cleft the devil’s foot,


Teach me to hear mermaid’s singing,


Or to keep off envy’s stinging,


And find


What wind


Serves to advance an honest mind.


‘Song’ by John Donne








Part One






Chapter 1



Yorkshire, March 1954


A dry-stone waller took off his cap and wiped the sweat off his brow with his forearm as he squinted at the walkers on the hill above him – two small figures silhouetted against leaden clouds, leaning forward and pushing determinedly against the slope and wind. The man shaded his eyes with his hand, and when he identified them for what they were he spat on the ground and muttered to himself, ‘Gippo brats.’


The girl was thirteen and her brother was nearly ten. They were too far away for the watching man to see their distress. Had the children spotted him they might have tried to enlist his help, and under the circumstances he would have given it; his bigotry wouldn’t have stopped him helping kids in this sort of trouble. But as far as the children knew, the nearest adult was in the village, which was ten miles away by road but only six as the crow flies and, as Dove had an unerring sense of direction, that was the route she’d chosen. Earlier, they’d tried to flag down several passing vehicles, but their personal appearance did them no favours. No one in their right mind would stop for a couple of gippo kids.


The boy instinctively paused to examine a half-buried piece of German bomber which had crashed into the hillside more than a decade ago, at the height of the war. His sister turned and grabbed at him, dragging him away from his find. He obeyed without protest, which was unusual for him.


The journey took them two hours, by which time it was almost noon. The exhausted pair sat down on a rock and surveyed the village in the valley below them. An escaping ray of sunshine slanted across the sulking sky and brought a cluster of pantiled roofs briefly to life, like an usherette shining a torch to identify a cinema seat. It drew the children’s eyes to a blue lamp above the police station door and they headed straight for it without hesitation or discussion. They presented themselves at the desk where the girl banged her flattened palm hard on a loud, brass bell, which caused an aging constable to hurriedly stuff his News of the World into a drawer. The lines in his forehead creased into canyons when he saw the likes of what had disturbed his quiet Sunday morning. Both faces were grimy grey with dried rivulets of clean skin on their cheeks, telling of recent crying. This softened the way he spoke to them.


‘How can I help you?’


Dove’s hair was long, dark and dishevelled. Beneath the grime she was unusually pretty, with faint freckles and an intelligent shine in her bright-blue eyes.


‘We’ve come to report a death, Mister.’


Her accent was a hybrid of Yorkshire, Irish and Welsh. It was what the policeman would have expected from such a person, a gippo. He stared at them for a moment then heaved a heavy ledger onto the desk.


‘Can I have your name please, Miss?’


‘Dovina Mary McKenna.’


‘Henry Malachy McKenna.’


Their names were laboriously entered in the ledger, then the policeman looked up.


‘Of …?’ he asked.


The girl shook her head, not understanding. She checked with her brother. He didn’t understand either. The policeman enlightened them.


‘Where are you from? Where do you live?’


‘Miles away,’ Henry said. ‘In a waggon.’


The policeman looked puzzled.


‘A caravan,’ clarified Dove.


‘A proper one,’ said Henry. ‘Not a tin one.’


The pencil rattled against the constable’s false teeth as he tried to recall the location of a recently spotted proper caravan. ‘Is it in a field off the Riccall Road?’


The name of the road seemed to ring a bell with Dove. She nodded.


‘It’s a very pretty caravan,’ said the policeman. ‘Quite big if my memory serves.’


‘That’s because it’s a showman’s waggon,’ Dove said. ‘It was our granddad’s.’


‘Right. You say you’ve come to report a death?’


He regarded the children with an air of mistrust. Gippo kids were not to be trusted. If it turned out to be a pet dog or cat, or even a horse, he’d send them on their way with a rebuke for wasting police time. On the other hand they were obviously upset, so there was no need to add to their sorrow. He liked kids and these were probably no worse than most; probably better, given half a chance.


‘So, who – or what, is dead?’ he asked.


‘Our mam,’ said Dove.


Both sets of eyes stared up at him. Wide and sad. He coughed, excused himself, went through a door and came back with a sergeant.


‘This is Dovina Mary McKenna, and her brother, Henry, Sarge. They’ve come to tell us that their mother has passed away.’


Henry corrected him, ‘No she hasn’t, she’s dead.’


Dove glanced down at her brother with reproach in her expression, then back at the two policemen. ‘She died at twenty-two minutes past nine this morning,’ she said. ‘I checked the time on her watch.’


‘It’s gold-plated,’ added Henry, as though gold-plated was a guarantee of its accuracy. ‘She were all right yesterday. Then she got a right bad headache.’


‘She told us she’d be all right with a good night’s sleep,’ said Dove. ‘She said she had a stiff neck and she was really hot and then she got this rash and she asked me to wrap a towel round her face to keep the brightness out.’ A tear trembled in the corner of her eye. ‘I said if she wasn’t better by this mornin’ I’d fetch a doctor myself, even if Dad hadn’t come home.’


The two policemen looked at each other and the sergeant asked, ‘You say your father didn’t come home last night? Do you know where he is?’


The children shrugged, then Dove said, ‘He went off with a bloke in a lorry. He never tells Mam where he’s going and this usually sets her off crying and we usually take no notice, but this was different, wasn’t it, Henry?’ She waited for Henry to nod that it was different before she continued, ‘We sat up with her all night, an’ she got worse. So when it got light we tried to stop a car or a lorry … but nobody’d stop for us.’


‘It’s ‘cos they think we’re gipsies,’ explained Henry. ‘But we’re not really.’


‘We’re entertainers,’ said Dove. ‘Gipsies sell pegs an’ stuff an’ tell fortunes. We’re show-people. Well, I am – our Henry’s still learning.’


‘I can juggle,’ the boy said, his grief momentarily forgotten.


‘Only with three balls,’ said Dove.


Henry’s face fell and he muttered, ‘I’m good at drawing.’


His sister put an arm around him. ‘Yes, he is,’ she confirmed. ‘He’s very good at drawing.’


‘Tell me about your mother,’ said the sergeant, who wasn’t interested in the boy being good at drawing.


‘Well,’ said Dove. ‘We kept going back in, and after a bit my mam said not to leave her again because every bone in her body was aching. She said she’d be all right so long as we didn’t leave her on her own … she were crying and screaming a lot and we didn’t know how to help, did we, Henry?’


‘No, we didn’t.’


‘Then after a bit she sort of went to sleep.’


‘Then she died,’ said Henry.


The sergeant frowned and cleared his throat. ‘Get on to this, Arthur,’ he said, gruffly. ‘Better send an ambulance … you never know.’


‘What about …?’ The constable gestured sideways with his head. ‘It’s got to be htm.’


The sergeant nodded, then returned his attention to the children. ‘Could you, er …’ he cleared his throat again. ‘Could you tell me your father’s name?’


‘Malachy Joseph McKenna,’ said Dove. ‘He’s from Ireland.’


‘You can tell by the way he talks,’ added Henry.


The sergeant let out a long sigh as the constable spoke into the telephone, directing an ambulance to the caravan. ‘I think we may have your father here,’ he said.


The puzzled look on the children’s faces forced him to explain further. ‘He was arrested for … never mind.’


‘Drunk, prob’ly,’ guessed Henry.


His sister nodded her agreement. ‘Was he drunk?’ she asked.


The look on the sergeant’s face gave Dove her answer. ‘I’d better tell him about your mother,’ he said.


‘No,’ insisted the girl. ‘That’s my job.’


The constable came off the phone. ‘There’s a car and an ambulance on the way, Sarge. I’ve told them to ring in as soon as they get there, so we can confirm …’ his voice tailed off under Dove’s stare.


‘She’s definitely dead,’ she assured him. ‘I checked with a mirror and everything.’


The sergeant forced a smile. ‘I’m sure you did.’ He unlocked a door at the side of the desk and showed them into a room with just a table and four chairs. ‘If you wait in here we’ll bring your father through.’


Malachy McKenna’s beery breath preceded him through the door. When he saw his children his shallow brow furrowed and his eyebrows knitted together into a caterpillar of wiry, black hair. A fleeting look of embarrassment flashed across his hard face and his lips tightened. The sergeant indicated a chair for him to sit on. The two men sat down and faced the children.


Dove studied her father with acute distaste. ‘We didn’t know what to do, with you not being there,’ she said. ‘Mam said she’d be all right, but if you’d have been there, you could’ve done something.’


‘What are ye talkin’ about?’ Malachy’s voice was still hoarse from last night’s drink. He looked to the sergeant for an explanation but the policeman was looking at Dove, whose own eyes were fixed on her father’s face. Her voice went quiet.


‘Mam were taken very poorly last night and she died this morning because we didn’t know what to do.’


‘We’re only kids,’ said Henry.


Malachy stared at them both. What blood was left in his face drained from it. ‘Holy Mary, Mother o’ God … what’re ye tellin’ me?’


‘Mam’s dead,’ said Dove. ‘And we think you should have helped her, but you were too busy drinking pints.’ She got to her feet and took Henry’s hand. ‘I’ll see you back at home … if they let you go.’


It was obvious from her tone that she didn’t care if they kept him there for ever.





Chapter 2



The children’s grief at the loss of their mother would have been greater had she not been an emotionally incontinent woman who would shed a tear at the breaking of a cheap cup or a blow from her husband; and there were many of each. Dilys McKenna was from Wales and had a piercing soprano voice which could crack a wine glass at twenty yards. She would juggle three wooden balls and sing “Oh, Oh, Antonio”, accompanied by Dove playing the banjo and Malachy singing along in his tremulous, Irish tenor as he struggled, mainly unsuccessfully, to keep three wooden clubs aloft, at the same time thumping a bass drum strapped to his back with a foot pedal. They scraped a living and troubled neither the dole office nor the taxman.


As parents they were unimpressive. The mother wept and moaned her way through life. Even as she sang, she wept. And people often put money in the hat simply because they felt sorry for a woman with such a piercing but tuneless voice. In the end she had something to moan about – a dose of meningitis.


When sober, Malachy’s demeanour was one of hearty belligerence, with a menacing hint of danger simmering below the surface. When in drink he would lose control and speak with fist and boot. Alcohol would turn him into a violent and cruel bully, even to his children, who tried to keep out of his way in such circumstances. After his wife’s death, he wrongly figured the act had lost its backbone and vowed to give up travelling from fair to fair and settle down in one place; at least for a while, so his children could get the education they’d been missing. This was the thinking of the sober Malachy. He augmented their earnings by working with a travelling tarmac gang, which aroused interest from the police.


In his spare time he would teach the children to juggle and ride the unicycle and eat fire and walk on stilts and one day they’d all join Billy Smart’s circus and won’t that be grand? Better than entertaining a load of drunken gipsies at the Appleby Horse Fair.


But Friday and Saturday nights were reserved for drinking; and when he came home in a drunken rage the children would cower in their bunks and face the wall and pretend to be sound asleep -even then they regularly felt his fist in their backs, as he roared around the confines of their wooden home before dropping into a stupor. Then he’d wake up the following day with no memory and ask Henry where he got such bruises and his son would answer, ‘You did it, Dad.’


Dove would confirm this and say she’d show him her own bruises if she wasn’t a young woman now. She’d tell him that living with him was like living with Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde and that she’d leave home and take Henry with her as soon as she could before he killed one of them. Malachy would wring his hands, denying all memory of it and promise never to touch the drink again and may God strike him down if he did. Then the following Friday he’d be at it again.


The waggon had belonged to Malachy’s father-in-law, from whom his wife inherited it. The back was partitioned off into a bedroom for the parents, and the children slept in ornately carved bunk beds just beyond the living area. The original wooden wheels had been replaced with pneumatic tyres which made the waggon much smoother and easier for Boris, the massive Clydesdale, to pull. The exterior was painted in a dark plum with ornate gold and green scrollwork, and a blue and white checked canopy over the stable-type door at the front.


The living area was small but functional with upholstered bench seats and a foldaway dining table. A ten-gallon water tank was bolted to the ceiling and boxed in with rosewood. Water was heated and food was cooked on a calor gas stove. For convenience the original wood-burning fireplace had been converted to paraffin, but the old mantelpiece still remained with its burnished steel bars and uprights topped with brass finials, and above these was a beautifully engraved mirror. There was a bow-fronted chest of drawers with shining brass handles, and almost every wooden surface inside the waggon was decorated with intricate carving and gold-leaf scrollwork.


Up until Malachy’s wife’s death all their clothes had been washed once a week in a peggy tub which took a while to heat with pans of water transferred from the stove. It was the only domestic chore Mrs McKenna was ever any good at. But now the weekly wash was taken to the handiest laundry. The peggy tub, and its associate, the mangle, had been discarded because they took up too much space. There was just one easy chair – Malachy’s. His wife’s chair had been also discarded as surplus to requirements, upon her death.


A prefabricated wooden ‘thunderbox’ was carried in a large storage box beneath the bed of the waggon, and would be erected around a chemical toilet on each camp site.


Six months after his wife’s funeral Malachy set up camp on a small piece of common land on the southern outskirts of Leeds. The council only moved illegal travellers on when the public moaned about the mess and health risk, but a picturesque caravan and a friendly horse elicited not a single complaint. Besides, Boris saved the council having to cut the grass and provided keen gardeners with a source of fresh manure.


The day they arrived, Henry finished helping his dad erect the ‘thunderbox’, then he went off to investigate his new surroundings. In the distance he could see the motionless winding wheels of a nearby worked-out drift mine and allowed his imagination to turn the adjacent pit-hills into the Rocky Mountains, as seen at the pictures. He was drawn towards them and found himself walking across a field of dusty duckweed when his feet kicked against something wooden. The boy knelt down and tugged at the overgrown vegetation, revealing a short row of railway sleepers, each one about eight feet long. He inserted his slender hands between two of them and pulled with all his might but couldn’t make them budge. However, his curiosity had been aroused. Beneath these sleepers was a mystery which he could not allow to remain unsolved, so he searched around until he found a rusting bicycle frame. Dragging it back to the sleepers, he jammed the front forks between the end two and levered them apart, congratulating himself on his ingenuity. Beneath the gap was an empty blackness. Henry dropped the bicycle frame into the hole and began counting. He’d tell his dad how many seconds it took to hit the bottom and his dad would tell him how deep it was. There was a diminishing clatter as the metal frame bounced off the walls of the shaft, but no final crash.


‘Wow!’ Henry was impressed by such things.


Ten minutes later, both Malachy and Dove were trying the same experiment, only this time with stones. A couple of stones sent back a faint, echoing ‘ching’ as they hit something metallic, but others sent back no sound at all.


‘It must be bottomless,’ concluded Dove.


Her father gestured towards the distant colliery and accurately guessed, ‘It’ll be an old ventilation shaft for that pit.’ Then he rubbed his dark, unshaven chin. Railway sleepers were worth money, but the hole they were covering could be a useful dump for all their rubbish; rubbish was the cause of most travellers being moved on. He pushed the disturbed timber back into place.


‘How deep d’you think it is, Dad?’ asked Henry.


‘Deep enough fer you two ter stay clear. It’ll prob’ly be flooded down there by now. Fallin’ down there would be loike droppin’ off the edge of the world. Jasus! – ye’d nivver be found agin.’


Malachy stood on the sleepers and slowly looked around, surveying the landscape and giving approving nods to what he saw, like a farmer viewing a lush valley he might wish to buy. The steaming cooling towers of Skelton Grange power station dominated the skyline. To his left were acres of low, wooden sheds growing forced rhubarb and behind him were the winding wheels of several distant pits. A pall of smog hung over the urban perimeter of Leeds city centre, produced by the factory chimneys which stabbed the sky like a hundred dirty fingers. The old Yorkshire saying ‘Where there’s muck, there’s brass’ brought a grin to his face.


‘We’ll be all right here fer a good long while,’ he decided. ‘Just as long as none o’ them didicoys don’t come spoilin’ tings fer us in them rusty ole tin cans they live in. I might have a word wid yer man Tordoff; he’ll see we’re not bothered.’


Len Tordoff was the proprietor of Murphy and Sons, Tarmac Contractors. The name of his firm was written on the side of a Thames Trader truck and nowhere else; least of all any pieces of incriminating paper. Estimates were given verbally and hands would be spat on to seal the contracts. Bad debts were avoided by payment in advance. Guarantees were lavish, limitless, freely given – and worthless.


‘They’re a bunch o’ rascals all right,’ said Malachy to his children. ‘But anyone stupid enough ter employ us deserves ter be robbed.’


‘What about old people who haven’t got much money?’ asked Dove.


‘What about them?’


The anger in his eye warned Dove to take a step back – her father was not a man to appreciate reasoned argument. In any case he had bought her and Henry respectable clothes and arranged for them to go to St Joseph’s School in Hunslet.


Dove was put into Senior Two and Henry into Standard Four; Henry would sit his state scholarship in February. Both could read and write which meant they could hold their own in everything but the arithmetic lessons, for which they were both sent to the transition classes four times a week until they caught up. Dove was too old to sit her scholarship but, as she had no academic ambitions, this didn’t worry her. Although they had both been baptised Catholics, neither had been confirmed so they were ordered to receive instruction twice a week on Thursday evening and Sunday afternoon.


‘Yer should get loads o’ points on the Mass register,’ said Alice Webster, who wore a caliper on her leg and with whom Dove shared a double desk. She’d already heard Alice referred to as ‘t’ lame lass’, and had determined never to call her that herself.


‘What’s the Mass register?’


‘Miss Molloy takes it every Monday mornin,’ explained Alice. ‘Yer’ve got ter tell ‘er what Mass yer went ter and whether yer went ter Confession, or Communion, or Benediction, or if yer’ve done any novenas and stuff like that.’


‘What’s Miss Molloy like?’


Alice wrinkled her nose. ‘She’s all right with me because of me leg, but she’s a miserable old trout really.’


‘That’s what I thought.’


‘They had me in the transition class because of me sums. I can do English and stuff, and I love poetry. I know loads of poems -but I’m no good at sums.’


‘Nor me,’ said Dove.


‘What’re you good at?’


Dove had to think. ‘Music,’ she said, eventually. ‘Our Henry’s good at drawing and I’m good at music’


‘We do music once week on a Friday. Singing mainly … our Tom says I’ve got a voice like a rusty violin. Can you sing?’


‘A bit … how does this Mass register thing work?’


Dove’s Mass attendance had been restricted to weddings and funerals and the occasional time her father’s conscience pricked him and he dragged them off to the nearest church – which wasn’t very often.


‘Well,’ explained Alice. ‘For everythin’ yer do yer get points. Yer get more points fer eight o’clock Mass than for eleven o’clock – ‘cos the late masses are for old people.’


‘Then what?’


‘Then at Easter, Father O’Dea brings a load o’ presents into school. One for each kid and the ones with the most points gets first pick.’


‘What did you get last year?’


‘Some plasticine.’


Plasticine didn’t seem much of a reward for all that hard work, then Alice explained, ‘I were off poorly wi’ me leg an’ I went in nearly last. I’m gonna try an’ go in first this year. There’s allus a big present if yer go in first. It were a bike last year.’


‘Can you ride a bike?’ Dove asked. ‘You know … with your leg?’


Alice shook her head. ‘No. If I got a bike I’d most prob’ly give it to our Tom. When he were in the Juniors he once won and he picked out a doll’s house and gave it to me. He could have had a bike but he picked out a doll’s house.’


‘Blimey!’ commented Dove. ‘I think a lot about our Henry but I’m not sure I’d go that far.’


‘That’s ‘cos your Henry’s not a cripple. He’s allus looked out for me has our Tom. He’s a gormless lump, but he allus sticks up for me. I wouldn’t mind if you won it though.’


‘Wouldn’t you?’


‘No … I quite like church as well. I might be a nun when I grow up.’


To Dove, coming top of the Mass register seemed a reasonable goal. It might also secure her place in heaven if she unselfishly set her sights on a present for Henry, who would be eleven on Easter Sunday, as he pointed out after examining the class calendar.


A bike would be the best birthday present he’d ever had. By far.


‘Yer can come wi’ me,’ said Alice. She had never had a best pal, which was something she had in common with Dove – albeit for different reasons.


‘Right,’ said Dove. ‘I will.’


Alice gave her a lazy wink and a broad smile. To the other children they soon became ‘the gippo and the crippo’ which drew them together and Dove found Alice to be amusing and bright. Had she not been off poorly with her leg she would have passed her scholarship – if she’d been better at sums.


Boris provided Dove and Henry with pocket money from what they charged the local children for a short walk round the field on his broad back. He could carry three at a time and, at twopence a go, they soon made enough to go to the local pictures to see the Saturday matinee.


Dove and Henry would arrive at school early to take advantage of the hot water in the washroom. Once a week their respective classes went to Hunslet swimming baths, where the two of them luxuriated under the hot showers; and the unwashed musk which usually accompanied them became a thing of the past. Despite the cruel taunts, life wasn’t too bad.


‘Take no notice,’ their father would advise. ‘Mostly they’re jealous. Show them how ye can juggle – an’ take yer banjo one day. That’ll show them what class o’ people ye are.’


But Dove and Henry wanted to blend into the background and become normal kids, not jugglers and banjo players. ‘He’ll be tellin’ us to go to school on stilts next,’ muttered Henry.


‘I hate living in this waggon,’ Dove said. ‘We’ve got no proper lavvie and no telly. Nearly every kid in our class has got a telly.’


‘I wouldn’t mind a gramophone,’ Henry said.


‘I wouldn’t mind a bedroom of my own,’ said Dove. ‘I’m entitled to a bedroom of my own at my age.’


‘Have you heard of Frankie Laine?’


His sister nodded. ‘Never heard any of his records, though. Alice says I can go to her house to listen to her records. She’s got her own bedroom.’


Every Sunday, throughout the whole of the autumn and winter Dove went to eight o’clock Mass with Alice and a reluctant Henry, who didn’t share his sister’s ambition to be the one to claim the much envied Big Present. It was enough that he had to waste three valuable hours a week being prepared for their Confirmation in March. Drawing was his hobby – that and making model aeroplanes. The day after his mother died, he’d gone missing and had been found by Dove examining the wreck of the German bomber they’d passed the previous day. He rarely went with her to Confession, Communion or Benediction and he didn’t do one single novena; not even for the repose of the soul of his dead mother. All this religion ate too much into his drawing and model-making time. He was currently constructing a Hawker Hurricane from balsa wood and glue. It would go the way of all his other models, fly for a while until it became damaged beyond repair. ‘Tested to destruction’ he called it.


‘D’yer want ter come back to our house? I’ve got a new Rosemary Clooney record.’


‘Will it be okay with your mam?’


Dove and Alice were on their way home from Benediction one Sunday afternoon. It was the first time Dove had been invited into a friend’s home – most of them were put off by her gipsy associations.


‘Why should she mind? I’m allowed to bring friends home.’


‘Okay.’


Alice lived in a three-bedroomed council house on the Blackmoor Estate with a neat garden and a motorbike and sidecar parked outside.


‘It’s me dad’s’ said Alice, with a hint of pride. ‘He takes us out in it sometimes.’


Her dad was a small, cheery man who gave Dove the same lazy wink his daughter had perfected.


‘Dad, this is Dove,’ said Alice, as they walked through the door.


‘How do, love. By heck! you’re a bonny un.’


‘Don’t be so embarrassing, Dad.’


There was a radiance about Dove that made heads turn, not least Alice’s older brother’s, who appeared at the lounge door. Tom had never seen Dove before, having already won his scholarship to grammar school.


‘And that big long streak o’trouble’s our Tom,’ said Alice.


Dove gave him a smile, which Tom returned, awkwardly. He thought girls like Dove only existed on cinema screens. Alice’s mother came down the stairs, her hair hidden within a turban. She wiped her hand on her pinny and held it out to Dove.


‘I’m Alice’s mam, pleased to meet you, love. She’s told me a lot about you.’


‘Can we play some records?’ asked Alice. ‘That’s why she’s come round.’


‘Go through, love,’ said Mrs Webster, nodding the girls towards the living room, ‘and I’ll make us a bit o’ summat to eat. D’yer think yer dad’d mind if yer stayed fer a bit of tea?’


For all Malachy cared, Dove could have stayed all night. ‘No, he wouldn’t mind at all, and I’d like that, Mrs Webster, thank you.’


In the corner of the room was a walnut-veneered radiogram and a chrome rack full of 78 rpm records. Alice selected one, slid it carefully out of its sleeve, placed it on the turntable and gently lowered the pick-up arm into the outside groove.


Rosemary Clooney’s “This Ole House” had the two of them dancing round the room, as did Guy Mitchell’s “She Wears Red Feathers”. Mr Webster came into the room with a guitar.


‘Oh Dad! Yer not gonna play that, are yer?’ Alice turned to Dove. ‘He used to play in a band during the war. Yer know, all this oneski, twoski, threeski stuff.’


‘I play the banjo a bit,’ said Dove, not knowing why she’d said it. Maybe she just wanted to be part of this happy, normal family.


‘What kind?’ asked Alice’s dad. ‘Four string, five string?’


‘Well, mine’s only got four.’


Alice protested. ‘Dad, we’re supposed to be listening to records.’ But her father had gone.


Mrs Webster popped her head round the door; there was flour on her nose. Dove had always wanted a mam who had flour on her nose now and again. A proper mam.


‘He’s the biggest kid in the house,’ said Alice’s mother, before disappearing.


Dove smiled. She liked this family and wished she belonged to one like it. Mr Webster appeared with a banjo, far superior to the one she played.


‘Here, it might need tuning a bit.’


Dove took it and gave it a strum. ‘Can you give me a C, Mr Webster?’


He obliged and within a minute Dove had it in tune and was playing and singing “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window”.


Alice’s dad beamed broadly with admiration. ‘By heck, lass – yer play it like a pro. Where’d yer learn ter play like that?’


‘I’ve been playing since I was six. We used to be entertainers, then my mam died.’


There was an uncomfortable silence, broken by Mrs Webster’s entrance. ‘Was that you I heard? I must say, I’ve never heard it played as well as that before.’


‘She’s been playin’ since she were six,’ said Alice, proud of her friend. ‘She’s brilliant, isn’t she?’


Tom appeared with a large saucepan and two wooden spoons and Alice took a harmonica from a drawer. ‘I’m not very good,’ she said. ‘But I can just about play “Put Another Nickel In”.’


With Tom on percussion, the four of them formed an impromptu skiffle group. They played for an hour until Mrs Webster came in with a tray loaded with toasted pikelets, buttered scones and a huge, steaming teapot.


‘There’s rhubarb crumble later,’ she said.


‘Aw, Mam! It’s allus flippin’ rhubarb.’ Alice turned to Dove. ‘Me dad works at t’ rhubarb sheds. It’s a wonder we haven’t got rhubarb growin’ out of us ears.’


‘Hey!’ said Mr Webster. ‘It’s good for yer is rhubarb.’


‘Rhubarb keeps yer regular,’ chorused Alice and Tom, obviously beating their dad to his favourite rhubarb maxim.


‘Well, it does,’ he grumbled, good-naturedly. ‘Yer could set t’ Town Hall Clock by the Webster family bowels.’


‘Dad!’


After they’d eaten they played again until the neighbours complained. It was the best time Dove could remember.


On 4 November, Malachy had left for his Friday night drinking session. The children were apprehensive as usual, but it was something they’d learned to live with.


‘He could get into bother for leavin’ us on us own,’ said Henry. ‘If somebody found out, they’d make him stop in, then he wouldn’t come back all bad tempered an’ throwin’ his weight about.’


‘If he found out we’d told, it’d be worse,’ Dove pointed out. ‘No, as soon as we’re big enough we’ll run away. We don’t need him with us to join a circus.’


‘When shall we do that?’


‘You’ve got to be at least eleven. They won’t take you if you’re under eleven.’


Dove was guessing, but it instilled hope in Henry and gave her time to think and organise things without him nagging her all the time. There was a tentative knock on the door. Dove opened the top section and saw Tom standing way below, looking breathless.


‘Who is it?’ asked Henry.


‘Tom,’ said Dove, ‘Alice’s brother.’ Then to Tom, ‘What’re you doin’ round here?’


‘I thought I’d best come an’ tell yer.’


‘Tell us? What about?’


‘It’s Mischievous Night.’


A surprised grin lit Dove’s face. ‘What? Are you goin’ mischievin’? Hey, Henry, Tom wants us to go mischievin’ with him.’


‘Hey, yeah, I’ll come.’


‘No,’ said Tom. ‘I didn’t mean that. I’ve come to tell yer ter watch out. There’s some kids from our estate talkin’ about comin’ and settin’ fire ter yer caravan.’


Dove looked in the direction of the council estate, part of which was still under construction.


‘They know yer dad goes out on a Friday,’ said Tom. ‘They’re gonna light a fire underneath, then fire rockets at yer when yer run out.’


‘Who told you?’


‘I heard ‘em talkin’ about it last night. They wanted me ter go with ‘em. They don’t know yer a mate o’ mine.’


Dove smiled. She didn’t know she was a mate of his either, but she liked the idea.


‘How many of them are there?’


‘Six of ‘em. They’re all meetin’ up at ‘alf past seven. Maybe if yer not in,’ he suggested, ‘they’ll not bother.’


Henry said, ‘I’ve got a great idea.’


Dove said, ‘Oh, heck!’


It was a pitch-black, moonless night; ideal for those bent on mischief. Windows and doors would be mysteriously knocked on; gates would be removed and taken to adjacent streets and jumping crackers put in dustbins. But six boys from the Blackmoor Estate had a more ambitious project in mind – to burn out the gippoes.


There was a light inside the waggon as the attackers ran silently across the field towards it, two carrying dry wood, one carrying a can of paraffin and three carrying fireworks. The boys had planned their operation in meticulous detail, even down to their alibis. If questioned, they were all watching television at the home of the eldest – in the company of his parents, who fully condoned their actions. But only with it being gippoes.


The three firework carriers stayed back while their cronies advanced, faces blackened with Cherry Blossom shoe polish and keeping low and stealthy in the manner of Green Beret Commandoes. They issued owl hoots and low, mysterious whistles to each other, which none of them understood, except that it added to the adventure of the occasion.


From round the back of the waggon appeared an eight-foot tall man. His white face was illuminated by a flaming torch he was carrying and he was dressed from head to foot in black. He directed his torch at the enemy and shot balls of fire at them as an amplified, ghostly voice screeched, ‘Kill the little buggers, kill the little buggers!’


All six youths backed away, uncertainly, as the giant strode, inexorably, towards them. A rocket caught fire in one boy’s hand, setting off others. He screamed in pain and flung his remaining fireworks away. Then out of nowhere came the sound of thudding hooves and a whinnying horse thundered towards them, its rider shooting balls of fire at them, just like the giant; and all the time the ghostly voice kept up its tirade.


‘Kill the little buggers!’


It was all too much for the boys. The one with the paraffin flung the can away and turned on his heels, followed by the others. Another one was crying in pain as he held his burned hand. Within a couple of minutes it was all over. The attackers had gone.


Tom came out from the back of the waggon, holding a loudhailer in his hand; the one used by Malachy at the fairgrounds. Henry the stilt-walker emerged from the darkness, his giggles arriving before he did. Tom wore a broad grin as he opened the waggon door to let out light for Henry to see by. The boy took off his coat, unhitched his long trousers and jumped expertly to the ground. Malachy had taught him well.


Boris came trotting towards them with Dove on board, her legs stretched out across his back like a wishbone about to snap. The horse wore a bridle but no saddle. She slid off the great beast and patted its neck.


‘Well done, Boris.’ She turned to Tom and explained. ‘He used to work in a circus, that’s why bangs don’t bother him.’


Tom joined her in the patting. ‘Best laugh I’ve ‘ad in ages. It’ll be all round the estate tomorrer. Them kids’ll be a right laughin’ stock.’


Dove giggled. ‘I thought you had a real scary voice.’ She imitated him. ‘Kill the little buggers …’


Henry said, ‘Them Roman Candles were great. I got ten shots from mine.’


‘I thought one of ‘em were gonna go up in smoke,’ said Tom, who had supplied the fireworks. ‘We’d have been in dead trouble then.’ He didn’t look too worried.


‘We’d have gone up in smoke if you hadn’t have come round,’ Dove reminded him. ‘If they got hurt, they’ve only themselves to blame.’


Tom shrugged. ‘I think it were Melvyn Jubb what got burned. Their lass goes ter your school.’


‘Mary Jubb?’


‘Yeah.’


‘She’s in my class,’ said Dove. ‘She’s a bighead … and she’s got a right gob on her.’


As Henry had disappeared into the waggon to get changed, Tom stuffed his hands deep into his trouser pockets and kicked at a stone, in the manner of someone who had something to say but didn’t know how to express himself. Dove watched it fly off into the darkness and sensed his awkwardness.


‘Penny for ‘em,’ she said.


He scratched his ear, then screwed up his face and looked away from her.


‘I er … I wondered if yer might want ter … yer know … go out with me.’


She didn’t know what to say. No boy had asked her this before. They were either wary of her background or intimidated by her beauty.


‘What? You mean, go to the pictures and stuff?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Be your girlfriend, you mean?’


He nodded. ‘It’s all right if yer don’t want ter. I just thought I’d ask, that’s all.’


‘Well …’ She tried to think of a reason why not without offending him.


‘Well what?’


‘Well … I don’t know much about you.’


‘Yer know I’ve got regular bowels.’


Dove couldn’t help but laugh. ‘When?’ she asked.


‘When what? … When do I go to t’ lawie?’


‘When are you taking me to the pictures?’


‘Does this mean you’ll go out with me?’


‘Only to the pictures,’ Dove said. ‘I think we should see how we go on. I read in Woman’s World that regular bowel movements might not be a basis for a relationship.’


‘It’s something to build on,’ said Tom. He reached into his pocket and brought out a brown paper bag. ‘Me mam made some parkin,’ he said. ‘I thought yer might like a piece.’


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘I like parkin.’


She took a piece and they munched contentedly for a while. Tom finished first and waited for Dove to finish hers before he asked, ‘Shall we … kiss each other or summat?’


‘If you like.’


She held him around his waist as he pressed his lips onto hers. They held the kiss for a few seconds before parting. Neither of them was overly impressed. But they would both remember it with fondness.


‘That was nice,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ said Tom, ‘very nice – do you want some more parkin?’


That night Malachy came home drunk, unaware that his children had saved his home from being burned to the ground. He swore and slapped them both, then took to his bed. They told him about the incident the following day and he laughed long and loud and said how proud he was. Neither mentioned him hitting them. It did no good.


‘I don’t think you’re right in yer head,’ said Alice. There was something in her voice which brought a suspicious smile to Dove’s face.


‘Why’s that?’


‘Goin’ out with our kid … he’s a right gormless lump.’


‘He’s all right is Tom … and he’s very nice looking.’


‘Doesn’t stop him bein’ a right gormless lump.’


‘He passed his scholarship,’ pointed out Dove. ‘So he can’t be all that gormless.’


‘I didn’t say he wasn’t clever,’ said Alice. ‘He came top of his class last term – I said he were gormless.’


They were walking around the school playground. The two of them were inseparable.


‘Hey up! It’s the gippo and the crippo,’ called out a girl, who then proceeded to imitate Alice’s limp, to the amusement of her friends.


‘Take no notice,’ said Dove. ‘She’s as thick as two short planks is Jubby.’ She turned and pulled a face at the sniggering Mary Jubb, tapping her forefinger against her temple to indicate imbecility. ‘Me dad told me never to talk to idiots,’ she called out. ‘And you’re the biggest idiot in the school, Jubby.’


‘Your dad’s a gippo,’ sniggered the girl.


‘He’s not, actually,’ said Dove, evenly. ‘Anyway – at least I know who my dad is.’


Doubting other children’s parentage was the latest popular insult.


‘Your dad could be anybody,’ said Alice. ‘I’ve heard you look a bit like the Co-op milkman.’


‘Actually,’ said Dove to Alice, ‘I think she looks more like the Co-op horse.’


‘More like the Co-op horse’s arse,’ returned Alice, warming to the subject.


Mary Jubb reddened and glared at them both. Repartee was not her forte. She was the big sports star of Senior Two: captain of the netball and hockey teams and the school’s fastest runner -including the boys. She had also set her heart on being first among the prizewinners on Easter Sunday. For this she had two close rivals, Dove and Alice; Alice’s brother had been responsible for the belittling of her own brother on Mischievous Night. The nasty injury to his hand wasn’t reported to the police as it might have invited too many awkward questions. It was her parents who would have provided the alibi. She changed her tactics from insults to a sporting challenge; a contest she knew she could win.


‘Hey, crippo. Race yer to t’ gate … give yer twenty yards start for a bob.’


Alice said nothing. Mary smirked. ‘Sorry, forgot yer can’t count. Twenty’s the number what comes after nineteen.’


Alice blushed at this assault on both her weaknesses.


‘Hey, Jubby!’ Dove called out. ‘There are two types of people. People who can’t count … and people like you, who don’t count.’


It was a line she’d got out of Woman’s World and stored for the right occasion. She took Alice’s arm and they went on their way, chatting animatedly and sending the message to Jubby that her jibes weren’t worth further argument.


It was during a games period that things came to a head. Sister Siobhan had taken a bag of old tennis balls into the school playground and instructed the girls from Senior Two to form themselves into groups and throw the balls to each other, thereby honing their throwing and catching skills. Meanwhile Sister Siobhan, who had no interest in, or aptitude for, any kind of sport, took herself off to the staff room to roll herself a cigarette – her one vice. She was standing in for Miss Johnstone who had rung in sick. As soon as she was out of sight the girls stopped their throwing and catching and stood around in groups, chatting and laughing with the odd suspicion of cigarette smoke drifting into the air. Sister Siobhan watched the girls through the window and planned on leaving it for half an hour before going out to supervise a final ten minutes of throwing and catching. She frowned when she saw a volley of balls being hurled at Alice by Mary Jubb and her friends, some bouncing painfully off Alice’s body. Then Jubb thrust out a pointing arm, obviously instructing the lame girl to go and collect the missiles, no doubt to rearm her tormentors for a second assault. The nun watched in some fascination to see how the girl dealt with the situation. It was a cruel world and she’d be doing Alice no favours by stepping in to help; or so it had been decreed by Sister Clare the head teacher. Nevertheless, if it got out of hand, Sister Siohan would step in.


She took a deep drag of the thin cigarette and sensed a feeling of disappointment as Alice almost slunk off to collect the balls. Then, instead of handing the balls back to Mary Jubb she threw four of them, one by one, to Dove McKenna. The nun’s fascination mounted as Dove began to juggle with them. Word went round and the rest of the girls in the playground wandered over to watch, in noisy admiration. Mary Jubb’s hands went to her hips in annoyance. The spectators clapped and cheered when Dove began to show off, spinning around as she juggled; tossing the balls in the air from behind her back. Then, with a broad grin, she shouted, ‘Here, Jubby – catch ‘em,’ and hurled them, one by one at Mary Jubb, each ball bouncing off the girl’s head with a painful ferocity. The nun laughed out loud at this and looked up at the sky as if thanking the Boss for His divine retribution.


Maybe it would knock some of the conceit out of young Jubb and make her a better person. She knew about the Mass register rivalry and deplored the whole idea. Tempting children into attending devotion simply for material gain couldn’t be right.


‘I’ll get yer back, gippo.’


Sister Siobhan didn’t hear Mary Jubb’s threat, which Dove pretended not to hear. The nun would have been mortified had she realised this simple incident had ignited a flame of revenge in Mary Jubb which would very soon explode in Dove’s face and change the course of her life.





Chapter 3



Henry passed his scholarship and couldn’t wait for his dad to come home so he could tell him. He took the letter from his pocket and handed it to Malachy.


‘What’s this?’


The boy couldn’t keep the smile of pride from his face. ‘It’s from school, to say I’ve passed me scholarship.’


‘Is it now? Well so long as ye don’t go round thinkin’ ye better than the rest of us.’


Malachy read the letter with an increasing scowl on his face. ‘What’s this? School uniform? How the hell am I supposed ter pay fer a school uniform?’


‘They said if we can’t afford it we can get a grant.’


‘So, that’s what ye told ‘em is it? That we’re so poor we need their charity.’ He cuffed Henry round the side of his head.


‘Ow! I didn’t say anything of the sort, Dad,’ complained the boy, ‘I’m only telling you what they told us … and I’m sick o’ you hittin’ us for nothing.’


‘Are ye now?’ roared Malachy.


Henry stood his ground and cringed, waiting for a blow that didn’t come.


Malachy had his hand raised, then lowered it. ‘Well you go back an’ tell them we don’t need their charity – and you don’t need no uniform neither!’


‘Can I go out, then?’


‘Ye can go ter hell for all I care – an’ don’t bother comin’ back.’


Henry went out to stroke Boris then decided to head for Alice’s house. He wasn’t on house-visiting terms with any of his own school friends, although they all found his own home an interesting place to visit. Mrs Webster opened the door and gave him a big smile.


‘Is our Dove here?’


‘Yes, she is, and I believe congratulations are in order, young man.’


She stepped back from the door to allow him through. Pans steamed on the cooker and there was flour on her pinny. A proper mam. He and Dove had never had one of those.


‘I expect yer dad’s pleased. I know we were when our Tom passed his scholarship.’


‘Oh, yeah. Me dad’s dead chuffed,’ lied Henry.


Dove had heard his voice and shouted down the stairs. ‘Is that our Henry, Mrs Webster?’


‘It is love, shall I send him up?’


‘If you must.’


Henry grimaced at his sister’s mock antipathy and trudged up the stairs to Alice’s bedroom where she and Dove were playing Lonnie Donegan records.


‘Me dad won’t buy me a uniform,’ he said, matter of factly.


‘The miserable pig!’ said Dove. ‘Do you want me to have a word with him?’


‘Not much point,’ said Henry.


‘Course there’s a point,’ argued Dove. ‘If you go to St Michael’s you can get your O Levels and get a good job.’


‘We won’t stop round long enough though, will we?’


He had a point. ‘If you want a uniform, we can go busking,’ Dove said. ‘It’ll not take us long.’


‘I’m not bothered about a uniform. I just wanted him to be pleased wi’ me.’


‘Well I’m pleased with you,’ Dove said.


‘So am I,’ said Alice.


A knock came on the door and Tom popped his head round. ‘Hey! I gather there’s someone in the house who’s nearly as clever as me.’


Alice hurled a pillow at him. ‘There’s no one in the house who’s as daft as you,’ she shouted. Then to Henry, ‘Promise you won’t turn out as daft as him.’


Henry grinned. He liked being here, among a normal family.


The following day, Dove took some money from her dad’s box and bought her brother a fountain pen as a reward. Malachy always assumed any money she took would be for ‘women’s things’ and Dove took full advantage of this. If Malachy was ever surprised at how much ‘women’s things’ cost, he never queried it.


‘Don’t let Misery Guts see it,’ advised Dove when she gave him the pen. Secretly she agreed with Henry’s prediction that they wouldn’t stay around long enough for her brother to take advantage of a grammar school education.


Tom and Dove’s courtship was a chaste and innocent affair; more a friendship of kindred spirits. She was as much a friend to him as she was to Alice. Once a week they went out together, the rest of the time they spent as a threesome, or a foursome if Henry tagged along. It wasn’t until after Alice’s accident that Tom made a move too far. A move which both surprised and excited Dove. Maybe it was precipitated by the pain he was feeling. His sister’s accident had shocked them both; it happened a few weeks before Easter.


Alice had been late that morning; it wasn’t easy to make up time with her handicap. Dove would be waiting round the corner outside the paper shop, but she wouldn’t wait for ever. Dove McKenna was the best friend a girl could have, even if she did show signs of mental weakness by going out with Tom.


A pre-war Austin Ten was struggling up Buttergill Lane, black smoke belching from its exhaust, the driver cursing his luck at being unable to afford to have it properly repaired. Another week’s overtime should do it. In the meantime the old banger would have to soldier on. If it packed in he’d have to do what everyone else did – go to work by bus.


The hill levelled out to give the old car some respite before making the long descent towards the centre of Leeds. The driver stayed in second gear to prevent the car running out of control as the brakes were fairly useless, certainly no good in an emergency.


Alice stood at the kerb and tried to gauge the speed of the approaching Austin. It wasn’t going very fast, and a long queue of vehicles followed in its wake. Waiting for it to pass would cost her another couple of minutes. Dove might have gone by then.


She stepped off the kerb, swung her crippled limb quickly forward and caught her foot on a slightly upraised manhole cover, sending a painful vibration up her leg. The approaching car was forgotten as she hopped around, crying with pain. The driver stamped on the brake but his foot met with no resistance. For a critical two seconds he gawped down at his useless footbrake; time which would have been better spent steering the car away from Alice. By the time he looked up, he’d hit her.


There was no screech of brakes to alert Dove to her friend’s accident. The car had no brakes to screech. It was the sight of people pointing and running which made her walk to the corner out of curiosity. If nothing else, she’d be able to see if Alice was coming; if not she’d go to school on her own.


An angry crowd was gathering round the car, which had eventually stopped fifty yards past where it had struck Alice. She was still underneath it. Some women were berating the driver, who had stayed inside his vehicle for safety.


‘The poor lass is a cripple! She’d no chance o’ gerrin’ outa yer road. Why dint yer bloody stop?’


‘I hope they lock yer up an’ throw the bloody key away!’


The hapless man shivered with shock and locked his doors as the crowd increased and word got round. Dove pushed her way through and her heart shuddered with shock as she saw a callipered leg sticking out from beneath the car. She knelt on the ground beside a man who was talking to Alice, jammed between the exhaust and the ground. A pool of dark blood was edging out into the road; the man was holding Alice’s hand.


‘Yer’ll be all right, love,’ he was saying, with more encouragement than hope in his voice.


‘Alice,’ said Dove. ‘Are you okay?’


It seemed such a stupid question, but Alice smiled at the sound of her friend’s voice. The shock had numbed the pain.


‘Is that you, Dove?’ she asked.


‘Yes … what happened?’ Another daft question.


‘I don’t know,’ Alice said. Her voice was little more than a whisper. ‘I think I’ll be off school for a bit, though.’


‘Yer’ll be as right as a bobbin afore yer know it,’ the man assured her.


The skin had all been scraped off one side of her face by the rough road surface. Blood saturated her coat and her limbs were sticking out at frightening angles. Dove began to cry. Alice turned her head and gave her best friend one of her lazy winks.


‘I don’t suppose I’ll beat Jubby now,’ she said. ‘Make sure yer beat her, won’t yer?’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Dove, through her tears. ‘Hey! I can just see Jubby’s face when I come first.’


Alice was smiling at this thought when she died.


Two weeks after the funeral Dove called round to see Tom. Mrs Webster came to the door. Her face was still gaunt with grief, her eyes empty and sad. She forced a smile for Dove’s benefit.


‘Is Tom in, Mrs Webster?’


‘Come in, love. I’m sure he’ll be pleased ter see yer.’ She took a coat off a hook. ‘Look, I’m goin’ round ter a neighbour’s for a bit. Mr Webster’s at work, so yer can have the house ter yerselves.’


Tom looked up and said hello to Dove as she walked into the lounge.


‘Your mam says she’s gone to a neighbour’s so we can have the house to ourselves.’


He nodded. Dove sat down beside him on the settee. She hadn’t seen him since the funeral. That day his face had been fixed into a stony, tearless gaze. Whatever he felt inside, he refused to let it come out. The following week had been spent in tears. His eyes were dry again now, but tears weren’t far below the surface. She put an arm around him and rested her head on his chest. They sat in silence for while; then Tom said, ‘I haven’t told anybody, but it was my fault.’
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