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For Fenella and Dusty Miller.




 Prologue




 Diana 


 September 1999 

‘So, you see, Di, luv,’ Michelle O’Sullivan said plaintively, ‘it really is time I had a break. I was only twenty when I had you. Then our Damian came along, then Jason, then Garth. And it wasn’t long after Garth was born when your dad did a runner.’

This was doing Diana’s dad a grave injustice. Publicly, he had divorced his wife on account of their marriage having irretrievably broken down. There was no mention in the divorce papers that the breakdown was due to her adultery with four different men and that it had come to the point when he wasn’t sure which of the children, Diana apart, were his. Jim O’Sullivan had then disappeared into thin air.

‘Now you’re eighteen, it wouldn’t hurt for you to take on a bit of responsibility, so your poor mum can have a rest, like,’ Michelle continued, her voice wobbling. ‘Warren’s a really nice chap, but he’s a bit younger than me and it’s not fair to ask him to move in and support another man’s kids.’

Diana wouldn’t have dreamed of saying it took Warren all his time to support himself - he was more often out of work than in.

Pausing for breath, Michelle took a long puff on her ciggie and looked appealingly at her daughter, her big blue eyes moist with tears. In her black jeans and red top decorated with a sequinned heart, she could have passed for a woman considerably younger than thirty-eight. She wore sandals with  four-inch heels - the red nail polish had worn off the little toes on both feet.

‘So, luv,’ she went on with a theatrical sigh, ‘I thought it’d be nice if I moved out for a while so me and Warren could have some time together, just the two of us, while you looked after your brothers. Him and me could get a little place of our own. In fact, Warren already knows of somewhere in Melling Village no distance from Liverpool; a little cottage with just one bedroom. Oh, but, Di, it’s got a dead pretty tree in the garden: Warren said it’s cherry.’ She threw the half-smoked cigarette on to the hearth and glanced with disgust through the window at the minuscule back yard, the walls of which had needed painting for as long as Diana could remember. The row of houses behind was no more than a few metres away. At the front, the property ended at the door through which you stepped right on to the pavement. ‘A tree, Di! Can you imagine - looking out at a tree?’

Diana smiled sympathetically. Her mother had never expressed a desire to see fields, trees, baby lambs, flowers or anything else to do with nature, but her own nature was so sweet and trusting that it didn’t cross her mind she might not be telling the truth. ‘When will you be leaving, Mam?’ she asked.

‘I thought I’d go this ’avvy,’ her mother said casually, as if abandoning four children at a few hours’ notice on a Saturday afternoon wasn’t at all unreasonable. ‘I’ll make a stew before I go so there’ll be something to eat for the lads when they get back from the footy. You might need to buy stuff from the supermarket tomorrow. Once me and Warren are settled, I’ll make sure you get the Child Benefit for the lads.’ All three boys were still at school. She reached for her bag. ‘I’ll leave you a few bob to be getting on with, shall I?’

‘There’s no need, Mum. I’ve got enough money of me own.’

For a moment, Michelle’s eyes filled with real tears,  knowing she was taking advantage of Diana’s soft heart. Not many girls of eighteen would so willingly have agreed to look after three rowdy lads for an unspecified length of time, but her daughter hadn’t hesitated. It wasn’t the first time, either. Diana had played mother on and off since she was about twelve.

For the umpteenth time, for Di’s sake, Michelle wished her daughter hadn’t taken after her dad. Jim had been such a clumsy bugger, always tripping over things and bumping into doors. Di was just the same - tall and gangly with giant feet and long white hands. She’d been born the day of Charles and Diana’s wedding, hence the name. Thinking about it now, her Diana bore more than a passing resemblance to the late Princess of Wales, God bless her. They even had the same soft heart.




 Brodie 


 October 2004 

‘Just think,’ Colin said, getting into bed, ‘there’ll be no more need for us to lie awake till all hours waiting to hear her key in the front door. Tomorrow, we can sleep in late and go to midday Mass.’

Brodie didn’t say anything, but thought that she would probably lie awake for the entire night wondering if Maisie, their daughter, was fast asleep in her bed at the university campus where her parents had left her earlier that very day.

Colin tucked his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. ‘When we make love, you can be as noisy as you like,’ he said.

‘Noisy?’

He kissed her shoulder. ‘Before we had the kids, you used to scream your head off when we had sex.’

‘I did no such thing,’ Brodie said indignantly.

‘You did, darling.’ He pulled her even closer. ‘It’s a good job this is a detached house, otherwise the neighbours would have complained.’

‘You’re exaggerating.’ Thinking about it, she realized she had missed letting rip when she came to a climax. ‘You don’t seem a bit upset that we’ve lost Maisie,’ she told him.

‘I’m devastated,’ he said simply. ‘I’ll miss her like mad, but let’s look on the bright side: we haven’t lost her any more than we’ve lost Josh. I’m proud our two kids are at university. Now we can begin to live like we’re just a couple again, as if  we’d just got married, starting with you making one helluva row when we make love. The next few weeks are going to be like a second honeymoon.’

‘Oh, shut up!’ She wriggled and he held her tighter.

‘You’ll never get away,’ he whispered. He kissed her neck, then her shoulder and his hand moved up to her breasts. ‘Why are you wearing a nightie? Is it in case one of the children might cry during the night and you’ll have to get up? If I remember rightly, that was the reason you gave when you stopped coming to bed with nothing on.’

He had managed the seemingly impossible: making her angry at the same time as turning her on. She wasn’t sure which emotion to give way to. On reflection, the second would have a much more enjoyable outcome than the first. She pushed the duvet away and began to remove her nightdress.

 



She woke up at precisely quarter past seven when a long strip of daylight was just beginning to show through the gap in the curtains. Her nightdress was on the floor where it had been thrown the night before.

Brodie got up, put the nightdress on, and sat on the edge of the bed watching Colin, who was lying on his side, snoring softly. He was forty-four, but looked young than his age, even more so while relaxed in sleep. His brown, dead straight hair, slightly mussed, showed no sign of thinning and there wasn’t a grey strand to be seen, unlike Brodie who had scores. Same with wrinkles. Despite being three years younger, she had acquired a few around her eyes, but Colin’s boyish face was quite smooth. Awake, he frowned a lot, as if the world and everyone in it was the cause of perpetual surprise. Asleep, the frown had disappeared and his brow was smooth.

She felt tempted to rouse him with a kiss, but was too tired for what would inevitably follow - wonderful though it had been last night. Yesterday had been exhausting, driving to  London, with the boot full of Maisie’s stuff and the back seat taken up with Maisie herself and even more stuff. Brodie had ended up with the hi-fi on her knees. It had been a most uncomfortable journey.

They’d stayed with Maisie until four o’clock, Brodie making the bed in the tiny room where her daughter would now live, putting her clothes away in the minute built-in wardrobe and drawers. The toiletries she arranged on the window sill, which seemed to be the only place for them, and the towels she hung under the sink.

While she did all this, Maisie was in the crowded corridor making friends, something she was very good at. Her voice, with its Liverpool accent, was distinguishable amidst a jumble of others.

‘There’s boys out there as well,’ Brodie remarked. ‘Will both sexes be living on the same corridor? I’d’ve thought they’d be kept separate.’

Colin had plugged in the hi-fi and was arranging the speakers. ‘They were when I went to university, but things have changed since then.’

‘I think they’re arranging to go to a club in the West End tonight.’ Brodie stopped unpacking and stood behind the open door where she could hear better.

‘Don’t eavesdrop!’ He turned on the radio and New Orleans jazz filled the tiny room. ‘Now, that’s something worth listening to, not teenagers arranging their illicit affairs.’

Had Maisie gone to a London club? Brodie wondered now. She felt tempted to ring her mobile and find out, but common sense told her it would be a daft thing to do. Sad though it was - heartbreaking, in fact - she had to let her daughter get on with her own life.

She left Colin to sleep, put on her slippers, grabbed a dressing gown and went downstairs. The sky was a watery grey and it was impossible to tell what sort of day it would be - they’d missed the weather forecast the day before. She made  tea, put everything on a tray, and took it into the front room where she switched on a lamp and settled herself in a corner of the settee.

The sideboard on the opposite wall held an assortment of photographs: Brodie and Colin’s wedding, other weddings, the children at various stages of their lives, from birth till now. Maisie was making a funny face in her photos - either that or grinning madly from ear to ear - while Josh, their son, looked as serious as a baby as he did at twenty. He’d never been all that liberal with his smiles. When he’d left for university in Norwich, Brodie had been upset, naturally, but not worried. Josh was too sensible to get into trouble and had immediately got a job in a supermarket. Now in his final year, he had never asked his parents for money. Brodie imagined Maisie asking regularly.

The sun came out and her eyes were drawn towards the garden where a scattering of leaves had fallen on the neat lawn. As soon as Colin saw them, he would sweep them up. The garden was his pride and joy, but then so was the house, as were his wife and children. He loved his job as Head of English in a city centre school and appeared to be contented with his lot. She couldn’t ever recall him wishing for something that was beyond his reach. He’d recently bought a 1974 Triumph Spitfire that he was looking forward to restoring to its original condition.

Should I look for a job? she asked herself. Until now, she’d been perfectly happy being a full-time wife and mother. Something interesting and part-time. She was fully computer-literate.

There were footsteps on the stairs and Colin came in wearing jeans and a T-shirt. His feet were bare. He looked so young and handsome that it took her breath away. ‘Ah, there you are!’ he said jovially. ‘Is there any tea in that pot?’

Brodie gave the pot a shake. ‘Plenty, but you need to fetch a mug.’

‘I was thinking about getting a job,’ she said when he came back. ‘A part-time one.’5


‘Have a rest first, darling,’ he advised, as if she’d been toiling away in a wash-house or down a mine for the last twenty years. ‘Take it easy, do some shopping, go to lunch with your mum. Use some of the money from the house.’ Years ago, when Brodie’s mother had moved into a flat, she had given her daughter - her only child - the family home in Blundellsands: Chestnuts. It had been let ever since.

‘Tell you what.’ Colin clapped his hands. ‘Let’s go to that café on the way to Southport where they serve slap-up breakfasts. We can leave Mass till afterwards. Oh, and I’d like to drop in my folks this afternoon, see if Mum is still sane after having had Dad home for a whole fortnight.’ Colin’s obnoxious father had recently retired and his wife, Eileen, had been dreading it. ‘Before anything,’ Colin concluded, ‘I’ll just go and sweep those leaves off the lawn.’

Later, Brodie watched him tidy the garden. He was singing, but she couldn’t make out the tune. She quite fancied the idea of a second honeymoon. Once she got used to the house without Maisie, life would be perfect. Well, almost perfect. Perfection was perhaps too much to expect.




Vanessa 


Easter Saturday 2005 

Vanessa sat on the settee in her mother’s house making a list.

‘What are you doing?’ Amanda, her sister, asked with a frown.

‘Something to do with work,’ Vanessa mumbled.

‘For Pete’s sake, Vannie, it’s your wedding day. Nobody  works on their wedding day.’

‘I do.’ Vanessa turned over a page and continued to write. ‘These are the people who will be interviewed tomorrow and Easter Monday.’ She worked for Siren Radio, setting up interviews with local dignitaries and any celebrities who might be in Liverpool. It was a job she loved quite passionately.

‘But you’ll be on your honeymoon from tonight,’ Amanda protested. ‘Why should you care?’

‘This is for Clare Johnson; she’ll be at the wedding.’ Vanessa finished writing and signed it with a flourish. ‘She’s taking over my job while I’m away - and I want it done properly.’

Amanda shuddered. ‘I’d hate to work for you, sis.’

Vanessa said with mock severity, ‘If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well.’

Their mother came in wearing a smart blue silk suit, the effect entirely ruined by a pair of massive fur slippers with tiger faces. ‘You used to say that when you were a child,’ she  commented. ‘I longed to slap your little priggish face, though I never did.’ She exchanged smiles with both her daughters.

‘I bet you’re taking your laptop on your honeymoon,’ Amanda said.

‘It so happens that I am.’ Vanessa couldn’t see anything wrong with it. She and William had been living together for three years. Making love wouldn’t exactly be a new experience. ‘I’m taking the laptop in case I get any ideas and can make a note of them.’

Amanda guffawed. ‘I bet William won’t want his ideas put on a computer.’

Their mother sat down and kicked off the tiger slippers. ‘Would someone please help me on with these shoes? They cost seventy-five quid, but they’ll probably never be on me feet again after today.’

Vanessa knelt in front of her mother and picked up a blue shoe with an incredibly high heel, the upper part consisting of a few narrow straps. ‘You should have bought something more practical, Mam. These are all for show.’

‘I liked the look of them,’ her mother said stubbornly. ‘Even if I never wear them again, at some time in the future, if I’m ever stuck in a wheelchair, I can look at your wedding photos with a magnifying glass and marvel that I’d once been able to wear dead gorgeous shoes like these - I’ll ask your dad to take a photo of just me legs. It’ll buck me up no end.’ The shoes on, she stuck out her feet. ‘Don’t they look the gear?’

‘Great, Mam,’ her daughters agreed.

Vanessa wouldn’t have dreamed of buying clothes for just one occasion. For her wedding, she wore a simple white crêpe frock with shoestring straps and a matching bolero. Unlike a proper wedding dress, it could be worn afterwards for all sorts of occasions, even work. Instead of a hat - she hated hats - the hairdresser had coiled her long blonde hair into a chignon that was sprinkled with tiny white rosebuds.  Even Amanda, who had argued she should buy a proper wedding dress, had said she looked absolutely fantastic.

‘Every inch the bride,’ she conceded.

Vanessa folded the list and asked Amanda to keep it in her handbag to give to Clare Johnson at the reception.

‘I’ll make sure you don’t forget, sis,’ Amanda promised.

‘I’m not likely to forget something as important as that.’

Amanda laughed. ‘I just thought, you know, with you just having got married, you’d have more interesting things on your mind than work.’ She looked curiously at her sister. ‘Doesn’t today have at least a little bit of magic for you?’

‘Of course it does,’ Vanessa said irritably. ‘But in a way, the wedding is a bit of an anti-climax.’

Amanda mouthed, ‘An anti-climax’ at her mother, and both women rolled their eyes at each other.

Vanessa’s mobile rang and William’s name showed on the screen. ‘Hello, William,’ she said in a crisp tone. ‘You should have left for the church by now.’ He was coming from their flat in Hunt’s Cross where he and the best man had spent the night. And why did they have the television on? It was sport of some sort; she could hear the raucous cheering. If he was late for the wedding . . .

‘I can’t find my cufflinks,’ he groaned.

‘They’re on the bedside cabinet on your side of the bed,’ Vanessa snapped. ‘I showed you where they were before I left last night.’

‘I know you did, but they’re not there now.’ The sound of the television faded as he walked around the flat. ‘Oh! Here they are, where you said. But they’re not in the box,’ he said accusingly. ‘I was looking for the little red box.’

‘You’re an idiot, William,’ she exclaimed. ‘Is that all you’ve got to worry about?’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘Then I’ll see you in church.’ Without saying goodbye, she turned the phone off, annoyed. Honestly, sometimes it was  like looking after a child. She found most men much the same.

Her mother had got to her feet, wobbling slightly on the too-high heels. ‘Poor William,’ she said softly.

‘What d’you mean, Mam?’

‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged. Vanessa was a lovely girl, but she was too sure of herself by a mile. That was no way to speak to anyone, let alone the man who was about to become your husband. One of these days her daughter would come down to earth with a bump. She just hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much.




 Rachel 


 Christmas 2005 

Rachel and Tyler stared down at the baby they had made, hardly able to believe she was real. There was a Christmas tree in the corner of the ward and tinsel pinned around the door. Five other women were there, all with new babies and all fast asleep.

‘She’s awesome,’ Tyler whispered. ‘What shall we call her?’ He was tall and skinny and wore large horn-rimmed spectacles that made him look incredibly studious, which indeed he was.

‘Poppy,’ Rachel replied. ‘It’s me favourite name.’ She was almost as studious, but her studies had been interrupted of late, mainly by arguments with her mother over the expected baby’s future.

‘Cool,’ said Tyler. ‘Poppy’s cool.’

Poppy, not yet an hour old, waved her arms and blew her first raspberry.

‘I think she likes us.’ Rachel, nursing her daughter in her arms, gingerly touched her chin as if worried she might break.

Tyler sighed. ‘I wish I’d got here earlier.’ He’d not long arrived at the hospital.

Rachel looked grim. ‘So do I! It didn’t half hurt. You could have held me hand or something. Did you manage to get out the house without anyone noticing?’

‘Yeah, I kept the mobile under my pillow. When you called, I phoned for a cab, then snuck outside to wait for it.’  He wanted to pick up Rachel and their baby and fly them away to an uninhabited island with golden sands and trees full of exotic fruit. They would live happily ever after in a grass hut by the sea. ‘What about you?’

‘I did the same,’ Rachel told him in her little pale voice. ‘It was nearly midnight when I had the first contraction. Me mam was asleep by then. I told the taxi driver number twenty instead of number ten, so he didn’t stop outside our house.’

‘You should have called me then, honey,’ Tyler said.

‘Yes, but it might’ve taken hours and hours for the baby to come and you’ve got school in the morning.’ He was taking his GCSEs in the summer.

‘Jeez!’ Tyler sighed again. ‘It’s the last day of term.’ He wouldn’t tell anyone that he’d become a father overnight, even though he felt inordinately proud. If the news got through to Pop, he’d insist Tyler went back to New York to live with his mother and there’d be one helluva row because Tyler would refuse to go. It was his intention to stay with Rachel and their baby for the rest of his life.

A nurse arrived. ‘I think it’s about time you two went to sleep,’ she said, nodding at the new mother and her child. She half-smiled, half-frowned at Tyler. ‘As for you, young man, you’d better get yourself home.’ She clearly had no idea what to make of them. The girl claimed to be sixteen, but didn’t look it, and at first she’d thought the young man was her brother, but the way he acted with the girl wasn’t brotherly in the least.

 



They’d met, Rachel and Tyler, in Virgin Records in Liverpool, reaching for an Amy Winehouse CD at exactly the same time. Rachel’s CD had nearly landed on the floor, but Tyler had managed to catch it just in time.

‘My grandpa used to collect old-fashioned records,’ he said as he handed her the CD. ‘If you dropped one, it’d break into  a million pieces.’ His voice had started to break and the words were a mixture of high and low notes, which all sounded a bit rusty.

‘Honest?’ She waved the CD. ‘Thanks, anyroad,’ she said, ‘for catching it.’

They stared at each other for a very long time. She was barely fourteen and he was almost exactly one year older. Rachel couldn’t understand the feelings she was having at that particular moment, but suspected they’d come unnaturally early, that they were the sort of feelings people had when they were eighteen or even older. Some people might never have them in their entire lives.

‘Would you like a Coke?’ Tyler had asked.

‘I wouldn’t say no.’ She couldn’t have said ‘no’ to save her life.

 



She’d hardly started her periods when they’d stopped and she realized she was pregnant. She told her mother, who danced around the room in her glitzy lime-green shellsuit, screaming and yelling at her to have an abortion.

Rachel refused.

‘In that case,’ her mother said in her hard-as-nails voice, ‘you can have the bloody thing adopted. Don’t think you can just go back to school and leave it with me.’

‘I’ve no intention of leaving me baby with you, Mam,’ Rachel said haughtily. ‘And I’m not going back to school, either. Me and Tyler are getting married as soon as I’m sixteen. ’

‘Tyler?’ her mother spat. ‘Is he that bloody Yank you brought round once?’

‘That’s right.’ She’d never brought him again, ashamed of her mother’s crude ways and foul mouth.

‘It was a Yank who was the undoing of me Auntie Thelma during the war,’ her mother snarled. ‘As for you, my girl, I’ve  got to sign something, giving you permission like, before you can get married at sixteen.’

‘If you won’t, then we’ll just have to wait till I’m eighteen. Or I could ask me dad to sign whatever-it-is.’

‘If you could get a hold of him when he isn’t pissed rotten; most of the time he can hardly remember his name.’ She sniffed disdainfully, but there was something incredibly sad about it. ‘And if you think that chap of yours is going to hang around for another three years, you’ve got another think coming.’ She burst into tears. They were genuine, Rachel could tell, but she couldn’t find it in herself to feel sympathetic. Meeting Tyler and having his baby were the best things that had happened in all her life.

‘You’re the only kid I’ve had that I’ve felt proud of,’ her mother wailed. ‘You were doing so well at school, you said you wanted to be a teacher.’ Rachel’s two brothers had been in prison for thieving, and her sister was being investigated for benefit fraud.

‘I still want to be a teacher,’ she insisted. ‘Having a baby won’t stop me. Five years and him or her will be at school themselves. You still can be proud of me, Mam,’ she said awkwardly, but her mother just shrugged, as if she didn’t believe it for a minute.

 



And now Poppy had been born. Rachel glanced longingly at the door through which the nurse had taken her baby daughter. She wanted her back. She wanted to hold the tiny body against her own and never let go. Very soon, she’d have to return home, where Mam was dead set against her keeping the baby. She’d threatened to fetch social workers who would take her away. Rachel knew it happened. She’d read about in the papers and seen it on telly, the way a person in authority could just pluck a baby out of its mother’s arms and give it to someone else.

She dreaded the future. Just thinking about it made her  feel physically sick. Even though Tyler had plenty of money, they wouldn’t be allowed to set up house together. Rachel slid under the bedclothes and began to cry.




 March-April 2006




Chapter 1

Diana stood with her back against the door, arms outspread, as if she were glued to it, worried that if she took another step it would be a sign of her commitment to live there. The room was big and square with tall, floor-length windows. Outside, the sun shone so brightly that everywhere was drenched in a bright golden light, revealing the high ornamental ceiling to be badly in need of a good clean, as well as a coat of emulsion. The furniture was covered with fine dust.

There was an old-fashioned wardrobe and chest of drawers to match, a single bed, a piano, a table and two chairs, and two mainly beige tapestry armchairs. The carpet was pale brown with a border of over-blown roses. It was a pleasant, comfortable room. If one of her brothers had chosen to live there - Jason often spoke about getting his own place - she would have thoroughly approved.

But did she want it for herself?

Over the years, Diana had envisaged all sorts of terrible things happening in the world that would destroy life as she knew it; bird flu, terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, global warming, the central heating boiler exploding, killing them all, that’s if escaping gas hadn’t done it first. It wasn’t for herself that she was worried, but for her brothers.

Since the day her mother had left seven years ago to live with Warren, Diana had devoted herself completely to the care of Damian, Jason and Garth. People told her that she was  silly, that it was time she had a life of her own, found a boyfriend, thought about marriage.

Diana ignored them. All she wanted was to look after the lads until they were old enough to look after themselves. One of these days they would leave home, get married, start families, and she would be left alone in the little terraced house in Coral Street, Bootle, where the four O’Sullivan children had been born. It was only then, with her brothers gone and hopefully happy, that she would start to think about herself, about getting married to someone really nice and having three boys of her own.

This vision of the future suited her perfectly. Apart from the ever-present worry over bird flu and terrorism and other horrors, Diana had been extremely happy with her life.

There was one horror, though, that had never remotely crossed her mind - and that was of becoming homeless, of having to leave the house in Coral Street because she wasn’t needed any more. Since last Christmas, when Emma had moved in, Diana had become surplus to requirements.

She took a tentative step into the room. She tried to imagine sleeping there rather than in the box room into which she’d felt obliged to move so that Damian and Emma could have the middle bedroom with the double bed. There was nowhere in the box room to keep her clothes, and she had to remember to get next day’s outfit out of the wardrobe in what was now Damian and Emma’s room before she went to bed. Nor was there space for the portable television that she’d watched when she woke up early, unless she wanted to put it on the floor or perch it on her feet.

There was plenty of space in this room for one of those giant plasma screens - not that she wanted one - as well as all her clothes and other possessions, but she wouldn’t be able to hear Garth giving a commentary on a football match in his sleep while Jason turned restlessly in his. Could she bear it? On the other hand, she wouldn’t hear what Damian and  Emma got up to in Mam’s old bed, the bed that had been Diana’s for the last seven years. It wasn’t that she disapproved, but she found it a bit distracting.

She took another step into the room. The cream curtains could do with a good wash - a ladder would be necessary to get them down. She’d need bedding and towels. How would she get everything, a duvet included, out of Coral Street without anyone noticing? She didn’t want them to know she was going until she’d gone in case they tried to talk her into staying. If they succeeded things would only continue in the same unsatisfactory way.

She sat on the bed. It had an old-fashioned spring that creaked a bit, but was very comfortable. Next, she tried one of the tapestry armchairs. The arms were wide and well padded, ideal for draping her legs over while she read or watched television.

A movement in the garden caught her eye and she gasped at the sight of a squirrel racing along the branches of a tree. She watched entranced as another squirrel sat on the grass and chewed something held in its paws. The scene was like an illustration out of a children’s book.

The house was the last at the end of a short cul-de-sac not far from Blundellsands Station - the railway track was hidden behind a grassy bank about thirty metres away. At that very minute, a train passed along the lines and the house vibrated slightly until it had gone.

The squirrels had gone, too, disappearing into the leaves or the long untidy grass. The house had been built well back from the road and was hidden behind a row of old trees - she could tell they were old because of the size of the trunks. At first, she’d thought it was someone’s garden and the man in the paint shop had made a mistake when he’d told her where the place was. It wasn’t until she glimpsed the windows glinting through the branches, the creamy bricks, and the faded lilac front door with the name ‘Chestnuts’ in dull brass letters,  that she realized there was a house. It was charming and slightly mysterious, she thought as she’d opened the gate and walked down the brick path, as if it belonged in another place, or another time, even another country, like the American deep South. It would be an unusual spot in which to live. She could lie in bed, watch the squirrels and see the trees change colour as the months passed by.

Oh, but she didn’t want to live here! She rested her forehead on the cool window and closed her eyes. She’d sooner stay in Coral Street any day where squirrels were unknown and she couldn’t recall the whereabouts of the nearest tree. She remembered Mam had shown an unexpected fondness for trees when she’d gone to live in Melling Village with Warren; perhaps it ran in the family.

What was she going to do? She was trying to unravel her tangled thoughts when the front door opened and someone came in.

Diana went into the square hallway, which was about as big as the main room of the house in Coral Street. The patterns on the stained-glass windows on each side of the door were smudgily reflected on the black-and-white tiled floor. A woman of about forty had entered. She had neat brown hair and a kind face. She jumped when she saw Diana. ‘I didn’t know anyone was here,’ she gasped.

‘The man in the paint shop gave me the key and said I was the first person to see the house,’ Diana explained. ‘He had a card in the window and he said I could pick any room I liked.’

‘The man in the paint shop?’ The woman looked puzzled. Then her expression cleared. ‘Oh, you mean Leonard; he sells artists’ materials. He wasn’t supposed to put a card in his window yet. I’m having a new kitchen installed and the plumbing needs a good seeing-to. Everywhere wants a thorough clean before it can be let. Didn’t he tell you that?’

‘No.’ This rather disappointing news only made Diana  change her mind; she did want to live in Chestnuts. She might well be unhappy there, but she couldn’t possibly be unhappier than she’d been over the last few months. ‘When will it be ready?’

‘In about a fortnight or so.’ She looked anxiously at Diana. ‘I hope you’re not desperate. Have you got somewhere to live in the meantime?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Diana sighed. ‘Will you be living here, too?’ The woman seemed exceptionally nice and her presence would make the move from the only home she’d ever known more bearable.

‘I’m not sure.’ The woman went into the room that Diana had just vacated. ‘I’d forgotten how high the ceilings were.’

Diana followed. ‘Have you been here before?’

‘It’s my house,’ the woman said surprisingly. ‘My mother gave it to me.’ She tugged at a cream curtain and it gave off a cloud of dust. ‘These need sending to the cleaners,’ she muttered. She turned to Diana. ‘My name is Brodie Logan, by the way.’

‘I’m Diana O’Sullivan. Your mother gave you a house?’

‘Ages and ages ago, yes. It was let fully furnished on a twenty-five-year lease to the Slattery sisters. There were four of them, all in their fifties. The lease ran out last month. By then, three of the sisters had died and the one who was left went in a home. Saturday was the first time I’ve been here since I got married and, do you know, hardly a thing has changed.’ She touched the lid of the piano. ‘I wonder if this needs tuning? My mother let me have it so I would avoid Inheritance Tax when she died - the house that is. The Slatterys left the piano behind.’

‘Really.’ Diana had never heard of Inheritance Tax. There was no one in the world likely to leave her a rabbit hutch, let alone a lovely big house. Before he went away, her dad had bought the house in Coral Street, but there was still a mortgage to be paid.

‘I was born in this house and lived here until I got married.’

‘Why didn’t you stay here?’ Diana asked.

‘Because my husband and I already had another house, and Mum had bought herself a flat down by the river. She’s a widow; my father died not long after I was born.’ Brodie opened one of the windows and stepped outside, Diana trailing behind. Everywhere smelled earthy and fresh, as if they were in the depths of the countryside. ‘I used to play out here when I was little,’ Brodie went on. ‘I loved it. The trains didn’t bother me and I used to chase the squirrels, hoping I would catch one. I imagined dressing it up in dolls’ clothes and taking it to bed with me.’ She smiled and dimples appeared in both cheeks. Close up, she was very pretty with a little turned-up nose and full lips. She wore a dark green corduroy suit with a flowered blouse underneath.

‘I saw two squirrels earlier,’ Diana informed her.

‘Mum used to buy them nuts and seed for the birds, then sit just inside the window and watch.’ Diana resolved to do the same as soon as she could. ‘Would you like a drink?’ Brodie asked. ‘I’ve just been to Sainsbury’s for the groceries so there’s milk, coffee and tea in the car.’

‘I’d love a cup of tea, ta.’

‘Let’s hope we can find mugs and a kettle in the kitchen.’ They went back into the house. Brodie told Diana where the kitchen was, and went to collect her shopping from the car.

The kitchen was surprisingly small. It was ridiculous, Diana thought, for such an important room to be a quarter of the size of the hall. It was also very old-fashioned, with a chipped enamel sink, a series of run-down cupboards, an ancient fridge, and what looked like the first microwave ever made. The marble-patterned linoleum had been completely worn away in places to reveal a crumbling concrete floor. There was no sign of a washing machine or tumble dryer.

She thought of the kitchen in Coral Street. It was actually bigger than this, though not by much. Since her mother left,  Diana had gradually modernized it, buying appliances on hire purchase, having units fitted and some very superior linoleum laid, painting the walls rose-pink - she’d done them herself - while the lads had helped with the tiling. Her heart lifted with pleasure every time she went in and saw everything glittering and gleaming, particularly when she switched on the light.

But now the kitchen was out of bounds, taken over by Emma, making Diana feel as if she were no use at all.

The thought of being reduced to using this stone age kitchen after the lovely one she’d created for herself, the sheer misery of life since Christmas, made worse by the fact she’d lost her job on top of everything else, was enough to make her burst into tears, which she promptly did. Tears that had been threatening to fall on numerous occasions, but had remained unshed, gushed forth, streaming down Diana’s pale cheeks and landing in miniature puddles on her boots and on the floor.

‘Oh, my dear girl! What on earth’s the matter?’ Brodie cried when she came in with the groceries.

‘Everything’s the matter,’ Diana sobbed. ‘Everything.’

‘Let’s sit down and you can tell me all about it.’ Although they’d only just met, Brodie could see that Diana O’Sullivan was a very unhappy young woman. It was obvious from the eyes that never lit up, the turned-down mouth, and the fact that she seemed to have lost the knack of smiling. She wondered if her own eyes and face sent out a similar message to the world.

‘It’s Emma,’ Diana said in a cracked voice when they were seated on the tapestry armchairs. ‘She’s our Damian’s girlfriend; she’s expecting a baby in August. They’re not getting married until afterwards so she can wear a dead glamorous wedding dress. She moved in at Christmas and she doesn’t go to work, so she does all the things I used to do: the cooking, the washing and ironing, the cleaning. The only thing she doesn’t do is darn socks; instead, she just throws them away  and buys new ones. I used to love darning socks, but nowadays I can’t find any.’

‘I don’t understand, dear,’ Brodie said gently. ‘Who is Damian?’

‘Me brother,’ Diana wept. ‘He’s twenty-three and the oldest. Jason’s twenty, and our Garth is seventeen and still at school.’ Now the tears were dripping on her knees rather than her feet. She produced a handkerchief from her sleeve and began to mop her eyes. ‘When Mam left, she asked me to look after them. And I did. But now when I get home from work, instead of me making the tea, Emma’s already made it. She insists on washing and drying the dishes an’ all, so there’s absolutely nothing for me to do. She even does my washing as well as the lads’, though I’ve asked her not to.’ The tears were replaced with indignation. ‘And she irons everything: tea towels, pillow cases, hankies, even underpants. Me, I didn’t have the time.’

‘Of course you didn’t, dear.’ Brodie had loads of time, but wouldn’t have dreamed of ironing underpants.

‘She won’t let me do anything,’ Diana wailed. ‘If I get up to go into the kitchen, she gets there before me and wants to know what I want. But it’s my kitchen.’ She wrung her hands and looked at Brodie with bloodshot eyes. ‘And I don’t know where to sit. The downstairs rooms have been knocked into one, so if Jason and Garth go out, I feel in the way. But I can’t go upstairs because I sleep in the box room where it’s as miserable as sin and there’s no room for a telly or even a chair. Where can I go?’ she asked tragically.

‘Out?’ Brodie suggested. ‘Couldn’t you go out? Haven’t you got friends?’

‘All the friends I had at school are married. Anyroad, I was too busy with the lads and the house to make friends; there was always something to do.’

Brodie gathered together her nicest smile. ‘Have you tried having a word with Emma?’

‘I’ve tried, but she won’t listen. The thing is . . .’

‘What?’ Brodie prompted when there was a long pause.

‘She’s lovely,’ Diana said despairingly. ‘She only wants to help. She thinks I like being waited on hand and foot. “Sit down, Di, and take the weight off your feet,” she’ll say the minute I come in. She even does the shopping.’ She got up and began to wander around the room. ‘That’s why, when I saw the card in that shop window, I thought I’d come and have a look. The rent is awful cheap.’

‘That’s because I’m not interested in making a profit. I thought I’d let the rooms for a year or so while I decide what to do with the place; keep it as an investment, or sell it and put the money in the bank.’

‘Really?’ Diana seemed bemused. Brodie reckoned property and investments were way beyond the world as she knew it.

Her outburst appeared to be over. Brodie patted her hand. ‘You sit there, dear, while I make some tea.’

‘Thank you, Brodie . . . isn’t Brodie a man’s name?’

‘It’s Irish and can be a man or a woman’s. Do you take milk and sugar?’

‘Just milk, thank you. I was called after Princess Diana. She married Prince Charles on the day I was born.’

‘Diana is a lovely name - it suits you.’ Brodie left for the kitchen. She let the water run for a while before filling the kettle. She found two mugs in the cupboard under the sink, washed them and put a teabag in each. Diana, poor girl, was out of her depth. She wondered if Emma was really as harmless as she made out, or a very clever young woman who was intent on appropriating the house for herself? Maybe she was surreptitiously trying to edge Diana out - successfully, it would seem.

The kettle boiled, she made the tea, and took it into the room that her mother had called ‘the parlour’. Brodie had always thought the light shone through the windows with a  slightly greenish tinge as a result of the sun being filtered through the leaves. Diana was sitting staring into space. ‘Here you are, dear.’

‘Ta.’ The girl came to with a jolt and leaned forward to take the cup in her long white fingers. She wore an outfit that Brodie guessed came from a charity shop; a badly knitted orange sweater, a grey pencil skirt, and black ankle boots with wedge heels. On Diana, they acquired a sort of elegance. Although the girl’s movements were jerky, they had a youthful grace. Everything about her was long and thin; her face, body, arms and legs. Her blue eyes were the most innocent and trusting that she’d ever seen on anyone apart from a child - they were the colour of bluebells. She might well look and act like a teenager, but must be older if she’d been taking care of her brothers for such a long time. Was the mother still around? she wondered. She felt angry, not only with the mother, but with Emma, too, for treating this incredibly nice young woman so uncaringly.

‘Where do you work?’ she asked.

‘In a call centre till last week, when it closed down and moved to India,’ Diana said disapprovingly. ‘They pay the staff much less over there. That’s the reason why I’m not at work on a Monday. I’m starting another job next week in a refugee centre off Cazneau Street. I’m really looking forward to it.’

Brodie carried her mug to the window and looked out on the garden where she’d played as a child. ‘Do you think you’d like living here, Diana?’ she asked.

The girl sighed. ‘I couldn’t dislike it more than where I am now. That sounds awful because I love me brothers more than anything in the world, but it’s not the same any more.’ She came and stood next to the older woman, almost half a head taller. ‘It’s so pretty here. In Coral Street, the window in the box room where I sleep looks out on to the box room next door.’ For the first time, she smiled, though rather sadly.  ‘At least I’ll be at peace. Oh, that makes me sound as if I want to die!’ She ran her fingers through the thick brown hair that flew all over the place. ‘It’s just that at home I feel in turmoil, as if there’s a war raging in me stomach.’

‘I always loved it here,’ Brodie told her.

‘It’s very nice. Trouble is, I keep changing me mind. Right now, it seems a really good idea to move; five minutes ago, I hated the thought. It was the kitchen that put me off,’ she said, adding tactlessly, ‘It’s really horrible.’

‘As I told you, there’s going to be a new kitchen. The builders are starting on it tomorrow.’

Diana looked doubtful. ‘There isn’t room for a washing machine or a tumble-dryer.’

‘They’re at the back. Look, shall I show you around?’ Brodie offered. ‘The room next to this is exactly the same and there are two identical rooms directly above. They’re the only ones I shall let. There are some much smaller rooms that can be used for storage and a bathroom big enough to hold a dance in. There’s a lavatory downstairs as well as up. Come on, I’ll show you the laundry room. It’s a bit depressing out there, but I’m having it decorated - nearly everywhere is getting a fresh coat of paint.’

The laundry room was fitted with a washing machine and a tumble-dryer, both relatively modern, an ironing board and a clothes maiden on which hung three stockings, none of which matched. The walls were the colour of mud and at least half the paint was flaking off.

Next to it was a conservatory with a glass roof and windows on three sides, mostly covered with untidy tendrils of ivy. It contained an old cane three-piece, with faded flowered cushions, and a small round table. Brodie said it was where her father had smoked his pipe. ‘In summer, it gets unbearably hot, but it’s as cold as a fridge in winter. My dad actually sat on that very same settee, on the very same cushions.’ She touched the cushions and looked at Diana, wide-eyed. ‘Gosh,  that feels awfully strange. I can’t remember anything about him.’

Diana touched the cushions and said it felt strange to her, too. ‘What’s that?’ She pointed to an orange splodge on top of the glass roof.

Brodie laughed. ‘That’s a ginger cat. I reckon he’s a male because he’s so huge. I don’t know what his name is or which house he belongs to. He was there when I came on Saturday.’

They went upstairs. Brodie asked Diana if she would prefer to live in one of the first-floor rooms, but she said she’d already got used to the downstairs one. ‘And I like the idea of having a piano.’

‘Can you play?’ She had long hands, perfect for a pianist.

‘No, but I can read music a bit - they taught us at school - and I wouldn’t mind trying to play with one finger. Will you let me know when the decorators are finished so I can move in? I wish it could have been today,’ she said wistfully. ‘I don’t know what to do with meself at home with Emma there. That’s why I was wandering around Waterloo. I’d walked all the way from Bootle.’

‘We’ll make it today if you like.’ It was odd, she’d only known the girl five minutes, but Brodie already felt quite fond of her. Since her own children had left home, she’d missed having young people in her life. Josh, twenty-two, had finished university with an average degree and had moved to London. He now lived in a squat off the Holloway Road. She’d sooner not think about Maisie just now. ‘If you don’t mind the mess,’ she said to Diana, ‘you can stay in one of the other rooms while yours is being done up - I’ll ask the builders to start on it first. Mind you, there might not always be electricity and there’ll be quite a lot of noise, so you’re not likely to get much peace.’

‘Move in today!’ Diana looked quite thrilled at the idea and smiled properly for the first time. ‘I’d love to move in today.’ 

‘Will you be bringing your things in a car? There’s plenty of room in the road to park.’

When the girl said she didn’t have a car and couldn’t drive anyway, Brodie offered to collect her and her possessions there and then and bring them to the house. ‘We’ll go now, if you like.’

‘Now would be the gear. Afternoons, Emma usually goes to see her sister in Walton Vale and she’s out until about three o’clock. I don’t want anyone to know I’m leaving, but I’ll write a note telling them where I am.’

 



It took hardly any time for Diana to throw her clothes into a few plastic bags and stuff the bedding in another. Her few bits of jewellery and make-up had of late been downgraded from the top of her mother’s dressing table to a drawer in the sideboard. She emptied everything into a smaller bag. She decided to leave her books behind - she could always borrow some from the library - but she’d take her CDs and the CD player, plus the portable television and the DVD player that were now in Damian and Emma’s bedroom. They never watched either, having more important things to do in bed.

She didn’t feel as sad as she’d expected as she went round the house a final time, though when she went into the big bedroom where Jason and Garth slept, she tenderly stroked their pillows and hoped they wouldn’t miss her too much. She said as much in the note she wrote and tucked behind the clock. She put that she didn’t want anyone to think she was going away because she was unhappy, but perhaps her presence was no longer necessary now that Emma was there to look after them. She finished: ‘My address is Chestnuts, Elm Road, Blundellsands. Come and see me whenever you want. Di.’

On the way back, Brodie asked for her mobile number. ‘I’ll give you mine in case we need to contact each other for some reason.’

‘I haven’t got a mobile,’ Diana told her. ‘I kept meaning to buy one, but never seemed to get round to it.’

‘I see you haven’t brought a computer with you.’

‘We only had the one and the lads would be gutted if I’d taken it. Anyroad, all I did was play card games. I never learned to use it properly.’

‘Well, there’s a phone in Chestnuts; it’s in the hall and it’s still connected. I can ring there if necessary.’

‘That’s fine,’ Diana said sunnily. She seemed different now, much happier. ‘Have you got children, Brodie?’

‘Two, Joseph - he’s called Josh - and Maisie. They’re both grown up and live in London.’

Well, Maisie was still in London the last time they’d heard from her, but Brodie had no idea where she might be now.

 



What a refreshing young woman; she belonged not just in the last century, but the one before, Brodie thought as she drove to Crosby after helping Diana unload her belongings in Chestnuts.

She drove rather faster than she should, having forgotten about the groceries in the boot. By now the frozen stuff would be frozen no more.

Before they’d parted, Diana had asked if it really was her intention to move in. ‘Earlier, when I asked, you said you weren’t sure.’

‘I’m still not sure. I’m like you; things are happening at home that are beyond my control. I’m very unhappy a lot of the time.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Diana said sincerely. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m awful for wanting you to come, but I can’t help it. It would be the gear if you were living in the room next to mine.’

I’ll see what happens over the next few days, Brodie decided as she carried bags of food into the house. She knew you weren’t supposed to put food that had melted back in the  freezer, but she put it there all the same; it was unlikely to kill anyone.

 



Emma had been back in the house in Coral Street for more than an hour before she noticed the note behind the clock. When she read it, she couldn’t resist a little smile of triumph.

Since before she’d even moved into the house, Damian had been quite firm about her stay being temporary. ‘Our Di won’t mind you being there, but it can only be until the baby’s born and then we’ll have to look for a place of our own.’

That had seemed a bit unfair, Emma thought. Di was a single woman, while she was almost married and expecting a baby. If anyone should look for a place of their own, it should be Diana. She hadn’t told Damian how she felt; he and his brothers thought the world of their sister and wouldn’t hear a word said against her.

So Emma began a campaign to make herself indispensable. She kept the house spotless, did the laundry every day, and made large, nourishing meals - she’d been good at Cookery at school, though it had seemed a waste of time when it was so much easier to open a tin or a packet. Garth had slightly broken ranks and said he didn’t know what they’d do without her when she and Damian left. ‘Our Di never made such nice food - and she didn’t always make the beds, either,’ he said.

At this, Damian had nearly bitten his head off. ‘Di was out at work all day, that’s why,’ he snapped. ‘And she only didn’t always make the beds because some of us were still in them when she left for work. She looked after us when we were all at school,’ he told Emma.

At this, Garth had blushed and said he was sorry. Emma realized she would have to tread carefully if she wanted to get rid of Di.

She could tell from the hurt in Di’s big blue eyes that she missed taking care of her brothers, so did her utmost to make  her feel worse. It was a really horrible thing to do, because she liked Di very much, but the world was a horrible place and you had to put yourself first. If nice people like Di got trampled on in the process, then it was just too bad. A different woman would have told Emma to eff off, but Di was too soft and gentle.

Emma took the note from behind the clock and screwed it into a ball. The longer their sister was away, the more the lads would realize it was possible to live without her. Otherwise, once they knew where she’d gone, they’d be round to this Blundellsands place pleading with her to come back.

But she was bound to turn up one day and swear she’d left a note behind the clock and Emma would be suspected of having removed it. Best keep it and put it in a place like . . . like . . . underneath the fridge! If it ever came to light, everyone would assume it had fallen there accidentally. She smoothed the paper out, took it into the kitchen, and slid it into its hiding place.
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