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  I dedicate this work to Daryl Whiting of New Gloucester, Maine, USA.




  Daryl, sweetheart, never has the good fight been fought with better equilibrium, more humour, so much patience.




  Readers, I beg your support for cancer research. This scourge must be eradicated.




  Ruthie




  







  One




  Through a gap in the buildings across the road, a short stretch of the Mersey was visible. On the waterfront, things were back to normal, more or less. Cranes appeared skeletal

  against a sky lit by an enthusiastic full moon, their metallic limbs stilled for now, because tomorrow was the Sabbath. The repairing of docks had begun almost before end-of-war rejoicing had

  ended, since the coming and going of ships kept Liverpool alive.




  But up the road and further inland, areas of Bootle and the rest of the city waited to be rebuilt by a country impoverished by war. Piles of bricks and bags of sand and cement remained the

  backdrop of many people’s lives. It would happen, though. Eventually, the reconstruction of the community would be complete.




  The building behind Paddy still retained the old sign, Lights of Liverpool, since it had once housed a factory that had made electric light fittings and lamps, but it had been closed

  down. Eventually, Paddy had taken it over as a place where hungry dock workers could be fed, and where Irish people could meet at the weekends. It had several nicknames including Scouse Alley and

  the Blarney, but Paddy still called it Lights when it was used for a function. And today had been a function, all right.




  Paddy leaned against a wall and lit a cigarette. Out of several thousand Bootle houses, only forty had remained safe and steady at the final ceasefire. Roads had been repaired, and houses had

  been built, but in the year of our Lord 1958, some families remained in prefabs. ‘And the Catholics wait the longest time.’ Was this paranoia? Of course it was; some Catholics were

  properly housed, others were not, and Paddy’s family happened to fall into the latter group.




  Behind Paddy, the wedding ceilidh was in full swing. Irish folk music crashed out of an open front door and into nearby streets, as did the whoops and cries of five dozen guests whose behaviour

  was deteriorating with every Guinness, every tot of whiskey. The fighting hadn’t started yet, but two people had disappeared off the face of the earth, and those two were bride and groom.

  They couldn’t have gone far, since Reen’s shoes had four-inch heels, while the groom was no more sensibly shod in his built-up brothel creepers.




  Paddy, acting as security, loitered near the front doorway and fingered a whistle. When things got totally out of hand, a football referee’s equipment was as good as anything if help was

  needed. Ah. Here came young Seamus. ‘What is it now?’ Paddy asked.




  The unwilling pageboy, resplendent in a food-streaked white satin suit, shoved an item into the doorkeeper’s hand. ‘Our Reen’s took her knickers off,’ the child said

  gravely, his accent pure Scouse. ‘They were under the table with my stupid hat. They made me wear a stupid hat.’ He would never, ever forgive the world for that stupid hat. His sister

  Reen was the chief culprit, of course, but surely some other member of the family could have saved him from such dire humiliation?




  ‘Yes,’ Paddy replied with sympathy. ‘But you took it off in church, so you did. And that was the most important part of today. It’s all over now, but. You need never wear

  the thing again.’




  The little lad almost growled. ‘It’s on a lot of the photos. I kept taking it off, like, but people were always shoving it back on me head. Why won’t people leave people alone,

  Gran? All me life, I’ll be the lad in the hat. Mam will show loads of photos round the prefabs when I’m older. I look dead soft in that white satin thing.’




  ‘You’ll live it down. And the prefabs will be gone once our houses are rebuilt, so no bother. Away inside and tell your mammy that your sister is now Nicholas.’




  The lad scratched his head. Then the penny dropped. ‘Oh. Knickerless.’




  ‘That’s the chap.’




  He turned to walk away, still muttering under his breath about daft hats and frilly knickers. His own blood relative had forced him to dress up like something out of a pantomime. Liking Reen

  after this terrible day was going to take a degree of effort. He should have lost the blooming hat, should have put it where it might have been trampled underfoot till it fell apart. In fact, if

  he’d pinched a box of matches, he could have cremated the bloody thing.




  ‘Seamus?’ He was a beautiful child from a beautiful family, and Paddy was prejudiced, of course. But oh, he was gorgeous, and no mistake. Blue eyes, blond hair, good Irish skin.




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’ll be grand, so. I’ll see can I arrange the wedding album with as few photos of your daft hat as I can manage. Just leave it all to me. I’ll sort it as best I can, I

  promise.’




  ‘Thanks, Gran.’ He studied her for a few seconds. Patricia Maria Conchita Sebando Riley O’Neil owned Scouse Alley. She also appeared to own the supposedly temporary Stanley

  Square and all who lived there, though some people railed against her air of authority. The green rectangle, bordered by a tarmac path and twelve prefabricated bungalows, had been organized by the

  borough to house some of Bootle’s many displaced families.




  ‘Did I grow a second head?’ she asked. ‘You’re staring at me like I came down in one of those saucer things.’




  Seamus grinned. He was proud of his grandmother. Paddy O’Neil held her drink as well as any man, and she was an excellent doorman. She could spot a gatecrasher from twenty paces, and had

  been known to lift two at a time towards the exit. ‘You make everything right, Gran,’ he told her. She was his star, his saint, his everything.




  Paddy placed the whistle in a pocket. After patting her grandson on his Brylcreemed head, she walked towards the storage shed. Although this structure was made of thick metal, she could hear

  them, and they were at it like rabbits. ‘Maureen?’ she yelled, heavy emphasis on the second syllable. ‘Get yourself out here this minute if not sooner.’ There were two

  Maureens, and this one was usually named Reen. Both Maureens were mortallious troublesome, and the younger one would know she was in the doghouse, because she’d been given her full title on

  this occasion.




  The sudden silence was deafening. ‘I have your knickers, madam. When the creature you married went under the top table, he was after more than the dropped spoon, so he was. You are a

  disgrace to your family. No need for you to laugh at my Irish-speak, Jimmy Irons. The day I start losing my accent is the same day I’ll start being a bit dead.’ She waited.

  ‘Right, now. Will I blow this whistle and get you a bigger audience?’




  The door opened. A dishevelled bride did her best to conceal the groom, who was having trouble with his drainpipe trousers. Paddy wondered how he might feel in years to come when children looked

  at the wedding album. The photographs would be black and white, but the long-line, velvet-collared coat, the DA hair with the heavy quiff at the front, shoes with two-inch crêpe soles, black

  string tie – these could all become talking points. As for Reen . . . well . . .




  ‘Gran?’




  ‘What?’




  The bride swallowed. ‘Can you sneak us in the back way so we can have a bit of a wash in the toilets?’




  ‘A bit of a wash?’ Paddy looked her up and down. ‘Reen, it’s fumigating you need. Hair like a bird’s nest, cascara all over your face – yes, I know,

  it’s mascara . . .’ The dress, which had started the day like stiffened net curtains from a hundred windows, was now limp and soiled. One bra strap had escaped its mooring rings, so

  young Maureen was now one up, one down, a bit like the house in which Paddy had started life in the old country. ‘The cake’s cut, so away home, the pair of ye.’




  Jimmy stepped forward. ‘We waited till we were wed, Gran.’




  Gran tapped a foot. Who with any sense would get married in a bright blue suit with shocking pink socks and a quiff that tumbled further down his face with every passing hour? Paddy knew for a

  fact that he used rollers and setting lotion in the front of his hair. Had Reen married a big girl’s blouse? ‘Then why didn’t you start the shenanigans on your way back down the

  aisle? Or on the church steps? Once you’d signed the heathen English papers, you were married in the eyes of the state.’




  She looked them up and down. ‘And what a state this is. Just look at the cut of bride and groom, like tinkers at the Appleby horse fair. Away with the both of you. I’ll tell your

  mother you turned an ankle in one of those daft shoes, may God forgive my lying tongue. Go on. At least have the comfort of a bed before you start making babies.’ She sighed and shook her

  head; they were young, full of hope, and had a great deal to learn while navigating the stepping stones of real life.




  Jimmy glared at his grandmother-in-law. Built like a brick outhouse without being actually fat, she was unsinkable, unreasonable, unforgiving. And yet . . . and yet there was a kindness in her.

  ‘We don’t want no babies yet.’ His accent was treacle-thick Scouse, but at least he was Catholic. ‘We want some time to ourselves first.’




  ‘You’ll have what God sends to you, so be thankful and keep its arse clean and its stomach filled. Marriage is more than slapping and tickling, so think on. It’s a pledge for

  life, better or worse.’




  Think on? Jimmy was thinking on. He and his new wife had to live in a tiny space with Paddy and Kevin O’Neil. The design of Bootle’s prefabs meant that the bedrooms shared a wall,

  and he would be inhibited. Friday, Saturday and Sunday could be all right, because on those nights Scouse Alley became Lights Irish club, nicknamed the Blarney, and Paddy would be out of the house.

  But would those evenings be free, or would his mother-in-law from next door pay a visit with Seamus, her last resident child?




  Paddy cleared her throat. ‘Look, I saved this for you as the best present. The O’Garas have a brand new little semidetached off Southport Road, just finished, it is. I got the rent

  book for you, so you’re to have their prefab in a few days. Your furniture will be a bit of a hotch-potch, but beggars and choosers are miles apart—’ She was silenced when the two

  of them grabbed and hugged her until she could scarcely breathe. ‘Let me be,’ she gasped. ‘I’ll be glad to be rid of the pair of you, so.’ She glared at Jimmy.

  ‘Nobody wears those daft suits any more. Only the young gangs dress so stupidly, and here’s you making a show of my granddaughter.’




  He smiled at her. She was all sound and echo, and there wasn’t a bad bone in her body. ‘Thanks, Gran,’ he said. ‘Your blood’s worth bottling.’




  They left hand in hand to continue their marital business in Paddy’s temporarily empty house. ‘God go with you,’ the Irishwoman whispered as the couple disappeared round a

  corner. They were decent kids. Daft, but decent. And the daftness would be eroded soon enough, because life would move in on them. ‘Hang on to your silliness,’ she mouthed. ‘And

  hang on to each other, because this is a cold, bold world.’




  She lit a second cigarette and sat on a tea chest in the shed. Well over fifty years, she’d been in Liverpool. But if she closed her eyes, she was back in Ireland in that little one up,

  one down house, white with a black door, stuck in the middle of nowhere, miles of green in every direction. She saw cows and chickens, geese and pigs. It was a wondrous place, pretty, with an

  orchard full of apple trees, a secret stable where lived two supposedly matchless Arab stallions, and Ganga’s rickety sheds where stills bubbled and gurgled, and roofs and walls went missing

  in puffs of smoke from time to time. The isolation had been total. She just remembered when the house had been packed to the rafters with chattering people at the table, but most had disappeared

  over to England by the time Paddy was taking real notice.




  There’d been no school, and not a solitary book in the house. Ganga slept downstairs near the fire, while the boys had a couple of mattresses at the other end of the same room. Upstairs, a

  curtain separated Muth and Da from the girl children, so no one had ever been in doubt about the creation of babies. How had they managed when the house had been fuller? Paddy had no idea. Perhaps

  some had slept in barns and unexploded huts? Ah yes, that row of caravans. Many had slept in those.




  Ganga had been a sore trial, mostly because he blew up sheds with monotonous frequency. His life had been devoted to the perfecting of poteen, though he’d never really achieved that. He

  sold enough of it, sometimes taking off with the horse and cart for weeks at a time, only to return and cause further explosions all over the place. Paddy giggled. She remembered him with no

  moustache, half a moustache, one eyebrow, smoke rising from his flat cap. It was poteen money that had got everyone out of Ireland. It was poteen that caused all the explosions, but Ganga had

  blamed the spuds. Spuds, he had declared with every disaster, were not as stable as they used to be. The stud fees had been welcome, too . . . Paddy shook her head sadly, though a smile visited her

  lips. She had loved him . . .




  But Ganga had died there, in that little white house miles from anywhere, a jug of home-brewed cider by his chair, a ticket for Liverpool in his pocket. All his adult children and their families

  were established in England, and he had intended to join them. But when Micky Malone, the nearest neighbour, travelled twenty miles to pick up Ganga’s cows and horses, he had found a corpse,

  three rebuilt sheds full of alcohol, a couple of stills, and some distressed cattle. He tended the cows, led away the aged horses, buried Ganga, took the stills and all they had produced, then sent

  a message with money to the oldest of the male emigrants.




  Paddy drew on her Woodbine. Micky Malone had been an honest man, but when the money had been divided between all the Rileys, the sum for each of them had been paltry. When everything was sorted

  out, Paddy had received a pearl rosary from her dead ganga. The pearls hadn’t been real, of course. Muth and Daddy, now deceased, had done their best, God love them. They were buried in

  English soil, but in a Catholic cemetery. Paddy missed them every day of her life. Both had been immensely clever, yet neither had ever learned to read.




  But Paddy had mastered the art. In her late teens, Paddy – known then as Patricia – had been handed over to Liverpool nuns. Unable to read or write, she had been placed with

  five-year-olds and, because of her skill with arithmetic, was nominated as a junior teacher in that area; in return, she was taught to read within months, and was then moved out into society to

  keep company with her peers. ‘I shone,’ she whispered now. ‘But to what end?’ There had been no chance of further education. The Cross and Passionist sisters had taken her,

  a young adult, out of the goodness of their hearts, but Paddy had wanted to be a qualified teacher.




  ‘No chance,’ she mumbled. ‘But you won’t moan, Paddy O’Neil. You’ve a good man, a precious daughter and lovely grandchildren.’ Even while alone, she

  made no mention of her sons. She didn’t want to think about them. They had followed her brothers into the gaping maw of England’s capital of culture, government and crime. More

  recently, Maureen’s lads had made the same journey. Six of them gone, two from each generation. Were they all in gangs? No, she wasn’t thinking of them, refused to. Invitations to the

  wedding had been ignored, and— ‘Stop it,’ she snapped aloud. Not thinking about them did as much damage as thinking about them.




  The lovely grandchild returned covered in even more food and without the dreaded hat. He was worried. She could tell he was worried, because he was shifting his weight from foot to foot.

  ‘Gran?’




  ‘Would you ever consider the possibility of standing on both feet? You’ll have me dizzy.’




  ‘I counted, but I think she’s gone and hid some near the wall.’ The child bit his lip and stilled his lower limbs. He meandered on, throwing into the arena knickers, hat and

  his cheating mother. There were only seven bottles on the table, but there might be six or more hidden and she’d started singing. ‘I was busy with knickers, so I couldn’t watch

  her, could I?’




  ‘God,’ Paddy breathed. Maureen was a lovely girl, but she had a singing voice that might have persuaded the Titanic to accept its fate. ‘What’s she murdering this

  time?’




  ‘Cockles and mussels alive, alive oh.’




  ‘Bugger.’




  ‘That’s what Granda said.’




  ‘And she’s up?’




  Seamus nodded. ‘She’s up.’




  ‘On the table?’




  ‘On a chair.’




  Paddy delivered a sigh of relief. A chair was easy to deal with.




  ‘The chair’s on the table, and Mam’s on the chair, Gran.’




  She gasped, as if retrieving that mistaken sigh. ‘Jaysus, she’ll be the death of me, Seamus. Your mother’s a lovely woman, but . . .’




  There was a rule connected to Maureen, daughter of Paddy, mother to Seamus, to the bride and to a pair of sons who had moved south. She would go weeks and months without drinking, then an

  occasion would occur, and she needed a counter. Once appointed, the counter was in charge of keeping an eye on the intake. Twelve small bottles of Guinness constituted the limit. Once the twelfth

  empty hit the table, Maureen was handed over by the counter to Gran, who took her home.




  ‘Could be more than thirteen, Gran.’




  She bridled. ‘Oh yes? And what’s your eejit grandfather doing?’




  Seamus swallowed audibly. ‘First aid, I think.’




  ‘Holy Mother. So it’s kicked off?’




  The child nodded.




  It was chaos. Or, as Paddy described it, Bedlam with custard. Chairs had taken to the air, curses flew, while small heaps of people on the floor tried to beat the living daylights out of each

  other. Maureen, apparently oblivious to the situation she had caused, was balanced precariously on a chair, and the chair was far from steady on its table. The ceilidh band had escaped with its

  drums, Irish pipes and fiddles, while a clutch of emerald-clad young female dancers huddled in the kitchen doorway. The room, long and narrow when disguised as Scouse Alley, had partitions peeled

  back to make an L shape, and only the kitchen was separate and behind real walls.




  Paddy risked her unstable daughter’s safety, blew her whistle, and the scene became still life. Maureen, trying hard to balance, stopped inflicting grievous bodily harm on Molly Malone.

  ‘Thomas Walsh?’ Paddy yelled. ‘Get your stupid wife – my stupid daughter – down from the perch. Any higher and she’ll be having a word with St Peter.’ She

  waited until Maureen was back on terra firma. ‘Take her home, Tom.’




  ‘But you’re the only one she’ll—’




  ‘Away with your burden. Time you learned to control the mother of your children. Knock her out if you have to, as we ran out of chloroform.’




  A few people giggled, and Paddy’s right foot began a solo tap dance. ‘Do you know what this place is?’ she screamed. She delivered the answer to her own question in a lowered

  tone, because it fell into total silence. ‘Yes, we have a licence for weekends, but our first duty is to the dockers. This is a teetotal establishment to which anyone of any creed or colour

  may come for his lunch instead of going to the pub. Right?’




  The congregation murmured.




  ‘So now, fewer dockers meet their maker or a surgeon in the afternoons. That is our primary function, to keep safe and sober our men. Tomorrow, after Mass, the committee gets its hands

  dirty and Scouse Alley clean.’ Very slowly, she scanned the room with narrowed eyes. ‘Do you know what Orange Lodgers say about an Irish Catholic wedding? Oh, yes. They call it a fight

  with chairs, a blessing and rosary beads. I want this place spotless by noon tomorrow.’




  She stood her ground while family and guests began their attempt to clear the mess. Most of them were drunk enough to need a map to find their own feet, but she let them struggle on for a while.

  Even the priest was crawling round in trifle, bits of sausage roll and lumps of wedding cake. He was an old soak anyway, and Paddy was glad to see that he’d finally found his true level in

  life.




  With arms folded, Paddy maintained her stance. She knew how they talked about her, what they said when she got ‘uppity’. Liver Bird Number Three was one of her titles. Some reckoned

  she was the one that had taken flight, that she had come down to earth to watch over lesser beings and keep them on their toes. Others had her down as Irish mafia, as an avenging angel from the

  dark side, as a big-mouthed biddy from Mayo. Till they needed something, that was. Oh, everything changed when they ran out of money, because Paddy O’Neil was no shark, and she treated people

  well when it came to finance.




  When her gaze lit on her husband, she allowed herself a tight smile. He was one of her better decisions. From a family of fifteen children whose mother had died after delivering one final baby,

  he had made sure that his wife had not been weighed down by a rugby team. All their married life, he had kept a calendar, and Paddy had given birth only three times. Kev was a good man, the

  best.




  Her eyes slid sideways to today’s best man, another Teddy-boy idiot in electric socks, crêpe-soled shoes, and trousers that looked as if they’d been painted on. He was spark

  out on the lino, his carefully cultivated quiff sweeping the floor in its now collapsed state. The world had gone mad.




  Girls were as bad, if not worse. Those who couldn’t afford stiff, multi-layered net underskirts made their own waist-slips from cheap material with wire threaded through the hem.

  Occasionally such behaviour led to disaster, because a girl would sit on the wire, and the front of her hoop would shoot upwards to reveal stockings, suspenders and knickers. Boys celebrated such

  catastrophes, but many a girl stayed indoors for weeks after so humiliating an occurrence. Yes, they were all stark raving bonkers, and parents were mystified.




  Maureen was being dragged out by her husband. Her parting shot was aimed at ‘When Irish Eyes are Smiling’, but she missed by a mile, as usual. Tomorrow, she would be sober; tomorrow,

  she would make no attempt to sing. The impulse to murder music arrived only with the thirteenth Guinness.




  But tonight, Maureen had taken only six drinks, because tonight she needed to be sober. Remembering how to act drunk had been difficult. It was as if the booze altered every atom of her body and

  mind; she changed into a different person. ‘Let me go,’ she advised her supportive husband. ‘I touched hardly a drop. Michael and Finbar are back.’




  Tom Walsh ground to a halt. ‘You what?’




  ‘I’m sober.’




  ‘And I’m the pope. What about Michael and Finbar? Why didn’t they come to the wedding? Their sister’s got married just today—’




  ‘They couldn’t,’ she snapped. ‘God knows who’s on their tails.’




  Tom swallowed hard and processed his thoughts. ‘You let the wedding go ahead when you knew it could have been any or all of us? Who is it this time? The bloody Krays, the Bow Boys, the

  Spitalfields so-called sodding Soldiers?’ Furious now, he grabbed his wife’s shoulders and shook her. ‘Is it the Greeks?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she whimpered.




  ‘But you do know all them London bastards go for family. We could have been blown up. You took our lives into your hands—’ His jaw dropped as she took something from her

  handbag. ‘Who the buggering bollocks gave you that? Is it loaded?’




  ‘Course it is. What use would it be without bullets? Fin gave it me. They’re hiding with Ernie Avago. Well, they’re in his mam’s bedroom, God rest her soul.’ She

  returned the gun to its resting place.




  Tom groaned. Ernie’s mother would be spinning in her grave. ‘I’ll kill the bloody pair of them,’ he said. ‘My sons are criminals. I suppose Seamus’ll join

  them in a few years.’




  ‘He won’t. My Seamie’s a good lad.’




  ‘So were Fin and Michael till they went and found the uncles down the East End of blinking London. Come on, let’s sit in the shed for a minute, because my legs don’t know

  whether it’s Tuesday or dinner time.’




  They had scarcely opened the shed door when it happened. A large, black car slid almost noiselessly to the front of Scouse Alley. Two men emerged with machine guns. It was unreal. The shiny

  vehicle reflected moonlight, as did the weapons in the criminals’ hands. It was real. Tom pushed his wife into the shed, then hid himself behind the partially open door.




  He grabbed his wife’s bag, pulled out the gun and, with just two bullets, shot the intruders in their heads. He’d been a good sniper, though never with a weapon as small as this one.

  It was unreal again. But the car door opened once more, and that was very real. Tom felled the third man with professional accuracy; his time in the Lancashire Fusiliers had not been wasted. His

  knees buckled and he sank to the floor. It was all too bloody real. Never since the war had he killed. Trained for weeks in a firing range, Tom had become an asset to his regiment. He had medals.

  He had medals for his chest, and British civilian blood on his hands. Yet those machine guns would have killed everyone in the hall. He had saved many lives, but he felt sick to the core.




  ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ his sobbing wife prayed.




  The doors of the main building slammed shut, and lights were turned off. That would be Paddy’s doing. Tom’s mother-in-law was always on the ball, and she was following well-sharpened

  instincts. ‘Stay where you are,’ he ordered Maureen. ‘There could be a second car. I’ll be with you, so don’t worry.’ He dug in her bag and found spare

  bullets.




  No second car arrived. When half an hour had disappeared into eternity’s backlog, Tom left the shed and knocked on the door of Scouse Alley. ‘It’s only me,’ he

  stage-whispered. He entered a silent room lit only by the small red ends of thirty or more cigarettes.




  ‘What happened?’ Paddy demanded. When her son-in-law had supplied the quiet answer, she walked to the door and stepped outside. Three bodies. No visible witnesses. She thanked God

  for the moon before fetching Maureen from the shed. ‘Not a word,’ she threatened. Inside, she told the audience that an old car could have backfired, but they must all stay where they

  were just in case something was about to kick off, since it might have been gunfire. Then she shone her torch and picked out Kev and two relatively sober and trustworthy men. Tom led them out.

  Three nearly sober men, three dead gangsters, three machine guns. Everything was coming in threes. Guns, ammunition, a car and three bodies had to disappear before daybreak. And Paddy’s two

  eejit grandsons were at the back of it. She would rip the truth out of them even if it took a scalpel to do it.




  People were getting restless. ‘Look,’ she told them.




  ‘We can’t look – it’s too bloody dark,’ replied a disembodied voice.




  ‘Listen, then, Smarty Pants. Very, very quietly, let’s sing “Faith of Our Fathers” in thanksgiving for a lovely wedding on a lovely day. The bride and groom are gone, but

  the rest of us must stay here until we find out what’s afoot outside.’ She switched on a few of the lights.




  So they sang in an almost whisper the battle hymn of all Catholics: ‘Faith of our fathers living still, in spite of dungeon, fire and sword . . .’




  Paddy nudged Maureen, who was crippled by near-hysteria. ‘When we don’t want you singing, you fire on all cylinders. Come on, now. Fa-aith of our fa-a-ther-ers, holy faith, we

  will be true to thee till death. We will be true to thee till death.’ Three dead. Three corpses, three semi-automatic guns, one huge car in front of Scouse Alley. Fortunately, all the

  blinds were closed, so no one could glance out at the horrible scene. She did, though. Tom was swilling blood off the paths. In the moonlight, it looked black, like thick oil. The car and the

  bodies were gone, and Kev was searching the ground with a flashlight. She thanked God that ‘Faith of Our Fathers’ was such a long and repetitive hymn.




  ‘Paddy?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Can we go now?’




  ‘Just stack the chairs, then leave through the kitchens. I want to see none of you at the front in case that was a gun firing. We’re not far from bonded warehouses, and some Saturday

  nighters might have a thirst and no sense. Go on with you. Maureen, pull yourself together and take your son home. Walk with the men. Tom will be back soon, I promise.’




  Maureen blinked stupidly, like a woman trying not to wake on a workday morning. ‘He killed—’




  ‘Shut up. Shut your mouth before I find a padlock for it. He did what he had to do. He saved my life, yours, Seamus’s. Your husband’s a good man, and well you know it. This was

  never murder.’




  ‘But Mam—’




  ‘I’ve changed me mind. Stay here with me. I don’t want you strolling along and letting your brains pour out through that colander you call a skull. I can’t trust you not

  to talk out of the holes in your head, especially the one gaping above the jaw.’




  The scraping and stacking of chairs drowned the women’s words. Paddy warned her daughter again. ‘Not a syllable in front of Seamus. And you’d be best off saying nothing when

  your daughter manages to separate herself from the Teddy boy she married.’




  ‘I’m scared, Mam.’




  ‘And I’m not?’




  They were alone at last when Tom came in. ‘Done and dusted,’ he mouthed. ‘Maureen, your gun’s in Davy Jones’s locker. Car burned well away from here, petrol tank

  exploded, everyone of ours safe.’




  ‘And the bodies?’ Paddy kept an eye on Seamus, who was picking debris from the floor. ‘Well?’




  ‘Cremated in the car.’




  Paddy, still strong as a horse, suddenly felt her age. A woman in her early sixties should not be needing to worry about delinquent brothers, sons and grandsons. Michael and Fin had gone south

  to look for work, and they had probably found it with their uncles and great-uncles. Paddy’s brothers, too old now to carry weight in the East End, had passed their unstable crowns to her

  sons. Those sons, in their forties, were now training their own children and poor Maureen’s boys.




  ‘Mam?’




  ‘Leave me alone a minute, so, Maureen.’ She walked into the huge rear kitchen and leaned on the sink. Descended as she was from a determined Irish clan and from shipwrecked

  Armada-ists way back in time, Paddy had a temper fit to strip paint. It was bubbling now in her throat like heartburn after too hefty a meal. ‘Ganga,’ she whispered. ‘Ganga,

  Daddy, Muth, I’ve let you down. I’m sorry, so sorry.’ She hadn’t been the oldest in her section of the huge family, but she’d been the oldest girl – hence her

  Irish/Spanish name. In the mother country, women kept the men on a path as straight and narrow as possible. But she’d let her brothers go, and they had married southern Protestants.

  ‘And look at the result,’ she spat softly.




  Her sisters were probably fine. They would have married within the church and were doubtless scattered hither and thither throughout the north of England. A few of the lads were said to be

  decent and hardworking, so she could be proud of most of the original immigrants. But her brothers Peter and Callum had gone to the bad, and the result had turned life upside down tonight. In her

  head, she carried a picture of what might have been. She saw Scouse Alley, currently Lights, filled with crumpled bodies, blood and flesh everywhere, no movement, just the odd groan from those who

  hadn’t died immediately.




  ‘Gran?’




  She dried angry eyes. ‘Seamus, hello.’




  ‘Don’t cry, Gran.’




  She squatted down and held his shoulders. ‘Promise me, lad. Promise me you’ll never go to London.’




  ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘They could send me anywhere.’




  Paddy swallowed. ‘Who could?’




  ‘The army. I want to be a crack shot like my dad.’




  A knife pierced her heart. ‘Why would you want to be a sniper, son?’




  He shrugged. ‘I just do.’




  It would be all right, she consoled herself. Last week, he’d wanted to be a train driver, and she remembered from months ago his determination to be a fireman or a bobby. He would grow out

  of the army idea, had to grow out of it. ‘Go home with your daddy, sweetheart. I’ll see you tomorrow.’




  Alone except for Maureen in the hall, Paddy began to focus on Finbar and Michael, Maureen’s older boys. Poor old Ernie Avago was lumbered with them. They had brought hell to Liverpool, to

  their own family, to a lovely old retired dock worker who hadn’t a clue about his lodgers’ true nature. What was his real name, now? Ernie had been christened Avago by his fellow

  dockers, because whenever he encountered a man with a difficult task, he always said, ‘’Ere, lad. Let me ’ave a go.’ Avago. He would help anybody, would Ernie. And now, he

  was nursing in his generous heart two devils from the depths of hell.




  Maureen entered the kitchen. ‘Mam?’




  ‘Did you calm down at all?’




  ‘A bit.’




  ‘Right, well make sure it’s a big bit by morning. I want to go and save Ernie Avago. I can’t have him full of bullet holes courtesy of the Kray twins.’




  Maureen hung her head.




  ‘Well? What are you hiding from me, madam? All your life you’ve been unable to lie to me.’




  ‘I’m not sure.’




  ‘And? Lift your head this minute.’




  Slowly, the younger woman raised her chin and faced her angry mother. ‘Fin and Michael are with the Spits, I think.’




  ‘The Spitalfields Soldiers? Are you sure? Not the Bow Boys?’




  Maureen shrugged. ‘They’ve stolen something from somebody, and that somebody sent our visitors to get it back or whatever.’




  ‘Whatever? Whatever’s whatever?’




  ‘Blood. They would have shot my sons or members of the wedding party until they got the truth. Fin and Michael must have mentioned the wedding. Each gang has spies in the others. So

  whatever the Spits know, the Bows, the Krays and the Greeks also know.’




  ‘So who did we kill and cremate?’




  Maureen had no idea.




  ‘And you knew this might happen today? How could you let the wedding go on if you knew what could arrive here?’




  ‘Reen would have been heartbroken if I’d stopped her big day.’




  ‘Heartbroken is better than dead.’




  Maureen straightened her shoulders and stuck out her chin. ‘Always so sodding sure, aren’t you, Mother? I stayed sober and did what I could. We can’t all be like you, patron

  saint of the righteous. Just stay out of my way, because you are getting on my bloody nerves. I’ll deal with this.’ She paused. ‘My husband and I will deal with it. Keep out of

  our business.’




  Paddy sat on a stool. It hadn’t been easy, any of it. For a start, there was a whole dynasty to think about, and she didn’t know half their names. Muth, Daddy, Paddy and her siblings

  had been the last to be shipped out of Ireland, and all the others seemed to have been gone for years. Muth had been a useful sort of person in the house, and Paddy had pulled her weight on the

  land, as had her father, brothers and sisters, so they had been kept on until Ganga had saved that final pile of cash. ‘Just me, now,’ he had declared. ‘And I’ll be grand,

  so. In a few months I’ll be with you. Micky Malone’s missus will do me a bit of baking, and I’ll be down to the ferry boat quicker than a bull at a cow, so I will.’




  With her head in her hands, Paddy placed her elbows on the huge wooden drainer next to the sink. Ganga had died in the old country. Muth hadn’t thrived. Liverpool had crushed her with its

  crowds, its noise, its busy-ness. At the beginning of the Great War, she had taken to her bed and faded away. After a short period of mourning, Paddy’s generation began to disperse, marry and

  move to various parts of England. ‘Including London,’ Paddy whispered. ‘To hell with London and its gangs.’ But she should know where her siblings and their offspring were.

  Too busy working, too busy establishing Kev’s stall on Paddy’s Market, the business that had provided the funds for Scouse Alley.




  She’d married Kev, and had borne three children. Her brothers, Peter and Callum, were lost for ever. Her sons, Martin and Jack, were similarly doomed. No God would ever forgive the deeds

  performed by members of those East End gangs. Paddy had learned about her brothers only when two more generations had joined them. The situation had been further clarified by newspaper accounts.

  Reading about her own son in jail for GBH, seeing his photograph on the front page . . . Oh, God. That a child of hers could beat halfway to death an old jeweller who refused to pay protection

  money . . . ‘Stop this,’ she told herself.




  Maureen was still here, but two of her sons had followed Uncles Peter, Callum, Martin and Jack to hell. Reen had married today, and Seamus had moaned about his white satin cap. ‘I’m

  glad you weren’t with us, Daddy.’ Paddy’s father had followed Muth to heaven within a year, and Paddy felt glad that he hadn’t survived to a great age to see the performance

  here tonight.




  What next? Maureen and her husband Tom might well be in danger. Their sons Finbar and Michael were definitely as safe as if standing in quicksand, while poor little Seamus, Maureen’s

  precious afterthought, must be protected at all costs. And what if the London lot knew about other members of the clan? They lived all over the place, and Paddy hoped they were, for the most part,

  decent and honourable folk doing jobs, raising families, living the ordinary, acceptable life.




  She raised her head and looked round the huge room. No matter what, cauldrons of scouse must be ready by Monday lunch time, soda bread must be prepared, with tea or cocoa to finish. For the

  first time in many a year, Paddy wished she’d stayed in Ireland. She had never been one to look back in anguish, to complain about the English, to mourn the loss of a prettier, greener home.

  Children got educated here, got jobs, got on in life. She had good company, shops, a business to run.




  Maureen. Ah, she would calm down quickly enough, because she’d never manage without her mother. Paddy and Maureen were close, and this was a serious problem, far too tangled and dangerous

  for Maureen and Tom to handle. But who could manage the unmanageable? Where to start, where to go, what to say?




  Oh, God. It was complicated. They had to find out what had been stolen from whom and by whom. Three men, whose provenance remained a mystery because they were dead, would be missed within hours

  or days. Were they from London? Were they northerners hired by the big boys down south? Would more come to look for the disappeared ones and should a weapon be acquired for Tom? How long did it

  take for an old woman to go mad in a big kitchen with only her thoughts for company?




  No matter what they’d done, Fin and Michael were family. ‘I suppose that’s how Mrs Kray reasons with herself,’ Paddy said out loud. ‘She ignores what they do, yet

  she’s reputed to stand up for women everywhere. No, no, I can’t go to her for help. Low profile, Paddy,’ she told herself.




  ‘Talking to the walls again, love?’




  She jumped, a hand pressed to her chest. ‘I thought you’d gone home, Kev.’




  He shook his head. ‘I’ve been wandering round in circles outside, kept meeting meself on the way back. No, Paddy. I’ll go nowhere without you at a time like this.’ He sat

  on another of the stools and rolled a cigarette. ‘What the blood and sand are we going to do about this little lot?’ he asked.




  ‘Nothing.’ Paddy raised her shoulders. ‘I’ve had the sack from me daughter. She says she’ll manage.’




  Kev sputtered on trapped hysteria. ‘Our grandsons, Pads.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘And our sons.’




  ‘And my brothers, yes, yes, I know. Three generations of heroes. But we have to sit tight and see what happens. However, no matter what Maureen says, we go to Ernie Avago’s tomorrow

  even if it means missing Mass.’ She sighed deeply and rose to her feet. ‘Come on, lover boy. Let’s go and listen to the eejit grandson-in-law beating the hell out of our spare

  bed.’




  ‘Paddy, he’s a good lad.’




  ‘I know, I know. Just leave me something to laugh at, would you?’




  They locked up. Kev stepped away from the door, but Paddy stayed where she was.




  ‘Pads?’




  She inhaled deeply. ‘You know when you’re thinking about something, and something else moves into your head? And the second something has nothing at all to do with the first

  something? I was thinking about the second something earlier on, but it jumped through a hoop in the middle of my new first something. I wonder do I have dementia?’




  Kev shook his head. It was a good job he understood Irish. ‘No, love. If you’ve got dementia, God help the rest of us – you’re the clearest thinker for miles. What is

  it?’




  ‘Caravans.’




  ‘Come again?’




  ‘That’s how they did it. When there were too many of us in the house, I mean. There was a big stone-built barn with one of the long sides missing. That’s where they slept, I

  suppose. In painted wagons. We used to play in the last one. I think there were four or five of them at one time, then all but one were gone, as were uncles, aunties and so forth. We stayed for

  years, as I already told you many a time. Ganga minded us well, you know. Strong man. Survived the worst potato blight when he was young, brought his family through some bad times.’




  Kev waited for her to reach the end of the path she was currently treading.




  ‘The aunties and uncles will be dead by now, but I’ve cousins out there somewhere. And second cousins, too.’




  ‘Are you starting a gang of your own, Pads?’




  She tutted. ‘No, but there’s safety in numbers. We must advertise.’




  ‘Under lost and found?’




  She clouted him with her handbag. ‘Under personal messages, you dope.’ She paused. ‘Tom did wrong in the eyes of the law, but right in the cause of justice and for the sake of

  family. We would all have been dead. Now, that’s the sort of strength Ganga had. Never a penny to his name, too busy sending everyone over to England.’ She leaned on the door.

  ‘And no one could read or write. They were supposed to stay in Liverpool and in an Irish community where they might be found by word of mouth. But they didn’t. Their kids grew up,

  married and sallied forth. I’ve had tales from hereabouts, so I know roughly where they are, but I need to look for them.’




  ‘Why, Paddy?’




  ‘No idea. Let’s get home.’




  I saw them, saw what they did. Set fire to a car with three people in it. But I was busy myself, and I’ve plenty to hide. Cheap tart this time, just a nylon scarf and

  a pair of poxy earrings, probably Woolworth’s best. ‘Will you step into my parlour, said the spider to the fly . . .’




  







  Two




  The natives were becoming restless again. SmithdownRoad, always a hive of activity at weekends, had slipped with the rest of the country into a chaos made for teenagers, by

  teenagers, no adults allowed. Grown men could be seen standing in shop doorways scratching their heads and wondering, not always silently, why they’d bothered to fight in the second war.

  ‘Keep your bloody creepy shoes off my door,’ yelled many a shopkeeper while washing his paintwork. Teddy boys swaggered along swinging heavy chains. These lads were noisy, greasy,

  ill-dressed, ill-mannered, up to their quiffs in testosterone and determined to impregnate anything that moved.




  There had been a shift, a slight rocking of the planet’s axis, because youth had grabbed life by the throat without warning. There was a silent synchronicity at the start. With no obvious

  discussion on the subject, they had suddenly appeared, males as gaudy imitations of Edwardians, females in wide skirts that hung to mid-calf. These were signals; from now on, older people would be

  forced to heed the requirements of the young. Curfews imposed by parents didn’t always work. There was new music, a new order that was decidedly disordered. Earth had tilted, and nothing

  would ever be the same again.




  On Saturdays, girls promenaded on one side of the road, boys on the other. Someone with a whimsical turn of phrase had christened the occasion the ‘Saturday Prom’, and the title had

  stuck. It was colourful. Females with cash or indulgent parents displayed stiff net underskirts in many shades, and almost everyone was a bottle blonde. Several had hair from which all natural

  texture had been stripped by frequent applications of peroxide, while their faces looked as if they’d been plastered on with small trowels and finished off with miniature paintbrushes.




  Parents might laugh at or rail against such displays, but for young females, this was serious business. They were Dianas, goddesses of the hunt. Although they presented themselves as prey, they

  were, in truth, the seekers of victims. Their traps were baited, their antennae set on red alert, and their radar was in tiptop condition. Scarcely aware of their goal, these fine, nubile

  time-bombs were in charge. They needed a boyfriend, a fiancé, then a husband. It was the law. Young women who were not engaged by the age of twenty-one were destined for the shelf.

  Spinsterhood was dreaded, and the idea of further education never entered their heads; it was marriage or nothing, and nobody wanted nothing.




  Dresses in glazed cotton were the order of the day for girls, while boys wore their silly uniforms: long-line jackets in bright colours, thick-soled shoes, tight trousers, dazzling socks and

  ties like bootlaces. But an uneasiness had descended of late, because fashions were changing, and no one was sure what was supposed to come next. It was time to alter clothes and attitude again,

  but the new formula was still in its development stage, probably somewhere south of Watford.




  Teenagers of the fifties had grabbed their chance by inserting punctuation marks in time, by taking hold of the nowhere years and using them to their own advantage. No longer did they dress as

  their parents dressed; no longer did they follow family patterns when it came to work. Choice was theirs; they would make up their own minds. Teenagers were a force to be reckoned with; they were

  challenging the mores of their elders. And their elders were bemused, to say the least of it.




  ‘Why?’ Theresa Compton stood in the window of the launderette. Her husband, too disabled for full-time or strenuous work, sat behind her on one of the customers’ benches. He

  had wiped down all the machines while Tess washed the floor. The place stank of Dettol, because Saturday evening was the big clean-up time.




  ‘Mad, isn’t it?’ he replied. ‘What happened, eh?’




  She shook her head. The war had been over for thirteen years, and things had started to look up, but the kids had gone strange. It had all seemed to happen overnight. As recently as 1955, young

  people had left school on a Friday, had started work the next Monday. They followed dads to the docks, mothers to the dry-cleaning company, to the biscuit factory, to shops and offices.




  But now, they seemed to have developed a disease that started with a blinding rash that covered their whole bodies. Most were too young for employment, but several of the older ones rushed away

  from work at the weekend and donned this strange clothing. ‘I wonder what me mam would have said about this lot?’ Tess’s mother, dead for several years, had been an Irish

  immigrant with no time at all for change. She’d worked hard, worshipped faithfully, died in her sleep. ‘I’ll bet she’d have clouted our Sean and our Anne-Marie. I reckon

  these daft swine wear their coats long to hide the splits in their tight trousers. As for Anne-Marie – she has to squash her skirts to get through a doorway.’




  She moved closer to the window. Sean wasn’t visible, but Anne-Marie was acting all coy and daft in the company of a Protestant in a pea-green coat with the compulsory black velvet collar,

  and electric blue socks peering cheekily from under the hems of abbreviated trousers. ‘Their trousers are too short,’ Tess complained. Pea-Green had crossed the road to be with

  Anne-Marie, who was only fifteen. He’d better keep his hands to himself, or he’d be in serious trouble.




  ‘That’s to show off their socks,’ Don answered. ‘They look like they’ve all escaped from some bloody circus.’




  ‘Don’t swear,’ Tess said almost absently. She turned round. ‘Did you go and have a look at that carpet I told you about?’




  ‘I did,’ he answered. ‘And it’s horrible.’




  Tess bridled. By no means a large woman, she seemed to swell when annoyed. ‘But it’s all the rage, Don. Are you sure you looked at the right one? Skaters’ Trails, it’s

  called. Everybody’s buying it.’




  ‘Everybody’s buying shocking pink socks and sticky-out underskirts, but we’re not. Mind, you’re only too right in a way. They’re all at it, Tess, not just the kids.

  Furniture with daft, splayed-out legs, convex mirrors that act like something out of a Blackpool fun house – everybody looks distorted in one of them. What’s the point of a mirror like

  that, eh? There’s nothing solid any more. And that carpet you’re on about is as ugly as sin. They even had what they called a coffee table. It was curved upwards at each end, looked as

  if it might take off any minute. Hideous. Made of plastic supposed to look like wood, but it didn’t.’




  ‘You’ve no taste, that’s your problem.’




  ‘I have. Utility’s good enough for me. And there’s nothing wrong with that Axminster square up there.’ He waved a hand towards the ceiling. ‘It’s a nice flat.

  We don’t need carpets.’




  Tess held her tongue. The second bedroom had been divided into two smaller rooms for the kids, and they were growing. She wanted a house, planned on letting the flat and continuing to supervise

  the launderette while Don went into estate agency in the empty shop next door.




  She sighed. Menlove Avenue wasn’t far, yet it seemed a million miles from this busy road. An ambitious woman, Tess had always pictured herself in a nice semi-detached with gardens, on a

  tree-lined avenue, among posh neighbours and with a washing machine in the kitchen rather than in a shop beneath their living quarters. The car was paid for, the launderette practically ran itself,

  and there was money enough for a deposit on a house and for Don’s estate agency. Well, she thought there was . . .




  But she had just one problem: she hadn’t yet advised her husband that he was going to be an estate agent. It was a nice, clean, elegant job. All he needed was a desk, a telephone, adverts

  in the evening paper and someone to do the running about for him. Oh, and houses. Yes, he would need a few of those.




  She looked at him. He was a good dad, a decent enough husband, a man with a total lack of enthusiasm when it came to betterment of self. Injured at Dunkirk, he had been rendered unfit to work in

  the building trade, but he knew enough about the business to recognize a decent house for sale. He should handle the elegant end of the market. She was thinking the word ‘elegant’ all

  the time, wasn’t she? But a semi on Menlove Avenue was so important. It was her goal, all she wanted, all she thought about.




  ‘What are you cooking now?’ he asked.




  ‘Nothing.’ It was probably because of Mam and Dad, God rest them. They’d slept in a gypsy caravan in a barn, children crammed together at the warmer end, the two adults near

  the door. Yes, there had been a door, but it never fitted properly. Tess shivered. She remembered meals at a huge table inside the white house, an occasional bath in front of a roaring fire, the

  scent of apples fermenting their way towards cider, sounds like gunfire when a still decided to give up its dead in huts dedicated to the manufacture of illegal spirits. The ganga man had sent

  everyone to England and, because no one could read or write, everyone had eventually lost touch with everyone else. ‘I want us all safe,’ she said quietly.




  ‘We are safe.’




  ‘I want to own a house,’ she said.




  ‘And I want a new knee, but I’m not likely to get one, am I?’




  ‘You can drive. You’ve got your blessed car. What have I got? What have we as a family got? A rented flat and ten washing machines. I want a house, Don, a house of our

  own.’




  He groaned. ‘Menlove Avenue beckoning again? Look, I can’t go out to work full-time and pay a mortgage.’




  ‘Yes, you can,’ she snapped. ‘You can rent next door and help folk sell their houses. Our Sean can be your assistant. It’s a clean job, a damned sight better than the one

  he’s got now, all motor oil and filthy nails. Have you seen the state of him when he gets home?’




  Don’s mouth hung open.




  ‘Shut your gob; there’s a tram coming.’




  He snapped his teeth together. ‘I’d need real money to put next door right. I doubt it’s seen a paintbrush this century.’




  Tess turned and faced him properly. ‘There’s two ways to go about it. You can set yourself up, or you can work for Maitland and Corby. They want to open smaller branches in what they

  call the suburbs. We can make an appointment with them any time. There’s a basic wage, gas, electric and phone paid for by them, and you get a percentage of everything you sell.’




  Don didn’t like the sound of it.




  Tess didn’t like the sound of whatever was happening outside. She dashed to the door and stared wide-eyed at the scene in the middle of the road. Dozens of teenagers on massive motorbikes

  had driven up between the Teddy boys and their wide-skirted female counterparts on the opposite pavement. The leader held up a hand, and all the bikes stopped. He cast an eye over the multicoloured

  locals. ‘Look,’ he shouted, mockery decorating the word. ‘Still back in the Dark Ages.’




  Drainpipe-trousered lads became round-shouldered as if trying to disappear altogether. Even their chains lost sheen and hung limply from hands that didn’t know what to do with

  themselves.




  Don stood behind his wife. ‘Rockers,’ he whispered.




  ‘More like crackers, you mean.’




  ‘Their leathers must have cost more than a month’s wages,’ Don continued. ‘As for the bikes – they’ll be on the never-never.’




  The Rockers were laughing at the out-of-touch Teds, while pillion passengers, mostly female, dismounted and poked fun at the Smithdown Road girls. Rockers’ chicks wore jeans and boots,

  denim or leather jackets, gloves and roll-necked jumpers. Even on a summer evening, riding was a chilly business.




  ‘So this is what comes next,’ Tess muttered.




  ‘Half of it,’ Don told her. ‘The rest are Mods. They ride scooters and wear army greatcoats, and they want peace. That means ban the bomb, Aldermaston and making love instead

  of war.’




  ‘I don’t like the idea of that,’ Tess pronounced.




  Don kept his counsel. She wouldn’t like the idea of the retort he bit back, would she? When she’d wanted a baby, she’d found a way of making love to a man who could take no

  weight on one of his knees. She’d been gentle, tender and loving, but it had been just a means to an end. Two children, one of each, and she was finished with all that. Occasionally, very

  rarely, he managed a pleasant moment when she turned her back on him in bed, but the love had gone out of her. She was allowing him a favour for old times’ sake, no more than that. He was a

  beggar at the queen’s table, and the humiliation was killing him. There had to be an end to this unsavoury situation, and he must speak up soon; in fact, he should do it now.




  ‘We have to get away from here,’ she said.




  Don continued to hold his tongue, because once he started, it would all tumble like Niagara.




  ‘I know it’s not far, but it’s far enough. I can’t see this bike lot roaring up and down a nice residential road with trees and grass verges, can you? Bay windows, too.

  I’ve always wanted bay windows.’ She looked him full in the face. ‘Don?’




  He turned and limped back through the door, his hand shaking on the stick that aided his walking. His children were important to him, and he’d planned to drift on until they were on their

  own roads, no walking stick required to assist them along the way. Why couldn’t she stop meddling? She was meant to have been satisfied with her launderette and her flat, but nothing would

  stay her determination to keep up with the Joneses she hadn’t even met.




  She came in. ‘What’s the matter with you?’




  His kids were outside but nearby. They were wearing the wrong clothes, articles that had been crossed off the lists of many teenagers twelve months back. He half expected Anne-Marie to fly into

  the shop at any moment; she had jeans and blouses upstairs. ‘Leave me alone, Tess,’ he said.




  She folded her arms and stood in front of machine number seven. He looked almost as sad as he’d been after Dunkirk, defeated, heartbroken and completely wrecked. Uneasily, she shifted her

  weight from foot to foot. At the start of the war, she’d already been pregnant with Sean, but she had needed him for Anne-Marie . . . Yet he’d never complained, and he still managed

  sometimes to make it happen . . . He didn’t understand her, had never understood what went on inside her head, the memories, the fears, the need not to get pregnant again . . .




  Don looked his wife full in the face. When had she last kissed him? When had she placed a hand on his thigh, an arm across his shoulders, her head on his chest? Why did he have to make love

  without seeing her face? Love? There was virtually nothing left in him, either, apart from this fierce, protective affection for the children. Yet the cold, hard woman with whom he had lived for

  twenty-odd years was still the best-looking in Liverpool. Her face, with its almost heart-shaped beauty spot on the right cheekbone, was perfect. He wanted her, but he was no animal.




  He took a deep breath. ‘I’m here for the kids,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll go when they go. I don’t want to buy a house with you, live with you, eat with you. If

  we had another room here, I’d be sleeping in it.’ There. He had said most of it. Yet he derived little relief from opening his mouth and speaking his truth. He felt terrible, as if he

  had trodden on a small creature with no means of defending itself. Because she couldn’t help being what she was. Why she was what she was – that was another matter altogether, and not

  quite a mystery.




  Tess closed her mouth so quickly and inaccurately that she bit her tongue.




  ‘I’m still a man,’ he reminded her as gently as possible. ‘I might walk like a ruptured duck, but I’m all there apart from that. We’ve lived a lie since our

  Anne-Marie was born. Everybody managed without all sorts while you worked and saved for this business – and all power to you – well done. But you never asked what I wanted. When you go

  to the chippy, you always fetch me a steak pudding. I might fancy cod once in a while, but you don’t ask. In your mind, I’m just a steak pudding, a body at the table, a man whose stiff

  knee holds you back. It’s no way to live, Tess.’ This wasn’t living; it was an existence, no more.




  She felt as if the world had shifted sideways on its axis. ‘Where will you go?’ she asked, her voice cracking.




  ‘I’ve somewhere to go. It’s a bit late for you to start worrying about my welfare, isn’t it? I got married where you told me, when you told me, let my kiddies go to RC

  schools. When I came back from war early and less than perfect, I realized I’d got more affection out of the ancient mariner who brought me back in his leaky boat than I’ve ever had

  from you.’ He was being cruel, yet he couldn’t stop the words pouring like hot magma from a tear in the earth’s crust.




  Tess stared at the floor, wished it would open up and swallow her. The expression on his face, or rather the lack of expression, made her sick, ashamed and . . . and alone. She was suddenly

  terrified. Anne-Marie would leave school in a few weeks, and she wanted to go in for hairdressing. Apprentices and improvers worked long hours. Sean was doing mechanics in a garage, and he was

  already talking about getting a flat with a couple of mates. ‘Don’t leave me,’ she begged, hating herself before the words were out. She couldn’t be left, mustn’t be

  left.




  He stared hard at her before answering. ‘You left me years ago, Tess. I’ve read that many books, I’m an almost-walking encyclopedia. Invasion by Danes, Romans, Saxons,

  I’m your man. I know most poets, the workings of the internal combustion engine, how to build a bloody dry-stone wall, how to make a patchwork quilt. Dickens, Mark Twain, even Geoffrey

  flaming Chaucer; I’ve digested the lot. And all the time, you’ve followed your road and dragged this bloody cripple along at the back of you.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’




  Don smiled, though his eyes remained cold. ‘Oh, yes, you’re sorry. Sorry you won’t get a three-bedroom semi with gardens, horrible carpets and a fly-away coffee table.

  I’ve no intention of becoming an estate agent. There’s very few houses for sale, anyway, because we’re still rebuilding what Hitler bombed. No, I’m quite happy manning the

  phone six mornings a week at Braithwaites, ta. It may not pay much, but a builders’ merchants is right for me with my experience.’




  That was the point at which Tess suffered her first ever panic attack. It closed in without warning or mercy, removing light from the room, air from her lungs, strength from her limbs. Something

  hot yet chilling coursed through her veins, while her heart went into overdrive, fluttering and jumping about behind her ribs like a bat in an unfamiliar cave. She was cold to the bone. She was in

  a caravan on a winter’s night, the only warmth available the body heat of her siblings, at least one of which number still wet the bed almost every night.




  Don, believing she was having a tantrum of some kind, lowered his chin and drifted back in dream time. 1936. She’d had hair like ripe corn, eyes of the clearest, brightest blue, a neat

  little figure, and a mind as clear as a bell even then. Her family, with whom Tess had no longer lived, had been dragged into the equation by a local nun who’d learned of the banns.

  Prejudiced beyond measure, the tribe had fought Tess’s determination to enter a mixed marriage, albeit within the Catholic Church. Priests, teachers and even a bishop had been dragged into

  the ring, but Tess had remained unmoved. She told everyone that she would live in sin, so she finally achieved permission to marry. Don should have known then. From a relatively affluent family, he

  had been a good catch. But his father’s premature death and his mother’s second marriage to a wastrel had put paid to Tess’s hopes before her marriage to Don was two years old.

  Then the war, then the knee, then the steak puddings . . .




  Tess loved Tess. She guarded herself against return to the conditions of a childhood that had been impoverished, uncertain and pugnacious. When it came to food and clothing, it had been child

  against child, and may the best urchin win. A smaller than average girl, she had suffered, so she wanted a warm nest and plenty of space and nourishment. These were her rights, and he had been the

  one with the duty to furnish her with such requirements. But he had failed by losing his father, his father’s money, and the use of one of his hinge joints. She never expressed concern about

  the pain caused by a shattered patella, by the mangling of connective tissue, by the worsening of everything when arthritis moved in.




  ‘Don?’ she managed.




  ‘What?’




  She was hyperventilating. ‘Get somebody. Heart attack.’




  He leapt to his feet, grabbed the stick and made for the door.




  With two fingers in his mouth, he delivered a whistle shrill enough to shatter good lead crystal. The leader of the newly arrived Rockers was by his side in an instant. ‘What’s up?

  Can we do something?’




  ‘Get the doc, please. Black front door halfway down the block opposite this one, tell him Tess Compton’s collapsed. She’s on the floor.’




  There followed a flurry of activity involving Anne-Marie and Pea-Green, Sean and a couple of friends, the doctor, and the leader of the leather-clad invaders. ‘Panic attack,’

  announced Dr Byrne eventually. ‘Get me a paper bag and clear this room.’




  The leader of the bike pack ushered everyone but Don and the doctor into the street while Tess blew into the brown bag. Gradually, colour returned to her cheeks and she managed to shift until

  she rested against a washing machine. Panic attack? She’d been inches from death, and her whole life had run through her head like a fox chasing chickens. ‘Pain in my chest,’ she

  breathed before returning the paper bag to its designated place. After a few more breaths, she spoke again. ‘Living here’s not doing my health any good,’ she announced, her tone

  rapidly approaching normal. ‘I think I’m allergic to all these detergents.’




  Don shook his head almost imperceptibly. Even now, she was fighting her corner. ‘I meant what I said, Tess.’ He gave his attention to the medic. ‘She wants a house on Menlove

  Avenue, and I’m putting my good foot down. Just because I’m a cripple, she thinks I’ll give her anything she wants. Tess is a bit old for tantrums, but she does her best when she

  needs to put on a performance.’ Molly performed. She sang and played the ukulele, and she didn’t moan or mither.




  Stephen Byrne placed himself next to Don on the bench. ‘What your wife just experienced is very, very real. Something’s knocked her sideways. It might be an event in her past, or a

  recent shock—’




  But Don had released a fury he had suffocated for years, and he could scarcely help himself. ‘House on Menlove Avenue, doc. Oh, and I have to be an estate agent with our Sean, who gets his

  hands dirty in his present job, the job he chose because it suits him. I said no to all of it, and you might as well know that this marriage has been over for going on fifteen years. When the kids

  leave, I leave. I’m not telling them that, but she might. Because, you see, our Tess here is the most selfish creature I’ve ever met. She thought I would inherit my dad’s building

  firm, but she got disappointed. She thought she’d married a strapping man, but she got disappointed. And to give her her due, she has worked damned hard to get where she is.’ He paused.

  ‘Where she is, you see. I’m just a steak pudding and mushy peas.’ He smiled tightly. ‘You can ignore that last bit.’




  Dr Byrne was lost for words.




  Tess found several. Don had never appreciated her. She couldn’t be on her own, would never manage by herself. This panic had happened because she couldn’t cope with his threats to

  leave her all alone after twenty years of marriage. Yes, thought Don, she was doing well considering she’d emerged just moments earlier from a panic attack.




  ‘Well, you’re all right now.’ Don stood up and made for the door.




  ‘Where are you going?’ his wife demanded.




  ‘Out to see a mate. Later on, it’ll be a pie, a pint, and a few games of arrows. Even a bloke with one knee can enjoy darts.’ He couldn’t say any more, because for some

  reason, he felt perilously close to tears. Even now, after all he’d been through, there was something about her that made him sad, needful, angry, heartbroken.




  ‘See?’ screamed Tess. ‘He’s the selfish one, and it’s—’




  Don slammed the door, stepped onto the pavement and faced his beloved children. Self-loathing was already diluting his anger; he could not have stayed in the launderette without continuing to

  rant.




  ‘Is she all right?’ Anne-Marie asked anxiously. ‘What happened? Is it her heart? She said it was her heart.’




  Don shook his head. ‘No. She just got upset about something and lost her breath. Go in and look after her when Dr Byrne’s finished.’ He got into his car and drove away. As soon

  as he was alone he began to tremble, and he pulled into a side street at the earliest opportunity. Never before had he faced up to her. She was bright, but not bright enough to react to the

  sarcastic comments with which he sometimes peppered his longer chunks of oratory. ‘She probably doesn’t listen,’ he told the handbrake as he applied it. But he couldn’t have

  drifted along in her wake this time. No. He’d been forced to become a tugboat heaving and hauling HMS Tess into dock, because she would have sold him down the river this time.

  ‘You’re thinking in metaphors, Don,’ he said aloud. ‘And she can’t help it. Just remember that.’




  But his memories went their own way. Her laughter, clear as a mountain stream running over smoothed stones, her beautiful face, her hands, those wonderful legs. Where had she gone? What had she

  become, and was he to blame? ‘Stop it,’ he snapped aloud.




  Anne-Marie would have loved to move to Menlove Avenue, because a much-admired rebel named Lennon lived there. A pupil at Quarry Bank School, he had formed the Quarry Men, and they played at

  local fetes and fairs, usually with a bevy of girls cheering them on. But Anne-Marie had enough boyfriends. There was Pea-Green, for a start, and the lead rider of the newly arrived Rockers seemed

  to have taken a shine to Don’s pretty daughter. She looked like her mother but, so far, she seemed not to have inherited Tess’s selfish streak. Anne-Marie was as engrossed in fashion

  and music as the next teenager, but she had heart.




  ‘Do you have a heart, Don Compton?’ Did he? If he had feelings for anybody other than his children, they were all for Molly Braithwaite, widow of the deceased Matthew. And therein

  lay the twist in the tale, because he might move on to enjoy all the benefits of Matt Braithwaite’s legacy, while Tess, who had married for money, would continue to miss out. He cleared his

  throat. A part of him understood Tess, because she’d had a bugger of a childhood, and she was a frightened woman. But he couldn’t stay outwardly compliant any longer. His wife was

  frigid in his company, and he needed to get out of the refrigerator, longed to sit near a cosy fire with Molly and her mad dogs.




  Molly was a big woman with a smile that sometimes put the sun to shame, and a laugh that was infectious. She would never match Tess for looks, but Don had learned the hard way that beauty was

  indeed skin deep, and that a pretty face could hide a cruel heart. Oh, Molly. He grinned stupidly and shook his head. Brown eyes, brown hair, a few strands of grey claiming space above her ears.

  She dyed it. When he’d asked about the colour, she had shrugged. ‘Shit brown like the rest of me head. More gravy?’ They had looked into the sauce boat, noticed the colour and

  howled in near-hysteria.




  Her house, separated from the business by a couple of acres, was like herself – big and beautiful. She made a man of him in and out of bed, gave him much to be pleased about, including

  interesting, often inedible meals, and affection. Yes, she adored him. And the increased speed of his heartbeat whenever he approached his place of work reminded him that he, too, was standing

  perilously close to the brink of love.




  He closed his eyes. Was Madam Tess planning to play up? Would she sing to the gallery, to the kids, to the doctor? The man had declared her panic attack to be real . . . ‘I’ll get a

  book from the library,’ he whispered. Well, if he could become an expert in car maintenance and dry-stonewalling, psychiatry or psychology should be a walk in the park. Panic attacks.

  Increased adrenalin, the doc had said. Pure fear. What if she went crazy? Could he leave her if she finished up on drugs and all kinds of therapy? What sort of man would behave in such a way?




  Well, sitting here would shell no peas, as Molly might have put it. She would be half expecting him, though she seldom demanded a move up the list. He worked alongside her every morning apart

  from Sunday, and most lunch times were spent in her company, as were several evenings when he was supposed to be playing darts. Sometimes, he felt as if he might be betraying his children, but they

  were almost grown, and he’d done his best. As a disabled father, he had brought them through their early years while Tess had struggled to save for her own business. He had done his job, and

  he kept reminding himself of that fact.




  Molly had no children. She and Matt had tried for years, but she’d finally settled for a couple of occasionally mad retrievers and some tropical fish. The fish made her sleepy, the dogs

  kept her awake, nobody criticized her and, taken all round, she thought she was better off with animals. Her one reservation was Sam, who had been expelled from dog school for eating equipment and

  trying to have sex with a miniature poodle, but she managed to forgive him. She managed to forgive everyone and everything, because she was in love with life.




  The dogs greeted Don when he stepped out of the car. They understood his unsteadiness and always made room for him. Molly waved from the doorway. She was losing weight. ‘You look

  good,’ he called.




  She embraced him and led him inside. ‘Well, I’ve given up the slimming club,’ she announced. ‘Seven and six a week to be told off in front of everybody like a kid

  that’s never done its homework? Sod that for a game of hopscotch. So I pinched a diet book and I’m doing it meself. She must have been coining it, that Glenda one. Come in. I’ve

  finished the lessons in acupuncture. All the needles are ready, and you’ve won first prize.’




  Don shook his head wearily. In the past couple of years, she’d done massage, which was lovely, cake decorating, which was rather hit and miss, and now she’d been messing about with

  some Chinese chap and a pile of fine needles. She was ordering him to get his kit off.




  ‘Bloody hell, Molly. Give me a break, will you? I’ve had a terrible day, and you’re kicking off with designs on my body.’




  She blew a raspberry. ‘Listen, cheerful. I’m only halfway through tattooing, so my designs are a bit limited, just butterflies and birds. No, I’m going to stick pins in you,

  see if we can get that knee a bit looser.’ She studied him for a few seconds. ‘What’s happened? Does she know about me?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What, then? Sit down; you look like you’ve gone eight rounds with a pro boxer. Will I get you a brandy? Cup of tea? Some crayons and a colouring book?’




  ‘Shut up, Moll. No. First, promise me you’re not studying to be a tattoo artist.’




  ‘Joke,’ she said before shutting up while he told her the lot. Rockers, bikes, Menlove Avenue and estate agency were all delivered wrapped in Skaters’ Trails carpet while she

  sat quietly and listened. ‘So,’ Don concluded, ‘she went and had a panic attack. I didn’t notice at first, then, when I did notice, I thought she was putting it on, but Dr

  Byrne said it was genuine. She’s scared. I told her I’ll be leaving her when Sean and Anne-Marie have gone – if not before. Terrified of being on her own, she is. And to be

  honest, I’ve never been sure about her nerves. At least my bad knee’s visible because of the way I walk. What’s wrong with her could well be in her head, and we’ve no

  bandages or calipers for that.’




  Moll watched his face and shared his pain. ‘And you drove off before the doctor left?’




  ‘I did. I was in such a bloody mood, I had to park away from the road until I stopped shaking.’




  ‘Not nice, Don.’




  ‘I know that.’




  She touched his hand. ‘I’ve seen her, you know. I got dressed up in all me muck and took a load of washing there. She’s pretty.’




  ‘Yes, she is.’




  ‘So you want me for me money, eh?’




  ‘Of course.’




  Molly threw her head back and guffawed. She had a laugh only slightly lighter in weight than that of a dock worker, and her whole body shook. Well, the bits that weren’t encased in an

  over-enthusiastic all-in-one girdle shook. She was his oxygen, his entertainment, his comfort. ‘I love you, Moll.’ There. He had finally said it.




  That put a stop to her merriment. She wanted this man, but not at any price. ‘Don, I don’t care if we live tally, cos we don’t need certificates except for proof of insanity.

  But I do care what happens to her. If Tess’s price is a house on Menlove Avenue, a bit of carpet and a bent mirror, she can have all that. I’ve two hundred thousand doing nothing, and a

  business I’ll flog as soon as I feel like it. She can keep her launderette, live on her tree-lined avenue and have new furniture if she wants it. We’re off to Harley Street, you and I.

  There’s a chap who does knees with metal and plastic or something. He can use putty for all I care, as long as we can get that leg a bit better.’




  He blinked back a reservoir of emotion. Chalk and cheese? No. Molly was solid gold, while Tess was steel, shiny, cold and heartless. She was also frightened halfway to death, because she needed

  scaffolding all round to preserve her air of normality. ‘She wouldn’t take it off you, love.’
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