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One


1946


It was different here. Different? The houses hadn’t changed – bay windows, little front gardens with paths and gates, glazed attic dormers perched on some roofs, several residences doubling as shops. ‘It’s me,’ Alice Quigley informed her canine companion, ‘it’s me that’s different.’ Had returning to Penny Lane had an effect? ‘It’s stronger than ever, Frank,’ she whispered.


It. The bloody it was taking over her life, and she wasn’t in the mood. Muth had nominated Alice’s it her ‘otherness’, as it separated her from ordinary people. She was special. She saw things, heard things, knew things . . . ‘But not today, please,’ she whispered. Having moved house just this morning, Alice was in need of some supplies.


The sky was splitting into small prisms, tiny shards with no glue holding them together. ‘Sugar,’ Alice spat. ‘Clouds next, Frank. Clouds, mist, grey blotches, then action from long ago or far away. Or both,’ she reminded herself. Would she ever see the future? A rainbow was trying to form right above her head, but chances were that she alone could see it. Oh, Frank sometimes saw, too. And today it was different, more powerful than ever before. She needed answers to a hundred questions.


As she opened the door of the ironmongery a few inches, shapes began to form in the air. It was, at first, a corner of the eye moment, a heraldic split second that warned of something momentous, and she tried to shake it off. She had no time for messing about today, because Dan was coming home soon. Did she have a choice? Had she ever had a choice? Frank, on his new red lead, was pulling slightly, trying to hold her back. He probably knew the day was out of order.


All her life, Alice had experienced visions, flashes of times past – even of the present in places far away. Why now? Ah, it was clearing . . . no, it lingered inside the shop, and it belonged to the woman behind one of a pair of counters that formed an L in line with two walls. Alice pushed the door to widen her view of the interior.


The shopkeeper was handsome, tall, middle-aged, with threads of white woven into severely pinned-back dark hair. The forehead was high, cheekbones well defined, and she carried herself proudly. There was an inherent elegance that defied the unremarkable clothing: a grey dress, a washed-out blue cardigan and an apron that tried hard to remember being white. This shop was not the right setting, since the keeper seemed to be a rare jewel planted in base metal.


But Alice was here for . . . firewood and . . . and . . . ? For years, she had experienced othernesses, strange moments that were sometimes frightening and always strange. ‘You’re different, child,’ Muth had insisted. ‘You will see and know what others can’t, because you are a seven, and so am I.’ A seven? Alice wished she could have been a one or a six or an eight, or . . . or anything bloody ordinary. Even bottle-bottom glasses would have been preferable to second sight.


The back wall of the shop was covered by creeping sepia smoke that only she could see. No. Once again she was all but certain that Frank could see it, too. It became a huge face with a wide-open mouth that seemed to frame a silent scream. So far, there was nothing new – she’d seen it all before.


Alice opened the weighty door as far as it would go and stepped inside. There was no choice – she always had to face whatever turned up. Running would make no difference, because things always caught up with her, damn them. ‘All I want is to be normal, Frank,’ she said behind gritted teeth.


The large, white dog hung back, his behind planted firmly on the outer doorstep.


‘Get in,’ ordered the owner of the nervous boxer. ‘Do as you’re told.’


He scratched an ear. It was one of the habits he employed when wishing to distract himself and others. ‘In, Frank,’ Alice repeated.


He abandoned his protest and followed her, parking his backside firmly between paraffin heaters and firelighters. It was going to be one of those days, and he wasn’t best pleased, because moving house was enough to take on without visions and all that palaver. He scratched the other ear. He hadn’t even been fed yet.


‘Unusual dog,’ the shopkeeper announced. ‘One like that, I am never see before in my life. Sad face, but so beautiful.’


The newly arrived customer managed a tight smile; this ironmonger lady was by far the most unusual item in the small shop. ‘You’re not English.’ At least Frank was inside now, though he looked about as happy as a wet and windy weekend in Blackpool. He was doing that blowing out of his cheeks thing again.


‘No,’ the woman replied after a pause. ‘I am Russian, from a village over to the west of Moscow. But in England now many years.’ She stared hard at the customer. ‘Sitting down, please. Your face is being pale.’


Alice sank onto a hard kitchen chair. ‘Alicia Marguerite Quigley,’ she said. ‘But they call me Alice.’ The shop darkened; even the street outside looked black, as if Penny Lane had acquired its very own dense cloud.


‘Olga Konstantinov. In Russia I am Konstantinova, but here I find women take father’s name unchanged, so I do same. Shop is called Konnie’s Korner – bad English I know, but my father wanted a name to remember.’ She shrugged apologetically.


Smiling became impossible for Alice, and the shopkeeper’s voice faded away as her customer shifted into another dimension. The small, seated visionary accepted the inevitable, since there was little she could do to alter her environment. Frank settled, thought better of it, and moved to stretch out across Alice’s feet. He would guard her; his job was to care for the woman who fed and loved him.


A door in the corner disappeared, as did all the display shelving. There was a cart. Muffled hooves seemed to beat the earth until the cart stumbled and spilled its contents onto the ground. Bodies. Adults and children tumbled down when a wheel parted company with the rest of the vehicle. The corpses fell in impossible shapes that imitated broken marionettes. It was like a silent film that kept sticking on the reel: jumpy, too fast, too slow. Alice stared into violence and chaos, and she shivered in spite of the warm weather. She was looking at the results of an unholy massacre.


‘Madam?’


Alice was beyond listening to the here and now. ‘Children,’ she whispered. ‘Clothes ripped off. Jewels sewn in the hems of girls’ dresses. Children,’ she repeated. ‘All dead.’ A lone tear trickled down a cheek. ‘Sweet Jesus Christ in heaven, what am I seeing? And why am I seeing it?’


Fortunately, there was a chair behind the counter, and Olga dropped onto it, grateful for the support offered by this wooden item. Was the unknown customer another Rasputin, the creature who had tried to rule the whole of Russia through his so-called mysticism? She shivered. In her book, Rasputin was a son of Satan, and she was grateful to those who had supposedly murdered him. Hell must have claimed the man, as he had been suitable for no other destination in the afterlife.


For Alice, the picture faded, leaving just the silent, wide-open mouth, which disappeared after a few seconds. She blinked while returning to the now. ‘Sorry about that. It happens. I’m the seventh child of a seventh child – I wish I wasn’t. I get visions. This one was yours, though. What I just saw belongs to you and your family from somewhere else, not here, not this country.’


Olga allowed a few beats of time to pass. ‘I am having no family here or anywhere.’


‘In Russia?’ Alice asked. ‘Have you nobody in Russia?’


‘My grandfather and my father brought me here. My mother, she die young when I was about ten years. I have also two brothers who bled – they had bleeding disease and they die also when very young.’


‘Haemophilia?’


Olga inclined her head. ‘I am carrier. If I have sons, they bleed, so I not marry. If I have daughter, she carry the illness and pass it on. Is only way to stop, to be alone, have no children, make it end.’


Alice swallowed hard; this Russian lady was afraid. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


But today’s show wasn’t over. Frank raised his head and stared mournfully at his owner. Being a boxer meant that he always appeared puzzled or morose, but he managed a wonderful imitation of grief by displaying the whites of his eyes. He followed his mistress’s gaze, which was fixed on the woman seated behind the counter.


Alice saw a younger Olga in a ball gown. Diamonds and other jewels – green ones – twinkled in a tiara and at her throat, and she was beautiful. ‘Your dress was purple, but not darkest purple. Like a deep violet. Where were you when you wore that gown?’


The ironmonger shivered, but felt bound to answer. ‘It was our dacha. Usually small house for summer days, but ours was big. It was ball when I was almost eighteen years. Next day, we leave to other parts in Europe, and Europe was at war. Difficult, so journey took days. Romanov family dead one week after we go. We are escape revolution.’


‘So you’re rich?’ Alice’s words were delivered on a whispered breath. ‘Royal, like?’


‘No, not rich,’ was the quick reply. She paused for a second. ‘My father, Ilya Konstantinov, had farms. We had money enough, but not very rich.’


‘And your mother?’


Olga sighed as if defeated. ‘She was . . . connected to Romanovs.’


‘Romanovs?’


‘Tsar Nicholas was killed with family and servants. Nicholas cousin to my mother, but we no speak of this. I have forty-seven year now, but Russia will find me out if you speak. Our lands gone, our houses gone, yet they fear return of royalty.’ She smiled and shrugged. ‘They think I go back with army? Just you, myself and dog? Speak not of what you know from today. As far as Russia believes, I am dead. Allow me to remain safely dead.’


Frank chose this moment to rise to his feet and yawn before pointing a wrinkled face at the ceiling and delivering his impression of a whole pack of wolves, as his howling changed key for each one. Exhausted after a minute, he collapsed.


‘He’s too spoilt to howl for long,’ Alice said, pulling herself together determinedly. ‘Give us two bundles of firewood, Olga. I need a shovel and a box of candles, too. Oh, and calm down, will you? I’ll not tell nobody nothing about what happened here today. Anyway, I bet Russia’s not interested in you no more.’


Bearing candles and a shovel, the Russian returned to her counter. ‘Me, I am being learning the English very slow. You go fast and make too many negatives. We being teached about double negatives.’


‘Taught,’ Alice replied promptly, a smile broadening the vowel sound. ‘You a Catholic?’


‘Russian Orthodox, but I go any church – don’t care. Christ say where two or more gathered, he is among.’


‘Not in the House of Commons or the Lords, I reckon.’


Both women laughed. ‘Nor in Kremlin,’ Olga chuckled. ‘Stalin believe in Stalin, workers grateful for pennies they get. Idea is poor are all same, while rich bank in Swiss places. They think we not know this, but my father is understanding what was to happen. So we run and are come to here.’


‘I am running too, Olga. Lived in Bootle and got wiped out. There were only two houses standing on our road when the war ended, and they looked a bit drunk, all wobbly chimneys and crooked doors, and no glass in the windows. And funnily enough, we’re being resettled here, in the house where I was born.’


‘No!’


‘Yes. They’ve built an extra bit downstairs for my husband. He’s had a stroke and can’t do stairs. How much do I owe you?’


‘Two shilling and sixpence; is good shovel.’


‘It had better be – that’s a day’s wages for some.’ Alice placed two florins on the counter and took her change. ‘I’ll see you soon.’ She picked up her purchases, and Frank followed her out of the shop.


Olga Konstantinov sat for a while, her mind busy processing the recent happenings. It was a strange world, yet she had made a friend at last. Since Batya’s death, she’d been so lonely, communicating only with customers before going up to eat in the living quarters above the shop. Raising her eyes heavenward, she thanked her Maker. ‘Spasibo,’ she mumbled. ‘Thank you, God.’ And she also thanked her dad, her beloved Batya, for sending Alice Quigley to Konnie’s Korner. Olga had sold a shovel, but her heart had given itself away to a large white dog with sad eyes and a face that needed ironing.


Alice’s neighbour on one side was a thin yet robust woman of indeterminable age with lisle stockings (wrinkled), very white teeth (false), rusty red hair, two sons (God alone knew where the buggers were), and a laugh that sounded like water rushing to find its way down a plughole. Although Alice was a native of Liverpool and inured to the speed of its speech, she decided that keeping up with this woman was going to be difficult. She found herself fascinated by the other’s eyes, because a turn in the left one grew more pronounced when she became excited.


Vera Corcoran was a character, and she worked hard to show Alice she was deserving of the title. She had delivered babies, tended the sick, laid out the dead, and seemed to know everyone’s business. The Hillcrest family were all in a ‘sanctimonium’ with TB, Bert Warburton had been arrested for drunk and ‘disorderedly’, while an unfortunate woman called Philomena Lever had shingles on account of her Annie who had come down with chicken pox. ‘But Jimmy won’t let me do it no more,’ Vera went on sadly. ‘People die at night and babies are born at night, so he made me stop, cos he wants me safe.’


Alice began to feel dizzy; did this woman never shut up? On the other hand, the relentless flow gave her time to work out Vera’s eye problem: sweat on the nose caused spectacles to slip, and the eye returned to its rightful place of abode only when the glasses were pushed back into the correct position.


By two o’clock, Vera had stripped and cooked the bare bones of Alice’s curriculum vitae, and she intended to fill in all missing flesh at the earliest opportunity. A new neighbour was fair game and great fodder for Vera’s eclectic portfolio. Dan, Alice’s absent husband, had suffered two strokes. The first had struck when their Bootle house had got flattened and he’d been digging his wife out of rubble under which she’d been trapped; the second and larger event had happened on the docks, where he’d been loading munitions to be returned to arsenals at the end of the war.


‘What a shame,’ Vera said, head shaking. ‘Was he not in the war, love? Might have been safer abroad instead of lugging all them bombs about. Why wasn’t he called up?’


‘Fallen arches,’ Alice replied while she had the chance. ‘He couldn’t have got through basic training with feet as daft as his, so he specialized in loading munitions instead.’


‘And he’s been away for months with these strokes?’ Vera asked, sliding the words in between her descriptions of nightmare births and gruesome deaths, club feet, cleft palates, bunions and a very bad case of pneumonia in the middle of June 1941. ‘So I was always busy. What’s the dog called?’


‘Frank.’


Vera blinked and adjusted her specs. ‘No, I mean what make is it?’


Tempted to say ‘Rolls-Royce’, Alice curbed her impatience. ‘He’s a boxer.’


‘Oh.’ The neighbour wasn’t stumped for long. ‘I didn’t know they made them in white.’


‘Neither did I. He’s quite a rare specimen.’


Vera folded her arms under a non-existent bosom. ‘Was his mam white?’


‘No. She was a kind of blonde colour – I have a photo of her somewhere. It’s black and white, but you can see that she’s pale.’


‘His dad?’


‘No idea.’


Vera launched herself into yet another tale, this time about the disgrace of a white woman with a white husband. ‘They live in Smithdown Road. She had a little lad, a darkie. She says he’s a throwback, and he is – a throwback to when the Yanks were here. Her husband fought his way through the desert and up Italy while she was working under the American air force one at a time.’ She patted her metal curlers. ‘Well, I’m saying one at a time, though you never know with Yanks, do you? Randy buggers, the lot of them.’


Alice found no answer; she’d had enough of the surreal for one day.


‘Have you got anybody round here, like? You know what I mean: family, friends and all that.’


‘I had six sisters. One emigrated to Australia, and three died when a shelter got hit. Their kids are that bit older now, but it was sad when it happened, all crying and a big funeral with three coffins.’ She pinned Vera with piercing blue eyes. ‘Dad’s dead. Muth talked him to death, cos she never learned when to shut her gob. He just hit the floor like a sack of rocks while she was moaning on about the neighbours, know what I mean?’


Vera bridled. For a small-boned woman, she bridled quite well, seeming to expand upwards and outwards while she unfolded and refolded her arms. The metal curlers shivered slightly as her head moved quickly from side to side. Her displeasure was evident, and her spectacles slid down her nose no less than three times, so overheated did her skin become.


Alice, aware that her neighbour was shifting up a gear, put out her hand and patted Vera’s arm. ‘Lovely to meet you, Mrs Corcoran. I must go in and start getting the place ready for my Dan. They’re bringing him home soon.’


‘Oh. Can I help? I’m very good with them what’s not well. Our doc’s always saying I should have been a nurse, cos I’m a natural.’


‘Er . . . no need, thank you.’ She didn’t want the eyes and ears of Penny Lane assessing her worth, her furniture and every word she spoke. ‘I know where all the stuff is, so I’ll manage better by myself.’ She turned and walked into her house with Frank hot on her heels. The door clicked shut, and she pressed her back against its welcome support. Getting used to Vera Corcoran wasn’t going to be easy. She wondered who lived at the other side. Oh, how she hoped Vera was a one-off . . .


That click. She opened the door an inch or so, then closed it again. The click; she remembered it. ‘I must have been no more than two or three when we left here, Frank.’ The scents arrived – Dad’s pipe tobacco, Muth’s pan of scouse, a whiff of Derbac soap, the smell of clean, bleached sheets hanging from the pulley line. ‘I do remember, Frank, I do.’ She had worshipped her father, and had come to hate the woman who had given birth to her. For the first twelve years of Alice’s life, she’d been Muth’s favourite, the clever one, the sighted child, the angel. But as soon as Alice had begun to have opinions of her own, things had changed. ‘And my sisters were jealous of me, Frank.’


The dog sat at the bottom of the stairs, his face an embodiment of misery. It was hours till feed time, and this wasn’t a proper place yet, since there were boxes everywhere. Removal men had positioned larger items of furniture, but much of the Quigley household was packed in cartons. And his mistress was expecting something else to happen, though he couldn’t work out what the something might be. He waited for her to move, but she’d gone into one of her quiet times, so the dog yawned, lay down and slept. If there was no food, he might as well absent himself from this new situation.


Alice grinned at him. He could sleep at the drop of a hatpin, and oh, how she loved him. The Russian ironmonger promised to be interesting, too. Perhaps Penny Lane might turn out to be a good move.


As she walked towards the rear living room, the area set aside for Dan, she heard muffled voices that gradually got louder. Her dad was crying, while her mother released a wail the like of which Alice had never heard before. A newborn screamed, but the sound ceased suddenly, as if somebody had switched off a wireless. This was day one, she told herself. The othernesses connected to this house would probably get worse . . .


Returning to the hall, Alice stood by Frank and heard nothing apart from the dog’s snoring; it was plain that he hadn’t been disturbed by any of the sounds. But one thing was for certain sure: the house on Penny Lane, the place in which her life had begun, was not at ease. The trouble belonged to her parents, as had she. Well, as long as it didn’t bother Dan, she would cope, she told herself firmly. Dan had always been deaf and blind when it came to his wife’s visions, thank goodness.


The front door knocker hammered. It was a lion’s head – now, how had she managed to remember that? Perhaps she’d noticed when following removal men in and out. She opened the door. Frank placed himself beside her. A tall, well-built man stood on the step. He gave off the odour of cement, and his facial skin was grey, as if the materials of his job had covered all exposed parts of his body. ‘Yes?’ she asked.


‘Mrs Quigley?’


Alice inclined her head.


‘I’m Harry Thompson and I live next door. The builder paid me to help with the extension and fit your new bathroom, so I thought I’d call round and see if it was right for your husband’s needs. I’m really a plumber, but most of us have become jacks of all trades since the war.’ He glanced down at his feet. ‘I’ll take my boots off if you’ll let me in.’


She widened the open door while he removed his workday footwear. ‘You’re all sand and cement. Go on, then. I’ll follow you through.’ She shook her head and grinned while walking behind him – he had sizeable holes in both socks, and his clothes were filthy.


They stood in the new room, Frank between them. Like a spectator at a tennis match, he moved his head from Alice to Harry, from Harry to Alice, keeping pace with the lines they delivered.


‘So all you do, Mrs Quigley, is get the temperature right and push the wheelchair in. Of course, you’ll have to give him a bit of a wash first, but this will rinse the soap off him. When he gets a bit better for you, he might be able to climb in the bath.’


Alice smiled sadly. ‘I don’t think so. The second stroke nearly did for him, you see. He’s a big chap, built on the same lines as yourself.’


Harry nodded. ‘Right, I’ll stick a bell in.’


‘A doorbell?’


He laughed. ‘An alarm. If I’m at home, I’ll hear it, then I can help you with him. It’ll ring in my house. Your dog’s taking it all in, I see.’


‘Yes, he does that. Never misses a trick, my Frank.’


‘Frank?’


Alice nodded. ‘He was already Frank when I got him. Grief-stricken, he was, because his owner had died and he’d been locked in with her body for two days. He took to me straight away, though. I lived in a bedsit in Sefton Park, but I was allowed to keep Frank as a guard dog.’


Harry chuckled. ‘What a ridiculous face.’


Deadpan, Alice turned and stared at him. ‘Me or the dog?’


‘The dog, of course. He looks like he ran at a wall in top gear and pushed his nose in with the force of impact.’


‘He’s beautiful, Mr Thompson.’


‘Harry. I’m Harry. And yes, he is beautiful in a crazy, mixed-up way. It’s the two grey spots on his forehead – they make him look like a deep thinker.’


‘Oh, he’s that, all right.’ She looked round the room. ‘You’ve done a good job, but tell me why there’s a grid in the floor here.’


He explained that he’d studied wet rooms when helping to fit facilities in an old people’s home. ‘The whole room’s a shower, because you’d never get a wheelchair over the rim of a standard shower stall. I’m not just a pretty face, you know. I went up to Maryfields and spoke to Dan himself, and the staff. Matron said a wet room was a good idea. And you’re right – he is about my size, so take care of yourself.’


‘What did Dan say about the bathroom idea?’


‘Well, he nodded when I told him, and I think he asked me to keep it as easy as possible for you. They say his speech is improving.’


‘It is, God help us.’


He grinned. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘He’s very left wing. He could start a war in a shopping basket. He’ll be going on about it being 1946 and when will this bloody health system they keep talking about be up and running proper, and why are war widows given such poor pensions, and who does the adding up when it comes to income tax, because the soft bugger needs a new abacus. In words you might use as a plumber, he’s like a tap with a washer loose, drip, drip, drip. Pick a subject, and he’ll have an opinion.’


Harry’s laugh was infectious. It seemed to rumble like thunder from his diaphragm before spilling out loudly enough to crack the tiles on which they stood. She found herself joining in until her stomach ached, while the dog, unamused by all the noise, left them to it. In his opinion she should have been looking for his blanket, but she seemed to think she had better things to do.


Harry stopped laughing. ‘Do you want me to run a second alarm through to the other side? Vera Corcoran – she’s small, but she’s strong.’


Alice took a long draught of oxygen. ‘No, thanks.’


Harry grinned again. ‘Ah, so you’ve met her? We call her the Penny Lane Echo, because she knows the news before it happens, then spreads it all over the place. But she’s not a bad person, Mrs Quigley.’


‘Alice.’


‘Alice, then. And I might be as much at fault as she is, but this is truth, not decorated gossip. Her old man’s broken her jaw, her ribs and her collarbone. And I haven’t told you that. If she wears long sleeves in summer, that’ll be to hide the bruises. You’d use the alarm only when he’s not in, of course. I’d hide the bell. He doesn’t like her talking to people in case she tells somebody who’ll beat him up for being such a swine.’


‘No,’ she whispered in disbelief.


‘Yes,’ was his swift response. ‘When he’s at work, she goes about telling everybody’s business to keep her mind off her own problems. Twenty years ago, she was a grand-looking girl with a good figure and shiny hair. He soon knocked the shine out of her, and her lads have grown up thinking it’s all right to beat people up and steal. I feel sorry for her.’


‘So do I now. But we’re private people, me and Dan. No children, which is just as well, because he’ll take up all my time when I’m not working.’


‘You work? How do you manage that?’


‘Sewing machine upstairs. That ship’s bell fastened to the wall above Dan’s bed is going to be his way of summoning me. I do alterations, wedding dresses including for bridesmaids, smart suits for women, kiddies’ clothes, curtains. I’ve a full order book. Mind, they usually have to find their own material, because it’s still in short supply. But I’m never out of work.’ There was pride in her tone. ‘I’m a qualified tailor and dressmaker and I don’t charge a fortune – tell your friends.’


‘I will. And don’t be frightened of asking Vera for help. She sat with my dad many an hour towards the end. I fetched him over from Everton, you see. Everybody else left and got married, but I was the youngest, and somebody had to look after him. He had a few bob, so I retired early to look after him, and went back to plumbing and building after he died. But I don’t know how I would have coped without Vera. She needs to feel important; appreciated, I suppose. Her husband’s cruel and her boys are wild, so she hasn’t much to live for.’


Alice was the youngest in her family, but she could never have Muth living with her. Muth ruled now in her oldest daughter’s house, and no way would Alice even consider housing her unless all her remaining sisters died. And if that terrible thing should happen, Alice would still have to think very hard before opening her door. Compared to Alice’s mother, Vera Corcoran was merely playful, because Elsie Stewart was a monster.


‘Have you got food in for your tea?’ Harry asked.


Alice failed to understand the reason, but she suddenly felt shy. He was nice. With a bit of spit and polish, he’d probably turn out to be quite handsome. ‘Yes, I’ve got everything I need, ta. Tell you what, though. If Dan’s orderly ever can’t get here, you could come in for ten minutes when you get home from work. You might help me get him out of bed and sit him in the wheelchair for his tea.’


‘I’ll be glad to. Then I’ll come back and throw him back in bed for you, eh?’


‘Thank you.’ She couldn’t quite manage to work out why, but she trusted this man, had recognized a kindred spirit as soon as she’d opened the front door.


He smiled down at her. She was no bigger than two penn’orth of chips, but she had guts and humour. ‘Let Vera do your shopping, girl. Not at weekend; not while Corcoran’s there. Try to be nice to her, because she’s what they call isolated. He keeps her in her place, and neighbours avoid her. Give her something to live for, Alice.’ After a pause, he continued, ‘Vera was a bad picker. She chose him instead of me. Be good to her, I beg you.’


‘All right.’ She glanced at a clock. What was the matter with her? Why did she still feel slightly shy? ‘Dan’ll be home any day now.’ The invisible baby cried again. That would be the reason for her discomfort – perhaps she’d been waiting for it to happen. It seemed that her neighbour heard nothing.


‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ he said. ‘By the way, I like your dog.’


Harry had definitely heard nothing. Alice sighed her relief. ‘So do I. And he loves Dan, so he’ll be company for him while I’m at work. Matron let me take him into the rest home a few times.’


When Harry had left, she perched on her husband’s bed. Perching took effort, as the bed was hospital height; at five feet and two inches on a good day, Alice had to use a stool, a sturdy little item with two steps. This had been bought in hope, and in case Dan ever found the ability to get himself out of bed. She thought about Vera Corcoran and Olga Konstantinov. While occupying her mind in this way, she managed to avoid musing about Harry-next-door. He was a good, kind man, and she wasn’t thinking about him . . .


The chaos that disturbed her nap after about twenty minutes would be ingrained forever in Alice Quigley’s memory. Being psychic was all very well, but the gift was seldom useful. Why hadn’t she seen what was about to happen here in this house on this day? So much joy, so much hope, both flavoured with sadness – surely the seventh child of a seventh child might have been granted a glimpse of what was about to take place?


Harry must have left the snick on the front door, because it flew inward and crashed into the wall. Frank barked. It was his greeting bark, so the door-flinger was probably not an intruder. Alice jumped down from the bed and ran into the hall.


It was Dan, her Dan, her Danny Boy. He was on crutches and swinging his legs into the hall. Oh, God, dear God, thank you!


Alice sat on the next-to-bottom stair and burst into tears. ‘Why did nobody tell me?’ she managed through a torrent of saline.


‘S-Alice,’ Dan cried. ‘S-Alice!’


Dr Bloom from Maryfields Convalescent Home bustled in. ‘He wanted to surprise you, Mrs Quigley. When he makes a decision, there’s no stopping him. Stubborn as the proverbial mule.’


‘Surprise?’ she answered, a handkerchief mopping up tears. ‘It’s a wonder I didn’t have a bloody stroke myself.’


An ambulance driver entered the fray. ‘Where are we putting him?’ he asked.


Alice waved a hand towards the door to Dan’s room. She rose to her feet just as the rest of the cast turned up. Olga Konstantinov led the way; she carried a lidded bowl. Vera Corcoran arrived behind Olga, and a cleaned-up version of Harry Thompson brought up the rear. He was wearing fresh clothes and a wide grin, and he winked at Alice.


‘Is this what they call a cabinet meeting,’ she asked, ‘or have I been invaded? Where’s bloody Churchill when he’s needed?’ She was babbling, and she knew why; she didn’t want Dan or Harry Thompson to see her all red-eyed and teary. She needed to pull herself together. The man she loved, the dear man she had married, was in the rear living room waiting for her. She shouldn’t be looking at another person, no matter how handsome he was. And he was definitely handsome without sand and cement decorating his features.


When she entered his room, Dan was seated in an armchair. ‘S-Alice,’ he said again, a frown spoiling his face. The struggle with words was proving much harder than the difficulty with limbs. ‘S-nice,’ he managed. ‘S-room s-nice. S-garden.’ Almost everything he said continued to begin with s.


She brought the two-step stool and sat on it, reaching up to hold the hands of her beloved man. ‘Dan, this is Vera from next door. I think she’ll help us with shopping.’


‘S-Vera,’ he answered.


Vera beamed. A husband was talking to her without shouting.


‘And this is Olga. She has an ironmongery shop up the lane.’


‘S-Olga.’


‘I bring borscht,’ Olga announced. ‘Beetroot soup.’


Alice allowed herself a small grin as she imagined what disasters might be created if Dan got within a yard of beetroot soup.


Harry stepped forward. ‘You know me, Dan. I’ve done your bathroom.’


‘S-yes.’


‘Come,’ Olga ordered. ‘This man tired – is big day for him.’ She led the neighbours out of the house.


Dr Bloom stood by Dan’s chair. ‘We’ll miss you, Dan. You’ve organized the workers and forced them to join unions. You’ve been the biggest nuisance we’ve seen in years, and I’ve found a speech therapist who will call in from time to time, because we need to be rid of your s.’


‘S-yes, s-we s-do.’


The ambulance man glanced at his watch. ‘I’ll be off now.’ He grinned at Dan. ‘I need to get my s-ambulance back to base.’


‘Watch it,’ Dan exclaimed clearly.


The doctor’s jaw moved south. ‘That’s the answer, Mrs Quigley. Annoy him. I think he’s been having us on.’


‘I daren’t,’ Alice said. ‘He might have another troke.’


The ambulance man left chuckling.


‘It all right,’ she continued, ‘I’ve wallowed it for him. Twenty-five letter in the alphabet now.’


‘S-stop it.’ The patient closed his eyes. At the age of thirty-three, his Alice was more beautiful than ever. Would he ever share her bed again? Or was he destined to live in this room for the rest of his days? Stairs. For him, a flight of stairs presented a problem the size of Everest. He’d been away for so long, and Alice was the sort who turned heads in the street. Had she found someone else? Might she leave him?


He raised his eyelids and looked into her blue eyes. No. That wonderful, gorgeous, open face would have betrayed her. She was completely without guile, since she seemed to be almost unaware of her own attractiveness. Perhaps what her mother termed her ‘otherness’ made her different.


‘How are you?’ she asked when the doctor had left. ‘Any pain?’


He shook his head.


‘I missed you, Dan. Living in the bedsit in Seffy Park was no fun till I got Frank. I had to keep the wireless on and borrow library books. I never even enjoyed sewing without you.’


‘S-sorry.’


‘Sorry? Don’t be soft, lad. You got me out of that mess, remember?’


He remembered. If she’d been any bigger, she might have lost her legs, but her neat little body had been protected by the kitchen table, a solidly made item that had covered her completely. He’d passed out afterwards, waking some hours later in a hospital bed next to which she had sat all night. ‘S-thanks, s-Alice.’


‘Oh, stop it. For better or worse, in sickness and health – remember?’


He nodded.


‘You’re my boy, Danny, my beautiful, beautiful boy.’


One side of his face smiled while the other side made an effort.


‘I’ll get you right. Now, I’ll make us a bite to eat, then we’ll put Harry-next-door’s bathroom to the test. All right? And I suppose this dog of ours will want feeding, too.’


‘S-wait. S-here.’ With his better hand, he took a sheet of paper from a pocket. ‘S-doc wrote s-for me.’


He’d left off the s twice again! Alice scanned the page before reading aloud.




‘My beloved Alice,


‘The money Granddad left me has paid not just for the house and alterations, but also for a male orderly to come in morning and night seven days a week rather than just weekdays. He will stay for a while, get me out of bed, clean me up and dress me every day, and he’ll get me ready for bed at night.


‘All you have to do is feed me and help me with exercise for one hour each day. I will not be so much of a burden, and it will be good to give a part-time job to someone who needs the cash.


‘I have missed you so much. Thanks for being mine, love.


‘Your Danny.’




Alice took a deep breath. ‘You’re so welcome,’ she managed, eyes filling and lower lip trembling.


He nodded. It had all been explained to him, the depression that followed stroke, the lack of confidence, the physical changes that might render him unable to make love. It would be all right. At home with his Alice, he was going to be on the mend.


Frank sat with Dan while Alice went to prepare a meal. The dog knew Dan well, because he’d visited him in the other place that smelled so horrible, all sickness and other odours that made him sneeze. This man was a part of Frank’s job, and he would guard him well. Ah, food. That was a good smell, but Frank was a great dog. Instead of following his nose, he lay down and placed his head on his front paws.


‘S-good dog,’ Dan said.


Frank emitted a friendly growl. Where he was concerned, the extra s didn’t matter a jot.




Two


Everyone within walking or cycling distance of Browne’s shop on Smithdown Road knew that Elsie Stewart was verbally lethal. She had a tongue sharp enough to slice bacon down the Co-op, held strong opinions on every subject from politics through religion and all the way to furniture polish, and people joked about selling her to primitives on the other side of the globe. Perhaps the natives of some faraway shore might learn to extract her poison and use it as weaponry. Her eleventh commandment – thou shalt keep thy daughters safe – had resulted in the Stewart house becoming a jail rather than a home, and her girls had fought for freedom.


Hers had been a far from happy family. She had been free with her tongue, free with the flat of her right hand, and on occasion she’d also used implements – a belt, a slipper, or the ruler from her husband’s tool cupboard. But the youthful females had eventually fought back, while their father, a gentle soul, had shrivelled until he’d found his exit feet first in a box through the front door. Elsie, now in her seventies, continued vile and venomous.


Elsie’s youngest daughter had been known to declare that curare should no longer be required – ‘All they’d need would be to shove the ends of their spears in her gob.’ This statement summed up perfectly the young Alicia Stewart’s view of her surviving parent. ‘My mother is a thing with no antidote. The School of Tropical Medicine will find no cure for the slime on her fangs, vicious old snake. Death on legs, she is.’ Thus was dismissed the mother of seven girls, widow of an excellent carpenter known as Chippy Charlie Stewart, and current self-appointed boss of the Brownes’ shop. Some custom had been lost to a newsagent across the road, but the shop continued to fare well enough.


Legends were myriad. She had deprived her husband of peace and quiet until he’d lost the will to live, and had dropped stone dead with a massive heart attack. One of her daughters had clouted her with an old encyclopedia; Elsie had emerged unscathed, but the tome had crumbled into confetti, or so the fairy tale announced. She was a witch who made potions, and she’d killed her old man with a noxious brew disguised as frothy cocoa. He was better off out of it, as were three girls killed by German bombs and one who had escaped to the other side of the globe.


The latest tale about her antisocial behaviour involved a paper boy who’d pinched a bar of chocolate from the shop and ended up in hospital with scarlet fever, mumps, measles and something multisyllabic ending in itis. Along Smithdown Road and all adjoining streets, the hatred for the old bag was treasured and nurtured like a cherished child. Against all odds, the matriarch thrived, while the daughter, joint owner of her husband’s business, retreated ever further into her shell. Poor Nellie had always been quieter and more timid than her siblings, so Muth was now clog-dancing all over her life.


Elsie Stewart, widow/witch/monster, lived with the eldest of her seven daughters, Helen (usually Nellie) Browne, who supposedly ran the shop selling sweets, tobacco, newspapers and fancy goods on Smithdown Road. However, having seen off Martin Browne and his offspring, Mrs Stewart called the shots, while Nellie, reputed by her mother to be a few bob short of the full quid, kept a low profile. Muth did the selling, and Nellie wrapped things while Elsie looked after details like working the till and counting change. The elderly besom was in charge of everything and everybody, so very few answered back when her harsh words cut right through to the bone marrow.


Nellie Browne wasn’t happy; nor was she good at expressing her feelings. Both her daughters had left home and married young, while her husband hadn’t been seen for well over eighteen months, and Nellie was sure that Muth had been the reason for all the disappearances, though she never said as much. So far, she’d been too scared to speak up. But even a slowcoach has her limits, and Nellie wanted her family back. She missed her husband, and would have done almost anything to persuade him and her daughters to come home. Inside, where she kept her feelings, a little cauldron began to bubble. ‘Your fault,’ she told herself quietly and frequently. ‘You should have thrown her out years back and made them stay.’ Was it too late? Could Nellie manage the shop without her mother?


Unlike her eldest daughter, though, Muth wasn’t backward at coming forward, and she often pushed Nellie to one side even when customers were in the shop. ‘Born with a screw loose,’ Elsie Stewart would announce loudly. ‘Get out of me way – I’ll find the bloody magazine. Brainless, she is, absolutely without a clue.’ Many customers came along for the rather nasty entertainment value; shopping was incidental, because they all wanted to be there when Nellie finally snapped, as she surely must. Elsie was thin, Nellie wasn’t, so if the latter simply sat on the former . . . well, who knew what the result might be?


Just lately, Nellie had started to get a bit steamed up about life. At the age of fifty-three, she had become decidedly menopausal and slightly fractious, so she resolved to go and have a word with one of the clever girls in the family, their Alice. Alice knew stuff. Alice was good-natured and generous and all the things Muth wasn’t, and she had no time – not even a split second – for Muth.


On a fine Sunday in the middle of June, Nellie left the shop at the crack of dawn without saying a word, abandoning Muth to deal with the Sunday newspapers. ‘See?’ Elsie asked of the customers. ‘She doesn’t give a half-penny damn for this bloody shop. He was the same, that Martin, always nipping out for a drink and a smoke, leaving me to cope because our Nellie’s as thick as tapioca pud during a milk shortage. I’m a slave, that’s what I am.’ She doled out newspapers and weighed sweets. ‘I’ve no idea where she’s buggered off to, and nobody’s seen her.’


A man spoke up. ‘Never mind – you got the girls’ big bedroom, didn’t you? Oh yes, you made bloody sure you got what you wanted. Rid of me first, then your talons into my kids. Nigel’s right – you should be put down like an old cat.’


The whole shop froze. A heavy silence rested on the shoulders of half a dozen customers while Martin Browne and his mother-in-law prepared for battle. This was interesting, because it looked as if neither party would give an inch.


Elsie found herself staring into the eyes of a man she loathed. She swallowed nervously; she wasn’t used to being nervous. ‘What the bloody hell do you want?’ she snapped. She watched open-mouthed while her daughter’s estranged husband led the shoppers outside. ‘Go across to Miller’s,’ he advised them rather loudly. ‘You’ll get treated better there, away from the mother-in-law from hell.’


He re-entered the shop, locked the door and turned the sign to display CLOSED. ‘Right, that’s that,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘Clear coast, so I’ll sort things out here and now.’ He addressed her. ‘Right, that’s your last audience out of the way. Get your stuff together and move out. Today.’


‘What the hell are you doing in this shop?’ she hissed. ‘Bad penny’s turned up again at long last – is that it? Run out of cash, have you? Or has some woman with sense thrown you out?’


‘Where’s my wife?’


There was no joy in the chuckle she emitted. ‘She’s wandered off and left everything for me to do. She’s lazy and stupid and totally incapable of managing without me.’


He nodded, lips set in a grim line for a second or two. ‘Listen to me, you old bitch. Gnawing away at me till I left was one thing, but chasing my girls out’s another matter altogether. And before you ask, because I know you have to be told everything, I’ve been in Manchester working as assistant manager in Woolworth’s and saving up to pay off the mortgage on this place. But I’m back now, and I’m staying, so go and pack your bags and bugger off out of it while there’s still room for you in hell. You don’t belong among decent folk, so that’s where you’ll finally meet your match.’


Elsie sank onto a stool. ‘She doesn’t want you here, our Nellie. She’ll not have you back; I can tell you that much for no money. And she’s even stupider than she used to be.’


Martin stood motionless for several seconds before speaking again. ‘She’s not stupid; all she needs is encouragement. So. Let’s see what’s what, then.’ He narrowed his eyes.


‘Right.’ She folded her arms and chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip.


He raised the flap at the end of the counter and marched through the storeroom and upstairs to the living quarters. ‘Back in a minute,’ he promised as he went.


Elsie stayed where she was for a while. Marie wouldn’t have her, would she? As for Alice – there was no chance in that household, either. She thought about her ‘treasure’, the seventh daughter who had arrived on Elsie’s fortieth birthday, a beautiful child, blonde and lively and happy. Alice had been a star.


But the other six had been jealous of the favourite, because they’d had to make do with second-hand while Alice had worn only the best, everything new and pretty. And Elsie herself had reaped no reward from Alice’s ‘otherness’. She’d tried to force the girl to do séances or to perform for an audience in halls and small theatres, but the answer had always been in the negative, since Alice had insisted that she owned no control over her episodes.


In spite of all she’d done for the child, Alice had turned nasty in her teens. A lot of girls did that, of course, mostly because of changes at certain times of life, but that one? Elsie blew out her cheeks. Alice had gone too far, had developed and nurtured a strong antipathy towards her mother, and that had intensified after the death of her father. Not that Chippy Charlie had ever been much use, but his youngest had adored him.


Of course, three daughters had perished in the Blitz, stupid cows. Why had she let them out? Why hadn’t they used their brains and done the serving of soup and tea on different nights? That way, Elsie would now have had more options, more chances of finding somewhere to live in comfort. Marie, the other good-looking one, had married a vet who had offered to euthanize Elsie for the good of mankind – bleeding clever clogs, he was. No way would Marie’s Nigel – what a soft name – allow his mother-in-law to tarnish that great big house up in Waterloo. As for Alice . . . well, least said, soonest mended. Australia? Oh, bugger that for a lark; Theresa probably wouldn’t have her anyway.


The inner door opened and two suitcases were hurled under the raised flap. ‘Your stuff, madam,’ Martin Browne said, sarcasm dripping from every syllable. ‘I’m not so good at folding, so some of it’s a bit creased.’


‘Have you been rooting in my room?’ she shouted.


‘No.’ His tone had turned icy. ‘I’ve been emptying cupboards in my daughters’ room, because they each have a child now and we can help mind the babies. Nellie and I have two grandchildren, but we haven’t seen either of them. I bet Nellie doesn’t even know about them, because they’re kept away from you. I found out from a sales representative who covers Liverpool and Manchester. He knows our Claire, and he recognized me from here, from this shop. Anyway, that’s all by the by, isn’t it? You’re going. No matter what, you’re going.’ He retreated and slammed the door hard.


‘You bugger off,’ she screamed. ‘You’re not wanted. Our Nellie doesn’t need you; we’ve managed without you for long enough.’


The door opened a fraction. ‘Nobody knew they were married till it was in the paper, two sisters having a double wedding. I bet you made damned sure my Nellie never saw that copy of the Echo. I had to find that out through the salesman as well. I’m going bloody nowhere, but you are. I hope your broomstick can carry you as well as the cases.’ He left the scene.


She had nowhere to run, and she suddenly felt her age. Up to now, she’d been as fit as a whippet, but fear seemed to grip her by the throat. Breathing wasn’t easy. Then she remembered: the Turners had made a fortune out of their home-made ice cream, and they’d bought a house somewhere.


They’d gone mobile with the ice cream, sending out carts every day to streets all over Liverpool, and there was a flat above the empty business premises a few doors down the road. She would have to pay rent for the first time in years, would have to cook for herself. But she’d be able to keep an eye on Nellie and all the goings-on, wouldn’t she? Did she want that? She didn’t know what the hell she wanted.


Elsie was finally beginning to realize that this was the time to do it. Not for nothing had she stood over the deathbed of her own father in Ireland. Not for nothing had she listened to his moaning and groaning, because he’d owned two farms and some serious stock. As for her brothers and sisters, they’d all gone to America or Canada, so she’d inherited the lot, because he’d signed it over to her. The idea of sharing it out would have been silly and expensive, because nobody knew where the heck the other six were living. It was time to use the rainy day money. Bugger the Turners – Elsie didn’t need to stay near Nellie, did she? No, she would get away from Smithdown Road, make a fresh start elsewhere.


Out of four remaining daughters, she had only one who was biddable – the big, daft lump who owned this shop with the fellow upstairs. Nellie, the oldest and daftest, was now a grandmother, and she would choose the babies, that much was certain. So it would have to be the bank, the money she’d hidden for years. Yes, she would be forced to use Da’s legacy and hope against hope that none of her older siblings would return to claim a share in it.


What Elsie didn’t recognize was her own reluctance to live alone, her fear of isolation. Nor did she understand the quickening of her heart and the flood of adrenalin that announced the imminent arrival of panic. She picked up her suitcases, walked through the stockroom and left by the back door. A house. She would buy a house.


Nellie Browne was also having serious breathing difficulties. After hanging around playing fields and cricket grounds since sunrise, she’d walked from the Smithdown Road area to Sefton Park, and she felt frazzled. The sun was already hot, she was overweight by a couple of stone, and Alice wasn’t here any more. She wondered what had happened to Dan, though she didn’t dare ask.


‘Do you know where she’s gone?’ she asked the handsome young man who had answered Alice’s front door. ‘They were sent to this flat after their house in Bootle got bombed. Dan’s her husband, but she would have been here on her own a lot, cos he got put in the ozzie for months at a time.’


‘I’ll find out, love,’ he answered. ‘There’s a woman in the roof flat who used to visit Alice and her dog. Just you wait while I go and ask her if she knows.’


‘Thank you.’


The young man went back inside.


Nellie sat on the outdoor steps. The merciless heat seemed to be doing its best to kill her. If her arms hadn’t been so fat and flabby, she would have removed her coat. Muth was going to be livid by this time; what excuse might she offer to explain why she’d left her to struggle alone with Sunday papers and delivery boys?


The man reappeared. ‘You’re not her mother, are you?’


‘No. I’m twenty years older than Alice, though. Muth had Alice when she was getting on, you see. I’m Nellie – Helen, really. I’m Alice’s oldest sister.’


‘Oh, right. Well, Miss Foster said your Alice returned to Penny Lane, and the house is the one where she was born.’


Nellie blinked. ‘Really?’


‘Really. They’ve had it altered to suit her husband’s needs, or so Miss Foster said.’ He shrugged. ‘She was worried – Miss Foster – in case you might be Alice’s mother. Good luck, then.’ He returned to the hall and closed the door.


‘Bugger,’ Nellie muttered under her breath. In this family, everybody kept secrets because of Muth. The Stewart girls had been born to a terrible woman, and that terrible woman had damaged Nellie’s life, and Martin’s, and the girls’. Where were they? Where were Claire and Janet? They were married; it had been in the Echo – a customer had told her. She’d found a copy of the paper and cut out the photo, without telling Muth, of course. Were they happy, and did they have children?


On leaden legs, she retraced her steps. But she wouldn’t pass the shop, so she cut through different streets. There would be hell to pay afterwards, but it was time for the worm to turn. Alice, the prettiest and cleverest, would have an answer, wouldn’t she? Or Marie, who was similarly blessed in the looks and brains department.


Happening on a little cafe, Nellie bought a glass of iced orange and swallowed it within seconds. In the tiny washroom, she splashed cold water on her face and tried to tidy dull brown hair. ‘I’m ugly,’ she mumbled. ‘Ugly and fat because I eat too much.’ Food had become her first love since the disappearance of Martin, followed by Claire and Janet. What sort of mother didn’t know where her daughters were? What sort of grandmother chewed away until granddaughters sneaked out at night and never came back? What sort of mother came between a daughter and the man she loved?


‘She’s no sort of mother; she’s a killer,’ Nellie advised her reflection in the badly marked mirror. And that was when she reached her moment of clarity. Yes, she was afraid of living alone above the business and no, she wasn’t really up to scratch in the shop, but Muth had to go. If Muth went, Nellie would seek out her daughters, and try to find Martin, because Muth had made all three of them leave. With Elsie Stewart gone, the girls might visit home with their husbands. ‘I’ll manage,’ she told herself, ‘because that’s what women do. They have to.’


She left the cafe behind and continued the trek to Penny Lane. Alice was clever; Alice would know what to do.


Alice took a liking to Peter Atherton from day one. He had a Woollyback accent, a mop of thick, curly, silver-grey hair and a sense of humour that belied his slow, exaggerated speech. ‘I were over here a few years back, watching a scrap between Liverpool and t’ Wanderers,’ was his answer when she asked how he had come to be living in Allerton. ‘I’d no bus fare home, so I stopped.’


She dropped the tea towel she’d been folding. ‘No,’ she said after he’d retrieved the item for her. ‘You’re having me on, aren’t you?’


‘Am I?’ He winked.


‘Wanderers? Where were they wandering?’


‘Back home,’ he said solemnly. ‘They got beat three nil. That were t’ other reason why I stopped. Liverpool looked gradely compared to t’ Wanderers.’


‘What?’


‘Eh?’


‘I said what, as in what the hell are you jangling about?’


His speech slowed all the way down to first gear. ‘Right, love. Bolton Wanderers football team; are you with me? They were rubbish that week, and I’d no money, so I stayed here, got a job, found a room, turned mesen into a Kopite.’


‘Mesen?’ Her eyebrows climbed up her forehead.


‘Myself,’ he explained as if talking to a child.


‘Gradely?’ she enquired.


‘A bit good. Do you not understand English, love? Anyway, take me to your leader. I’ve already met the miserable bugger at Maryfields, so he’s used to me. Retired, I am now, but not ready for pasture up on t’ moors. So I’m your helping hand. I mean hands, because I’ve got two.’


‘That’s handy,’ was her smart response.


‘Another bloody clever clogs just like him,’ Peter mumbled. ‘Still, they might as well keep all t’ sharp knives in t’ same drawer. Hiya, Dan. Dan, Dan, the custard man,’ he said as he followed Alice into her husband’s room. ‘Does this lass know you want hot custard with everything? Even ice cream?’


Dan shook his head. ‘S-don’t start, Pete.’


Alice left them to it. Hoots of raucous laughter followed her about the house, and she knew from the start that Peter Atherton was the right man for the job. According to Dan, the bus fare-less Peter had been a docker, a union leader, a builder, an insurance collector and an orderly in the convalescent home. At sixty-three, he remained as fit as a butcher’s dog, a Liverpool supporter, leader of a darts team, an expert crown green bowler and a killer at poker, his main source of income.
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