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This book is in memory of my wonderful, sweet, comical, beautiful and utterly loving furry baby, Meg. Seven and a half years weren’t nearly long enough, precious little girl, and they’ve left me heartbroken, but they were perfection, and your devotion to me was so unique and so special it can never be replaced. You were so much more than a dog in your capacity for immense love and understanding, and that waggy little tail had a language all of its own. Muffin misses you, Dad misses you, and I physically ache all the time for you. You are loved beyond words, and you are more precious than silver and gold, as I told you every day of your life.
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Preface


He wasn’t going to be able to fight his way out of this. He could read in their eyes that he was a goner, but he was damned if he’d make it easy for them. He didn’t want to die, but if the price of staying alive meant beating that young lad to a pulp it was too high.


He watched them as they edged up the stairs, and strangely the crippling fear that had gripped him all night was gone. He’d brought this on himself, there was no one else to blame. He’d been such a fool.


It was the thought of leaving his little lass that was crucifying as he waited for them to make their move. He hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye, to tell her he loved her and that she was his sun, moon and stars, and now it was too late. What would she think, what would she do . . . ?


And then they were on him and he could hear Mrs Walton in the background screaming and wailing like a banshee.




PART ONE


John


1928




Chapter One


‘Now, Bonnie, I’m going to ask you something and I think you know what I’m going to say. Did you kick your grandma like she said?’


The small black-haired girl standing in front of the big thickset man whose upper arms were the width of her waist eyed him without fear. ‘Aye, Da.’


John Lindsay closed his eyes for a moment. ‘Why, hinny? Why did you do that?’


‘Because she’s cruel. She kicked one of Miss Nelly’s dogs, the new one she’s still training, just because it cocked its leg up the wagon steps. So I kicked her. It yelped, the poor thing, and it was limping when it ran off. Me grandma deserved it and I hate her.’


It wasn’t the first time the child had expressed such sentiments. John crouched down in front of his daughter and if he had spoken what was in his heart he would have said he agreed with the child’s summing-up of the woman who was the bane of his life. Instead he gently said, ‘Two wrongs don’t make a right, lass. You know that, don’t you? And she’s got a big bruise on her shin.’


Bonnie stared at her father. She wanted to say that she was glad about the bruise but she knew that would upset her da. But she didn’t understand why he always stuck up for her grandma. Well, not always, she corrected herself. But a lot of the time. And yet her da didn’t like her grandma any more than she did. She knew this to be true even though her da had never said such a thing, the same way as she knew her grandma hated her da even when she was being civil to him.


‘I think you ought to go and say you’re sorry, hinny, don’t you?’


As soon as the words had left his lips John knew he should have put it differently rather than inviting her opinion.


Sure enough, Bonnie glared at him. ‘No, I don’t. She’s nasty, spiteful, and she only kicked the dog because she’d had a barney with Franco earlier. I heard them when I got there but they stopped when they saw me. She was saying he’d stayed out half the night and she wasn’t having him carrying on any more. What did she mean, carrying on?’


John stood up. He had a good idea what Margarita had been in a lather about. Franco had a roving eye and some of the silly young lassies who came to the fair didn’t have the sense they were born with. ‘That’s not our business, Bonnie.’


‘Well, that’s why she kicked Miss Nelly’s dog anyway.’


‘Be that as it may, you can’t go round kicking folk because they might behave differently to how you think they should. You’re nearly ten years old, you’re not a babby who doesn’t know any better.’


‘I don’t kick everyone. I’ve only kicked me grandma.’ Violet-blue eyes that were dark with righteous indignation declared more eloquently than words that Bonnie felt hard done by.


Realizing that he needed to take a different tack if some semblance of peace was going to be restored between the child and her grandmother, John scooped his daughter up into his arms. ‘Say sorry to her for me, lass, all right? Your grandma’s all upset and it’ll make things better. I know you don’t want to but do it for your old da, eh, hinny?’


Bonnie’s body was as stiff as a board for another moment and then she relaxed, thin arms winding round his neck. Her voice soft against his bristled cheek, she whispered, ‘All right, Da, but she’s not upset, not like you mean. She’s just angry that she got a taste of her own medicine for once.’


It was so on the ball that John had to bite his lip to stop from smiling. Cute as a cartload of monkeys, his bairn was, and with a way of cutting through all the flannel. ‘That’s a good lass.’ He held her close for a moment before bending down and setting her on her feet. ‘Go on, do it now. Better to get it over with.’


Bonnie gave him a wan smile. They were standing in a field that held the big tent with the platform inside for the acrobats, jugglers and other acts, and this was surrounded by booths and stalls and smaller tents. A second field a short distance away was dotted with the wooden living wagons of the fairground community, smoke rising into the warm May air from a number of campfires and buzzing with the sounds of women talking, laughing and sometimes arguing; children playing, dogs barking, babies crying and horses whinnying. She began to make her way towards the wagons but had only gone a few steps when her father called after her, ‘And say it like you mean it, mind.’


She stopped for a moment, her thin shoulders slumping, and then straightened and walked on, but not before a long and heartfelt sigh had caused her small chest to rise and fall.


Margarita Fellario watched her granddaughter coming towards her. She had seen her son-in-law pick the child up and then the way Bonnie had hugged her father, and it had done nothing to dampen her fury.


At fifty-four years of age Margarita looked much older, but then all the fair women did. It was a hard life. Besides looking after their children, doing all the washing by hand with water heated on open fires and emptied into big wooden barrels, cooking meals, gathering anything edible from the hedgerows and fields along with skinning and jointing any rabbits or game their menfolk trapped, and dragging supplies home from village shops, they were expected to make and sell baskets, wooden pegs and other items, mind the fairground stalls and turn their hand to anything and everything when the need arose.


Not that the menfolk weren’t equally resilient in their efforts to make a living and feed their families, but always with the exception of bonding themselves to another in a job. Travellers had to be their own masters. To a man they had nothing but contempt for those who entered into a contract engaging themselves to an employer. Besides being showmen they were horse-dealers, and also adept at a number of rural crafts. Industry, cunning and thrift meant their pockets were rarely empty.


From spring to late autumn there was no life for Margarita and the fair community except that of the roads, and although the north-eastern winters meant they had to rest up for weeks at a time, no one was idle. Living wagons, swings, sideshows, stalls, carousels and other rides would be repainted, wheels checked and axles greased, and general maintenance carried out. Nevertheless, being anchored to one spot was irksome, and the winter they’d recently endured had been a particularly long and harsh one. Tempers had grown short and there had been several fights among the men, and a couple between the women too. Bonnie had suffered numerous lashings from Margarita’s tongue as her grandmother had vented her frustration on the child, and their already thorny relationship had deteriorated further. It had been impossible for the fair to get on the road and secure their normal spot on Sunderland’s town moor before Christmas, as freezing blizzards scoured the country. The north had been cut off for weeks on end, and food supplies had been air-dropped into some villages buried in snow. Floods and gales had followed through January and February, only for the temperature to plummet again in March when more blizzards had racked Britain. Money had grown short, food had been rationed and but for the travellers’ expertise in poaching – which was never talked about, along with the acquisition of a sheep or two that ‘lost its way’ into the camp – the community would have been in dire straits.


But now it was a lovely warm May, summer was just round the corner and everyone was happy again – everyone but her grandma, Bonnie thought bitterly as she approached the tall straight figure.


Her hands on her hips, Margarita waited until the child was standing in front of her before raising her black eyebrows. ‘Well?’ she said coldly. ‘What have you got to say for yourself?’


Bonnie knew what was required of her but in spite of wanting to please her da, the words stuck in her throat. Not for the first time she asked herself how someone as nice as her mam had been – and everyone said she’d been beautiful and kind with never a cross word – could have come from the woman in front of her. Stammering slightly, not from fear but from resentment at what she’d been made to do, she said, ‘I – I’m sorry for kicking you.’


‘You look it.’


Bonnie’s chin shot up. She knew what her grandma was about, oh aye. She wanted to get her into more trouble. Miss Nelly had been talking to her da the other day and she’d said Margarita Fellario could make a saint swear. They hadn’t known she was listening but she had thought then that Miss Nelly was right. Oh, how she hated her grandma.


Swallowing hard against the hot retort hovering on her tongue, Bonnie lowered her head so she didn’t have to look at her grandma. ‘Ignore her when she starts,’ her da had said to Miss Nelly, but that was easier said than done.


‘You’re every inch your father’s daughter, aren’t you?’ Margarita would have liked nothing more than to shake her granddaughter till her teeth rattled. ‘You’ll come to a bad end, m’girl – and look at me when I’m talking to you.’


There was a movement in the wagon behind and when a man’s voice said, ‘Let the child alone, Marge,’ Bonnie looked up and saw Franco standing at the top of the wooden steps; his white shirt was unbuttoned to the waist showing his curly black chest hair and a gold medallion hanging from a chain round his neck.


Franco was the fair’s fire-eater but he wasn’t her granda. Her da had told her that her real granda had died before she was born, and her grandma had married Franco a little while later. He was her grandma’s cousin, but most of the travellers were interrelated and in their particular community a good number had Spanish blood. Bonnie knew that her Spanish great-grandparents, along with several other families, had come to England in the middle of the last century, travelling up and down the north-east with their brightly painted, horse-drawn wagons, stalls and sideshows. She also knew it was because her own da was a Sunderland lad born and bred who had no travelling links that her grandma didn’t like him. Miss Nelly had told her on the quiet that her grandma had wanted her mam to marry one of her Spanish relations, but her mam wouldn’t have any of it once she’d met her da.


Franco now caught her eye and inclined his head towards the roughly hewn table at the bottom of the steps. ‘You help your grandma with them baskets, girl, and work hard. You’ve gallivanted enough for one day.’


Franco knew she hadn’t been gallivanting, Bonnie thought angrily. He’d seen what had happened with Miss Nelly’s dog earlier and why she had kicked her grandma and then run off. But again, she said nothing, merely sitting down on the little stool next to her grandmother’s chair.


‘And that’s it?’ Margarita’s voice was a low hiss. ‘After what she’s done to my leg? She wants a good whipping.’


‘You know full well John wouldn’t tolerate that, so let it lie, woman.’


‘Let it lie! You’re as bad as him. She’s riding to hell in a handcart and neither of you can see it.’


Now the tone of Franco’s voice changed, carrying a warning when he repeated softly, ‘I said let it lie, so let it lie. I’ve had enough for one day, Marge. I mean it.’


Bonnie wondered if her grandmother was going to say more but after a moment Margarita flung herself down into her chair, her face stony, and Franco disappeared back into the wagon.


Reluctantly, Bonnie continued with the task she had left so abruptly earlier after the incident with the dog. She was making small round baskets, the size customers usually bought for their children, with short heathland rushes she had collected a few days before. They grew no more than a foot high and were perfect for the job. Her grandmother used the taller bullrushes for bigger containers that could be woven with the least amount of joining, and then there were the willows with their sallower wands for sturdier baskets. Margarita concocted colouring dyes for the baskets from the natural bounty in the countryside – blue from dogwood berries, yellow from peat or heather, brown from brambles, green from nettles or privet berries, and bright red from a plant she called ladies’ bedstraw. Bonnie always thought her grandma looked like a witch when she was stirring her brews which often stank to high heaven, her face grim as she bent over her cauldron fixed above the fire.


She sighed silently. The sky was high and blue and the sunshine was warm on her face, and in the distance she could see a group of her friends sitting in a circle busy painting the wooden dolls and little boats and other toys the menfolk carved for the stalls. She wished she was with them but her grandma rarely allowed it. She sighed again. She didn’t enjoy weaving the baskets – the rushes made her fingers sore and a couple of the dyes irritated her skin – but it was one of the many tasks she was expected to do and she did it without complaint. What she really loved were the times when she sang and danced in the big tent. She always got lots of coins in the box where visitors to the fair could show their appreciation, but although her grandma was all for it, her da didn’t like her ‘performing for her supper’ as she had heard him put it.


But she loved singing – she’d sing every day if only she could, she thought longingly. Up on the platform she felt like a different person and she would have expected her da to understand this because he had a lovely singing voice too. He was billed as the fair’s singing boxer, and his voice was as good as his boxing. None of the men who got in the ring with her da hoping to win the fight and the prize money ever succeeded, and when their time was up, her da would always act daft and serenade them out of the enclosure; everyone would laugh, even the men who walked away with a bloody nose.


‘Stop your daydreaming, Bonita.’


Bonnie’s reverie was interrupted by her grandmother’s tight voice and she realized her hands were idle. Without a word she picked up the basket she was working on, but wished, with silent urgency, that something catastrophic would befall her grandma. Even calling her Bonita was meant to rile her – her grandma knew she didn’t like the name and everyone else called her Bonnie.


John waited until he saw Bonnie sit down before he made his way over the field to where he’d promised to help Ferdinand, one of Louisa’s uncles, mend a couple of the horses on the steam roundabout. They had got damaged the day before on the journey from Boldon to their present site in Washington. This location held fond memories for him. In the early days of his marriage to Louisa, Bonnie’s mother, he had persuaded her to take a day off with him when the fair had stopped at Washington for a while. She had left her stall and he’d closed his boxing tent and they’d absconded with nothing more on their minds than enjoying a day in each other’s company away from the close-knit fair community. He’d known he’d get some stick from Margarita for skiving off, as she’d no doubt put it, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t do anything right in his mother-in-law’s eyes anyway.


John stopped and raised his eyes to the high blue sky, drinking in the heady scent of the May blossom which clothed the trees bordering the field.


That had been a grand day. They’d wandered along hand in hand on the north bank of the river, laughing and talking and so in love it hurt. Before they had retraced their steps in the evening they’d taken afternoon tea at Girdle Cake Cottage. The beautifully picturesque cottage was a popular place for refreshments and they had sat and watched the folk travelling upstream from Sunderland by boat to have their tea and then returning on the tide. He’d told Louisa this was their honeymoon and she had laughed and kissed him full on the lips, her dark brown eyes alight with love.


Louisa, oh, Louisa. For a moment the pain of her passing was as acute as on the day she had died, just nine months after Bonnie was born. She had been as right as rain one day, complaining of an excruciating pain in her stomach the next, and gone within seventy-two hours. Burst appendix, the doctor he had fetched to the site in the early hours had stated. It happened suddenly like that sometimes.


John shook his head at the memory of that nightmarish time. All he’d known was that he had lost his wife, his darling, his rock, and but for their daughter he would have walked down to the river and ended it there and then. But Bonnie had needed him. His Bonnie, bonny by name and bonny in appearance but a handful, oh, aye. John smiled to himself. Strong-willed and headstrong to a fault at times, but with a capacity for compassion and affection that covered a multitude of sins. He was fully aware that the stubborn and what Margarita labelled wilful side of his daughter’s nature came from him, but he made no apology for being glad about how she was.


He narrowed the blue eyes his daughter had inherited. The world was a hard place right enough, it gave no quarter to the weak. He’d survived his early years in Sunderland’s East End Orphan Asylum by his determination not to be crushed by the system, and he’d used that same resolve to persuade his Louisa to hold firm against her mother’s objections and marry him. Best thing he’d ever done. And it was the same with the gaming. He knew in his bones that he just had to apply himself and one day he’d hit that running streak and make his fortune. There had been times in the past he’d been so close he could taste it.


He knew he had the gambling bug, as Louisa had called it. Even as a child in the orphanage he’d taken on the other lads for the coloured pebbles they’d played with in lieu of marbles, or the monkey nuts they were given on a Sunday afternoon. He supposed it was his way of fighting back against the Spartan discipline of the place where even names were replaced by numbers. They’d had no life of their own, ruled by regulations to the point where no one had dared to speak outside the designated times. Meals were taken in silence and woe betide a boy who dared to ask anyone to pass the salt. Then of course the orphanage uniform picked them out from other children at school and the bullies had had a field day with them.


But not with him. John’s muscled chest swelled under his shirt as he drew in a large breath. No, not with him. He’d used his fists and his feet on the bullies no matter whether they were twice his size, even though he’d known he’d be knocked into next weekend on his return to the orphanage if it was reported. But it had worked. It hadn’t taken long for the other lads to learn that he wasn’t to be messed with. He never started a fight but by gum, he ended them.


He had told Louisa about some of the things that had cut deep in his boyhood, not least the stigma of having the word ‘Asylum’ emblazoned on his cap, and the indignity of being referred to as a number rather than a name. Afterwards he wished he hadn’t because she had become upset. She had been curled up in his arms in their bed in the living wagon he had saved up for months to buy from another traveller who was having a bigger, custom-built one constructed to accommodate the needs of his growing family. He hadn’t realized she was crying, not until he had felt her teardrops on his bare chest, and when he’d told her those days were in the past and he was the happiest man alive now, she’d sobbed that she was crying for the little boy he had been. He hadn’t really understood that at the time, but once Bonnie had been born and his father’s heart had kicked in, he’d known what Louisa had meant. The thought of his beautiful Bonnie being placed in some grim Victorian institution was insupportable.


Giving himself a mental shake, he muttered, ‘Stop your daydreaming, man.’ There was work to be done and Ferdinand was waiting for him. He liked Ferdinand, one of Louisa’s uncles; he liked most of the fair community and he knew they liked him, despite Margarita’s attitude. If it weren’t for his mother-in-law, life would be pleasant enough for him and Bonnie. Maybe if Margarita had had more than one child she wouldn’t have been so dominating with Louisa? He knew she was bitter about the fact that more babies hadn’t come along, but then Margarita was bitter about so many things. And to marry a man like Franco after her first husband had died had been asking for trouble. More than ten years her junior and convinced he was God’s gift to women – what had she been thinking of? You could hear the pair of them going at each other hammer and tongs some days, and ten to one it was over some lass or other.


John reached Ferdinand as the man was struggling to lift part of the roundabout into position, swearing and cursing with the effort. John grinned. ‘Don’t let them drum-banging hallelujahs hear you – they already think we’re in league with old Nick as it is.’ In Boldon, the Salvation Army had stationed themselves at the entrance to the fair, and men and women preachers had warned folk of the dangers therein, calling it a den of iniquity rife with immorality and drunkenness. Not that it had deterred the crowds one jot. The shooting galleries, coconut shies, gingerbread and toy stalls, china emporia, penny-trumpet booths and fried-fish vendors had worked their usual attraction, along with the rides and the entertainments in the various tents. The rides kept going from midday to midnight to the accompaniment of ear-piercing music, which was one reason Ferdinand was anxious to mend his steam roundabout before the afternoon was on them. No ride, no income.


Ferdinand snorted. Like most of the fair folk he had learned that it was better to work with the establishment than to antagonize it, but the Salvation Army got on his nerves in Boldon. He had nearly come to blows with one young zealot who made the mistake of referring to the showmen as Gypsies. Hereditary showmen were a race apart, different from Romanies and a cut above all other travellers on the road – at least, according to Ferdinand’s proud reckoning. And the rest of the fair folk were in agreement.


Louisa had told John in the early days of their meeting that she, along with many others, could trace their respective families back more than a couple of hundred years, boasting of generations who had made their living at fairs, first in their homeland of Spain and then in Britain. He’d understood Louisa’s pride in her heritage, and that of Ferdinand and the rest of them, but Margarita taking this pretension a step further and declaring that her daughter was ruining the pure bloodline by marrying him had sorely tried his tolerance.


He had confronted Margarita one day shortly before he and Louisa got wed. She had been turning wood shavings into artificial chrysanthemums which she then dyed and arranged in vases to sell on her stall, and she had looked down her aquiline nose at his approach. He had cast aside his hitherto softly-softly approach with Louisa’s mother that day, fed up to the back teeth with the poisonous trickle of venom about him fed to her daughter at every opportunity, the latest being that any bairns of a union between them would be tainted. It had been a bitter and fierce encounter on both sides, but at the end of it Margarita had known she’d met her match. It had done nothing to improve relations between them but he had managed to convince her that if she didn’t sheath her claws, once he and Louisa were wed he would see to it that they left the fair and set up home in a town. He had known he wouldn’t do that – Louisa was a traveller to the core and every inch a product of her heritage – but fortunately Margarita had believed him, and hadn’t wanted to lose her only child.


Once the roundabout was up and working again, the two men went their separate ways, but the incident with Bonnie and her grandmother, and his subsequent train of thought, had unsettled John. When Louisa had died he had been too grief-stricken for a long while to think about the future or what was best for their daughter. It had been enough to get through each day, and yes, he acknowledged now, he had been grateful to the fair folk for rallying round and helping him. There had always been someone willing to take care of the child when he was working. Let’s face it, he thought ruefully, Bonnie was related to half of the fair community on Louisa’s side in one way or other. And so he had stayed, telling himself the bairn needed her extended family especially now her mam was gone, but that one day, when she was older, he would make a life for the two of them somewhere else. But the years had gone by and he never had.


He walked over to his tent. He had made the boxing ring himself in sections so that it was easy to dismantle and reassemble when they moved. He was a good boxer, more than good. If he hadn’t fallen in love with Louisa he knew he would have made a name for himself in boxing circles and likely earned a good living out of it. He was too long in the tooth now, but once he could have done it. He nodded at the thought. But a life on the road had been in Louisa’s blood; he would never have asked her to give it up, whatever he had threatened to her mother.


John tied the entrance flap to one side before standing and looking at the ring; but he didn’t really see it. There had to be better than a travelling life for his Bonnie. He would never have voiced the sentiment to a living soul – the fair folk would be mortally insulted, he knew that – but his bairn was as bright as a button with a mind that was razor sharp, whereas most of the travellers couldn’t read or write. He had taught Bonnie her letters and the child had been reading at five years old. He had bought her children’s adventure stories and the like at first, but then he had added history, geography and science books into the mix and she had devoured them all.


John frowned; he was between a rock and a hard place, as he put it. His bairn could go far, perhaps even become a teacher or work in an office when she was older, but to do anything like that she needed a better education than he could provide and that would take money, more than he could earn as a travelling boxer. And Bonnie herself worried him with this desire she had to sing and dance in the big tent. Her voice was beautiful, there was no doubt about that, and the bairn was in her element when she was performing, but he wanted more than a travelling life for her. It was grindingly exhausting for the women, and all she could expect was to marry within the community and drop one bairn after another until she was worn out before her time.


He flexed his great shoulders and hitched his moleskin trousers further up his waist. Gaming was the answer all right – if he could just get a big win all his troubles would be over. Bonnie was still young enough to adapt to a different way of going on but old enough that he could leave her by herself for a few hours if the need arose. He could see it all in his mind’s eye – the two of them settled in a nice little house somewhere, but in a good area, safe and respectable where his lass could make nice friends and go to school regularly. He wouldn’t tell a soul about it until it was done, and then Margarita and her venomous tongue could go and take a running jump.


But first he had to get Lady Luck to smile on him . . .




Chapter Two


The day had dragged for Bonnie, anchored as she was to her grandmother’s side. Once the fair had opened at twelve o’clock Margarita had insisted her granddaughter remain with her on her stall. She knew from experience that she always sold more of her baskets and other wares when the child was with her. Mothers with children always smiled and talked to Bonnie, and invariably bought their offspring one of the little children’s baskets filled with fresh flowers gathered from the fields and hedgerows when Bonnie said she had made them. Much as Margarita hated to admit it to herself, her granddaughter had a way with folk.


But now it was twilight, and the shows and booths and stalls that sprang into life at noon when the showmen unfurled their pictures and opened their tents always looked their best once darkness fell. Lamps flared and candles flickered on the fronts of shows, and smaller lights sparkled and twinkled along the rows of toy and gingerbread and sweet stalls, glimmering round the hot-potato and toffee-apple stands. Various booths were illuminated with hundreds of tiny lamps – sapphire and amber, emerald and ruby – arranged in the form of crowns, stars and feathers. These were Bonnie’s favourites, and her grandmother had told her it was the way the booths were presented at fairs in the old country, as Margarita always referred to Spain in spite of having been born in the north-east of England and never having left its shores. The Spanish way of doing things was far superior to the English, Margarita said, and the showmen in ‘her country’ were artistes first and foremost.


Bonnie didn’t know about that, but the fair at night thrilled her with its theatrical brilliance and she felt at those times it was the best place on earth. Pleasure-seekers who had been at work during the day flocked in and there was a different atmosphere once darkness bathed the scene. Any horse trading was done long before sunset, and the night was given over to locals who merely wanted to be taken out of their normally humdrum existence for a while.


Having been dismissed half an hour earlier by her grandma with the order, ‘Get yourself off to bed and no dawdling, mind,’ Bonnie had done exactly the opposite. She had worked hard for hours, first making the baskets and filling them with the flowers she’d gathered, and then helping mind the stall. Now it was her favourite part of the day when she was free to wander about the fair for a while as long as her grandma didn’t see. Bonnie knew that most of the fair folk were in cahoots with her and didn’t agree with how her grandma treated her; not that anyone would ever voice this – it was an unwritten rule among the community that no one interfered in anyone else’s family by word or deed – but she knew nevertheless. Folk were always kinder to her somehow, as though to make up for how her grandma was. Like now, for instance.


Bonnie looked up into the smiling face of Pedro, the hurdy-gurdy man who had just thrust a couple of pennies into her hand and told her to buy herself a hot potato for her supper. She grinned her thanks, and then giggled as Mimi, his monkey, jumped on her shoulder and jabbered away in her ear. Mimi was dressed in a little flowered frock with matching pants; she had a wardrobe of such outfits, all made by Pedro’s wife who was a dab hand with her needle and also a first-class crocheter. Her da had told her that folk came from miles around when they knew their fair was in town to buy the curtains, doilies, tray-cloths, table covers, bedspreads and other items Mrs Carlini produced. She’d make her wares to order when folk requested something specific, never working from patterns but from pictures people would give her. Such was her honest reputation, eager housewives were more than happy to pay in advance, knowing their order would be waiting for them to collect the next time the fair came. The bedspreads took 135 balls of mercerized cotton to make, and her da had said there were lots of shops who wanted Mrs Carlini’s merchandise but she liked to deal direct with her customers. Pedro’s wife’s stall was beautiful to see, and housewives had been known to nearly come to blows when two women had wanted the same item.


After leaving Pedro, Bonnie bought her potato and wandered into the big tent to eat it. Miss Nelly and her performing dogs were in the middle of their act, and Bonnie was relieved to see that the dog her grandma had kicked seemed none the worse for his fright.


Miss Nelly was so lovely with animals, Bonnie thought, licking the last of the butter from her fingers as she finished her supper. She was her favourite person in the whole wide world after her da. Her thick, sandy gold hair that she wrapped round her head in twisted coils was always shining, and she had the greenest of eyes with lashes so long they didn’t seem real. When Miss Nelly was all dressed up in the clothes she wore to perform she could have been one of the good fairies from the story books her da had bought her – all floaty and sparkling and magical.


Bonnie half closed her eyes so that Miss Nelly’s figure had a misty outline. It was better to wish for something when the real world was shut out a bit, she’d always found. She could give her whole attention to it then. Not that this wish had worked in the past, but she had to keep on trying. ‘Let my da fall in love with Miss Nelly so he wants to marry her and she can be my mam,’ she whispered, ‘and I promise I’ll never cheek me grandma again.’


She didn’t ask for Miss Nelly to love her da; she had seen the way Miss Nelly looked at him and it was different from how she looked at anyone else. Her big green eyes were soft and starry then, and her cheeks always took on a pink tinge. No, if her da would just look the side Miss Nelly was on, that would be all that was needed. She didn’t dwell on the time her impatience had prompted her to help things along a little by pointing out to her da that Miss Nelly was sweet on him. Her da hadn’t exactly shouted when he’d told her never to repeat such a thing again, but the tenor of his voice and the grimness in his face had brought tears to her eyes. He had taken her into his arms then, holding her close as he had muttered, ‘All right, all right, don’t take on. I know you don’t mean nowt but it doesn’t take much to set tongues wagging, lass.’


‘I just meant . . .’ Her voice had trailed away in a sob.


‘I know, I know. You’re fond of Miss Nelly, aren’t you, but there are some things you’re too young to understand, hinny. The way I felt about your mam . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Miss Nelly is a fine woman and a good friend to both of us, now isn’t she? That’s good enough, isn’t it?’


It wasn’t, but as she drew back and looked into her da’s eyes she knew what he wanted her to say and her love for him, which was bigger than the desire for a mother, enabled her to lie with a sincerity that flowed with the smoothness of truth. They hadn’t spoken of the matter again from that day to this, but that didn’t mean she had given up on the dream. Her da was always saying it was good to have a pocketful of dreams; he had told her that from the time she was a toddler, saying how else were dreams going to come true if you didn’t keep them safe? And she felt no qualms about holding on to this one.


Bonnie smoothed down the white pinafore she wore over her thick linen dress and left the tent, and as she did so Miss Nelly smiled at her to let her know she’d been aware of her presence. Once outside she stood for a few moments watching Ham Bastien’s gallopers. No one within the fair community ever made the mistake of calling the gallopers a roundabout; it would have been more than their life was worth if Ham had heard them. Eighteen horses and eighteen magnificently painted ostriches made up the gallopers, and with the ornate carved heads of kings picked out in gold leaf on the rounding boards, the gleaming brass spiralled rods and the mighty beasts themselves, it was a majestic sight. Ham himself added to the grandeur, resplendent in a long red velvet frock coat, frilled shirt and black trousers with a top hat sitting on his curly black hair.


Her father had told her that the general Depression in the country, bringing as it did massive unemployment and a high cost of living, had hit some fairs hard. Folk didn’t have much money in their pockets to spend on pleasure, but their fair, with rides like Ham’s, stalls like Mrs Carlini’s and the varied shows that went on in the big tent, hadn’t really been affected. You only needed two or three outstanding rides and stalls and it drew the customers in, and then the lesser rides like Ferdinand’s and the ordinary stalls and booths reaped the benefit from the crowds, he had explained. They were fortunate to be in the St Ignatius Fair in what were hard times for many travellers. Ham had also replaced his old organ with a new 89 Key Gaudin organ the year before. It had two extra keys that played a violin baritone but as it was bigger than the old one, Ham had been forced to cut the Gaudin down on either side to fit into the centre of the gallopers. Her da had helped Ham do the job and now Ham gave her free rides when the gallopers opened up each afternoon – when she could slip away from her grandma, that was.


Bonnie stood listening to the particularly sweet sound of the organ for a moment or two more, and she was just turning to make her way home to the wagon she shared with her da where she’d put herself to bed, when a large hand clamped itself on her shoulder, making her jump.


‘What do you think you’re doing gallivanting about at this time of night? Your grandma’ll have your guts for garters if she catches you.’


That word again. Gallivanting. She didn’t like it and she didn’t like Franco either, Bonnie thought, as she stared up into the dark handsome face of her grandma’s husband. Not that he was unkind to her – he wasn’t, and there were times when he would actually take her side against her grandma – but she didn’t like the way he was with Miss Nelly. Always laughing and joking and teasing her. She’d said that once to her da, hoping, she supposed if she was being honest with herself, that it might prompt him to look more closely at how pretty Miss Nelly was, but her da had just shrugged and said that was the way Franco was with everyone. Even in her child’s mind she had known he meant it was how Franco was with the lassies, but it was different with Miss Nelly. She knew it was. She had seen how Franco had stared after Miss Nelly a number of times when she’d either ignored him or made it plain she didn’t like his attentions; it was a hungry look, as though he’d seen something he wanted to eat.


Her thoughts made her voice tight when she said, ‘I’ve just had a baked tattie I bought for my supper and I’m going home now.’


‘Make sure you do.’ Franco squeezed her shoulder before letting her go. ‘You should’ve been in bed an hour ago.’


Huh! It was all right for him. He didn’t have to sit with her grandma all day, did he! He wouldn’t enjoy that any more than she did; in fact, sometimes she thought Franco didn’t actually like her grandma one little bit. Her voice frostier still, she muttered, ‘I was hungry. I didn’t have any tea cos we were busy. Me grandma bought herself a bag of chitterlings but she didn’t give me any.’


‘Aye, well, likely she forgot.’ Even to himself it sounded weak. He fished in his pocket for a coin and pressed it in Bonnie’s hand. ‘Get yourself a toffee apple to eat when you’re in bed, all right? And straight home once you’ve bought it.’


Franco stood watching the child as she scampered off, and inwardly he was cursing his wife. She was a vicious so-an’-so, eating in front of the bairn and not giving her so much as a bite. Bonnie was her only grandchild and yet Marge had allowed the bad blood between herself and John to colour her view of the lassie. She was one on her own, his wife. How he had been persuaded to marry her, he didn’t know. And then he shook his head at himself. Of course he knew. He’d had his fun with Marge the way he had with so many others, but he’d caught his toe with her. First she’d convinced him he’d got her pregnant, and then she had told him unless he married her without further ado she’d make his name mud in the family and the rest of the travelling community. And what had happened? Two weeks after they’d got wed, suddenly she wasn’t pregnant any more. At first she had tried to soft-soap him that she’d lost the baby, but then in one of their rows the truth had come out. And there he was, saddled with a wife who had gradually got too old to give him bairns and, worse, who looked her age and more. And she was a shrew to boot. Aye, if ever a man had been taken for a fool, he had.


Frowning darkly, he made his way to the big tent where he was due to perform his fire-eating act once Nelly had finished her show with the dogs. He didn’t enter the tent by the flap that opened at the back of the canvas structure for the performers; he wanted to watch Nelly first although he knew it would be sweet torture. He didn’t think he had ever wanted any female as much as he wanted Nelly. She must be getting on for thirty but she didn’t look a day over eighteen, possessing a fragile daintiness that set her apart from most of the fair women. But then she hadn’t been born a traveller. She had arrived at the fair one summer’s day not long after he and Margarita had got wed, driving a lorry that had been converted into her home, complete with stove, cooker, bedroom, cupboards, and oriel windows of diamond leaded glass. Outsiders were rarely allowed to join their community, but when she had shown Ham and the other elders her performing dogs they’d made an exception.


His hands thrust in his pockets, Franco stared at the object of his desire. He was used to lassies falling into his hands like ripe plums, but not Nelly. A woman of mystery, no one knew any more about her or her former life than the day she had arrived at the fair. Her voice was accentless and her speech and manner suggested she was a cut above, but as to her past life, no one had a clue.


The dog act coming to an end, Franco exited the tent and walked round to the back of it, entering the smaller structure which led into the main one. He nodded to José, his nephew, who he was training in his art and who was stationed waiting with the equipment, and then as Nelly emerged from the larger tent he smiled at her. ‘Good crowd in tonight.’


She nodded, her answering smile polite but cool, and after clicking her fingers at the dogs, left the tent. His eyes followed her, his gaze fixed on the piled coils of her hair as he wondered how she would look stripped naked with her silken tresses falling down her slender back.


Feeling himself harden, he jerked his mind back to the matter in hand as José said, ‘Uncle Franco? It’s time.’


Aye, it was time all right, time he put a stop to this cat-and-mouse game between himself and Nelly – although she was no mouse and therein lay the trouble. He had never come across a woman like her before – beautiful, independent and seemingly needing no man in her life. But he was determined to have her.


He squared his shoulders, peeling off the shirt covering his spangly vest top and pulling free the band that held his thick black hair in a ponytail. The lassies seemed to like it loose, especially the young ones, and these days he found he was partial to girls in the springtime of life. The one he’d had the night before had been no more than fifteen or sixteen and a virgin to boot. She’d told him he looked like a pirate with his long hair and he had liked that. She had cried afterwards, saying she didn’t want to be left with a bairn, and he’d spent some time petting her and reassuring her until she was smiling again. He’d walked her back to the gates of the big country house where she worked as a kitchen maid and where she assured him her pal, who worked with her in the kitchens, had promised to leave the scullery door unbolted so she could slip in late, and the cook – a tartar – would be none the wiser.


A kitchen maid . . . As Franco walked into the big tent with José following him he was remembering the girl’s smooth, unlined face and shining eyes. Lassies were worked to death in service and the bloom of youth would soon fade. But not with Nelly. It was as though she’d drunk a magic elixir.


And then the crowd claimed his attention, full of bright eager faces, and after José had announced him the clapping went on and on, especially from a group of giggling lassies at the front of the staging. Flicking back his head so his hair rippled on his shoulders, Franco took the torch José had just lit, seeing the girls’ eyes widen and their soft mouths form oohs of awe.


Putting everything else out of his mind, he began his act.




Chapter Three


It was now July and the fair had moved to Sunderland and was camped on the old town moor. Bonnie was sitting in bed staring at her father, and her eyes, always the window to her soul, were troubled. This was the fifth night in a row he had closed his tent early and left the fair for the town, and she knew why. Oh yes, she knew why, she thought bitterly, because hadn’t her grandma caused such a ruckus when she’d hollered at him that everyone had heard them fighting like cat and dog? And she knew full well her grandma had done that on purpose to put her da in a bad light. Lots of men gambled, her grandma had screamed at him, and there was nowt wrong with a flutter now and again, but it was a sickness with him and one that would bring his daughter down too. That was when her da had gone barmy and there had been such an uproar that Ham and Franco had had to get between them.


Bonnie chewed on her thumbnail. It was nine o’clock and she had already been in bed half an hour. Since the barney between her da and grandma, her da had told her to keep away from Margarita and not to talk to her. Normally this would have filled her with joy, even though her da was insisting she was washed and ready for bed at eight-thirty prompt, which she thought was far too early, but with her da all upset and out of sorts, Bonnie’s world was grey. Her voice small, she said, ‘You . . . you look smart, Da.’


John had been about to pull his jacket on but now he paused and looked across the cramped space in the wagon at his daughter. Bonnie was sitting up in her bed which converted into a table during the day. It was positioned under a little arched window, one of four – two on each side of the wagon – and she had an open story book on her knees although she hadn’t turned a page for some minutes.


He sighed. Damn Margarita. The bairn hadn’t been the same since that old harridan had vented her last dose of venom, and he knew Bonnie was worried about him. If Margarita had but known it, the row had made him all the more determined to leave the fair at the first opportunity. He didn’t want his little lassie within ten miles of her grandmother. The woman was poison, sheer poison. But first he had to get some money behind him, he knew that. The likelihood of finding work in the present climate was poor and he had no trade; his only hope was hitting a winning streak. When the fair had trundled into Sunderland, his old stamping ground, he had wasted no time in looking up a bloke he knew who could set him up with a few games where big money could be won – and lost. Aye, and lost.


Walking across to Bonnie, he crouched down at the side of the narrow bed and ruffled her hair. ‘Listen to me, hinny,’ he said softly, ‘you forget about the shindy with your grandma, all right? She knows nowt about nowt, and what she doesn’t know she makes up. What I’m about tonight, and what I’ve been about the other nights, is to make us some money so we can leave here and your grandma and set up on our own. I want you to have some proper schooling, better than I can teach you. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?’


Bonnie’s eyes were stretched wide. She could see her da was all fired up about this and she didn’t want to disappoint him but . . . ‘Leave the fair?’ she gulped. ‘Leave everyone?’


‘And your grandma,’ he reminded her.


‘But can’t we just not talk to her, like we’re doing now? And she wouldn’t talk to us. She pretends she doesn’t see me the last two days since . . .’ She swallowed hard. ‘We don’t have to go away, Da.’


‘You can’t have an education, not the sort I mean, while we travel, Bonnie. You see that, don’t you? Think about when we stop somewhere for a while in the winter when the weather’s bad and you’ve gone to a school for a few weeks. You’ve liked that, I know. Learning things, hearing about different places like when that teacher in Boldon or wherever it was told the class about Africa and India and other countries. You’ve got to think about the future, lass, and what you could accomplish if you have an education.’


‘But—’


‘You’re bright, hinny. Brighter than most. And I’m not just saying that cos I’m your da. You don’t want to waste what the good Lord’s given you.’


‘But He’s given me my singing, Da. And that’s what I want to do when I get bigger.’ She’d like to do it now if her da wasn’t so against her performing in the big tent. ‘I can do that here, in the fair, and—’


‘No.’


It was so definite it caused Bonnie to put her hand to her lips which had begun to tremble.


Seeing this, John said quickly, ‘Don’t cry, hinny. Come on, don’t cry. We can talk about this tomorrow – now is not the time, with me having to go out. But I wanted you to understand that what I’m doing, I’m doing for us, lass. You and me. And I’d never stop you singing, hinny. I love to hear you sing, you know that. But not for money, not in the big tent. You sing for yourself, an’ your old da, right? For pleasure. Like the birds when they welcome the sunrise every morning. Now give me a big smile so I know you’re all right afore I go.’


Bonnie took the handkerchief he proffered, wiped her eyes and gave a wan smile. She could hardly believe her da had suggested they leave the fair. This was down to her grandma, she thought grimly. If she hadn’t upset her da so badly he wouldn’t be talking like this now.


‘Now a few minutes reading and then you snuggle down and shut your eyes.’ John leaned forward and held her close for a moment, kissing the top of her head before he stood to his feet. ‘And like I said, we’ll decide what we’re going to do together, lass, so don’t you go upsetting yourself while I’m gone. Promise?’


Bonnie nodded. Her small world had righted itself again. She would never want to leave the fair and everyone she knew and loved here, so she knew what she would decide.


Once her father had gone Bonnie read for a little while longer and then dutifully put the book away and slid down under the covers. Mrs Carlini had made the small bedspread especially for her and it had birds and flowers crocheted in an intricate design that was quite beautiful. As her fingers stroked over it, the sense of bewilderment and amazement that her da could ever think of leaving the fair swept over her anew.


But it wasn’t what her da really wanted, she told herself comfortingly. She knew it wasn’t. How could he want to leave the best place on earth?


The July evening was warm and noisy; the sound of music and folk screaming and laughing and shouting outside the wagon loud and raucous, but it acted like a lullaby on Bonnie’s tired mind. It was what she had grown up with and meant safety and security and happiness.


Within a minute or two she was fast asleep.


John was kicking himself an hour or so later as he sat at the game he had been desperate to get into earlier in the week. He’d known at the heart of him that it had been risky to come here tonight, stupid even. Patrick Skelton was not a man to get on the wrong side of – he had his bony fingers in so many pies in the criminal underworld of Sunderland that he was known as Jack Horner. Not that anyone would have been foolish enough to call him that to his face.


He licked his lips nervously. They had gone dry after he had noticed two of Skelton’s henchmen enter the room where the gambling school was operating. There were such places all over the town, some in houses, factories and steelworks, and others in backyards and even the collieries. Anywhere, in fact, where a group of men gathered together in their free time or during their tea and lunch breaks. But the serious gambling, such as this particular card game, took place under the cover of darkness with lookouts posted to keep watch for the police. You had to have a pound or two in your pocket for entrance into the gambling dens Skelton controlled; there was nothing tinpot about them.


John tried to concentrate on the cards in his hand but his eyes kept flickering to the two men standing impassively still. He knew them to be Skelton’s bodyguards; he had seen them with their boss before. They looked what they were, brutish thugs who were handy with their fists and boots. Bullet-headed and broad-shouldered, they were built like brick outhouses and had as little feeling. He had a fair idea of why they’d turned up here. Someone had told Skelton he was playing.


The one window in the room was boarded up and the only exit was through the door against which the men were standing. An oil lamp hanging from a thick chain anchored in the ceiling cast its light directly into the middle of the long wooden table at which John and several other men were sitting, cards in hand. The room was ostensibly the office of the warehouse below them but hadn’t been used as such in years. Patrick Skelton utilized the warehouse for storage, but what was in the crates and boxes that appeared and disappeared with regular predictability no one would have dreamed of enquiring. Neither would the word ‘smuggling’ be mentioned in Skelton’s hearing.


John surreptitiously eased the collar of his shirt. He didn’t think he was imagining the way the atmosphere in the room had changed since the two near the door had entered.


Looking at the cards in his hand, he groaned inwardly. He had lost four games in a row and this one would be the same. Why hadn’t he done what he’d intended to do when he had pawned Louisa’s jewellery, and handed the money straight to Skelton? But the thick gold earrings, bracelets and necklaces that had been Louisa’s Spanish grandmother’s, and which she’d inherited when she was twenty-one as was their custom, had fetched more than he’d expected, and the devilish inner voice that always came to tempt him had whispered that with such a stake he could win enough to pay his debts and retrieve the jewellery from hock. It was Bonnie’s, after all, for when she was older.


He was a fool. His stomach turned over. And he’d been an even bigger fool to borrow money from Skelton’s pal a couple of nights ago, but he’d hit a winning streak for the first time in months. Of course, now he could see it had been a set-up – the ‘select’ game for four players, the way he’d won six times on the trot before the stakes had been raised sky high, Skelton’s lackey suggesting he’d lend him the wager and they could split the winnings between them . . . stupid, stupid, stupid. But to be fair, how could he possibly have known his benefactor was in Skelton’s pocket? Although perhaps he should have smelt a rat. Skelton had been keen to get him on the payroll for a while, ever since he’d had too much to drink one time the year before when the fair had been in Sunderland and he’d told his fellow players about his plans to settle in the town in the future. Skelton had come to watch him at the fair after that and then offered him a job. He hadn’t been too pleased when he’d refused.


John ran over the conversation he’d had with Skelton two nights ago as he glanced again at the two men. After the game had finished, Skelton had showed himself, paying off his stooge who’d immediately made himself scarce. ‘It’s me you owe now, John,’ Skelton had murmured. ‘But don’t fret, I know a bright lad like you won’t keep me waiting overly long.’


The soft voice had been mild, even amiable, as he’d gone on. ‘Course, there’s more ways of settling this than you stomping up with the money. You’re the best boxer I’ve seen in a while, lad. You could have been at the top of the game if you hadn’t thrown in your lot with them fair folk years back. But then I understand a lady was involved, eh? Aye, we’ve all been young and had the sap running high. But things are different now, and at your age you can do better than having every bright spark who fancies himself as a hard ’un trying to knock ten bells out of you every day in the ring. And let’s face it, you’re not one of them travellers, John. You’re an East End lad, born and bred, an’ we breed ’em tough, an’ I’d say you’re tougher than most. I like a man who can take care of himself, and others, if you get my drift.’


He’d mumbled something about getting the money then, and Skelton’s voice had changed, the pally note absent when he next spoke. ‘Aye, well, if that’s the way you want to play it, I’ll give you a couple of days to come up with the readies, all right? But think on about what I’ve said. You’re missing an opportunity here and I took you for an intelligent bloke. You could earn more working for me in a month than six grubbing an existence with them travellers.’


Skelton’s tone had changed again, becoming nauseatingly benevolent when he continued. ‘I understand you’ve got a bit bairn an’ all, is that right? Aye, I’ve got a family meself so I know what it is to look to the future with them in mind. And these are hard times we’re in, and they’re only going to get harder by the day. My old mam, God rest her soul, used to say that the good Lord helps them that helps themselves, and she was right.’


Skelton had smiled, showing yellow pointed teeth. John had thought the man resembled nothing so much as a giant rat.


‘Throw in your lot with me an’ you’ll be well looked after, lad. A house rent-free for you and the bairn and plenty of cash in your pocket, and that’s just for starters. There’s many a bloke who’d bite my hand off for half what I’m offering you, and that’s a fact.’


He had thanked Skelton then, saying he appreciated the chance and that he would think about it, whilst knowing he had no intention of working for him. He hadn’t met many men in his life he was afraid of – perhaps just the master at the orphanage and one of the teachers at school who’d been a sadistic brute and had had everyone quaking in their shoes – but there was something about Skelton that made his blood run cold, even when the man was being matey. Or perhaps especially then.


John surfaced from his thoughts to find the other players waiting for him to make his move. There was nothing else for it but to show his dud hand. Disgustedly he flung the cards down on the table and stood up. His money was gone, he still owed Skelton a small fortune, and there was no hope of retrieving Louisa’s jewellery from the pawnbroker unless . . .


Knowing he had been backed into a corner by his own crass stupidity and weakness, he made his way across the room. The two men stared at him impassively. He didn’t prevaricate. ‘I need to speak to Mr Skelton.’


‘. . . So that’s it in a nutshell, John. You show me what you’re made of by doing this little job for me tonight, and if I’m satisfied, you’re on the payroll. And we’ll wipe the slate clean regarding what you owe me. But once you’re in, you’re in. There’s no going back, not when you work for me. Understood?’


‘Understood, Mr Skelton.’


‘I’ve got plans for you, lad. I’ve been looking for a right-hand man for a while – I can’t be everywhere at once. I had a good bloke seeing to things at the docks but he met with an accident. I dealt with the scum responsible –’ Skelton’s voice left John in no doubt as to what had befallen the unfortunates concerned – ‘and the example I made of them will serve as a warning to others, but Stan still needs to be replaced. Stan had brains as well as brawn, like you, and he was loyal. You’ll be loyal, won’t you? Aye, course you will. You’ve got a bairn and you wouldn’t want her to grow up without her da, would you now? So let’s go and get this spot of business over and done with, and then we can talk some more over a bottle of the hard stuff.’


Skelton hadn’t told him what the business was, merely that he happened to have a little job that needed taking care of and that would be right up his alley, but as John followed the narrow-shouldered, slight figure of his new boss with the two henchmen making up the rear, he found his guts had turned to water. It was a short walk from the East End pub where Skelton had been waiting for him to the dockside, and being a Saturday night the gin and pie shops were doing a roaring trade, as were the blowsy prostitutes waiting on every street corner. It was noticeable to John that not one of the women called out to them as they passed – one look at Skelton and they either turned away or lowered their eyes. The warm night was ripe with the stink of fish and other pungent smells but John was used to that; he’d been born in Low Street close to the docks, and filth and disease were no strangers to him.


A grimy East End twilight was falling as they walked along Thornhill Quay, passing a couple of fishermen’s boats that had been pulled up out of the water. The terraced houses that bordered the rough cobbles leading to the side of the quay and the river were mostly three-storey, and in their heyday had been fine residences. Now they were tenement slums with whole families living in one room along with the rats and the bugs, and as many as thirty men, women and children sharing one outside privy and water tap.


It was a hell of a way to live, John thought, especially for some families who were decent enough but had found themselves poverty-stricken through no fault of their own. There were some who said that once you reached rock bottom the only way was up, but he hadn’t seen much evidence of that in life.


‘Now, lad, let me explain what I want you to do.’ Skelton’s eyes could have been chips of black ice. ‘There’s a bloke living on the second floor in a room at the back of the house who thinks he can take the mickey outta me by all accounts. Out of the goodness of me heart I put a bit of work his way, unloading some merchandise from this boat and that, you know how it is.’


John nodded. He knew how it was all right.


‘And the next thing I hear is that this same bloke is after selling a few bottles of brandy cheap in the Golden Lion. I can’t have that, lad, for two reasons. One, it’ll be after giving the rest of ’em ideas, and two, no one does the dirty on Patrick Skelton and doesn’t live to regret it. Now, you go up there and bring him down to me so we can take him somewhere nice and quiet and point out the folly of his ways, all right?’


It wasn’t all right, it was far from all right. ‘What – what are you going to do with him?’


‘Me? Nowt.’ The thin mouth smiled, showing the pointed yellow teeth. ‘But you and them –’ Patrick nodded to his two henchmen – ‘are going to break every bone in his treacherous thieving body.’


John swallowed. ‘But –’


‘No buts.’ Patrick stepped closer, so close John could smell his fetid breath when he softly said, ‘You do exactly as you’re told.’


He’d sold himself, soul, mind and body. ‘What’s his name?’
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