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  This work is for two very important people for whom I hold great respect, though I seldom express it.




  Diane Pearson, who discovered me (probably while digging for Roman ruins) and taught me how to edit in the good, old-fashioned way. Her input was beyond value.




  Wayne Brookes of Pan Macmillan is the one who opened my wings and encouraged me to fly. I am privileged to be on the list of this multi-talented, caring and hilarious man.




  Without these good friends and their publishing houses, I’d be living on disability allowance. I send both my love and boundless gratitude.




  







  One




  A ragged formation of swallows meandered in a very loose, ill-regimented fashion across the sky. Drifting from U to V to W, they looked rather like a company of soldiers who

  had taken the command ‘at ease’ rather too literally. Perhaps they’d forgotten their alphabet? Or was this yet another symptom of a world gone mad?




  Andrew Sanderson continued to stare upward and decided that the birds were in two minds; climate change possibly meant that they could go or stay with impunity. ‘Very much like my own

  situation,’ he told the dashboard. ‘And I went. I chose to go because the atmosphere no longer suited me. In fact, it suits very few these days.’ He was supposed to feel free; he

  felt numb.




  According to militants, the NHS was going to the dogs. Well, it could get there without any further help or argument from him. There was talk of young doctors working to rule, of mass exodus

  abroad, even of walkouts. Whatever was needed in order to crease the stuffed shirts in Westminster must be contrived by fitter, abler men. Andrew’s time was over.




  But would he understand a life without work? He removed the key from the ignition and dropped it in a pocket. ‘I’ve got nothing to do, nowhere to go, won’t someone listen to my

  tale of woe?’ he sang in a steady baritone. ‘Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourself for goodness’ sake, Sanderson. You couldn’t take the heat, so you walked out of the kitchen.

  Walk out of the kitchen, and you get no custard with your pudding. In fact, you probably don’t even get the pudding, and to hell with cheese and biscuits.’




  Perhaps this was the end; perhaps he would follow a path already worn flat by the passage of many who had retired, only to die within months. Did he care, did it matter? It had to matter, had to

  be made to matter, because there needed to be a pattern. Without a template, what remained of life could well become a total void. What might Mary have said? Oh, he knew the answer to that one,

  right enough. His career had taken his mind off the grief, and she would not have approved of the grieving. Her voice echoed in the chambers of his mind. ‘Straighten your face, Sanderson;

  it takes few muscles to smile, and many to frown. You’ll get wrinkled. I don’t want a wrinkled husband.’




  The swallows continued to hang about, regrouping, shifting round on a skittish wind that had suddenly leapt off the Mersey. Should the half-hearted battle for leadership heat up, stragglers at

  the back would fail and fall. Or they might be pushed, murdered by fellows determined to press on. For a migrating bird, retirement meant death. For Andrew Sanderson, orthopaedic surgeon, it meant

  a gold watch, a top-of-the-range laptop computer, an OBE and uncertainty. He stared hard at the building in front of him. This house had always been big, but today it looked enormous. ‘Andrew

  Sanderson, this is your life. So bloody well get on with it.’ Without Mary, Rosewood was not a home. It was just a place where he slept and ate, where he pretended to be alive.




  Twelve red roses lay on the passenger seat. At this time of year, the long-stemmed began to cost an arm and a leg . . . An arm and a leg. How many limbs had he amputated in the past thirty-odd

  years? The children had always been the worst, yet how well most adjusted to prosthetics. Adults, on the other hand . . .




  On the other hand. That poor man a few years ago, both hands severed by unguarded machinery. Andrew and a multi-disciplinary team had saved what they could, and a big toe now imitated a thumb,

  but adjustment? Not easy, never easy. Now came his turn to reshape his life, to learn to walk without the crutch provided by a career. Oh, there was ample money, so that wasn’t the problem.

  Always, he’d had a timetable, a reason to go on. But the clocks wouldn’t stop, and the hours they marked had to be filled somehow.




  The powers had begged him to reconsider, but he’d had enough. It was as simple as that. Qualified medical and care staff were heavily outnumbered by pen-pushers – well,

  keyboard-clickers – while cleaning contractors had no idea when it came to thoroughness. He was well rid of all that palaver. Every week, every day, a fight for theatre space, a battle

  against new and stronger bacteria, germs carried home by visitors and by discharged patients to spread their malice on public transport, in houses, churches, shops. It had all become

  infuriating.




  Elective surgeries put back and back while emergencies got rushed through. It simply didn’t make sense any more. Too few doctors, too few nurses, too many administrators. Too few

  hospitals, theatres, theatre staff. Yes, it was as well to be away from all that. Spreadsheets, pounds and pence mattered these days; patients were just units, items on a rolling belt like those

  used in Sainsbury’s. Five pounds of spuds, click, a dozen eggs, free range, click, a greenstick fracture, click . . .




  Yet the future yawned before him, and he had no idea what to do with it. Crown green bowling, fishing, card games in the pub? Should he take up clay pigeon shooting, deer stalking, ballroom

  dancing? No, not his scene. His scene? Did he have one? There was surgery, there was music, there was furniture. He owned an antiquated Silver Ghost and another couple of vintage cars with which he

  tinkered from time to time. Voluntary labour was not his idea of fulfilment. There was work, there were hobbies, and between work and hobby stretched a chasm the size of the Grand Canyon.




  Dad’s voice echoed down the years. ‘You’ll be a gradely carpenter, son. Aye, you will that. You’ve got my hands.’ Oh yes. At twelve years of age and

  without the usual guidance of his father, Andrew had built a bookcase. After that first item, he had never looked back. The only difference was that Joseph Sanderson, now ninety-three and in a

  nursing home, had worked with wood. His son had specialized eventually in the treatment of human bone, and the tools had been remarkably similar.




  The two areas of labour had melded one with the other after Joseph’s hip replacement, and the worn bone now formed the handle of a walking stick. That bizarre item meant a great deal for

  both men, as it represented two lengthy and successful careers. Andrew smiled, remembering his truculent father under the influence of a drug meant to calm him before theatre. ‘I want me bone

  back,’ he had yelled at a poor nurse. ‘It’s mine.’ Nick-nack, paddy-whack, give a dog a bone, that old man came rolling home. Dad was a character, a lovable rogue who, like

  fine wine, had improved with age.




  ‘Have I done the right thing?’ Andrew asked himself now. There was his other qualification, of course. Proficiency at the piano had gained him many years ago an offer of a place at

  the Royal School of Music, and although he had never trained as a teacher, he could now take individual pupils. Everyone knew him from recitals in Liverpool, so he was respected. Music, then? Or

  music and classic cars?




  Oh, well. Whatever, as the kids said these days. He was sixty, he was slower, he was no longer the best in his field. But one thing was certain – he would not be leaving Liverpool. This

  city had served him well, while he, in his turn, had given his best years to the hospitals in which he had worked. Liverpool had also introduced him to Mary, and Mary would stay in this place

  forever. Why did you take her, God? Why not some damned fool instead, someone with no contribution to make? When I think of all she did, all she might have done. Don’t think. Stop

  thinking . . .




  He picked up the bouquet and opened the car door. Oh no. Madam Bossy was still here, and she’d seen him. There she stood at the drawing-room window, arms akimbo, yellow duster in one hand,

  face like a bad knee. She’d probably watched him talking and singing to himself. The urge to drive away was strong, but it was too late. While the woman at the window was his employee, he

  often felt that the upper hand would always be hers.




  Eva Dawson, housekeeper, cook, cleaner and general dogsbody in the house known as Rosewood, shook her head in despair. Here he came, the bloody lunatic. A patient dies of a deep vein something

  or other that shifts during surgery, and in his own mind it’s this fellow’s fault. The anaesthetist, who might have kept a closer eye on things, was carrying on regardless, but soft lad

  here had thrown a strop and handed in his notice. He was dafter than three Siamese cats trapped in a pillowcase. Brains? If this man was clever, God blessed those at the back who played with

  Plasticine, because brains seemed to restrict other areas of growth. When it came to living life to the full, Andrew Sanderson had no idea.




  He entered the drawing room. ‘Don’t start, Eva, please,’ he said by way of greeting. This was the last day of life as both had known it. Fortunately, the house was large, but

  was anywhere big enough to contain the pair of them? They were both stubborn, both direct when prodded towards argument. And they had both loved Mary.




  ‘Me?’ Her eyes widened. ‘I never said a bleeding word, did I? Look at the cut of you, though. Nice-looking feller, still in his prime, all that bloody learning and experience,

  so you go and retire at sixty. Years of wear you’ve got left in them hands. I mean, if you’d been a shopkeeper or something else ordinary, I might understand it, but your training cost

  quids. A waste, that’s what it is.’




  ‘Eva, they’ve had their money’s worth, plus a pound or two of flesh—’




  ‘Let me have my say for once.’




  For once? She’d been known to kick off at lunch time, blow the whistle for tea, then pick up the second half from there. Left to her own devices, she added on injury time plus extra

  minutes on top of that, no penalties allowed. ‘It’s been an emotional day,’ he told her. She would hand him a red card with an accompanying lecture. A small woman, she had a

  personality that filled a room and even spilled over into the rest of the house. She hailed from Seaforth, and she owned a husband, several offspring, a marked Scouse accent and very definite

  opinions on a plethora of subjects. But she was Mary’s choice, so . . .




  In truth, she didn’t know where to start, as she had already given him the benefit of her wisdom on several occasions. The man was gorgeous. She studied him, not for the first time, and

  wondered whether he ever looked in a mirror properly. Grey at the temples seemed to emphasize his good looks, while excellent bone structure and a lack of loosening flesh made him a very desirable

  property. ‘I could advertise you, I suppose,’ she said. ‘One previous owner, good bodywork, automatic transmission on a good day, engine in fair condition—’




  ‘I’ve been round the clock a few times,’ he told her. ‘More mileage on me than on my 1939 MG. In fact, I’ve worn out three gearboxes and several handbrakes.

  I’m in no mood for lectures. I’ve heard enough of those from the young and restless at work.’




  ‘You and your cars,’ she exclaimed. ‘I suppose you’ll be walking oil and sawdust through, so I’ll charge extra. You’ll be under me feet, and God help my

  parquet. I’m already a slave to it without your muck.’




  The aforementioned God chose this moment to deliver a flash rainstorm with accompanying son et lumière. Thunder rumbled, while lightning added intermittent brightness to the

  drama. Andrew, unimpressed by weather, watched with interest as a terrified Eva curled into an armchair. At least she had shut up. Silently, he thanked Thor, god of thunder.




  He walked to the window and stared out at Liverpool’s angry river. Dark grey and boiling, it leapt over fortifications built to hold it back. Years ago, houses had tumbled into the water,

  so concrete steps designed to prevent a repeat performance ran from Blundellsands through Brighton-le-Sands right down to Waterloo and the marina. He might have considered buying a yacht, but

  he’d once felt sick on a glassy-smooth boating lake, so he’d be better sticking to dry land.




  ‘I don’t like it,’ the housekeeper moaned. ‘Frightens the life out of me, it does.’




  ‘I know. But it keeps you quiet, and that’s fine with me.’




  ‘You’re cruel.’




  ‘Oh, pipe down and rest your varicose veins, woman.’




  She stared at his back. Straight as a die, and well over six feet in height, he had never developed a stoop. Women stared at him. She’d noticed that whenever he’d helped her out with

  shopping. Women in Sainsbury’s almost salivated when he walked by. Every female teller in the bank smiled hopefully so that he might choose to stop at her station. He had no idea. Perhaps

  unawareness added to his charm, then. ‘What are you going to do with the rest of your life, Doc? Play with cars and build more furniture?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’




  ‘Well, you’d better make your mind—’ An enormous clap of thunder cut her off. She dared not look through the window, because hearing the storm was bad enough without

  looking at God’s fury making holes in the earth. The weather was an omen; this fellow should have carried on working for at least five further years.




  ‘Old man river isn’t pleased,’ he said. ‘The tide’s in, too. It might test our fortifications. Perhaps we should have got sandbags from somewhere to keep the water

  out.’ That should make her forget to panic. Or at least change the focus of her fears.




  Eva shot to her feet. ‘A flood?’ she screeched. ‘That’s all we need.’




  He swung round and gave her his full attention. ‘That would ruin your parquet, wouldn’t it? Rumour has it that Blundellsands will be under water in a hundred years from now, so

  what’s a century among friends?’




  She glared at him. ‘You’re evil, you are.’




  ‘That’ll be why I’m cruel, then.’




  He was neither evil nor cruel. Eva knew how generous he was, how kind. Many times she had arrived at work only to discover that he hadn’t been home, that the meal she had left the previous

  day was untouched. The reason was always a patient whose progress, or lack thereof, was giving cause for concern. He didn’t cope well with death, had never managed since . . .

  ‘Doc?’




  ‘What?’




  She swallowed hard. ‘It has to stop some time, you know.’




  ‘It will stop, Eva.’




  ‘I suppose you’re talking about the storm,’ she said.




  ‘Of course. What else?’




  She hesitated, unsure of herself for once. Ten years. Ten bloody years, and he still bought roses. There was a selfishness in this one area of the man. He had lost his wife, but so had many

  others. For a whole decade, he had continued to mourn Mary as if she had died yesterday. She wouldn’t have wanted that. Mary Collins, a nurse from the Women’s, had married the

  best-looking, most appreciated young doctor in the city.




  Their devotion to each other had been almost palpable. And Mary had died. She’d left a devastated wreck of a husband, three more or less grown-up kids who hadn’t known whether they

  were coming or going, and a housekeeper who’d felt like running away. But Eva Dawson had remained loyal right up to this very trying day. Although she allowed him to get away with very

  little, she knew a good man when she saw one. And this was probably the best of men.




  ‘The thunder will pass, Eva. There’s thinner cloud on the horizon. Another few minutes, and Thor will take his mischief elsewhere.’




  ‘She wouldn’t have wanted this for her Drew, Doc. You can’t even move to a more manageable house, can you? And you know better than most that the box under the garden

  doesn’t contain her. That’s just her bones now.’




  ‘Stop,’ he said. And he remembered sitting in the car telling himself that it had to matter, that he had to make use of retirement. People talked these days about closure, about

  moving on. For life to have value, must he leave Mary behind? Was that the next thing? Must he seal his heart against memories and hope to open it again elsewhere, not necessarily with another

  person, but perhaps with a different activity?




  Eva saw that his mouth was tight. There was a point beyond which no one dared pass with Mr Andrew Sanderson, OBE. The children had known it, too. Mary and Andrew, good enough parents, had needed

  a lot of time to themselves, and Eva had been employed to pick up the slack. So she’d looked after the kids as well as the house. They’d been so wrapped up in each other, Drew and Mary,

  that their offspring had joined them at evening table only when well into their teens. ‘Sorry,’ she said.




  ‘I know you have a big, generous heart, Eva,’ he said. ‘But she was everything to me. She’s irreplaceable.’




  Eva found her tongue again. ‘We’re all irreplaceable, only in the end we go. Nobody gets out of this lot alive, Doc. And that’s proof enough that the world can manage without

  us. I mean, the doctors you trained will do your job now. We just have to carry on carrying on, otherwise we’d all end up like you, fixated on somebody who’s not around no more. Time

  you pulled yourself together and got a life.’




  He glared at her. ‘So you imply that I should remarry? At my age?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. But sitting out there in all weathers talking to somebody long gone – that’s what they call an obsession, and there’s nothing magnificent about

  it. I see you’ve brought her roses again.’ She stopped. His lips were beginning to clamp themselves shut once more. Mourning had been an active occupation these ten years. The man was

  polite, and his intentions were good enough, but he couldn’t let go of a dead woman. He was wasting his own right to a decent quality of life. She felt like giving him a good kick up the

  bum.




  An alarmingly close crack of thunder erupted right over their heads. At the same time, a rear door crashed inward, and something brown streaked through the drawing room, out into the hall and up

  the stairs. ‘We seem to have been invaded,’ Andrew said. ‘Not Vikings again, I hope. They made enough of a mess last time, all that rape and pillage.’




  Eva blinked and closed her gaping mouth. She recalled her ma’s behaviour during thunderstorms. ‘Always keep the back door and the front door open,’ Eva’s mother had said.

  ‘That way, if you get a fireball off the lightning, it’ll go straight through instead of setting fire to the house.’ Were fireballs brown? Did they make clacking noises as they

  crossed floors? And was the house about to go up in flames?




  ‘That fast-moving article was a dog of some sort,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Was it?’




  He nodded. ‘I think so. Might have been a greyhound. If it was, we should back it – it shifted like . . . dare I say greased lightning?’




  The look delivered by Eva at this point might have pinned a lesser man to the wall. ‘Even your sense of humour is warped,’ she told him. ‘Well.’ She folded her arms.

  ‘You’d better try and catch it, eh? I’ve enough on round here without bloody dogs.’




  Andrew liked dogs. He and Mary had appreciated most animals. Her horse, kept at livery near Little Crosby, was long gone, but she’d always wanted a dog or two. ‘When we retire, Drew,

  we might consider breeding retrievers,’ she used to say. Had she sent the dog? If she had, she must have slapped a first class stamp on it, since it had certainly arrived at speed. Air mail,

  perhaps? Or had she ordered special delivery via a courier? ‘I’ll get it,’ he advised Eva. ‘You stay where you are and enjoy the storm.’




  ‘Don’t leave me, Doc. The thunder might come back.’




  So here he stood between a terrified woman and a frightened dog. ‘Oh, behave yourself,’ he snapped before leaving the room. What was she expecting? The Day of Judgement?




  This time, he noticed his house. In recent years, it had been the place in which he had eaten and slept, but from now on it would be his base. Joseph and Andrew Sanderson, father and son, had

  made the curved banisters, monks’ benches, doors, hardwood window-frames. The four-poster was their work, as were most timber items in the house. ‘I’m a good carpenter,’ he

  whispered to himself. But it had all been for Mary . . .




  Kneeling on the floor, he peered under the bed he had shared with his wife until she had died here ten years ago. The canine cowered under Mary’s side of the bed.




  ‘Hello. I’m Andrew. What the hell are you?’




  No reply was forthcoming. Andrew walked to the door. ‘Eva?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Bring some bits of meat. This poor thing’s starving.’




  ‘I can’t move.’




  ‘You bloody can, and you bloody will. Meat. Small pieces, raw or cooked, whatever you can find.’




  He returned to his lowly position. ‘You have to come out,’ he said. ‘You can’t stay under here for the rest of your life. That’s no way to carry on.’ He was a

  hypocrite. The poor animal was only hiding, and Andrew was contemplating similar behaviour.




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘That was nearly a bark.’ Andrew stretched out an arm. ‘Come on.’




  The dog blinked. Life thus far had not been good, and he didn’t trust these long, two-legged things. Yet he knew he must choose between safety and danger, so perhaps this one might be a

  genuine pack leader? How many times had he placed faith in humanity only for the breed’s badness to be proved all over again?




  A plastic dish arrived with another human attached to it. Eva knelt next to her employer and stared into the visitor’s hungry, bright eyes. ‘Here, doggy,’ she said. ‘Get

  yer dentures round this lot, eh?’




  The animal edged forward, plunged his head into the bowl and inhaled its contents in seconds.




  ‘Jesus, Mary and—’ Eva didn’t get as far as Joseph, because thunder rattled the air yet again. ‘I’m going under the stairs,’ she said when the sound

  rumbled away. For a woman in her mid-fifties, she certainly moved at speed.




  ‘It’s no longer overhead.’ Andrew closed his mouth. She had gone. He looked at the dog. Like Oliver Twist, the intruder held the bowl as if asking for more. Unlike the

  Dickensian character, this one carried the empty vessel between his jaws. Slowly, he emerged, dropped the dish and licked Andrew’s face with a long, hopeful tongue. Andrew, who disagreed

  strongly with those who promoted the idea that cleanliness was almost godliness, ignored the event; if people didn’t have simple germs to fight, they would never fight even simple germs.

  ‘I have to get my friend the vet,’ he announced seriously. ‘You need professional help.’




  A ridiculous string of a tail twitched. The fur was soft as silk, while huge ears seemed unable to make up their minds. The bits fastened to his head appeared to want to stand up, like those of

  an Alsatian, but huge flaps hung down, not quite touching his face. ‘You’re neither one thing nor another, boy.’ Yes, the dog was male, but very young. When fully grown, he would

  be tall enough to clear a table with that tail.




  ‘What the hell do I know about dogs? Who sent you to me? Was she pretty, with dark hair and bright blue eyes? Did she say I’d be needing you?’




  Once again, the pathetic excuse for a tail moved.




  ‘Are you a Great Dane?’




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘Quite. It is rough. The Irish Sea’s on bad terms with the river, Eva’s hiding from the storm, probably in a cupboard under the stairs, and I’m talking to a dog who

  doesn’t know what he is. This is probably as good as it’s going to get round here. You need younger playmates.’ Andrew paused. ‘Or perhaps you don’t.’ The poor

  thing looked as if he might appreciate calm and predictability. But would he respect Eva’s parquet floors, or might those dinner-plate feet do damage?




  ‘I’m going before the rain kicks off again.’ Eva’s dulcet tones crashed up the stairwell, seeming to hit every step in their path.




  ‘Do you want a lift?’ he called.




  ‘No. You’d better stay with that daft bugger. It seems to like you.’ A pause was followed by, ‘You suit one another.’ The double front doors slammed.




  ‘Well, that’s us told,’ Andrew advised his companion. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’




  He picked up the bedside phone and dialled Keith’s number. Keith Morgan, a friend of long standing, was now able to stand even longer after a hip replacement performed by Andrew.

  ‘Keith?’




  ‘Hi, Andrew. What’s up?’




  ‘I’m up. Upstairs. Something ran into the house during the storm. Four legs, a tail, ridiculous ears.’




  ‘Right. Is it a meow, a woof or a neigh?’




  ‘The middle one. I think. It doesn’t speak English, so it must be a foreigner. It’s very hungry.’




  ‘Any biting?’




  ‘No, I managed to restrain myself.’




  ‘Andy, I wish you’d start talking in a straight line. I’ll be there in ten minutes.’




  He sat with the dog. ‘See, I don’t know what to do with you.’ That was a lie; he knew exactly what he was going to do. ‘We should look for your owner, but you’re

  afraid of something or other. And I think, in the daft, unexplored acres of my mind, that Mary sent you. Well, something sent you.’ He placed a hand on a bony ribcage. ‘Let’s see

  what Keith says when he gets here. Follow me to the ground floor. Immediately.’




  Downstairs, the animal curled himself in the inglenook as near as possible to the drawing-room wood burner. In this position he was tiny, all bones, ears and feet. Andrew studied the paws.

  Metatarsals seemed to stretch halfway up the leg – this was going to be an item of some size. But the worried frown, those sad eyes, the obvious hunger, meant that the whole was needy.

  Overgrown claws indicated that the pup had not been exercised adequately, and—




  Keith entered the scene. Immediately, the dog stiffened and began to shake. ‘So this is what the wind blew in,’ said the vet. He held out a closed hand and waited till the pup

  accepted him with a wet tongue. After touching a gold-brown-reddish coat, Keith delivered the first diagnosis. ‘It’s roughly half French mastiff. A red one. Bordeaux. They have

  incredibly soft fur. The markings too, see the blaze of white down his chest? That long, thin tail also betrays his ancestry. The tail will fill out. In fact, the whole article will fill

  out.’




  ‘French? That’ll be why he speaks no English,’ was Andrew’s reply. ‘What’s the other half? Gestapo, German shepherd, Russian spy? Because that red was under

  my bed.’




  ‘Probably half Labrador. Yes, they speak French in Canada, so you may be right. And he’s been neglected. Keep him thin, but not this thin. That’s if you keep him at all.’

  He looked over his shoulder. ‘You’re keeping him. Ownership’s already written all over your face.’ For the first time in years, Keith’s friend looked almost amused and

  slightly relaxed. Might this new arrival provide the start of a long-awaited miracle? Animals sometimes reached the parts that remained inaccessible to humankind.




  ‘I know. He needs me.’




  It occurred to Keith that the boot was on a different foot – or paw – because Andy needed the dog. ‘This fellow’s five months old, I’d say. He could be five and a

  half months, but no more. He’s probably had no inoculations, so I’ll start from scratch, if you’ll excuse the poor pun. In two weeks, I’ll do the second jab. Keep him on

  your land for a month – no walkies. It’s important that he stays away from other dogs, especially as he’s so undernourished.’




  ‘Anything else, your honour?’




  ‘Feed him little and often because he’s been starved. Work your way up slowly to two tins of dog food a day – this chap’s still making bone and muscle.’




  ‘Right.’




  ‘And get the . . . get the grave fenced off. He’ll ruin your garden.’




  ‘I see.’




  Keith checked the dog’s general health and labelled him satisfactory. ‘You’re lucky,’ he commented. ‘He doesn’t have the wrinkled nose or the drooling jowls

  of Hooch.’




  Andrew jumped out of his chair. ‘You mean . . . ? No. Not that great delinquent poor Tom Hanks was landed with?’




  ‘The same. Underneath all the hassle and chewed clothes and ruined furniture, Hooch had a heart of gold.’ The vet laughed. ‘If it makes it any easier for you, think of him as a

  Labrador. They ruin houses, too. All pups do it. He’ll be company for you, Andy.’




  Andrew sat down again. The film had been released in the late eighties, and he’d seen it with Mary on their very last outing together. Just months later, Mary had lost her feeble hold on

  life. Storm was a message, then. Not that Andrew could say any of this to Keith. People already had him down as mad because his devotion hadn’t ended with Mary’s death. They had no real

  concept of true love, because if it was true it never ended. Oh, Mary. Why you? Why you and not me? You would have handled life so much better . . .




  ‘Andy?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘She’s dead, mate.’




  ‘You think I don’t know that?’




  ‘Still talking to her?’




  Andrew nodded. ‘Not every day. Not recently. Oh well, I’m retired now, so perhaps Storm will keep me busy and fit. Have you eaten?’




  ‘No, and she’ll kill me if I don’t get back and do justice to her boeuf en croûte. She’s been taking cookery classes again. Bloody murder, it is. I’d

  be happy enough with a ham sandwich, but oh no, if it isn’t in French and difficult to pronounce, it’s not proper cooking. I have developed a close affinity with guinea pigs.’




  Andrew laughed. ‘Would you like a French dog? It might taste good with a few spuds and a drop of gravy.’




  Keith picked up his bag. ‘Four Irish wolfhounds, two horses, two hormonal teenage daughters and one wife are enough, ta. See you in a couple of weeks.’ He left, crossing the index

  and middle fingers of his left hand. Perhaps the dog would make the first crack in Andrew’s emotional concrete bunker.




  Andrew glanced at his canine companion. ‘Just us, then. I’ll leave you a bit of stew to cool. Do you need to go out?’




  Storm mooched round the garden for a while, relieved himself, then walked straight towards—




  Andrew stood in the doorway and stared. There was no digging, no fooling about; the dog simply sat on Mary’s grave. With over half an acre to choose from, he had homed in on that one spot.

  This animal belonged to Mary, and his other owner wept. Eva wasn’t here, so it was his party, and he’d cry if he wanted to.




  That cursed inner alarm clock woke him at exactly ten minutes to seven. Time for a shower, a bite to eat, out of the house by seven thirty, look at today’s list. Check

  theatre availability, get everything in order . . . Ah. Of course, there was no list. No, no, that wasn’t true; it was just a different list, that was all. Mary had sent him a dependant, and

  there were things to be done.




  As he surfaced, Andrew Sanderson began to realize that he was not alone. Like Tom Hanks, he was sharing his bed with a Hooch. ‘We went through this last night, Storm. Didn’t we

  discuss sleeping arrangements? Ton lit est . . . sur le . . . landing.’ What was the French for landing? ‘You’ll have to learn English, dog. When in Rome and all that.

  Oh, by the way, do you have fleas? And I know it’s only a cardboard box, but there’s a nice blanket in it. You can’t sleep here. That’s Mary’s place.’




  The dog yawned. He had a set of strong, white teeth.




  ‘You feel safe at last, don’t you?’




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘This isn’t rough. I built and carved the bed with my dad’s help, and Mary did the drapes. You’re living in the lap of luxury, boy. This is a five-bedroom, four-bathroom

  house. That single-storey extension downstairs is an events room that runs the full depth of the building. She liked events, did a great deal for charity.’ He hadn’t used the events

  suite in over a decade. Even the formal dining room remained unloved. With a dining-kitchen, a morning room and a drawing room, Andrew had enough space. And Eva was talking about needing more help

  for the heavier work, but Eva was very adept at finding something to moan about.




  ‘Shall we go downstairs, Storm?’




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘Don’t you know any more words? It’s all getting a bit monotonous, you know. Anyway, we’re going out. Not “out” out, no running, no playing. But out as in the

  car. The same rules apply, by the way. It’s a Mercedes. We don’t eat upholstery, don’t scratch the doors, don’t chew seatbelts. Especially in a one-year-old Merc.’




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘Oh, come on. It’s Weetabix or nothing, so it’s Weetabix. One more ruff and I’ll make you wear one. You can walk round looking mad and Shakespearean.’




  A shower, a shave and a small disagreement later, both were seated in the car by nine o’clock. Storm, who had wanted to occupy the front passenger seat, was finally installed in the rear

  of the Merc. Andrew, nursing the suspicion that he needed a second shower, climbed into the driver’s seat. ‘Stay,’ he ordered. ‘I smell very doggy after that

  tussle.’




  ‘Ruff.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Arr-arr.’




  ‘That’s better. If you’re going to live with me, your conversational skills need work. Though you could be a blessing after Eva’s carryings-on. Half an hour with

  her’s like a public meeting with the riot police outside at the ready. She fed you, though. She’s not all bad – just half bad. Her husband’s our gardener, so you’d be

  wise to stay on his better side, too.’




  He drove to Tony Almond’s, a we-have-almost-everything type of shop, where he bought a large dog bed, boxes of balls and toys, half a ton of dog food, collar, lead and bowls. ‘What

  else do I need?’ he asked.




  ‘Not much,’ the girl replied. ‘Just your head tested. Our Alsatian ate the plastic rainwater pipes in our back yard yesterday. I see you bought a large bed. Is it a big

  dog?’




  ‘It will be if I let it live.’




  ‘Oh, and don’t bother with a kennel. Get it a Wendy house. They like their own place. No chocolate – it’s poison. And make sure you’re the boss.’




  Hmm. Chance would be a fine thing. The battle for position in the car had revealed a strong personality under all the shaking and ruffing.




  When all purchases were stashed in the boot, Andrew drove to the stonemason’s next door to the funeral parlour. The cross he had made to mark Mary’s grave had been well cared for,

  treated against weather, its brass plaque always shiny clean, but, due to recently altered circumstances, she needed more protection. ‘I have to make sure she stays where she is,’ he

  told the dog. ‘She may have sent you, but you’re not digging her up just so you can have the last word. Well, the last ruff.’




  ‘Ruff.’




  Smiling while shaking his head, Andrew left the car. He picked out the stone, said he wanted it flat on the ground over the grave, handed over a paper on which were written the appropriate words

  for engraving, and gave the man his address.




  ‘Not many people want the stone lying down these days,’ Sam Grey said.




  ‘I have my reasons.’




  ‘And eight feet by four? Was this a big person?’ He studied the customer. ‘You’re that doctor who’s a mister. You were in the paper, a photo at Buckingham Palace.

  OBE, wasn’t it? And I helped our Archie bury your wife years ago in your garden – I remember now, God love her. She was tiny. Did an awful lot for cancer research.’




  Andrew nodded. ‘Then she died of it.’




  ‘I’m sorry, sir. But my brother and I handle so many funerals – so very sorry.’




  ‘The dog in the car adopted me, Mr Grey. He’s confined to barracks just now because of injections against distemper and so forth. If he digs in the wrong place . . . well . .

  .’




  Sam Grey nodded thoughtfully. ‘Right. Can we get power to the grave?’




  ‘Yes. There’s electricity in the summerhouse.’




  The stonemason did some mental juggling. ‘Fair enough. We’ll get the slab delivered later today, and I’ll work on it in situ over next weekend. She was a lovely woman.’

  He paused for a moment. ‘So was mine, but I lost her to leukaemia.’




  It was Andrew’s turn to express sorrow.




  ‘I’m fine now. Remarried. I’ve not forgotten Mags, but Kath’s a good woman. We look after each other. Step into my office and we’ll do the paperwork.’




  Back in the car, Andrew surveyed his companion. ‘You’re almost too well behaved,’ he advised the pup. ‘I’m just waiting for the outbreak of war.’




  So that was what ‘normal’ people did; they put one wife in the ground and married another. He could not imagine himself wanting or needing anyone after Mary. Mary Collins, the object

  of many men’s desire, had chosen him. Although she hadn’t been his first partner in sex, she had certainly been his last. So tiny, so trusting, so affectionate and powerful. She had

  cajoled, begged and almost blackmailed people into parting with money for cancer research, had organized everything from jumble sales to formal balls, had raised many, many thousands in pursuit of

  her goal.




  ‘And it took her, Storm.’ It had been deep, widespread, difficult to diagnose in its virtually symptom-free early months. They’d trawled Denmark, Switzerland and the United

  States in pursuit of a cure, but nothing had worked. ‘She died in my arms, overloaded with morphine. Anyway,’ he dashed a tear from his cheek, ‘you have toys. You will chew the

  toys in lieu of furniture.’




  A weighty paw suddenly landed on his right shoulder and stayed there.




  ‘Good God, how much do you know, Storm?’




  ‘Arf.’




  ‘Only half? Right, I’ll tell you the full story later. But first, we have a dragon to face. You must remember, Eva is fair. She talks tough, but she does have a good heart. One

  thing’s certain – neither of us will ever go hungry.’




  The pup retreated to his rightful place. He was beginning to realize that there was a price to pay, and that the price was being nice. Nice was not jumping about too much inside cars and houses,

  but outside was OK. Somewhere at the back of Storm’s mind, a horrible memory lingered. A man, a stick, bits of ripped-up stuff everywhere. The beating. Outside in the cold, no food, drinking

  from puddles, running, running. Lights in the sky, loud noise, waves crashing, door opening. And the man. This man. Deep inside, there was love in Storm’s new person. Strength, too. He was a

  pack leader, a decider, one who would make life good. And Storm was here for a reason, though he’d no idea what it might be.




  Eva Dawson was standing at the laundry-room window, a mobile phone clamped to her ear. ‘I promise you, Joyce, I’m not joking. Sam Grey’s here with a mini

  tractor thingy dragging a trailer with stone on it. It’s going on top of poor Mary so the dog can’t start digging there.’




  After a pause, she picked up the thread. ‘And the doc’s building a house for the dog. What? No, not a kennel. It’s more the size of a kiddy’s play house. Raised off the

  ground to keep it from getting damp. All for a stray dog. Oh, I’d better go. Talk to you later, and see you at bingo.’




  Andrew entered. ‘I’ve decided on proper foundations. I’ll insulate, then run a pipe through and instal a radiator. Can’t have him getting cold, can we?’




  Eva’s mouth snapped shut. Sometimes, it was better to say nothing. If her employer seemed to be going a different kind of mad, that might be classed as progress. He talked to the animal

  now. Perhaps the daft-looking bugger would help the doc stop having one-sided conversations with the deceased.




  She joined him in the kitchen. ‘Do you want something to eat?’ she asked.




  ‘I’ll look after myself, thanks. Even my own cooking has to be an improvement on hospital food.’




  ‘But I’m here.’




  ‘I know you’re here. I can see you here and hear you here. But I don’t want to take advantage of you.’




  ‘Ooh, there’s a novelty. Months I’ve been asking could our Natalie come a few times a month to do some of the heavier work. She needs a few bob, being a student.’




  So, it looked as if Eva had produced something that hadn’t put its name down for prison. ‘Studying what?’




  ‘Medicine,’ she snapped.




  ‘In Liverpool?’




  ‘In Liverpool. She needs work because of student loans.’




  ‘Right. Use her and give me the bill.’




  ‘Don’t worry, I will. Now. Scrambled or poached egg on toast, bacon butty, ploughman’s, salad, baked potato?’




  ‘Bacon butty,’ he replied. ‘With ketchup.’




  The thing Eva loved most about Doc was that he’d managed to hang on to his working-class Lancashire roots with no excuses, no pride, no inverted snobbery. He was what he was, and nothing

  would ever change him. What was more, she knew he’d do what he could for her Natalie. Natalie deserved the best.




  







  Two




  By 1952, Joseph Sanderson’s Bespoke Furniture workshop was no longer a large shed in the back garden; he had taken a double unit under the Folds Road arches in Bolton.

  Three qualified carpenters and one apprentice formed his workforce, while his son Andrew always insisted on helping during long summer holidays. The lad’s affinity with wood had been born in

  him, but so had his gift for the piano. ‘Watch your hands, because your mother will kill me,’ Joe often begged. ‘You’ll play no music with a couple of fingers

  missing.’




  Joe was proud of his lad. How many men in this town had a son who got booked to play the piano in the Victoria Hall, who could make the most of the grain in wood, who was a front runner in most

  subjects at school?




  1952 became the Year of the Bookcase, the summer during which young Andrew’s talent became fully visible. After accepting minimal help from his father, he edged all the shelves with

  rosewood, then took a piece of the same to make a slight overhang for the top of the unit. With no help and no pattern to copy, he carved a Tudor rose in the centre, and vine leaves trailing

  outward on both sides. No one was allowed to view his work of art until it was absolutely perfect. In a corner away from everyone, he finally felt satisfied with the magnum opus, and went to fetch

  Dad.




  Joe removed the protective sheeting, and his jaw dropped. ‘Oh, my God. What size chisel did you use? Are your hands all right? There’s some fine detail in yon. Are you sure you

  didn’t hurt yourself? Your mother’s going to take my guts for garters if you’ve nicked the skin.’




  ‘Yes, Dad. I’m fine. No missing fingers, no blood, no bruises. I think you’ll be safe.’




  The older man swallowed hard. ‘Eeh, son. There’s folk up Chorley New Road would pay quids for that. It’s grand. But you know what, our Andrew?’




  The boy shook his head.




  ‘It’s not for sale. Even if we ended up with baileys at the door, we’d hide this. By God, I seldom saw finer work in me whole life.’




  ‘Why would we get bailiffs, Dad? Aren’t we doing well?’




  ‘We’re all right, son. Aye, we’ll make a grand carpenter out of thee. It’s an art that’s dying because of machinery, but people will always want bespoke pieces. So

  what’s the point of Bolton School and all that Latin and English literature? There’s money in them hands of yours, and there’s always a job for you at

  Sanderson’s.’




  While Andrew loved carpentry, it wasn’t his goal. He wasn’t absolutely sure of his goal, but carpentry was more like a hobby, something to help pass a few hours on a wet weekend or

  several days during over-long school holidays. He was a great reader, and not just of novels. Knowledge was there to be collected, and the school curriculum wasn’t broad enough for him. The

  world excited him, but he wasn’t sure which area would eventually be the one in which he would work.




  ‘This’ll all be yours one day, my son. With you having no brothers and sisters, the business will pass to you. By the time you get it, it will be worth a good few bob, because this

  is just a start. I have plans, son. Big plans.’




  Andrew couldn’t say he didn’t want it, because that would hurt his father. And then there was his mother. Emily Sanderson was an excellent pianist, though she didn’t practise

  often enough. She’d inherited a piano from a great-aunt, and this had been installed in the front parlour in their Crompton Way house. She played it occasionally, and Andrew had been drawn to

  it in the same way as he’d been attracted to wood. Nevertheless, although he loved to play, he was no more consumed by music than he was by carpentry. It was important, but it wasn’t

  enough.




  ‘She’ll not let you give up the piano, though.’




  Andrew grinned. Both his parents owned the knack of crawling inside his head to share thoughts. He was lucky to have such a close family.




  Joe continued. ‘And she’ll not like you doing carpentry in case it interferes with your piano-playing.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘How did you do it, though? How did you know what them dots on them lines meant? And how did you know which was left-hand music and which was right?’




  ‘No idea, Dad. It’s a bit like asking how did I know which chisel to use. It’s all just part of what I am.’




  Joe accepted that as an adequate explanation. With a dad up to his neck in sawdust, and a mother who used to be soaked in music, this one perfect child had been born attracted to both

  disciplines. When he played the piano, he became a concert pianist; when he carved, sawed and joined wood, he became a master carpenter. With Andrew, there were no half-measures; whatever he chose

  to do, he did it well. But he was also academically sound. ‘What will you do when you leave school?’ Joe asked now. ‘Soldier sailor, cabinet maker?’




  ‘University,’ was the quick answer. ‘Might be a doctor. Not quite sure yet, because I’m interested in a few things.’




  ‘A doctor? What about carpentry and music, though? Won’t it be a waste of talent?’




  Andrew shrugged. ‘I shan’t give them up. There’s space to do more than one thing in a whole lifetime.’




  ‘Your mother would be proud of a doctor. I’ll be proud whatever you do.’




  The praise went on for weeks, though Andrew was subjected to close scrutiny of his fingers when his mother discovered what he’d been up to. ‘You’ve a good eye and a steady

  hand,’ she told him. ‘That’s what surgeons need, you know. But surgeons have to take great and special care of their hands. And when your patients need soothing, you can play them

  a bit of music.’




  He would never be fully sure when the idea was born, but he always felt that his mother had given him that extra clue. Such a magical family, they had always been. Childhood was idyllic until .

  . . until it stopped being idyllic.




  Security dissipated when he found out that his father, great artisan and great dad, was not perfect. Having discovered his father’s weakness, Andrew nursed it to himself for some time, as

  it might have killed his mother. Protecting Mother was to become his prime objective. Caring about Dad, however . . .




  He found out by accident, though it would probably have come to light sooner or later. Andrew couldn’t help wondering whether he might have felt better had he remained in ignorance,

  because the new knowledge weighed heavily on young shoulders.




  Joe always tidied himself up on a Saturday night and, after a bath, a shave and a change of clothing, went out to the pub for a game of darts or dominoes. The Starkie was on Tonge Moor Road, so

  he usually cut through past St Augustine’s and up Thicketford Road. Andrew had a friend whose family owned a corner shop there, and he was just stepping out of the domestic doorway up the

  street at the side when he saw Dad walking in the wrong direction.




  For some seconds, he hesitated. Where was Dad going? Did he want to know, did he need to know? A strange feeling overcame him, leaving him almost breathless. In the Sanderson household,

  everything went like perfectly calibrated clockwork. Monday to Friday and some Saturday mornings, Dad drove to the workshop. On Saturday nights, he went to the pub. The rhythm of life was

  interrupted just once a year, when the family went to the seaside for two weeks, usually taking with them Stuart Abbot, Andrew’s best friend from the very shop and house outside which Andrew

  currently stood.




  Mother was a home bird. She made excellent meals, washed and ironed for everyone, kept the house sparkling clean, kept herself in the same condition, always a smile, always a pretty dress with

  an apron tied round her waist until she sat for the evening meal. Andrew was generally well behaved, so what was going wrong? Perhaps there was a customer nearby, though people in this area seldom

  bought bespoke. What should he do? It was probably nothing; Dad could be calling for a member of the darts team.




  His feet made the decision. As he rounded the corner into a cul-de-sac, he saw his father disappearing into a corporation-built semi-detached. Ducking down behind a privet hedge, Andrew found a

  gap and stared open-mouthed through the none-too-clean front window. Greasy, ill-hung curtains gaped sufficiently to allow the boy to see into the front room. Through a film of dirt on glass, he

  saw Dad kissing a woman. Andrew’s knees failed, and he sank to the pavement. Dad never kissed Mother. They were polite to each other, and they talked and laughed together sometimes, but they

  weren’t close like Stuart’s parents.




  Did Mother know about this betrayal? Had someone else noticed and told her, and was she the subject of gossip all over the neighbourhood? Straying husbands and women who failed to hang on to

  their men were served up in liberal portions alongside tea, sugar and butter at the local Co-op. Gossip was just another staple food in these parts. Oh, poor Mother. What was he supposed to do

  about this?




  He crawled away, hoping that no one in the other houses saw him. His heart fluttered stupidly like a caged wild bird, and he felt decidedly nauseous and weak. For the first time since infancy,

  he feared for his family. If Dad left, what would happen to Mother? And to Andrew? At Bolton School, he mixed with the rich and the gifted, and he was one of the latter group, but would Dad

  continue to buy uniform and other necessities if he went to live elsewhere?




  Who could Andrew talk to? Not Mother, not Dad, that much was certain. Stuart, another lad who had come good by passing his scholarship exams and the entrance exam for Bolton School was, in

  Andrew’s opinion, completely trustworthy, but was it right to tell anyone at all about private family business?




  Framing in words the fact that his dad had another woman made Dad a wicked man and Mother sub-standard in some way. A woman who did not keep her husband happy was a failure or, perhaps worse

  still, an object of pity. Mother was a proud woman. Surely someone else must have seen Dad going into that house? For how long had the affair gone on? And would there be a divorce?




  Stuart and Andrew had known one another since starting school during the war. Mothers had to go to work, so children were enrolled in nursery class at the age of three. Nine years they had been

  best friends, but Andrew could not betray his parents to anyone. It was a big parcel to carry alone, yet he knew he had to bear the whole burden.




  He arrived home. Later, when he thought about that evening, he could not recall the journey back to Crompton Way. Mother was seated by the fire in the living room. Her hair was pretty and fluffy

  and she was wearing her second-best dress. It was cornflower blue and it matched her eyes. ‘Hello, love,’ she said. ‘I’m trying to get to grips with War and Peace,

  but I think it’s beyond me.’ She put down the book. ‘Are you all right?’




  ‘Yes, thank you.’




  ‘Are you sure? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. Have you been to visit Stuart?’




  ‘Yes.’ For the first time ever, he found himself tuning in to his mother’s voice. She wasn’t like Dad. She spoke differently, as if she’d been educated, whereas

  Andrew’s father used old Lancashire phrasing and flattened vowels. ‘Did you want to be a musician?’ he asked her. ‘Did you never think of taking it up

  professionally?’




  ‘Sometimes,’ she replied thoughtfully. ‘Or a nurse. I rather liked the idea of being useful. But . . .’ She sighed and gazed round the room. ‘Here I am with my

  lovely son, so I’m quite happy, thank you.’




  He wasn’t convinced. ‘Is one child enough?’




  ‘Oh yes. I couldn’t have any more, you see. I’m sure your father would have liked a houseful of sons, each born with a saw in his hand, but it wasn’t to be. Yet

  we’re happy enough.’




  She had no idea, then. Or had she? She was clever enough to hide her feelings, controlled enough not to admit that her husband was with someone else. And if she did decide to open up, her

  confidences would not be awarded to a twelve-year-old boy, even if that boy was wise beyond his years. Oh, how he wished he’d never seen Dad earlier. A bubble was inflating in his chest, a

  new sensation that filled him till he ran to the bathroom and vomited. Hating his father wasn’t easy; hiding that hatred was going to be more than difficult. And he couldn’t carry on

  throwing up his venom, or he would finish up . . . what was the word? Dehydrated, that was it.




  ‘What’s wrong, Andrew?’




  He turned and looked into his mother’s lovely eyes. So gentle, they were, a lighter blue and not as piercing as his and Dad’s. She was unhappy. She knew. But Andrew had to pretend

  that he was not in on the secret, as she must not suffer more hurt.




  ‘You’ve been sick,’ she said, ‘and you’re not one for bilious attacks, are you?’




  ‘Too many sweets pinched from Mr and Mrs Abbot’s shop.’ Lying was not too difficult after all. From this day, he must live a lie. At the workshop, he needed to continue to be

  happy and helpful; at home, he must assist his mother, play the piano, eat his meals, smile at the traitor who was his father. How could the man betray this beautiful, fragile woman? She was a

  natural gentlewoman who was living the wrong life. What an excellent teacher of music she might have made.




  Emily’s heart sank. Something was troubling her beloved Andrew, and he was her reason for living, her joy, her comfort. ‘Your father’s gone to the Starkie,’ she said,

  apropos of nothing at all. ‘It’s Saturday. You could set all clocks and watches by that man. I always know exactly where he is.’




  ‘Yes. He lives a very careful life, Mother.’




  In a few beats of time, their hearts collided in the space between them. He longed for reassurance, wanted to run to her and share a comforting hug, but he couldn’t. How might so much be

  said in silence? Never before had it occurred to Andrew that his mother had probably married beneath her. Apart from the aunt who had owned the piano, Mother had no relations. Or had she? Had this

  wonderful, adorable woman been cast out for marrying a man from a different level of society? Had she relinquished all her chances just to be with a husband who would let her down?




  ‘Are you feeling better now, son?’




  He wasn’t, of course. ‘Yes,’ he lied.




  ‘Come downstairs. I’ll get a cold cloth for your head. Lie on the sofa, and I’ll play for you.’




  Her playing was untypically all over the place. Although nothing had been said, he nursed a strong suspicion that she was aware of his newly acquired knowledge. But he was unable to open a

  discussion on the subject, since he needed not to add to her discomfort. However, a plan took shape in the depths of his mind; he was determined to discover as much as possible about his

  mother’s past. Somewhere, there were people – her people, therefore his people. Even if he left his mother out of the equation, he needed the information for himself, because background

  was important.




  ‘Andrew?’




  ‘Yes, Mother?’




  ‘Do you feel better now?’




  ‘Yes, thank you.’ Deceit was about to become a way of life.




  ‘Chopin must be spinning in his grave. I don’t know what happened to my fingers. They were everywhere except where I needed them to be.’




  Andrew understood fully, though he offered no reply.




  ‘Do you feel ready for cocoa?’ she asked.




  ‘A glass of water would be better,’ he replied. All he could see was a house with dirty windows, a neglected garden, a front door that howled for a coat of paint. His father had

  turned away from a fragrant, lovely wife, had found his own level with a slovenly person who couldn’t be bothered to live a clean life.




  She returned with the water. ‘If anything is worrying you, talk to me.’




  He shrugged lightly. ‘Too many sweets and a strong dislike for geometry,’ he said. ‘Pythagoras and I have to reach agreement before September.’ He even spoke the way she

  did, had taken his voice from her. While Andrew’s speech was not exactly devoid of accent, it was nearer to hers than to his father’s. But the lies were born in the part of him that

  came from Dad, because Dad was dishonest. There was no problem with Pythagoras, but he had to offer an explanation of some kind so, like his male parent, he took the easy route.




  ‘Just rest, then,’ Emily said.




  She went into the kitchen and attacked tomorrow’s lamb with sprigs of rosemary. Joseph hated rosemary, so he could jolly well drown his portion in mint sauce yet again. She stabbed the

  meat and inserted extra pieces of the herb. Let her have him. Let him go and live in that tacky cul-de-sac with that tacky madam. And I hope her husband finds them in flagrante and

  gives them both the hiding they deserve.




  The marriage had not been a mistake; it had produced Andrew, who was a blessing. But something had happened to Andrew this evening, and the child was frighteningly close to boiling point. O

  God, please protect my boy from the truth. He mustn’t know, must never find out. Perhaps when he’s older, but not yet. She shelled peas, scrubbed potatoes, put together a trifle

  for tomorrow’s pudding. She used no jelly. Her Andrew didn’t care for jelly.




  It looked as if rain might be on the way. Never mind. Let Joseph get soaked on his way home. Yet she couldn’t manage to hate him . . .




  ‘Mother?’




  ‘Yes, dear?’




  ‘The people next door to Stuart have some kittens. May I have one?’ The idea of something warm and furry suddenly appealed.




  Emily stood in the doorway. ‘Your father hates cats.’




  ‘I know.’ He paused for a few seconds and studied her face. ‘Though he wouldn’t hurt an animal, would he?’




  ‘No. But get a queen if there is one, and I’ll have it neutered. They’re more sensible than toms.’ He’ll be in the pub now. Tonight, he will smell of her, all

  cheap soap and Evening in Paris. I shall move into the small bedroom. For Andrew’s sake, I’ll blame Joseph’s snoring. For some reason I can’t fathom, today marks the end of

  something. He has hurt my boy – I’m almost sure of it. No one hurts my boy.




  ‘You’ve had cats before, Mother?’




  ‘Yes, we had several on the farm.’ She pulled herself together and inhaled sharply. ‘When I was very young, we lived for a little while in a farmhouse.’




  Farmhouse. Mother’s maiden name was Beauchamp, French for beautiful field, pronounced Beecham. ‘That must have been fun,’ he said. Then he skimmed over the whole thing by

  talking about kittens while hoping that Mother would think he hadn’t noticed her faux pas with its accompanying gasp. More French. False step, this time. Well, Dad was the one who had stepped

  out of line. Mother probably needed her family, but was, perhaps, too proud to approach them. Beauchamp spelt the French way was an unusual name . . .




  While he drank his water, Andrew’s mother played another nocturne. This time, she took charge of her fingers and delivered a decent enough performance. Since learning about her

  husband’s floozy, Emily had concentrated on control of herself. Sometimes she felt a little guilty, as she had never enjoyed the physical side of marriage. After a birth so difficult that it

  had threatened the lives of both herself and her baby, the reason for sexual contact had been removed. Yes, she would have loved more children; no, she had no intention of leaving her son without a

  mother. So any fumblings involved a layer of latex, and she hated all that preparation. Did she hate Joseph? No. He was a weak and needful man, but his son had come first so far. Dear God, let

  it continue thus.




  In Andrew’s life since infancy, libraries had always been useful places. Inside the Central on Bolton’s famous crescent he had spent many busy hours, especially in

  the reference section. Reading about carpentry had been as useful as his practical experience; reading about anatomy and physiology was fascinating, and many answers to homework questions were

  available in this quiet, peaceful place. There were times when he felt he shouldn’t mind living here, because the whole world sat on shelves just waiting to be raided.




  But the information he currently sought was not available within his normal spheres of exploration. In a reading room usually populated by older people, newspapers and periodicals were kept on

  sloping tables with wooden lips on their edges to prevent printed matter from falling to the floor. And here he found a farming magazine.




  A man and a woman were pictured leaning on a wide five-bar gate. Between them, a young, prize-winning bullock rested his head. The whole photograph was pleasant and comical. But Andrew’s

  eyes were drawn to the article underneath.




  

    

      Mr and Mrs Beauchamp of Heathfield Farm with Hercules, their perfectly proportioned and amusing bullock. Hercules took first prize in the ‘most promising’

      group, while two further firsts, for Samson and Goliath, were awarded to the Heathfield herd’s famous prize bulls.




      Hercules, described by his owners as a beast with humour, is pictured leaning on the gate as if listening to gossip. Mr Beauchamp told our photographer that Hercules loves people, though

      he hasn’t yet managed to eat a whole one. The Beauchamps are the fourth generation of the family to farm their vast acreage. Over the years, they have doubled the size of their herds and

      have introduced three new types of cattle.


    


  




  In a further paragraph, Andrew learned that these possible relations of his were famous for breeding prize cows, sheep and pigs. ‘We lived for a little while in a farmhouse,’ Mother

  had said. Days after that evening, the kitten had been installed in the household, and Andrew had begun his trawl through the telephone directory, though his search had been fruitless. Not everyone

  had phones in those days, and lines had not yet been extended out into some areas of the countryside.




  The people at the main desk in the library had grown used to Andrew. He was the sort of user they appreciated; even when he brought his friend, they conversed by passing notes on a writing pad,

  thereby allowing other reference-seekers to continue their work in peace.




  George looked up. ‘Hello, young man. What is it today, then?’




  Andrew grinned. ‘Farming.’




  The man laughed. ‘It’ll fill the time nicely when you’re not playing the piano or being a doctor or a carpenter. Well, let me tell you, young Andrew, farming is more than

  full-time. You need thirty hours a day in that job. What have you got there?’




  He held up the magazine. ‘Just this. Can you tell me where to buy it?’




  George lowered his head and his tone. ‘I can do better than that, me laddo. You can have that one. The next’s due any day, and that issue’s safely archived, but don’t say

  anything. Give it here – I’ve an old bag somewhere.’ He glanced sideways. ‘And I don’t mean Edith.’




  Chuckling, Andrew offered his thanks, took the bag and left the building. Outside, he sat on the steps. Heathfield Farm. It wouldn’t be to the south, because the area between Bolton and

  Manchester was mostly housing and business development. The answer lay in the building behind him, in the maps section, but he had to get home, as Mother would have the meal ready. What would she

  say if she knew what her son was up to? Well, she certainly approved of brains and initiative, and he was using both.




  Mother no longer slept in the same room as Dad. The official reason was Joe’s snoring, but Andrew wasn’t fooled for one moment. He needed to find the Beauchamps, befriend them and,

  eventually, tell them who he was. If they were the right Beauchamps, that was. Should her marriage end, Mother might need support beyond anything her son could offer.




  Now. Time to invent the next lie. He could pretend to be working on a holiday assignment on wildlife in the north-west. With his trusty steed, a bicycle bought for his birthday, together with

  snacks and drinks, he would be able to take off daily once he had found the farm’s location. Mother would have no idea about his real intentions, and she wouldn’t worry about him.




  A second lie was preparing itself. He would tell the Beauchamps that he was researching husbandry with particular reference to cattle. With luck and good management, he might inveigle himself

  into the household. He would offer to work as a farmhand, with lunch as payment. How adept he was becoming at dishonesty. Perhaps he ought to become a journalist. They seemed to need the ability to

  bend the truth to achieve a headline.




  He reshaped the magazine so that it fitted into his saddlebag, and cycled home. After greeting Emily, he washed his hands at the kitchen sink and sat at the table.




  ‘We must wait for your father.’




  ‘Yes, of course. Where is he?’




  She walked to the window and beckoned. ‘Look at him,’ she whispered. ‘He’s having the time of his life.’




  Dad, who hated cats, was playing with the kitten. The animal was chasing a table-tennis ball all over the lawn, while Dad chased her. ‘He’s not supposed to like cats.’

  Childishly angry, Andrew resented the idea of Joe’s taking over the care of Toodles. She was his cat, not his dad’s.




  ‘Your father’s a good man, Andrew. Not perfect, but good enough. For some odd reason, Toodles’ fur doesn’t make him sneeze.’ She paused. ‘You’ve been

  missed at the workshop, by the way. The men have been asking after you.’




  So the first of the next two lies was born. He’d been preparing the start of his wildlife project, he said; now, he needed to go into woods to find examples of the subject. ‘We have

  to train ourselves in observation,’ he concluded.




  ‘Keep your distance from badgers if you see any,’ she warned. ‘They look sweet, but they aren’t, and their anger is born in sensible fear of humans. And remember that

  foxes are shy, because we are their main enemy too. If they have babies, stay still and try not to let them see you.’




  And there spoke a true daughter of the countryside, Andrew decided. A few months in a farmhouse? A whole childhood might be nearer the mark.




  Joe brought in the cat and placed it on a fireside chair. ‘This thing should run with the greyhounds. Or Bolton Wanderers could use her as goalkeeper. Hello, lad.’ He went to wash

  his hands.




  When he returned, his wife and son were discussing the etymology of the word forest. ‘Some say it came from Viking invaders,’ Andrew was saying, ‘and it meant an area set aside

  so that the nobility might hunt. All very feudal. We would have been chased off as commoners.’




  But Emily clung fast to the belief that it was based in Latin.




  The trouble with having an educated son and a clever wife was that Joe, or Joseph as Emily insisted on calling him, often felt left out. She was now going on about the forest canopy, the lower

  canopy, shrub, moss and herb layers. Aye, she was betraying her origins all right.




  Emily stopped. ‘I read all that somewhere,’ she said lamely. ‘In a magazine years ago.’




  ‘Your mother reads a lot and forgets none of it.’




  Andrew munched his way through salad and ham. The magnitutde of the task he was about to undertake took the edge off his appetite and made swallowing slightly difficult. Within minutes, it

  became almost impossible.




  ‘I have taken a job,’ Emily announced suddenly.




  Joe’s cutlery clattered on his plate. ‘Oh aye. What job’s that, then?’




  ‘Assistant to the almoner at Bolton Royal. It’s mostly paperwork, but the almoner’s office makes sure that care systems are in place for vulnerable patients leaving hospital.

  Just three or four days a week, I’ll be working at the start. Andrew’s old enough now to be left occasionally.’




  Joe almost growled. ‘Are you after more housekeeping? Do I not give you enough? There’s plenty more if you’re in need.’




  She maintained her dignity. ‘It isn’t about money, Joseph. It’s about involvement and being useful.’




  ‘I see.’ He picked up his implements. ‘Education should not be wasted. I’m quoting you there, Em. So we’re not enough for you, me and the boy?’




  Emily, always the lady, placed her knife and fork side by side on the plate. ‘If you have a sensible objection, it will be taken under consideration. As far as I am aware, no one can force

  me not to work. There’s no law against my taking employment, but I am open to rational suggestion.’




  Andrew, seated between the two, felt like a minister without portfolio. Raised not to interrupt, he simply stayed where he was, incapable of ingesting more food. This was as near as his parents

  had ever come to battle within his hearing. Too young to referee the bout, he had to sit through it in silent discomfort.




  ‘I like to be the breadwinner in my own house,’ Joe said, his face slightly flushed. ‘You don’t need a job. Anything you want, just ask and I’ll get it for

  you.’




  ‘I want to work.’




  ‘So he becomes a latch-key kid?’




  ‘No. I shall work part-time only. I’ll be here when he gets in from school.’




  ‘You’ve made your mind up, then?’




  Emily inclined her head.




  Joe left the table, walked into the hall and slammed the front door after leaving the house.




  ‘Phew,’ Andrew breathed.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘Storm in a teacup, dear. He’s always at his noisiest when in the wrong. Let him tell his . . . his friends about it.’




  They cleared the table and washed dishes. Together, Andrew and his mother worked like a well-oiled machine, even here in the confines of a small kitchen. It occurred to him that life without Dad

  would be a great deal better than life without Mother. If his father never came back, it wouldn’t matter, because he had another—




  The front door flew inward. ‘You there, missus?’ yelled a male voice. ‘Keep your rubbish off the street, will you? We get sick of shifting trash like this.’




  Emily left her son in the kitchen. On the floor in the hall, her husband was moaning and trying to get to his feet. She bent to help him.




  ‘Leave me alone,’ snapped the heap on the floor. ‘I’ve been robbed. I’ve been beaten, too.’




  Andrew offered to go for the police.




  ‘No,’ Joe snapped. ‘He got nothing but my watch.’




  Andrew backed away. There was no doubt in his mind that the probably fast-escaping visitor was the husband of the woman in the dirty house. The letter box opened, and the missing watch landed on

  the doormat. ‘There’s your watch that fell off, you cheap bastard. Even mine’s better than yon, and I’m nobbut a bin man. Like I said, I’m used to shifting muck and

  rubbish.’ The flap clattered back into position.




  ‘Andrew, go and pack an overnight case. We shall stay at the Pack Horse tonight.’




  ‘Why?’ groaned Joe.




  ‘Because the creature out there’s angry, and he may return and burn the house down. Senseless people have a tendency to react badly.’




  Joe struggled to his feet. One eye was closed, his nose was bloody, and his clothes were in tatters. ‘Don’t talk daft,’ he snapped. ‘He wouldn’t dare.’




  Andrew was not in a position from which he might see his mother’s face, but he could picture it in his mind’s eye. She would be calm, straight-lipped and steady-eyed. There’d

  be no nervous blinking, no outward fear, no tears. ‘Andrew and I are going,’ she said. ‘And I strongly advise you to do the same for the sake of your own safety.’




  They walked to the hotel, which was some distance away. Emily left her husband bruised and bleeding at home while she booked a twin-bed room for herself and her son. Since leaving the house, she

  had spoken not one word, and her son had respected the silence. But once in their room, she asked him to sit on his bed facing her.




  She sat. ‘You must try not to be angry with or worried about your father. He leads what I term a Saturday night life, and he meets some people who are not very pleasant. They get drunk,

  throw their weight about, argue over a game of dominoes or darts, and sometimes they fight. Tonight your father became a victim of misunderstanding. He may come here, or he may stay at home. I

  can’t order him about and tell him what to do; he’s a grown man.’




  ‘We left Toodles,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Don’t worry about her.’




  ‘You said the man might come back and set fire to the house.’




  ‘Ah, yes.’ She reached across and patted her son’s hand. ‘I just want him to think about the people he mixes with, Andrew. If he were a little more careful, he would get

  less trouble.’




  ‘Has there been other trouble, Mother?’




  ‘Yes. Yes, I’m afraid there has.’




  It was all connected to the woman with the battle-scarred front door. Mother probably knew that, but Andrew dared not say a word on the subject. Emily Sanderson courted nobody’s pity.




  That night, Andrew slept fitfully. Once, during a period of wakefulness, he heard his mother sobbing quietly just a few feet away. Hatred for his father deepened; had Joseph Sanderson stayed

  away from the filthy woman, her husband would never have come near Mother. Dad was a pig. Andrew made up his mind there and then that he would never go into a public house.




  Joe Sanderson nursed his wounds, flinching slightly while cleaning torn flesh. By tomorrow, he would have a real shiner. There was no steak in the refrigerator, but ice wrapped

  in a tea cloth helped the eye to feel slightly less painful. She’d gone. She’d gone and she’d taken his son. ‘A proper wife would’ve tended to me. Mind, I did tell her

  to bugger off, I suppose.’ But try as he might, he couldn’t stop loving her. He would always love Emily, but a man had needs . . .




  He tried and failed to read the newspaper. Apart from his half-blindness, he was worried sick about Betsy, and he was shaking. Would the ugly, fat sod kill her? God knew he was big enough and

  angry enough. According to Betsy, Martin Liptrott was still ‘like a little boy down there’, and it had never been a real marriage. Well, Joe certainly knew how that felt, because Em was

  a cold fish, though it wasn’t all her fault, was it? Joe couldn’t stay the course. Even preparing a woman was difficult, as he got over-stimulated and . . . well, it was called

  premature ejaculation, and though the doc had tried to help, nothing worked.




  Fortunately, neither of his women knew that he, too, was different. Emily had never expected much, so the little he had to offer had suited, as she was glad when the business was over. Betsy, a

  true virgin, was happy as long as he helped her attain some pleasure when he had finished. They’d been lucky so far, as no pregnancy had ensued. Most of the time, he used that thick rubber

  thing, but sometimes . . . He wiped his brow, flinched when he hit a sore spot. If she had a child, Marty would know for certain that any issue was a bastard.




  Right. That was it; his mind was made up. The business was doing well, so he could pay cash, no mortgage necessary. The Sandersons could be living almost opposite Bolton School within weeks.

  Emily would be on top of her new job, as the infirmary was not far away, school would be on the doorstep, while Joe’s drive to his workshop would be no more difficult than it was now. This

  house was about to go on the market, because he could no longer expect Emily or Betsy to accept the status quo. Hmm. The wife wasn’t the only one to know a bit of Latin.




  It was an end of terrace on Mornington Road, a large enough pile of Victoriana, with a back yard instead of a garden. Due to an extended kitchen, the plot at the rear was rather small, but a

  smart bathroom, a downstairs lavatory and a Sanderson kitchen in mint condition should appeal to Her Royal Highness.




  Hidden in the wilds, Emily had married late and her family had cast her out. As they all stank of pigs, cows and horses, God alone knew how they managed to feel superior to a qualified and

  experienced master carpenter, though he suspected it was something to do with land. They had land to spare, acreage enough for four or five farms. It stretched in a relatively narrow swathe right

  across Lancashire and almost into the mountains. Relatively narrow meant several miles, of course.




  They were a tough lot who had dedicated their lives to the improvement of stock, so they knew all about hard work, he had to allow them that. But they were greedy, and they had drummed into

  their children the concept that land should marry land. Because of Emily’s undeniable beauty, they had expected a climb-up of a marriage, since she spoke well, carried herself nicely and

  attracted attention. However, shyness had held her back until she’d met the Sanderson chap, and it had all run downhill from there.




  Educated privately, Emily was his superior in many ways, but he was the one who funded their current lifestyle, who paid for uniform, school meals, piano lessons, toys, bicycles, improvements to

  the house, groceries, household bills, his wife’s clothing. He knew that she missed open spaces, her horses, her siblings. And in spite of everything, he loved her to bits, while she

  respected him to a degree.




  Oh God, what a mess, and all of his own making. In a way, he couldn’t blame Marty Liptrott, because impotence must be a horrible thing. But.




  But a man had needs, and he had needed Betsy. She was uneducated, not always clean, while her conversational skills were minimal, but she welcomed him physically, and that fact allowed him

  release and relief. He had never loved poor Betsy. She was a good laugh, and she made excellent chip butties, yet apart from the sex they were just good friends.




  His tongue found a loose incisor in his lower jaw. Oh, wonderful. Another visit to the dentist might well result in a plate with one tooth on it. Actually, the tooth next to it wasn’t

  exactly standing to attention. What about Betsy, though? Would she have run away to her mother’s house on Ainsworth Lane? Oh, he hoped somebody was protecting her. She had brothers . . .




  At last, he fell asleep. In dreams, he watched helplessly as his wife was trampled to death under the hooves of a wild horse, while Betsy was pulverized by her husband. It was all his fault;

  even the horse was his fault. He woke convinced that life had to change. Had it not been for the school, he would have engineered a move to Liverpool here and now, because Liverpool was recovering

  from a crippling war, and factory units were cheap to rent. ‘All in good time,’ he breathed. ‘All in good time.’




  Emily Sanderson was also deep in thought. Unbeknown to the rest of her kin, she had money. The maiden great-aunt who had always supported her, who had railed against the rest

  of the family, had bequeathed more than a piano to her favourite girl. The account, in Emily’s name only, was supervised by an excellent adviser with the Midland Bank. She saw him quarterly,

  and was pleased to note that her original investment had more than doubled.




  But although she had this running-away fund, she would never separate Andrew from his father unless life became unsupportable. Joseph was not a bad man. He was an excellent provider, and he took

  care to spend time with his son, although lately a distance had appeared to exist between the two. She and Joseph still talked, real conversations about the state of the world, politics, furniture

  design. Had they not been married, they might have been the very best of friends.




  ‘Are you awake, Mother?’




  ‘Yes, I am. You may use the bathroom first. When we’re both ready, we’ll go home.’




  ‘Right.’ He got out of bed.
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